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THE NATION IN BETWEEN, OR

WHY INTELLECTUALS DO THINGS WITH WORDS


Elena Gapova

“…[U]nless national consciousness at its moment of success was somehow changed into social consciousness, the future would not hold liberation but an extension of imperialism.” 

Edward Said
 

Posing the Question

Much as in other former socialist countries, contemporary Belarusian intellectual discourse is focused on the idea of a return to Europe. The idea is mostly based on the belief that the medieval Grand Duchy of Lithuania was a Belarusian state, with old Belarusian as its language of state communication, legal documents, and the first printed books, and is presented as a nostalgic myth in the Belarusian memory of identity.  It resurfaces at times in peculiar forms, like the demand by one group of intellectuals to switch the “national text” from Cyrillic to the Latin alphabet (“Belaruskaya lacinka”), which was used for brief periods throughout Belarusian history and can hardly be presented as “the script” taken from the nation by the brutal colonizer. The rationale (deeply felt by those who feel it) for this act is to visualize a belonging with Europe that was allegedly interrupted but not fully destroyed by the Russian incorporation and Soviet experience, since for several hundred years the country was not present on the European map as an independent state.  Since 1991, though, it has been there, following the disintegration of the Soviet Union through seemingly triumphant realization of the idea that every one of the fifteen major constituent Soviet nations now deserves a state of its own.

This, though, did not happen through the victory of the Belarusian own national ideology, for the Belarusian people did not particularly ask for independence, seemed at a loss about how to utilize it when it was granted, and, having regained some consciousness after their initial bewilderment, elected Alexander Lukashenka in 1994 as their president. His platform was to return things to what they had previously been “economy wise,” in general, and to unify with the fraternal people of Russia in a common state, in particular.

From the very beginning this “new” nation of Belarus did not strive to be master of its destiny; both independence and statehood were rejected by too many Belarusian citizens. Repeated efforts were made to reach closer and closer union with Russia, and the process seems to have been in the final stages since April 2, 1997, when the treaty on reunion was signed.  It triggered protest, severely repressed with arrests and beatings by police, on the part of urban intellectuals but was met with sincere approval by older people, by the urban poor, by those residing in the countryside and in the East of the country, and also by more women than men.

 Reunification began to develop as a cultural process, starting with solution of the language dilemma, through a referendum, in favor of Belarusian having equal status with Russian (while part of the urban intelligentsia firmly insisted that it should be the only state language); with replacement of “independent” national symbols by slightly-modified Soviet ones, and with decrees prohibiting the use of turn-of-the-century Belarusian orthography and legitimizing the Soviet version as the only possibility. Eventually, the process of reunification became directly political. Several opposition newspapers were closed, government media blocked the expression of any alternative opinion, the legitimate parliament was dissolved by force and a new National Assembly was established, one third of whose members are nominated (!) by the president. The constitution was changed to place the executive branch over all others; intolerance of protest reached a degree where students are expelled from universities for participating in legal demonstrations and sentenced to imprisonment for anti-presidential graffiti (at least one 18-year old served 18 months in prison for exactly that); non-government organizations are harassed and outlawed, and several opposition leaders have disappeared for good.

Thus, reunification politics included a nostalgic idealization of socialism, government control in all spheres of life—economic, social and symbolic—and severe curtailment of civil and political rights. The people in general supported the politics, re-electing Mr. Lukashenka in 2001. He tries to preserve the socialist type economy and keep the legacy of free healthcare, university education, paid maternity leaves and all kinds of social subsidies (in this system of centrally controlled resource allocation, he holds overarching executive power) intact and working in the emerging market economy.  One can still call a state doctor, who will pay a free home visit, prescribe medication and approve paid sick leave for as long as it takes one to get better. The problem is, the medication, Swiss or French, may cost half a teacher’s monthly salary, and if one is working for a new private company, it may (and most certainly will) not be interested in either waiting for someone to return from the sick leave, or in having an employee who gets sick at all.  It may prefer to hire someone healthier, to continue the pursuit of profit with more success.  What is more, it may prefer hiring those who will never need a maternity leave. 

The Belarusian opposition (called nationalist by the government media and democratic in the West) reacted to the curtailment of liberties by preaching universal values of democracy and a market economy, but, first of all, insisting on national independence as the precondition for these. The idea was that, as soon as the nation recollected its European past and switched to the Belarusian language (and even better—to the Latin alphabet) in all spheres public and private, justice and economic prosperity would reign among those poor people. Too bad the people would not listen, and continue to prefer another form of social justice.

The Belarusian controversy has been theorized by many journalists and political scientists as one over “lost nationhood:” the Belarusians allegedly have problems identifying themselves as a nation and lack either a sense of shared origin, experience or culture, as their lands were for centuries a contested transitional space between the democratic and European West and totalitarian Asian East, with Soviet experience completing the process to make people forget their true national belonging.  The New York Times summed up the nation’s calamities with the line, “Belarus is a land cursed by geography and history.”
  David Marples entitled one of his books Belarus: A Denationalized Nation
—originally the title ended with a question mark, which was lost during the publishing process.

Many proponents of their own global citizenship seem to think that people in other parts of the world are entitled to a single, clear cut national (or, rather, ethnic) feeling as their sole and main identity: that “the Irish are only Irish, Indians Indians, Africans Africans.”
  They rule out the possibility of primary self-definition with multiple or non-national identities. I have argued elsewhere that in the post-Soviet world, discourse on national issues has tended to envelop such choices as market economy (and liberal democracy) versus socialism (and political coercion) as different ways of resource allocation.
  This discourse serves to manifest a class discontent, as it is not so much about national belonging as about class interests. The major social process in the post-Soviet world has been class (re)formation (through income inequality, i.e. through the workings of the market), and national issues, in their various incarnations—be it demands for autonomy or independence, controversy over language or disputed territories or some other argument—are mostly manifestations of a class issue.  The USSR disintegrated, in the first place, not because it was “the prison of nations,” but because a “new class” was emerging for whom the socialist system of resource allocation became too tight:
 they strove for the freedom that the market provides. National projects serve to justify the new social order (“class society”) by providing emerging elites with a “noble national goal.”  Today’s situation in Belarus is “class struggle” in its pure form:  one group, with one set of economic and cultural assets, is interested in changing the status quo, while another wants to preserve it.

Intellectuals are the main articulators of the national cause:  post-Soviet national projects are to a great degree about urban intellectuals (and the language they speak, i.e. the symbolic means they use) versus the rural and urban workers who are less educated and have fewer opportunities in the emerging brave new world (and its brave new speak), who have in the last decade become the rural and urban poor. From the very beginning, “the language issue” (Belarusian versus Russian) has been at the very core of pro-independence discourse, the locus of controversy, as intellectuals champion it for the sake of “the people,” while the folk very firmly reject it.

Starting from the proposition that “the language” is a part of a particular market system—in the sense that Pierre Bourdieu ascribed to the notion—I am interested in how the group (class or “corporate”) interests of post-Soviet intellectuals are related to their activities and revealed in the discourse they produce.  My questions are simple:  why do intellectuals “need” the national language or, rather, what can they do with it in both the national and international arenas, if those for whose sake they promote it evidently do not need it?  What intellectual purposes are served by the language people are supposed “to recollect” (most do not speak it any more)?  I will address this question by analyzing how the language discourse revolves around two issues: politics and human rights, on the one hand, and cultural projects (starting new journals or translating Western intellectual texts into the Belarusian language), on the other. 

What is the Language of Freedom?

As everyone knows, the language issue first emerged in European history as vernacular against Latin, or, later, against the language of the Empire (whichever that was):  it was about using mother’s tongue publicly, relating in it to God; it was about literacy, education, access to culture and, eventually, about modernity and statehood.  The turn-of-the-century Belarusian literati, mostly educated in Petersburg or Warsaw, for after several uprisings the tsarist government had prohibited universities in the region and closed those which existed, saw their lands as “for several centuries an arena of political, national, religious and cultural struggle”
 between Russia and Poland.  For them, the national cultural idea was simultaneously a goal and a means for social mobilization, working for recognition of the language, eradicating backwardness, illiteracy, poverty, and joining, as an independent nation, the European project of modernity.

How does the language discourse relate to the “people” now, when everyone in the former socialist world is literate, and most are also urban and educated, though they do not speak as intellectuals claim they should speak?

In the mid 1990-ies my neighbor, a doctor told me his story in a brief conversation about whether there had been a special Soviet policy which aimed at driving the Belarusian language out of use. “When I first came to Minsk to take my exams at the Medical Institute, the doctor said, as a 17-year old village boy, I could not speak anything but Belarusian (or, rather, countryside Belarusian).  I was schooled in it, and no one on the examination committee found fault with me for the way I spoke.  Quite the opposite, they smiled (encouragingly) as I answered my examination questions.  I was admitted and began to study, and it was only later that I began, slowly, to switch to Russian… so no one made me …”.

Now this doctor, who speaks Russian both at home and in his public life, claims that his Belarusian is poor, because he has not used it for many years and never did use it professionally.  He is fluent in French, which he spoke while he worked for the Red Cross in Africa and Indochina. The doctor is sure that there was no external force that made him drop his native (village) tongue: this happened “naturally”.

Marples describes the seventy Soviet years in Belarus as “repression and urbanization,” arguing that the communists both built and destroyed the country,
 annihilating during Stalin’s rule the national intelligentsia nurtured on the turn-of-the-century revival ideals, and launching modernization and development, especially rapid in the post-war period, and eventually turning these lands into one of the most industrialized regions of the USSR.  The doctor’s story demonstrates how language use was related to an upward social mobility in the Soviet context.  Coercion was definitely there, despite what the speaker believes, in a “non-violent,” because institutionalized, form:  the daily organization of power left very little “other way,” and students could so easily switch to a “more developed” language when the languages belong to the same linguistic family.  The switch went along with a strong “affirmative action” policy changing the pattern of social stratification and bringing “village boys” (and, probably to an even greater extent, girls) into higher education and the professions.

To ask—as contemporary Belarusian literati insist—whether modernization could have happened differently, whether all medical (and chemical, electronic, engineering, etc.) books could have been translated into the national language, whether education was about the “colonizer” recruiting locals to run “colonial administration,” etc.—in short, to be able to conceive all these ideas, foreign to most Belarusians, would require the common fundamental presupposition that colonization is actually what took place. But what exactly was it about and how can one prove it, if village boys got into medical schools and were able to advance in their profession?  If the imaginary oppressors eat the same food, do the same work, send their children to the same schools, reside in the same apartment buildings, intermarry and, what’s more, can in no perceptible way be distinguished from the oppressed, as both belong to the same race; if it is only the way one speaks that reveals—and reveals what? That this person is Belarusian and that is Russian?  No; that this one lives in a city while that one resides in the countryside or is a first-generation urbanite, for by the second generation there is no clear distinction between… between whom, again?  Ruler and ruled?  No:  the distinction is between who was born where, of course.

If, in fact, the oppression was not about economic opportunities, but about “us” becoming “others,” then it is not oppression, but repression, and it relates to the question whether the subaltern can speak.  For how does one recognize it, if one has already become the “other”?  How can this “other” remember that mostly unconscious pre-stage of life in a different language?  And if one, in fact, never was in that “other language,” but was already born into the new one?  In what language is repression described?  How does one argue against it?  And why should one want to return where one has never been?  To recognize oppression/repression one must already know about it, or, at least, have people who remember or know something different, however subtle, and can somehow convey this to others…

What later, during perestroika, took on the shape of independence claims, started as a quest for a non-Soviet identity through a nostalgic idealization of the self.  A Belarusian rethinking—or building anew—her intellectual being (and, at the same time, trying to get rid of the cliché that the nation had no history before or outside the Soviet context) had nothing ready at hand:  neither the idea of great culture (as Russia), nor a church that could speak the national language, nor an uncontested language itself, nor recognized ancient statehood or any universally known national genius.  But there was national mythology whispering great things into the Belarusian ear.  The nation is a European gatekeeper against Russia:  the printing of books began earlier here; these lands had a renaissance, a reformation and a Baroque period.  The Belarusian language is the most ancient of all Slavic languages and preserves the most ancient words; the bogs of Belarusian Palessie (in the Southwest) are the ancient  place of origin of the Slavs; Belarusians have retained the ancient Slavic anthropological type, for the Tatar-Mongol hordes were stopped in this country after being exhausted in conquering Russia and did not "spoil" the blood.  To support this last intriguing assertion some recollect that Russian writer Ivan Bunin allegedly said it is only West of Vitebsk (i.e., in Belarus) that the women do not have wide Mongolian cheek-bones, but narrow Slavic faces… 

As a child, I heard this intelligentsia ‘popular culture’ from my parents' friends:  writers, art critics, journalists etc.  Some of them had their careers or even their lives ruined by the KGB for the ideas they had been uttering, for this mythology disrupted the single and monumental Soviet version of history, and in so doing it was dangerous.  It is probably at this time that the concerns that “mova hine” (the Belarusian language is dying) were also articulated for the first time; they have been growing among some intellectual groups ever since. The strongest concern was voiced by members of the Belurussian Writers’ Union, whose books, published with state support in tens of thousands of copies, often remained on store shelves for years and then were pulped for recycling, as the head of the state publishing corporation (“Dzyarzhkamdruk”) admitted in a newspaper interview.
  Thinking of anecdotal evidence, I remember one house guest, a poet, telling my mother that just that day he had walked along the street with a famous writer whose work is included in all the Belarusian anthologies—and no one recognized or greeted him.

Perestroika made it legitimate to articulate those claims publicly, placing history and language in the center of patriotic discourse and relating them to the political vocabulary of national oppression and human rights.  It was alleged that the people did not know their true history, were living with a false consciousness and taking it for their own, had forgotten their language.  This last is most vividly represented by the emergence of trasyanka, the linguistic variant used by those who relocated into cities, but retained some of their rural speech. Trasyanka (the equivalent of Ukrainian surzhik),
 the linguistic manifestation of a certain social position, is viewed by intellectuals as “the Soviet monster that began to jump out of Belarusian bodies destroyed and ravaged by Soviet experiments.”
  The intellectuals represent some imaginary Belarusian as the norm against which all language practices are measured and judged.  The “body of jurists” (as Bourdieu calls them) constituted by grammarians, linguists and literati in general, turned politicians (the head of the Popular front is a linguist who works on orthography reform), judged trasyanka a deviation resulting from the political violence by the colonizer, a violation of the human right to live one’s life in one’s native language.  Such an issue can only be dealt with politically.

The desired integration into a different linguistic community had to be articulated through recognized political language, and the vocabulary of national oppression, or of violation of rights, served the articulatory purpose. The people just needed to be persuaded that they were oppressed and urged to awaken from their false consciousness.  As there was no “proof” of oppression (cf. again the doctor’s story), “ordinary” people and intellectuals really were speaking different languages, in the sense of oppression vs. repression.

What interest do intellectuals have in persuading the people that they are oppressed and need to recollect their true identity?  Because this concerns the place intellectuals as a group would occupy; being the ones who tell the people they are oppressed and awaken them for protest, they gain symbolic capital. The language (or which language is used where, how it is classified, etc.), or discursive “occupation” of national public space, relates to the status of a group in a system and signifies other, non-linguistic, but economic and political interests: it justifies the demand to bring a different group of people into office, changing the political order.  When newspapers first (during perestroika) introduced a special headline, “Prestige of the native tongue,” to discuss language matters, one very popular answer to the question “Why is it necessary to make Belarusian the state language?” was “To give it back some prestige.”
  No one ever asked why the language needed prestige, for it went without saying that this was what the” people” must want (they don’t yet, but they inevitably will, once they understand that this is how it should be), because they are a “titular nation.”

Some city folk switched to Belarusian at work and at home, a political act which demanded considerable effort and self-discipline (some lasted several months, others several yeas, still others may have become Belarusian-speaking for life), in the honest belief that this was about democracy (an anti-Soviet act).  Democracy is, however, at least partially about who will represent and implement power, and a young nationalist activist explains:

These people, the friends of the organization [the nationalist youth organization –

] should in the future become members of parliament, rectors of universities, 

CEOs, headmasters…

At first, Belarusian was overwhelmingly the language of antigovernment demonstrations, for, as Katherine Verdery points out, nationalities are the only units with organizational history when a centralized system starts to fall apart.
  With time, though, the anti-Soviet and anti-Lukashenka struggle ceased to be associated with the language.  In the special issue of an opposition newspaper devoted to the language situation, several prominent intellectuals noted:

“A noticeable recent tendency in Minsk are actions of the opposition going on in the Russian language.”

“Something no one could have imagined in 1995 is the fact six years later a democratic struggle would be taking place in Russian.”

“Maybe we are so unsuccessful because our democracy and the people speak different languages?

In a certain sense, this was supposed to happen, for the language is not really the issue at stake in this controversy, and neither is even nationhood even, but rather the societal method of resource allocation—socialism versus capitalism (nationhood is present only insofar as it accompanies the issue of class).

Intellectuals, who, in honest but not conscious deliberation, were anxious to secure a certain (economic, cultural and symbolic) profit from the restructuring of the linguistic market (as it accompanies the social restructuring), keep adhering to the discourse of human rights, as the only publicly recognized representation of their struggle:

The Russian language is an aggressive tool of the Russian chauvinist fascism.  The Russian language is the evil tongue of captivity.  Belarusians, switch over to your mother tongue.  By doing this, you will get rid of the negative effect of the Russian language on our human rights, freedom of speech, and democracy.  In this way we shall bring closer the reign of freedom in Belarus.

If there is a connection here between the language issue and human rights, it is an essentialist one which equals Russianness with evil, and the perceptible anxiety, the emotional discomfort, the sense of deprivation of the speaker substitute the missing rationale Repressed by master signifiers, the intellectual is at a loss about how to act, what to say, and producing an almost hysterical discourse expresses his anxiety about where to belong through what is legitimate in the culture. There seems to be no place left for him, but he still is looking for one…

The Lure of Central Europe

“Europe was a transnational idea based on a civic ideal of the association of free cities,” writes Svetlana Boym in “The Future of Nostalgia” (referring to Milan Kudera’s definition of ‘European’ as ‘nostalgic for Europe’).  She believes that “alternative thinking urban dwellers in these cities could find more in common among themselves than with their own countries,”
 and provides the beginning for a list of European cities:  Sarajevo-Ljubljana-Budapest-Belgrade-Zagreb-Plovdiv-Timisªoara-Bucharest-Prague-Kraków-L’vov/Lviv-Vilnius-Tallinn-Leningrad/St. Petersburg-Gdan√sk/Danzig…

The list, though unfinished and open to new members (from any part of the world, as long as they feel nostalgic for Europe), has some meaningful omissions. L’vov/Lviv, which had the reputation for being Western throughout the Soviet era with its cafés and across-the-border supply of blue jeans, is there, of course, and Lithuanian Vilnius is too, though without its Polish/Belarusian name Wilna.  Kyiv/Kiev is not there, and Minsk is missing.  Moscow is closer to Europe than these last two, which in Soviet Russian cultural imagination were considered peripheral even as republican capitals, for if Ukraine and Belarus were ever allowed to have a pre-Soviet past, it was a peasant, illiterate, stateless one.  Even Kievan Rus’ could hardly be an argument to the contrary, since in the recognized version of history it was the cradle of the Russian, not Ukrainian, state.  As for the Polotsk principality of the same era in Belarusian lands or, later, the medieval Grand Duchy of Lithuania—who ever mentioned these at all?  With the demotion of other histories, including those lands into the Russian Empire appeared to be a great civilizing act.

Ukraine and Belarus, which enter the European gaze as “borderlands” as soon as some variant of the “Mitteleuropa” project appears on the horizon, were at the same time “the edge” of the Eastern Slavic lands in official Soviet (and pre-Soviet) historiography.
  Rus’ was the heart of those lands, of course, and our school history textbooks (in fourth or fifth grade) explained the “emergence” of the Belarusian and Ukrainian languages in the following way.  At first, all Slavic tribes (polyane who lived in steppes, drevlyane who inhabited forests, and other nymphs and dryads) were speaking the same language, but eventually the people at the edges (krai) of that territory started to pronounce some words and sounds differently (‘h’ instead of ‘g,’ for example), and thus the Belarusian and Ukrainian languages emerged.  This implied first of all that that they “emerged” later, as derivative dialects; second, that they were formed out of Russian (like a woman from a man’s rib), which “was there” from the very beginning instead of emerging as dominant (linguistically and politically) during nation building, and, third, that they are in some way “different,” a deviation from the “correct language,” which, of course, is Russian.  Invited to think of themselves in this way, Belarusians and Ukrainians were relevant for the Pan-Slavic Russocentric historical mythology.  Their presence demonstrated the gradual “lessening” of Russianness when moving from the center (i.e. true Russianness) to the edge and the other.  Poland, though still Slavic, was really “other” in its (Catholic) faith and culture, hence the permanent suspicion of everything Polish: Gogol’s Cossack hero Taras Bul’ba fights against it; people there “hiss like snakes” in Gorky’s “The Old Woman Izergil,” and no “fair Polish lady” (prekrasnaya polyachka) in Russian history can ever be trusted.  Popular myth supported the belief that Polish women are seductive and dangerous, probably with the same “rationale” as the myth of the “fair Jewess” in European culture.
The post-communist redefinition of geographical space means a major power shift; the former “center” and “periphery” both have to work out different cultural imaginary while rethinking their social subjectivity.  Even after Ukraine and Belarus became sovereign states, post-Soviet Russophile historiography, as Andrew Wilson points out, “has so far failed to address seriously the fact of Ukrainian and Belarusian independence, and has remained content to recycle the myths of tsarist and Soviet eras.”
  The meaningful absence of “socialist countries” and “national republics” takes the form of perceptible anxiety.  Politicians are openly anxious, while some intellectuals are uneasy in their own subtle ways, their discontent also concerning domination, albeit in a different domain:  that of the symbolic field where meanings are produced. The famous writer Viktor Erofeev, who once took part in the subversive almanac Metropole and was expelled from the Soviet Writers’ Union, begins a travel essay published in Ogonyok, formerly the most antitotalitarian and democratic of all the great perestroika journals, from orientalist presumptions:

There were times when Warsaw was ours. Well, maybe not completely the way the Crimea or Gagry [famous resorts; the second is in the Caucasus – E.G.] were, though it used to belong to us in that way too, but that was long ago, during the tsars.  But still, as far back as I can remember, it was almost ours, but not completely, and this had some special meaning to it.  Overtly tame and submissive, Warsaw was still trying to run away from us or to hide, and we were trying to catch her by the hand, and she behaved strangely, trying to get loose and not trying to at the same time, and was laughing, as if a girl.  In short, she was a living thing.

Now Warsaw has run so far away from us that Poles do not even think of themselves as Eastern Europe any more.  Now they are Central Europe, and as for Eastern Europe—these are now Belarusians and Ukrainians… 

… it is too quiet there now, as if in some European “Slippery Rock,” and everything has become extremely provincial.  Warsaw hasn’t turned into Paris and didn’t outdo Berlin, and is like a dull Viennese suburb, where they drink beer and curse unemployment.

Ukrainians and Belarusians, who are now Europe (though an Eastern one), reverberate through the short essay mocking a conference which was about—of all things!—“nostalgia for communism” (most probably meaning reflections of the communist past) in the former communist block, and revealing the author’s own pan-Slavic nostalgia. He describes the meeting as “a lively conference of writers and journalists from countries formerly ours, from Albania to Estonia, including Hungary, Romania and Czech Republic, including those very Ukrainians and Belarusians who received a European status…

Intellectual anxiety over who belongs among the European nations results from the contest over cultural authority within the new European order:  who can be a player in the global intellectual market, who controls participation at an international conference and, in general, who owns the right to an internationally recognized cultural voice and the glory that goes with it.  Before, Russian (its classical literature, Bolshoi ballet, Tchaikovsky’s music, the Russian avant garde, The Hermitage—the list could be a really long one) was the canon in this part of the world, and to be accepted into world culture and be considered for the Nobel Prize, one had to be coded as “Russian“. Marc Chagall, a Belarusian-born Jew, is Russian in most world museums.

National writers—those from “national republics” writing in their “national languages,” though regularly translated into Russian for all-Union readers (and often by first class Russian poets), as a part of the Soviet affirmative action policy of internationalism, were still perceived as secondary though some were quite popular: their topics were too local, their interests too narrow, their concerns too ethnic to express the modern world.  The persistent attitude that on all intellectual counts they were “younger brothers” just learning to read and write, despite the fact that many of them belonged to cultures whose great books date back to the times when Slavs were just mastering their first alphabet, springs from the same reasons as the question Linda Nochlin raised about art some thirty years ago, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists.”
 

The answer, formulated since then by the feminist critique of art, is that there have been so few of them because the canon of “great art” is neither objective nor the only one possible. It does not represent the “real” art history—“the way it was”—but the way it was supposed to be according to certain presumptions. There are so few of them because women were seen not as creators but as muses, created by the male gaze and existing for it. Because women were not taught to read or to paint. Because they never had “a room of their own,” both metaphorically (as intellectual space) and physically (as a study with no babies crying or stew boiling over).  Because the topics inspired by their life experience were considered unimportant or even indecent by authoritative judges.  Because to paint as a woman one had to change the canon, that is, to restructure the symbolic field.

 These reasons, when taken together, also explain why there have been no “great national writers” (writers not coming from the small group of widely studied world languages) and are metaphors for the notion of censorship, “the structure of the field itself which governs expression by governing both access to expression and the form of expression, and not some legal proceeding which has been specifically adapted […].  This structural censorship is exercised through the medium of the sanctions of the field, functioning as a market on which the prices of different kinds of expression are formed; it is imposed on all producers of symbolic goods, including the authorized spokesperson… and it condemns the occupants of dominated positions either to silence or to shocking outspokenness.”
  Or, I would add, to using what tools are available when it becomes possible to redefine the space.

Symbolic realms are permeated with social relations, and during the post-war period only two Belarusian writers made it to an all-Soviet readership: the late Vasil’ Bykau, internationally recognized for his tragic WWII novels (he wrote in Belarusian, and his first books were severely criticized by the Party ideologists for their “defeatist” mood), and Svetlana Aleksievich, whose narratives written in Russian are based on oral history, for example  of the Afghan war or the Chernobyl disaster.
  The fact that their books, which have been translated into dozens of (European and Asian) languages, are currently not on the readings lists of Slavic departments of Western academia, where Russian writers of their caliber would necessarily have been included, is explained by “censorship” in the form of the structure of the field.  The Slavic studies curriculum, structured by discipline and by country, is and has been Russia-centered even if it has taught Soviet history and culture, and including Aleksievich would demand rethinking what is considered Russian beyond mere geography. .

The post-Soviet restructuring of political space potentially allows redefinition of the global and European intellectual market (of which Western academia is one part) and reconsideration of the roles of intellectual players, but, unlike Belarusian independence which was miraculously granted through the disintegration of the USSR, this kind of contest demands some effort.  It needs a special assertive mechanism, and of all the resources available the “national language” versus Russian is the most powerful.

The Central European relationship with (or to) the Russian language has a long history.  In the 19th century, after the Polish/Belarusian/Lithuanian uprising of 1863 had been crushed, Polish writer Eliza Orzeszkowa stressed the importance of writing in the national language.  That, she believed, would testify that “the people” were not broken, while the very same texts—in translation—would be important vehicles in converting the oppressor: “That which I write in Polish, dressed in the clothing of a different language, reaches the very edges of the state and inspires interest, sympathy, even admiration.  If, as I think, we are engaged in a long and complicated historical process, then attentive and even persistent listening to the voice of the oppressed could make an important document…”

Imposing a language implies the promotion of certain texts and ideologies, and after WWII almost everyone in the former socialist block had to learn Russian.  Many knew it, some rejected it, and a few welcomed it (for cultural or career reasons).  In the former USSR everyone knew it, of course, and for many outside the Russian Federation it was (and is) a native language. It is “through Russian” that one could get access to world culture, for who knew English then? and who could get those books, even if one did?

In the 1990s the relationship between Russian and other languages of the region started to change, for it is through the performative rejection of Russian in certain public arenas (even at the cost of convenience) that new cultural agency was negotiated.  Participants in various democracy seminars organized at the time through Western efforts to promote civil society mention that English was often the language of after-class communication at such gatherings among former Soviet compatriots. For many of them Russian was (and is) the language of the private world of their home and families, of their work and educational exchanges.  But the seminars were public, not private, and international, not national, spaces of negotiations about the terms on which to enter the discourse: when a conference participant spoke English to a Russian from Russia (i.e. as one “foreigner” to another), or a Lithuanian and an Armenian used it in front of a Russian colleague, it was a public statement and a political act.  As a Moscow friend of mine described her experience at a conference,

We [Russian participants] had to take it, had to live through it.  It lasted for two days, and then they all realized that we were like them, in the same camp, and they stopped it and then everyone was speaking Russian.  But we had to live through those first two days.  They needed them, and I can understand why.

The stage of combative and demonstrative rejection of Russian has ended among Central European members of NATO and European Union, who have made their political statements and hardly need to assert themselves in other ways.  Central European intellectual interest in Russia is now of a different nature:  those recognized as intellectual voices in Europe expect to be accepted in that world language as well, while those for whom Erofeev speaks—empire-nostalgic intellectuals—would wish to see these countries as dominated by Russian (and not Western) culture:

Central Europe, though, did not curse Russians, and that was surprising.  All the 

writers wanted to have their books published in Moscow.  They would come up to 

me and ask how that could be arranged. Many of them are now published in Italy, France, Holland, and Russia wouldn’t publish them. Why? I was looking at them in silence…

I noticed that everyone is more eager now to speak Russian, except possibly new Eastern Europe.  The new Eastern Europe was speaking Polish and English with a strong Russian accent….  Before, Poles would speak Russian only after a heavy drink.  Now even sober Warsowians, meeting you, would try to think of some Russian words, which they so stubbornly rejected during the old regime…

In the “new Eastern Europe,” which is still an outsider in Europe, the situation continues to be a power play; intellectuals need to assert their meaningful and separate presence in cultural space dominated by Russia, where Russian publishers are the ones with the resources to translate and publish Derrida (to whom they overwhelmingly prefer Steven King, to be honest) and Russian TV can afford to broadcast an Oscar ceremony.

If a Russian-speaking Belarusian intellectual is forever marginal in the “Russian” cultural world (a village cousin who can never speak correctly and, even if he or she does, whose topics are too local, concerns too ethnic, etc.), for this world was shaped through the grand imperial tradition, then one way (for there can be others) of contesting the grand narrative is by reinscribing oneself as “totally different,” or foreign.  The language makes the difference as a “class” marker, but it can only do so if politically loaded, in the same way that it is not biological difference between men and women per se that is the reason for inequality, but rather the meaning that difference acquires through a larger social interaction. Linguistic difference is imagined as a raison d’être for cultural nationhood and for joining Central Europe as “an uncertain zone of small nations between Russia and Germany” (according to Milan Kundera),
 that is, a space which is (currently) not organized through a binary opposition to the former metropolis, but is (potentially) a multiplicity of intellectual urban centers—as Svetlana Boym sees them.  The names of Kundera himself, Havel, Czesl£aw Mil£osz, Adam Michnik, Slavoj Zﬁiz∞ek, Polish sociology as an intellectual tradition and Polish posters as an art form, Czech pantomime theatre, Wajda’s films, Chagall’s paintings and his famous nostalgia for the Belarusian-Jewish Vitebsk (of which we learned from a poem by the Russian poet Andrei Voznesenskii), the humor and bitterness of the lost Ashkenazi culture, the Bulgarian “seminar” brilliantly presented by Miglena Nikolchina in her recent essay
 create the aura of a powerful Central European intellectualism, to which “new Eastern Europe” is so eager to belong, to which it has contributed and into which, it believes, it is accepted without being looked down upon as a village fool.  It is also important that through this connection one can even enter the “Slavic studies curriculum,” making what Edward Said calls “a voyage in:” entering, through a conscious effort, the discourse of Europe and the West, mixing with it, transforming it and making it acknowledge them.  Being an intellectual, after all, is about producing texts, preferably for “the whole world.”

 My further intention is to analyze how textual cultural agency involves “postcolonial” cultural politics.  The term is not related to the question of whether the USSR was a colonial empire, but it emerges because of an important parallel: postcommunist intellectuals encounter the same structural situations (in relation to Russia as a world culture, to each other and to the world at large) as postcolonial intellectuals; they are asking the same questions and pondering the same problems of definition of the common self and the common place.  This is so because the power centers which used to define their lives were situated outside of them in a similar way.

The Agents and the Cause

The specialized languages that schools of specialists produce and reproduce… are, as with all discourses, the product of a compromise between an expressive interest and a censorship… 






Pierre Bourdieu

National liberation struggles involve “reclaiming, renaming, reinhabiting the land.”
  In this essay, though, I will not consider (re)invention of the allegedly authentic folk tradition, history and culture by historians and ethnographers.  This work, dating back to a much earlier period, was started by an older generation of scholars (I mean those from the post-World War II period), many of them born in the countryside or in Western Belarus (where modernization started later).  Many were (and are) “natural” Belarusian speakers and quite often are first-generation members of the intelligentsia.

I will focus on an intellectual attempt to produce an alternative signification by elaborating a Western-oriented philosophical and literary project by younger literati, most of whom are urban born, belong to the second (or third) generation intelligentsia and consciously switched to Belarusian in the early 1990-ies; some of them were formally educated in the natural sciences and floated to the humanities through participation in nativist cultural initiatives during the perestroika.

Anne Applebaum, in her travel book Between East and West, mentions a young man, a philosopher, poet and student of English whom she met in Minsk around 1991.  Immersed in the study of postmodernism and Beatnik texts, he explained his credo:

We young Belarusians can be like gods—we can create the world by inventing new words for things. Where else in the world can I do the first translations of Derrida, or write the definitive work on Hegel?  Here I can help create a literary tradition, and influence the thinking of the many generations of people who will follow me.

One of his friends, Applebaum mentions, had translated Ulysses into Belarusian, just to see whether it could be done; another was working on Eliot’s “The Waste Land,” and everyone was learning Belarusian, which had become “all the vogue.”

The youthful pathos of 1991 was engendered by patriotic enthusiasm mixed with cosmopolitan ambitions:  by the (then imaginary) project of (re)creating a nation-state as an epitome of a new brave world, by the opportunity to cross national borders freely (well, not exactly, as we know now, but didn’t know then), by a sense of joining avant-garde developments in the international humanities, by becoming ambitious participants in a new European order.  By the general perestroika elation when “everything is possible,” and by intellectual a.k.a. economic opportunities….

In those days, culture was almost as big as politics in the inspirational process of new agency that the national project seemed to offer.  International foundations were opening their offices in Minsk to start exchange programs, through which the words ‘grant’ and ‘scholarship’ were becoming part of the academic vocabulary:  one could get money to travel to a European conference, to work in the Library of Congress and even to publish one’s own work.  Reinventing themselves through anticolonial nationalism as a new breed, “public intellectuals” (who “did not exist” in the USSR, in spite of the abundance of intellectual conversations over kitchen tables) launched several journals, two of which, ARCHE and Frahmenty, declared postcolonial studies the intellectual paradigm that enabled a new analysis of local culture, created “Belaruski Kalegium” to offer courses on topics in the humanities, and embarked on various cultural projects, all with foreign support.

Language is the ultimate means of production for intellectuals, and part of their civilizing linguistic effort revolved around orthography, which also became a political dividing line.  The now canonical variant emerged out of the 1933 russification reform and is called narkomovka (from “narkom,” the communist head of a department); it is the script of government supported newspapers and all that this stands for. The Taraszkewitsa, worked out at the turn of the century and very popular around 1991, still feels outdated; moreover, its use, prohibited by a special decree when the trasyanka-speaking government suddenly became concerned with the orthography in opposition newspapers, is a political statement.  An even stronger statement is Belarusian lacinka:  the tradition of use of Latin alphabet dates back, in particular, to the 1863 uprising and its anti-tsarist and anti-Russian pamphlets.  Lacinka is especially popular in Nasza niva, the newspaper which in 1991 revived the name of the first ever Belarusian newspaper, which was published in Wilna (Vilnius) and had been the mouthpiece of the turn-of-the-century revival.

Belarusophone intellectual life seems to be blooming, an idea one might get from the announcement in the journal Frahmenty, brilliantly playing on myths of national origin and historical continuity and the names of canonical figures and contemporary actors of national revival :

As it is technically impossible to provide an  absolute pluralism, the editorial board of Frahmenty announces that temporarily texts written in Palessian, Prussian, Jatvigian, Great Litvan and Small Litvan languages, texts written by Arabic and Hebrew script, as well as translations made in the “radical Bulgakauka” style will not be accepted.  Texts in the Kryvian (Krivichian) language should be sent to “Kryuje” for expertise.  As for the orthography, we accept “Kolasauka” and the first five variants of “Taraszkewitsa:”  classical, Vintsukouka modified, Shupauka, Naszaniuka, emigrantese, as well as individual mutations of the above mentioned bodies.

The witty text veils the fact that intellectuals play with five variants of orthography in a world where Belarusian as a standardized language is spoken only by them and by the small diaspora in the United States; elderly inhabitants of the countryside use some form of the vernacular (which is not a tongue usable for translating Derrida); urban workers use trasyanka, and intellectual life is mostly Russophone.  The government effort to widen the academic usage of Belarusian in 1991-1995 met with resistance and hostility and was later dropped at the beginning of the reunification process. Thus the publishers of ARCHE, launching the journal with the idea of providing in Belarusian what is unavailable to the intellectual readership otherwise, stated their goals to be “the utmost saturation of the Belarusian intellectual market with world cultural treasures; contributing to creating healthy conditions for intellectual agency in the Belarusian capital city; working out new mechanisms and ways to pursue projects in the sphere of contemporary technologies in the humanities” and  “publishing ‘An Anthology of 20th century philosophical thought’ in the Belarusian language,” plus several other minor things.

Immediately publishing one’s work in ARCHE, between “daring” translations of Said and Erica Jong, has become a sign of belonging to an élite (because Westernized) group, as it  implied “hot” postcolonial topics, use of words like “creolization” in relation to the Belarusian situation and… that is all.  One of the journal’s issues was titled “Medicine,” and I began reading “Mental Disorders in Independent Belarus” looking forward to a Foucaultian perspective on the post-Soviet “clinic”… only to discover a medical textbook description (written by a doctor, whose name, alas, is not Fanon) of schizophrenia and neurosis:  “If you haven’t had a schizophrenic in your family, your chance of having the disease is 1%.”  Another issue is devoted to the topic of women.  It opens with the radical text “Woman and Sex:  What, Where and What for,” long, detailed and begins with the phrase:  “Women’s sexual organs are usually classified as internal and external.  They are separated from each other by a hymen or its remnants after the woman has become sexually active…”
  As women are seen as bodies, research on them is a description and classification of the object, female sexual anatomy and its uses.  Special issues on “Jews,” “Pathologies,” “Postmodernism” and “Pornography” have also been published, and I expect the editors to come up with ideas for “Negroes” or “The Poor”…

The journals are a project aimed at the Western (via Central Europe) cultural market, where their value is much greater than at home:  here they circulate among a small and close group (mostly of those who write for them), while translations of Western texts for a larger audience are supplied by the more powerful and, hence, prestigious Russian-reading market.  The profit drawn from this investment  an alternative elite status,.that is, recognition as “some of our own” by Central European colleagues and notice from Western scholars whose field of interest in some way includes Belarus and who would mention that “interesting work is being done by those new journals,” but, I suspect, may have not read the articles.  Through this recognition and economic support that goes with it, the new intellectuals are able to negate symbolically the hierarchy of local academia, where the capital they possess is rarely recognized because this is a way for local academia as a “Soviet” institution to protect itself from “disruption” by Western knowledge

As they develop cultural products, intellectuals take into account market conditions—where those products will circulate—and this is one of the reasons why Belarusophone  intellectual life has a distinctly performative character, not resulting from a process in which new words emerge in “communities of men and women [who] have ripened them in a concern for singularity in the memory of their language and in the discussions that forge their concepts.  I do not see these communities, I do not see these singularities, I do not see this memory of language, I do not see these discussions.”

I agree with Alexandra Goujon that this situation with language results from politics,
 but I would argue that everything results from something and happens in particular contexts.  Nothing happens for no reason (though we may not know the reason); we have what is, not what we would rather have if human history were different.  Trying to reverse a trend by applying different politics demands understanding of why, for whom and for what cause or, as Lenin used to say, in whose interests:  qui prosit?
Historically, national struggles, starting at the margins, were aimed (at least overtly) at improving the situation for the marginalized; at the turn of the previous century national oppression and class inequality were often seen as one.  In 1905 Yanka Kupala, the founder of contemporary Belarusian literary tradition, wrote “And, say, who goes there?”—a poem recognized as a symbol of the rising people:

And, say, who goes there?  And, say, who goes there?
In such a mighty throng assembled, O declare?

Byelorussians!
And what do those lean shoulders bear as load,
Those hands stained dark with blood, those feet bast-sandal shod?

All their grievance!
And to what place do they this grievance bear,
And whither do they take it to declare?

To the whole world!
And who schooled them thus, many million strong,
Bear their grievance forth, roused them from slumbers long?

Want and suffering!
And what is it, then, for which so long they pined,
Scorned throughout the years, they, the deaf, the blind?

To be called human! 

Almost 100 years later, in 2003, another bard, a poet and a musician published an essay in Nasha niva.  His inspiration was also in his people:     

Our folks

Here they are—with harsh faces, reddish with frost, sun or wind.  They go East and West to inhabit their marketplaces.  They stand there, in these markets, offering their traditional goods:  vodka and cigarettes.  These are “our folks”—your  compatriots, meeting with whom, when abroad, you fear and try to avoid.  This is only one category of “our folks,” the most primitive and brutal.

Once you were standing in the customs line at the Belarusian-Polish border.  What was your luggage?  A guitar.  Several CDs.  Some clothes.  A simple Belarusian babushka, who was standing in the line next to you, asked you to take a package across the border.  She said, there was just a bottle of vodka there, could you help the old babushka, please.  You agreed, and in a moment a customs officer was unfolding the package.  Two bottles of cheap brandy, some similar stuff “for sale.”  Because of that babushka, you could have been sent back across the border, and since then you have not assisted anyone of “our folks” with their smuggling problems, in spite of their lamenting and requests.

You understand only too well why our Western neighbors do not like “our folks.”  Who could ever like them:  their vodka may cause health problems and their cigarettes have a nasty smell.  They are cynical, have lost visual sexual features, do not take care of their looks.  They curse and speak loudly...  They are “second rate” people:  that’s how the locals take them.  By the way, it seems to me that when “our folks” return home (to Slonim, Lida or Baranavichy), they turn—in some miraculous way—into the local elite.  Affluent, owning estates, cars and property that they got through decades of hard market work…

But listen, these are your compatriots!  They should be closer to you than local Poles, who look at this “marketing horde” from the East with fear and disgust.  So why do you feel belonging with the Poles, and not with the our folks, why are you ashamed?

Once you were staying for three days in a hotel in Byalystok, where the “bonus” was several swimming pools and saunas, a kind of an aquapark.  Staying there is quite expensive, so only “our folks” of the highest category stay there.  These do not differ too much from the locals in their clothing and behavior, and their main difference is in the language.  They do not make an effort to learn at least several Polish words.  They speak Russian always and everywhere, for they believe that their money would guarantee that everyone understands their Russian language.

You are sitting in the bar room of a hotel and having a small beer (0,3 ml).  You are looking around.  Across from you there are two middle-aged Polish musicians.  In the street in front of the hotel there is a continuing concert, for today everywhere in Poland there are concerts and performances, a musical marathon with the money going for handicapped infants.  The musicians will perform in an hour, and as it is cold outside (it’s winter time) they let themselves have 100 g of tequila.  They are sitting there, speaking in low voices, probably, joking.  A young man comes up to them (most probably, the son of an affluent father staying here with his family) and asks in pure Russian:

“Excuse me, do you by any chance have a cigarette?”

The musicians ask him what he wants, for they do not understand Russian.  But the young man does not speak any other language.

You do not know the end of it.  You rise and go to your room.  Most probably, in some way they made sense of each other’s languages, and the young man got his cigarette.  But why are you so ashamed?  And why do you feel internal belonging with the Polish musicians and not with your compatriot, who must have been trying, while his father was not there, to have a beer and a cigarette?  Why didn’t you help the boy to communicate with the Poles, but went to your room to watch some Polish movie for a whole hour instead?  Why?  There’s no answer...

Today, as Homi Bhabha writes, contextualizing contemporary subversive cultural and intellectual politics, “(in Britain) experimental art and film {is} emerging from the left”
 and is associated with experience of migration and nomadism, with urban poor, with people of colour, i.e. with those at the margins; it is for the subaltern (who is now beyond “national”) that postcolonial thinkers are trying to speak.

The post-Soviet critical intellectual, proudly declaring “a guitar and several CDs” as his property, is full of disgust for the babushkas trying to make money any way they can to survive and despises “lower class” vulgarians living, as other jobs are non-existent, through across-the-border trade (they are called chelnoki, a Russian word meaning ‘shuttles’); he also dislikes the inelegant new rich, but does not mind those who dress and behave like middle class foreigners.  These become even better if they can speak like foreigners.  The snob, sandwiched between the haves and have-nots, has a clear cut class consciousness, identifying with the Western (or westernized) conformist class and hoping to be taken for one of them.  Texts full of contempt for urban trash and countryside cattle (bydla), who forgot “the national language and culture” to become vulgar “homo Sovieticus,” are a feature of Belarusian intellectual publications.  Babushkas, i.e. the elderly, who are diagnozed to be crazy because they vote for Lukashenka (who regularly “updates” their pensions) are a special target. Really, jet intellectuals (as Richard Rorty describes the category) are closer to each other than to the populace of their own countries.

Concluding remarks

I started this paper with the presumption that the main process in my part of the world is class formation and that intellectuals are usually the most ardent supporters of a new social order:  always representing “others,” i.e. acting on behalf of a new rising class, they become central subjects of political discourse
 and articulators of the new (national, economic and all other) ideas. Serving the class interests of others (new rising class), intellectuals justify their action by constructing it as service to the “people’s cause.”

Though intellectuals are not the ones who get the most from the new societal arrangement economically—quite often they do not understand this—they still have an interest here.  The interest is not of an overtly economic nature, and more often than not intellectuals believe that they have no other “interest” in the regime change, except the pursuit of justice.  But “justice” has never been an abstract thing:  it may mean different things and is always bound to certain interests.  The purpose of my paper was to establish the fundamental link between the “national language” action and the “class” or “corporate” interests of intellectuals.  These interests, not economic in the narrow sense (but definitely related to the economic opportunities), are rather about a general restructuring of political and intellectual spaces.  More specifically they concern opportunities to bring a different group of people into power nationally, to enter the global intellectual market and to become international players in this field.
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