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FOREWORD

This volume is dedicated to the international PhD program 
“Searching for Identity: Global Challenges, Local Traditions,” 
organized at the Faculty of “Artes Liberales,” University of 
Warsaw, in 2013–2018. The eponymous seminar that was at the 
center of this program was an excellent example of academic 
cooperation. For six years of its duration, the seminar was 
a real platform for multidisciplinary academic discussion and 
thoughtful insight. A logical conclusion to our seminar is the 
present volume, dedicated to our common research problem. 
The participants of our seminar pursued very diverse topics and 
came from diverse academic backgrounds. However, the thing 
they all had in common was their interests in identity, which 
was the core element of all our discussions and presentations 
during the seminar meetings.

The volume considers quite signifi cant methodological 
issues. It aims at showing identity as a processual concept, 
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using the example of the researcher as a living personality. 
It thus corresponds with the general trend in the humanities 
and social sciences of paying attention to the researcher and the 
ways his or her personal background and experience infl uence 
the generation of knowledge. We are constantly changing and 
our views on identity are changing, as well. By introducing 
this topic, we would like to show completing a PhD, or any 
other research, as a dynamic process with a personal history 
of success and failure, as well as to demonstrate the impact of 
the “Searching for Identity” project.

While working on the volume, we asked our authors not to 
hide behind theories and be free in defi ning the vague term 
“identity” to show their own personal and academic evolution. 
We also encouraged contributors to share their experience of 
searching for the proper methodology, and the diffi  culties faced 
by them while working on the thesis or research project.

Despite our openness to various perspectives and formal 
choices, the task we gave our contributors turned out to 
be very diffi  cult. Many of them thought that this approach 
was not “scientifi c” enough, or were not used to writing in 
a such a way. While in anthropology it is not uncommon, for 
historians, literature studies scholars, or sociologists it was, 
indeed, a new perspective. Every fi eld and every perspective 
introduced a new aspect, new description of identity and its 
dynamics. Not everybody ended up going beyond objectivism 
(which is not necessarily a bad thing); however, for many of the 
authors, the vantage point we proposed opened up a new outlook 
on their own work. It helped them to defi ne their position in the 
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research process, to estimate their possibilities and weaknesses, 
and gave them more confi dence in their work. 

The volume consists of fourteen chapters, an introductory 
word of Professor Robert A. Sucharski, Dean of the Faculty of 
“Artes Liberales” at the University of Warsaw, and an opening 
article by Professor Jan Kieniewicz, Head of the International 
PhD Program “Searching for Identity: Global Challenges, Local 
Traditions,” organized in 2013–2018 at the Faculty of “Artes 
Liberales,” University of Warsaw. Ten chapters are the texts 
by former participants of the PhD program. The remaining 
four were authored by the guest scholars doing their research 
within the Global Dialogues Fellowship at the Faculty of “Artes 
Liberales,” funded with support from Open Society Foundations. 
While seemingly diff erent, all these texts are united by the 
theme of searching for identity, of identity types and ways of 
their exploration, cognition and perception, and of personal 
experiences and changes on the academic path. 

The fi rst block of articles is called “Insider and Outsider 
Experiences.” The article opening this part is Daria Burnasheva’s 
text, presenting her own way to, and experience of, researching 
Arctic identity. Having been born in Yakutia (Sakha Republic), 
she perceives herself as an Indigenous researcher of Arctic 
identity, and describes all the diffi  culties related to it. Moreover, 
Daria Burnasheva shows her own way of researching Arctic 
identity from abroad and the ways this infl uenced her work as 
an Indigenous researcher. 

The second text of this part is by Galina Dondukova, who 
refl ects on her status as a researcher of Buryat identity in the 
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poetry of Bair Dugarov. Through the lens of her own life, 
Galina Dondukova shows the path of becoming “three scholars 
in one” during her work on the PhD thesis. The article shows 
the experience of a researcher being an insider, an outsider, and 
a person in-between, all at the same time. 

Like his colleagues, Ayur Zhanaev also presents his view 
on the issue of being an insider as well as an outsider dur-
ing his research. Ayur Zhanaev’s PhD dissertation was 
devoted to Buryat ideas of the social order. The author shows 
how being a Buryat himself helped and, conversely, handi-
capped him in researching his own culture, especially on the 
level of fi eldwork.

The second part of the volume is called “Identity in the Text 
and in Discourse.” It is dedicated to researches of identity in 
diff erent time periods that used various materials which could 
be seen as texts opening new, broader discourses and contexts. 
Olha Tkachenko’s article is dedicated to the notion of perceived 
identity. Having studied Ukrainian identity in the Polish media 
discourse, she shows what theoretical and methodological 
grounds are most suitable for research like hers, based on the 
sociological notion of identity, which she transfers to media 
studies and analyzes with the help of Critical Discourse Analysis. 

Irina Koluzaeva’s chapter demonstrates how identity could 
be researched, and what kind of identity could be researched, 
from a historical perspective. Her article is dedicated to people 
of the borderland referenced in the correspondence of Filon 
Kmita Czarnobylski (1530–1587) – Captain of the borderland 
Castle of Orsha, and the Palatine of Smolensk. Irina Koluzaeva 
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shows the way historians research identity using only written 
texts from the given period. 

A very interesting approach is to be found in Bato Dondukov’s 
article. He researches Buryat identity but from the perspective of 
religion, namely Buddhism. In Bato Dondukov’s case, the text 
that is studied is that of virtual reality – the representation of 
Buddhism on the Internet. The article recounts his experiences 
and demonstrates the methodological instruments that could be 
used in research of this kind.

Each text of this volume concerns the aspect of personal 
identity of the researcher and its changes that eventually take 
place during the cognition process. Three of them, however, 
stand out in their particular focus on the issue of personal identity 
of the scholar during research. We decided to bring those texts 
together in the third part, called “From Personal Identity to 
Identity of a Scholar.”

Kyunney Takasaeva’s article goes deep into the roots of her 
personal identity while describing her research on Yakut names 
and surnames. Wojciech Cendrowski presents his refl exion on 
ethnographic fi eldwork and how it changed his own identity. 
Marzena Maciulewicz’s paper explores diff erent aspects and 
components of academic identity, trying to identify circum-
stances which may infl uence signifi cantly the shaping of a young 
researcher’s scientifi c perspective. The fi nal article by Kamil 
Wielecki is based on his personal experience of participating 
(as a student and then coordinator) in three international and 
interdisciplinary doctoral programs that were operating – or 
are ongoing – at the Faculty of “Artes Liberales,” University 
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of Warsaw. He goes beyond a narrowly understood personal 
view in order to indicate the basic pros and cons of such pro-
grams, and formulates several practical solutions that may be 
implemented in organizing interdisciplinary doctoral studies. 
The author thus comments on interdisciplinary education in the 
context of the contemporary labor market and refers to the place 
of international and interdisciplinary programs in the Polish 
academic culture.

The four chapters closing this volume form its fi nal part, 
entitled “Intercultural Communication as a Component of 
Academic Change.” As we mentioned, these articles show-
case the academic work of four guest scholar of the Faculty 
of “Artes Liberales.” Despite representing diff erent fi elds of 
studies, the texts all concern particular aspects of identity. 
Valeria Korablyova writes about post-communist transforma-
tions in Poland and the context of Polish-Ukrainian relations. 
Oleksiy Polunin presents the philosophical aspect of time fl ow 
in the human mind. Inna Sukhenko’s article deliberates on the 
Chernobyl disaster as a factor in the construction of ecological 
identity. Finally, Natalia Andriichuk discusses terminology in 
inclusive education and the problems Ukraine has with it. 

We hope that the volume presented to the reader will inspire 
further refl exion on the fascinating subject that is identity and 
thereby prove a worthy commemoration of the seminar to which 
it owes its existence.
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A FEW WORDS IN WAY 
OF INTRODUCTION

Cultural heritage and tradition, and the sense of identity that 
stems from them, have been among the fundamental research 
problems for the scholars associated with the Faculty of “Artes 
Liberales” at the University of Warsaw since the dawn of its 
existence. The aim inscribed already in the name of the Center 
for Studies on the Classical Tradition in Poland and Central-
Eastern Europe at the University of Warsaw (OBTA UW) – an 
institution established on December 19, 1991, and a predecessor 
of today’s Faculty – required, and still requires, active eff orts 
to establish an international network of institutions of higher 
education that would encompass also countries lying to the east 
of Poland, especially those united with it by common heritage of 
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth (Rzeczpospolita Obojga 
Narodów) of the Jagiellonians and elective kings. The fi rst 
volume in the working paper series Łacina w Polsce [Latin 
in Poland], titled Między Slavia Latina i Slavia Orthodoxa 
[Between the Slavia Latina and the Slavia Orthodoxa], opens 
with an introduction by Professor Jerzy Axer, the originator and 
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long-time Director of the OBTA UW, then (since January 23, 
2008) Director of its successor, the Institute for Interdisciplinary 
Studies “Artes Liberales” at the University of Warsaw (IBI AL 
UW), and after the latter was transformed into the present Faculty 
(October 1, 2012) – its fi rst Dean. In the introduction, we read: 

The purpose of our interdisciplinary and long-term research program is 
to create an extensive collection of documents and literary texts written 
in Latin, of readings which can bring back to the national memory a set 
of experiences that have largely been forgotten and at the same time – to 
introduce into the international academic circulation knowledge about 
the eastern peripheries of the historically shaped community of Latin-
speaking European elites. This purpose, however, can only be sensibly 
pursued when perceiving the Polish Latinness in a broader context of 
the Latinness of the entire region; what is more, we must not forget even 
for a moment the peculiar dialogue and confrontation between the Latin 
element and the world of Byzantine tradition (Axer 1995, 7–8).

By and large immediately, this idea found its refl ection in 
the International School of Humanities (MSH). This project – 
planned for many years ahead and still operating in a somewhat 
altered form – has three basic goals:

− to create a cooperative network of Central and Eastern 
European academic institutions;

− to popularize modern theories and methodologies in the 
human sciences and – above all – to off er support to young 
scholars representing the fi elds that were underrated in 
many countries of the region (especially the USSR), but 
which were and remain of crucial importance to the revival 
of the humanities; and consequently,

− to create an international and interdisciplinary community, 
capable of cooperation, and as a result – to eliminate the 
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vacuum which might get fi lled by an ideology of primitive 
nationalism along with ethnocentric delusions and clichés.

To follow these premises means to educate specialists in the 
common history of the region, questions of cultural heritage, 
translation studies, linguistics, publishing technologies, archival 
science, classical languages, and so forth. It also means to 
resist the trend, predominant in the 1990s, of teaching law, 
economy, management and business administration, or applied 
social science… The MSH has remained one of the very few 
international programs addressed to humanists, and the only 
one to stress the importance of the Mediterranean tradition in 
the region. Now run by the Faculty, the School emphasizes the 
need for humanist education for the specifi c reason that it is 
such education alone that may consolidate the intellectual 
communities which could be leaders for the civil society and 
play an especially important role in promoting the national 
tradition and fostering historical memory, and therefore forming 
the public opinion in the countries of the region.

The MSH is intended for young academics, including doctoral 
students and people working on their postdoctoral/habilitation 
dissertations. The participants are selected in a competition, with 
candidates who come from all Central and Eastern European 
countries and fall into one of the following categories:

− young scholars from universities and academies of sciences 
who hold teaching positions or are serving teaching 
internships;

− researchers from archives and libraries who also teach at 
institutions of higher education;
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− fourth- and fi fth-year students of the institutions which 
allow the inclusion of MSH-taught courses in their stu-
dents’ curricula;

− by way of exception, students of earlier years at special 
request of their schools’ presidents (this was associated 
with reforms in the curricula of the humanities programs 
in progress at the school in question);

− by way of exception, scholars from the US and Western 
Europe who specialize in topics associated with Central 
and Eastern Europe.

The importance of this project was soon recognized, owing 
to which the MSH could count on fi nancial and organizational 
support from both the University of Warsaw (organizing the 
MSH is one of the elements in the fulfi lment of the Faculty’s 
goals of off ering interdisciplinary and interfi eld courses and 
research in the area of human and social sciences, including 
especially the broadly understood classical – Greek, Roman, 
and Byzantine – tradition, and is listed as such in the Faculty 
Rules and Regulations) and numerous benefactors from Poland, 
Europe, and America.

Also relatively soon, it turned out that these goals can like-
wise be realized by methods diff erent from those standardly 
applied at the MSH – namely, by organizing short, usually 
month-long, sessions, during which the participants undergo 
intensive training under the supervision of their academic tutors; 
then, having returned to their home institutions, the partici-
pants carry out more or less broadly defi ned research tasks. 
Thus, on the initiative of Professor Jan Kieniewicz, within the 
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Transcidiplinary Inter-Faculty Doctoral Programme – run jointly 
by the Faculty of “Artes Liberales” and the Faculty of History, 
University of Warsaw – a special module was introduced, called 
“Searching for Identity.” The doctoral students who partook 
in it came from Poland, Ukraine as well as from European 
and Asian (Siberian) parts of the Russian Federation. The 
participation of students from outside Poland was made possible 
by the AURORA and WEBB Projects with the EU Erasmus 
Mundus Program.

The “Searching for Identity” Project has come to comple-
tion – it produced several excellent doctoral dissertations; this 
volume presents some of the works by its participants. The 
project’s main premise was to allow the students to engage 
in a free dialogue in the spirit of mutual respect, which often 
runs counter to one’s own identity. In a hierarchical world that 
is academia, engaging in a conversion that stems from one’s 
sense of identity, and (a much more diffi  cult task) being able 
to defend it, see it through the eyes of others, and thus allow 
for its potential redefi nition, requires from the participants not 
only particular tactfulness but above all adopting dialogicality 
as the fundamental principle of such endeavor. Here, we come 
back to the general need for a humanist education that forms 
and consolidates intellectual communities in a given country 
or, more broadly, in the region and globally. The dialogical 
principle is especially important in the context of our region of 
the world, where we often fi nd ourselves dealing with historical 
resentments, while ethnic, confessional and linguistic identity is 
perhaps the most important determinant of nationality. However, 
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in the peculiar context of academia, dialogicality is also impor-
tant in research work: it enables one to transgress the confi nes 
of narrowly defi ned scientifi c disciplines, as it opens up the 
academic discussion to new methodologies and perspectives. 
In other words, it favors inter- and transdisciplinarity.

Given all this, the Faculty’s engagement in Open Society 
Foundations’ Global Dialogues Program is hardly surprising. 
Though the benefi ciary of the OSF grant is its close collaborator, 
the “Artes Liberales Institute” Foundation (FIAL), the Faculty 
of “Artes Liberales” provides the participants with academic 
supervision as well as opportunities for academic contact. 
Four postdoctoral researchers from Ukraine took part in the 
fi rst, one-semester-long phase of the project (2016–2017), 
while four postdoctoral researchers from Belarus partook in 
the second phase (2018–2019). The program off ers support to 
researchers who specialize in broadly defi ned human and social 
sciences and are open to interdisciplinarity and, furthermore, 
aware of the responsibility falling on the academic world due 
to its presence in society. The articles presented in this volume 
are meant to document also this kind of social responsibility 
of academia.

In a world where access to information is no longer a prob-
lem – on the contrary, what has become problematic is excess 
of information and the resulting need for selectiveness – a dia-
logical, interdisciplinary and socially responsible academic 
thinking is a necessity. 

Translated by Jakub Ozimek
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EXPERIENCES IN SEARCHING 
FOR THE IDENTITY OF A NATION

Searching for identity has never been straightforward – not 
at any time nor at any place. Our doctoral program “Searching 
for Identity: Global Challenges, Local Traditions” did not defi ne 
a priori the concept of identity, nor the meaning of searching for it. 
Despite these doubts, our joints eff orts and searches, discussions 
and disputes, proved to be helpful in building our research project. 
That is why for the topic of my fi nal refl ection I chose my own 
experience in searching for the identity of a nation, specifi cally 
the Polish nation. I wish to explain how I have reached a sys-
temic conceptualization of the matter – and what results from it.

National identity is sometimes understood as belonging – that 
is, a feeling of participation within a community that is a nation. 
Members would thus accept their national identity from the 
community – regardless of whether ethnic-natural roots are 
posited for the nation’s identity, or if the community was simply 
imagined. These identities are accepted and imagined in diverse 
ways, depending on the changing circumstances, and scientifi c 
disciplines have developed diff ering approaches to the matter 



Jan Kieniewicz

24

(Dyczewski and Wadowski 2009; Borowik and Leszczyńska 
2008). Ultimately, we encounter individual and collective, 
social and national, religious and cultural identities (Bokszański 
1989). This multiplicity advises caution,  particularly in the 
case of national identity, a community suspected of being both 
primordial and concocted. In what follows, my approach is 
systemic, not disciplinary. I have written about the matter many 
times (J. Kieniewicz 2014, 68–70), therefore I shall confi ne 
myself to the elements required to understand my intention.

A systemic conceptualization of national identity indicates its 
capacity to exist. At the same time, it spotlights the dialogical 
character of such a community. And by that I understand that 
the national community exists owing to decisions made by 
individuals who are inclined to build mutual relations and are 
ready to treat them as a result of their free choice. These choices 
coalesce into “the dialogic,”1 that is a dialogue of contrary 
logics, where synthesis does not take place, and a retroactive 
impact continues (Morin 1987, 127). Thanks to this, the nation 
can be an autonomous system that clearly diff ers from other 
communities. Here I particularly underline the distinctive ability 
of humans to conduct dialogue (Grygiel 1982; Grygiel 1988, 
33; Tischner 1992, 19–22; J. Kieniewicz 2003, 67).

Thus, I have proposed to “go beyond the cliché of stating that 
the identity of individuals does not combine into a whole, as it 
is not derivative in itself of the whole” (J. Kieniewicz 2016, 37). 
National identity is one matter, the nation’s Identity another.

1 According to Edgar Morin, “Le terme de dialogique veut dire que deux ou plusieurs logique, 
deux principes sont unis sans que la dualité se perde dans cette unite.”
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The nation’s Identity in my conceptualization refers primarily 
to an ability to regulate processes guaranteeing the existence of 
its structures and of conducting transformations. I recognize the 
reality of a voluntary association of free individuals assuming 
the preparedness to act for a common future. National identity is, 
in turn, an expression of affi  liation, meaning the participation of 
the individual in a community which is able to act on behalf 
of the nation’s existence. Poland is therefore a community of 
people convinced that they want to be Poles and consistent 
in the way of considering themselves a nation. The Poles’ 
national identity is Polishness, resulting from an individual 
choice and from a sense of common duty (Łepkowski 1987).

My research experience indicates two circumstances. Firstly, 
nations are not universal, and there are still communities bound 
on diff erent bases, creating their structures diff erently. Secondly, 
as any form of a community, nations are not eternal. Nations are 
formed by people convinced about their affi  liation, about their 
will and ability to create a community. Many sundry benefi ts 
result from this, such as national pride, and individuals are ready 
to make sacrifi ces for the community understood in this way. 
There is a feedback loop between people and the community, 
yet it does not boil down to the person acquiring the ability 
to exist owing to affi  liation to their community. Paradoxically 
stated, Poland cannot exist without Poles, but Poles can exist 
without Poland (Czapliński 2013).2

2 Poles like to deny this, since they are interested primarily in excluding others from the 
community.
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The Polish nation is a historically shaped community of 
people considering themselves Poles. The nation’s Identity 
is the capacity to exist as a community; it is a set of charac-
teristic variables. I wish to present a correlation between the 
defense of identity and the continuation of existence even at 
the price of structural changes. In systemic categories, defend-
ing identity is a set of actions undertaken in order to sustain 
the system’s structures. A change of structure requires new 
mechanisms controlling the changes (new transformations). 
In my understanding, Searching for Identity is namely the 
conscious eff ort towards sustaining existence, as well as the 
eff ort to continue existing despite structural changes.3 All of 
this has happened over the period of at least two centuries, in 
real relations as well as in concepts.

The issue of defending identity fi rst arose for me in works on 
the history of India. While writing about the precolonial society 
of Kerala, I had to grasp the problem of the society’s existence, 
and its ability to independently continue in rapidly changing 
circumstances (J. Kieniewicz 1975). I wished to imagine the 
continuity in circumstances of very powerful external stimuli, 
ones lasting for millennia. The world of the Indian Ocean 
was not the only thing that had impact on this society. Kerala 
remained in economic relations with economies spread from 
East Africa to China, being a country supplying others primarily 
with pepper (J. Kieniewicz 1989a). This had a strong impact 
on forming the environment, where land under food cultivation 

3 An extreme case is the new identity of a community resulting from an adaptation of its
surviving part.
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could be limited in favor of gardens. The defi cit of rice, a basis 
of the Malayalam people’s diet, was easily complemented 
by import. Under the infl uence of intensive connections with 
the world overseas, Kerala society shaped itself as a “littoral 
oriented” one (J. Kieniewicz 1986b). The Portuguese confronted 
this reality, and later on so did other newcomers willing to 
establish their trading posts and fortresses there (J. Kieniewicz 
1970). I searched for an explanation of the eff ectiveness in 
resisting foreign expansion, not only military and economic. 
This also concerned the civilizational pressure which had with 
utmost clarity revealed itself in a multigenerational confl ict 
between the local Christians of the Syrian rite and the Roman 
Church (J. Kieniewicz 1990, 2001). In order to understand 
this case, it was not enough to simply abandon Eurocentric 
concepts (J. Kieniewicz 2007). The theory of systems allowed 
me to understand the mechanism of development that sustained 
these societies in equilibrium. Societies like these I defi ned 
as stationary.

Kerala was a part of the world which Europeans called 
India. It was not easy for me to grasp its identity as a society 
in a way that did not refer to European terms. Keralans had 
a common language, a caste social order, and lived between the 
ocean and the mountains. To some extent they were connected 
by remembering their past. They diff ered in religion, shared 
state loyalties, and had divergent interests. This was a country 
open to others: Jews, Greeks, Arabs, and the Chinese. Kerala 
in its diversity fell within something that could be called the 
Indian civilization, though not much else can be added here, 
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since it has belonged to the united Indian state only from 1956.4 
This classifi cation is of European origin and does not mean 
anything more than does saying that Poland is in Europe not 
only geographically.

I generalized this experience. Above all, I acknowledged that 
the subordination of India to European dominance consisted in 
fact in the transformation of those societies from a stationary to 
a backward condition (J. Kieniewicz 1989b). On the contrary 
basis of India, I broadened my theoretical vision referring to 
all societies, not only European (J. Kieniewicz 1980a, 1980b). 
Eventually, this was refl ected in an attempt to describe the 
social transformations which had happened under the infl uence 
of European expansion (J. Kieniewicz 1986a, ch. 3).

All of this has had an impact. For a long time, I focused on 
how the community carried out transformations, and especially 
on understanding the mechanisms supporting the community in 
sustaining its functional balance – primarily ecological balance. 
Only later did I give thought to how these societies lost their auton-
omy. I asked what happened, when did adaptational processes 
have to refer to foreign dominant structure? Over time, I came to 
the conclusion that the mechanisms determining change were 
crucial for existence. Hence the Transformation, known from 
systems theory.5 In this way, I became interested in the problems 
of identity as a crucial and universal category describing the 

4 After 1947, the Travancore Princedom and the property of the Raja of Cochin joined the Union. 
In 1949, they were merged with Malabar, which had remained under British governing since the 
beginning of the 19th century. Eventually, the Kerala state was created in 1956 on a language basis.

5 Fixed Transformations were in charge of regulations and adaptations of a balanced system. 
New Transformations were shaped by the system adapting in a disequilibrium state.
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condition of any system. That is why I ultimately argued in 
favor of a systemic, and not, for instance, a psychological under-
standing of identity. One consequence of this was expanding 
my way of understanding and explaining all social systems.

The urge of existing, the desire to sustain the essence of one’s 
entity – I recognized these as analogous in the case of both 
an individual and a community. This allowed for averting the 
uncomfortable question of how many members must reconcile 
their participation in a community in order for it to last. Perhaps 
this is the same perpetual problem of the inability to specify 
how many righteous people there had to be to save Sodom 
from the Creator’s wrath (Gen. 18; J. Kieniewicz 2008, 241). 
In other words, I did not give consideration to the quantitative 
aspect of the individuals’ willingness to create and defend the 
community as a national one. I remarked that social systems 
exceeding the scope of ethnic or local bonds, systems sustaining 
balance in relations with their surroundings and environment, 
created cultural rules of behavior that determined the way of 
implementing changes. In such a set of rules or models I found 
behaviors which were to defend the balance from constant 
infraction by external impulses. I called this the immunological 
barrier of social systems. The elements constituting it were not 
conservative in themselves – rather, they evinced a dynamic 
ability to counterbalance stimuli, allowing a reinstatement of 
the system’s functional balance. I emphatically underlined that 
being stationary did not imply motionlessness, or a steadiness 
deprived of the capacity to develop (J. Kieniewicz 1975). That is 
why the identity of societies in a stationary state was not etched 
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in stone, not unchangeable. It is crucial societies of this type 
carry out changes, including quantitative changes, using their 
own resources of rules and in an autonomous way. In defi ning 
them as stationary, I underlined the meaning of sustaining an 
ecological equilibrium and at the same time I indicated that they 
did not remain “behind.”6 Progress, according to my approach, 
was recognized as constant imbalance. Duration meant that 
identity was being sustained and that the society was changing 
in order to exist. Survival could mean this type of adaptation, 
while a transformation of the system’s structure signaled its 
new identity.

This distinctive new form was adopted by the transformation 
process in circumstances of aggression, which I describe as 
crossing the border dividing society from the environment 
(J. Kieniewicz 2005, 41). I compare this to the breakdown of the 
immunological barrier. Cases of conquest are the best known, 
yet other forms of external impulses aggressively barging into 
society have also occurred. Analyzing this phenomenon, I indi-
cated the diversity of violence and oppression (J. Kieniewicz 
2009, 20–58). A classic case of defending identity was provided 
to me by the history of colonial India. The British did not 
intend to change the social structure, yet they directly interfered 
in economic, ownership, state, and educational relations.

Crucially, their interferences had unexpected eff ects. 
Accepting the caste system, an attitude dictated by reason, 
was completely contradictory with the disgust to it commonly 

6 I believe that in this way I avoided the – in my opinion, artifi cial – term “quasi-balance.”
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felt among Englishmen. It resulted, for example, in introducing 
population censuses including the caste division. The Indian 
tradition of the Varna division and the locally identifi ed Jati 
division had never been centralized and codifi ed in this way. 
The introduction of a registering system by the British had 
two unintended eff ects, and both were considered unfortu-
nate for Indian society. It suddenly turned out that there were 
thousands of castes which shaped an inviolable hierarchic 
system. Secondly, it was acknowledged that this was a natural 
characteristic which had its origins in Hinduism. From my 
perspective, meanwhile, the proliferation and petrifi cation of the 
caste system is a marvelous example of a sustainable reaction 
of the system facing the threat of losing its identity.

I have in mind the phenomena crucial for the system to 
exist; in the case of India, this concerned in particular village 
communities. Not states and not ethnic regions, but villages, 
with the local bonds relatively determined by environmental 
circumstances and by traditions of cooperation. These commu-
nities underwent the strongest civilizational oppression. This 
was one of the numerous consequences of the British conquest 
that proved to be completely diff erent from the well-known 
experiences of aggressive conquests of Mogols / Mughal or 
Maratha. The oppression resulted from the overlapping of 
a long-lasting system of exploitation, an educational defor-
mation, law codifi cation, and indeed the arrangement of what 
earlier had been a state of nature. Village communities, or more 
broadly, local communities, reacted to these forms of pressure 
with an increasingly strong following of the binding rules of 
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separation, rationing, and hierarchization. The consequence of 
the resistance, described as a conservatism allegedly natural for 
India, was the shaping of a self-fulfi lling vision of an eternal 
stillness and incapacity to induce an independent change.

In the case of India, its conquest did not only lead to 
subordination: it resulted in dependency. That is why I talk 
about a change of the state of social systems from a stationary 
into a backward one. Backwardness7 was a petrifi cation of the 
ecological disequilibrium without opening chances for progress. 
That permanent loss of the system’s functional balance did 
not activate the mechanism of economic development; on the 
contrary, the eff orts that were to cause the take-off  resulted in 
the petrifi cation of dependency. Therefore, this was not only 
a trap of failed progress. Within backwardness I primarily 
notice the false promise of modernization, in the evolutionary 
as well as revolutionary version. One of the symptoms of 
backwardness is colonialism. I see colonialism as a universal 
phenomenon, a characteristic property of systems of subjuga-
tion, enslavement, and exploitation (J. Kieniewicz 2009a, 48; 
J. Kieniewicz 2014, 76). Colonialism proved to be a crucial 
barrier in attempts to modernize these systems as undertaken 
by non-European societies – also after gaining independence.

One symptom of colonialism was Orientalism, here under-
stood as acceptation of the dominant model by the subjugated 
(J. Kieniewicz 1985). I have found that this can be generalized 
and applied to cases of pre-colonial aggressions by European 

7 I deliberately use this term and not underdevelopment.
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countries. In my concept it is crucial to indicate that this was 
not some kind of import, a type of a systemic stencil imposed 
by colonial governments. This was a specifi c type of submission 
of dependent societies (J. Kieniewicz 1992). In the second 
half of the 20th century, when the global world was formed, 
the division between the Center and the Peripheries, the West 
and the Rest, was established. It looks like a division between 
the rich and the poor, yet it does not accord with state borders 
or national affi  liation. These divisions seem to be a subsequent 
interpretation of the state of dependency. Here the case of Poland 
proves helpful, as it is a country not associated with colonialism.

The analysis of cases where societies managed to over-
come this arrangement, exit backwardness and enter a state of 
progress, indicates that it required a structural change, indeed 
a change of identity. I call this a metamorphosis. In many 
cases in the old Third World, this process had a dual character: 
a modernized sector was being shaped within society, yet the 
majority of society remained in a realm of poverty. Today it 
looks even worse, because the consequences of the domination 
of progress pertain to everyone’s condition, and especially the 
biosphere’s. The above descriptions of the social systems’ 
condition, which in my opinion described the modern world 
in general, prove to be less helpful in the global world. Even 
societies having a distinctly outlined national identity have 
faced the problem of the globalization of their surroundings and 
primarily their environment. This remark applies all the more 
clearly to societies that have devoted the entire past century to 
“exiting underdevelopment.” Among them to Poland. I realize 
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that backwardness was referred to in a diff erent, economic 
sense. It needs to be remembered that it extended to technically 
all areas of life. My conceptualization of the backward state 
perfectly embraces these attempts at description. I believe that 
it explains things better. Yet globalization, and primarily the 
related ecological crisis, changed the most important parameters 
of my comprehension. It may prove that the relations between 
societies and ecological niches have become signifi cantly dis-
torted because of the following changes in the biosphere.

Old Indian communities were not nations, nor are all states in 
today’s world national. The view that non-national communities 
are in decline predominates. Despite not taking up this topic, 
I nevertheless wonder: what other shape will be adopted by 
communities? All the more so in circumstances of generalizing 
dependencies and the spread of ecological disequilibrium, mat-
ters impossible to control with known resources. People speak 
negatively about nations because of confl icts and nationalisms 
which threaten national safety, particularly when facing mass 
migration. I consider nations as exceptionally favorable forms 
of communities, yet I know that this form will have its end. 
But fi rst of all, I am interested in the question: which Poland 
is the Polish nation?

We believe in one, constant, and everlasting Poland. And 
yes, a Poland undergoing diff ering phases, but for a millen-
nium a Poland organizing our common identity, and basically 
considered national. As every belief, this one also has practical 
consequences. One of them is the cognitive dissonance between 
the idea and the experience. This concerns understanding the 
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continuity of the national entity in times covered by our mem-
ory. The past as such is inaccessible to one’s own experience, 
and the mediated past is often constructed, imagined, belied, 
basically adapted to momentary needs. The things we know 
personally are harder to subject to manipulation.

Regardless of faith, we are faced with reality: social  structures, 
state organizations, managing models, and the thing we consider 
the national character (not particularly accurately). When expe-
riencing the dissonance of imagination and reality, we conduct 
 various adjustment procedures. One of them is  reconstructing the 
past. Another is projecting the future. The question recurs: can 
Poland, understood as a collectivity considering itself a nation, 
be described in categories of defending identity? In my opinion 
it can, and even must. I refer, fi rst, to the post-partition period 
of Polish history.

The partitions erased the Rzeczpospolita, as Poles speak of 
their onetime Commonwealth, from European reality for over 
one hundred years. Let us add that for the antecedent century 
it had been deeply dependent on Russia, and in the opinion of 
Europeans, it belonged to Eastern Europe.8 Hence the conviction 
that the anarchic and anachronistic Poland is likely a periphery 
of the civilized world that can exist without Poland. This state of 
aff airs was consolidated by the Treaty of Vienna in 1815. The 
arrangement proved to be eff ective, as was demonstrated by 
the last century. Versailles and Yalta will remain the cen-
tury’s symbols. However, people remained who considered 

8 In essence, not Europe. This is a euphemism which with time served the identifi cation of 
the West (as opposed to the East) with Europe.
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themselves Poles, who made the regaining of Polish lands 
a requirement of their identity.9 Poland also remained as a sym-
bol, an idea, and fi nally an aspiration. Besides, for several gen-
erations, Lithuania and Ukraine remained in Poles’ memories.10 
This is not the place to determine what the Rzeczpospolita was 
as a system (cf. J. Kieniewicz 2013a, 2013b). Yet it behooves 
us to underline that it constituted a political version of the 
civilizational project of the szlachta, the noble citizens of the old 
Rzeczpospolita, and from this project several Polish generations 
derived their basic source of tradition.

It is diffi  cult to consider in these circumstances the func-
tioning of defense mechanisms recognized in my Indian 
research. Can the Rzeczpospolita as a system be recognized 
as a stationary form? Similarly to India or modern Europe, the 
Rzeczpospolita combined many ecosystems. In certain areas 
language, cultural, and religious diff erences shaped separate 
communities. The Rzeczpospolita represented a whole for 
the szlachta estate, which in itself was very diverse. It was 
a common matter, an idea and a term, a political and legal 
reality, a net of neighborhoods and clientelist relations (Mączak 
1993). For the noble citizens who formed it, it was also the 
Motherland, one very specifi c, albeit diverse in its landscape. 
It did not create an empire, neither did it become a separate 

9 “Będziem Polakami” (We shall be Polish) was a call indicating the necessity of regaining 
authority over Polish lands.

10 Also after 1945. I remember the Christmas Eve of 1944 and singing the carol Stary wiarus, 
which includes the lines: “W Betlejem się rodzi maleńka dziecina, będzie wolna Polska, Litwa, 
Ukraina…” (“A small child in Bethlehem is born, ‘twill be a free Poland, Lithuania, and Ukraine 
tomorrow morn…”). This 19th century lyric, though repeated thoughtlessly, had meaning to 
people who awaited the end of the war and the reinstating of order…
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world-system.11 This variant of the European civilizational 
project was created on the border of worlds. We can talk about 
the identity of the Rzeczpospolita for instance in the period 
subsequent to the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, when 
it was named Res Publica utriusque nationis, and we can 
talk about the identity of Poles of that time, yet by no means 
in categories like those arisen in national states. Viri Poloni 
constituted a political nation, natio.

The affiliation of people of different estates to the 
Rzeczpospolita was not evident for the nobles, and above all it 
was understood as coming in diff erent degrees. The structures 
of authority, principles of law, and economic relations pertained 
to all, even if exceptions were made, like the separateness of 
Lithuanian statutes, or a certain legal autonomy of the Jews 
(Goldberg 2012; Cieśla 2016). Religion, language, and culture 
bonded groups aware of their separateness. Ownership relations 
and the range of freedom divided people who were otherwise 
closely bound. However, estate prejudices and mythologies of 
provenience constituted a whole whose range of impact was 
very diverse. For educated people, for instance in the Latin 
language, this whole thing became more and more Polish with 
time. And the idea of the Motherland was understood locally 
up until the collapse of the Rzeczpospolita.

Neither generally nor locally do I undertake an estimation of 
the condition these societies were in. Ascribing them stationarity 

11 I do not mean empire understood colloquially, as it was presented, for example, by Michael 
Morys-Twarowski in Polskie Imperium. Wszystkie kraje podbite przez Rzeczpospolitą (Polish 
Empire: All the countries conquered by the Rzeczpospolita), but rather a type of authority and 
a developmental tendency as it was recognized by, for example, Immanuel Wallerstein.
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without a solid study of all cases seems risky. The categories 
of backwardness or progress do not, in turn, seem adequate. 
Therefore, I limit myself to assuming that at least in the Crown 
of the Kingdom of Poland during the time when the kingdom 
was being shaped from the 14th to the 16th centuries, tensions 
related to imbalance were building up and the rules of recov-
ering balance were established. We can talk about stationarity 
at least in this case. I assumed that Poland, as just the Crown, 
was being formed in a great vortex which encompassed people 
of all proveniences and affi  liations around the Baltic-Black Sea 
axis (J. Kieniewicz 2017). And one of the consequences was the 
shaping of the monarchy in a mixed formula based on the belief 
that lex est rex. Even if today we can defi ne the identity of the 
Rzeczpospolita, this does not mean that it was a nation’s iden-
tity. However, we can acknowledge that in the understanding of 
the enlightened reformers (Krasicki, Naruszewicz, Wielhorski), 
the nation was the community of Poles accepting responsibility 
for the state and for its collapse.

It is even more diffi  cult to determine the condition of socie-
ties torn apart by partitions, ascribed to several very divergent 
state organisms. We are talking about four regions which were 
considered by Poles as Polish. Those were societies shaped in 
the lands of the old Rzeczpospolita and on the basis of its per-
sonal and cultural resources. However, they were subject to very 
diverse treatment which in time resulted in diff erent survival 
strategies. In the lands incorporated into Russia as its western 
governorates, Poles, being the minority, could not withstand 
Russifi cation. From the second half of the 19th century they 
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called those lands Kresy, which means “borderlands,” underlin-
ing the defensive character of their position. Other Polish lands 
under Russian rule were recognized as the Kingdom of Poland, 
or Congress Poland, after the Congress of Vienna. They were 
inhabited by a Polish and also Jewish population. It was a land 
that uprose twice to wrest its freedom, and for both subsequent 
losses it paid with blood and treasure. Poles in Galicia, as the 
lands under Austrian rule were called, lived for generations 
enshadowed by the peasant revolt against the Polish szlachta in 
1846. The population which used the Polish language, mostly 
Catholic, in the partition’s eastern part coexisted in an escalating 
confl ict with the predominantly Orthodox population which 
used the Ukrainian language. The Prussian partition, ethnically 
the most homogenous, confronted very strong Germanization 
pressure (Tilse 2011; Holste 2017). No national future was 
envisioned for the inhabitants of these lands, in any of the four 
cases. After regaining independence in 1918, the undertaken 
integration of lands, people, economies, could not – for a host 
of reasons – mean reinstating the old entity.

Nevertheless, a century after Poland was partitioned, the 
nation arose. The conviction about its existence was not at 
once common, let alone understood and accepted by every-
one. The national concept, as formulated by the greatest of 
Poles: Niemcewicz, Lelewel, Mochnacki, and Mickiewicz, 
was a Romantic one. They expressed themselves in opposition 
to reality, where nationality had to be connected to the idea of 
a modern state (Serejski 1977). It needs to be understood that 
after one hundred years all the partitions had diff erent traditions 
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and customs. Also local patriotisms. What is most important, 
all those systems, though to a diff erent extent, were aff ected by 
the formation taking place in states having other nationalities 
than Polish. At the same time, because of dependency and 
lack of autonomy, these systems did not create separate Polish 
political communities in the invaders’ states. Embroiled in 
varying confl icts on ethnic and national grounds (with Germans, 
Ukrainians, Jews, Lithuanians, and Belarusians), they referred 
to the imagined community of Poles. While all, consciously and 
unconsciously, referred to Poland, not all understood it the same 
way – even when the poets’ words bonded them above divi-
sions, whether it was Słowacki’s or Lechoń’s words. Therefore, 
it is impossible to defi ne these systems as distinct, as they were 
not fully determined. And furthermore, they did not shape 
Poland jointly, because Poland remained just in the realm of the 
Word. Its eruption in 1918 was treated as a miracle of resurrec-
tion, yet it would be more appropriate to compare it to the act 
of creation.

The crucial diffi  culty in adapting my idea to Polish post- 
partition history lies indeed in the lack of specifi cation of 
the relation between society and the environment. With the 
liquidation of the Rzeczpospolita, not much seemingly changed; 
all the people remained where they were. However, the own-
ership relations, legal systems, administration, and education 
were distinct in each partition and this caused a far-reaching 
diff erence of societies, where language and religion remained 
the same. Poles under the partitions, deprived of sovereignty, 
did not create autonomous relations in their own circles, 
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as they were in circumstances analogous to colonial. That is 
why their defense strategies, ones in fact causing dependency 
and underdevelopment, did resemble colonialism in many ways 
(S. Kieniewicz 1987; J. Kieniewicz 2009). 

First of all, what is striking is the ineff ectiveness of this 
defense and its false interpretation. The point is that conserva-
tive attitudes, the kind cherishing customs and home virtues, so 
natural for individuals living under foreign authority, proved to 
be hardly useful for sustaining a national community. Against 
convictions to the contrary, defending language, religion, and 
ownership was not enough. The civilizational oppression forced 
on Poles a certain minimalism, obscured by the pathos of slo-
gans like “every doorstep will be a fortress for us.” The problem 
of the dependent society consisted in the necessity of drawing 
on foreign structures in its own transformations. The oppres-
sion manifested itself in imposing foreign behavioral models 
where it was hard for the oppressed society to work out its 
own models due to the lack of territory. This “dependency in 
the environment” made it harder to construct answers to its 
challenges. “The longest war in modern Europe” was fought 
by Poles in the Prussian partition under the rule of law, yet 
they accepted confrontation in circumstances which had been 
imposed on them. This did not aff ord any chances for the nation. 
Under Russian rule, people looked for modernization models in 
the West, yet applying them was limited, not only because of 
the lack of capital but also because Poles lacked independence 
in decision-making. In both cases the initiatives and ambitions 
could be fulfi lled only in imperial structures. Making use of them 
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for national purposes was limited.12 Eventually, the Bolshevik 
Revolution destroyed the resources which remained in Polish 
hands, and it was diffi  cult to tell whether there was any alter-
native for Poland in “white” Russia, either (Zarycki 2016, 126). 
The Austrian partition, after the Ausgleich agreement in 1867, 
gradually gained autonomy, becoming the “Polish Piedmont,” 
giving a chance for Polish education and participation in pol-
itics, yet it did not off er prospects for modernization. Still, we 
have to remember about how in the “wretched” Galicia national 
forms developed among the peasants, who had not that long 
before genuinely considered themselves “imperial.” Finally, 
we have to say that this inertia could not have been overcome 
by any individual, nor by spectacular successes in management 
of noble property, nor in industrial plants.

All of this combined for Polish backwardness and a dramatic 
sense of lacking prospects.

The nation, therefore, had to be invented, and this consoli-
dated the conviction of its eternal lastingness, in order to attract 
the People to it. On the way to modernity, the “social issue had 
to be solved,” and in defi ance of circumstances, the economy 
had to be modernized. This required a revolution.13 Meanwhile 
the defense of Polishness consisted in defending the status quo. 
This is how a paradox formed, the defense of identity had to lead 
to searching for a new identity for the nation (Bendix 1977). 
Poets knew about this. Art was to replace capital: literature, 

12 This was a crucial thread of positivistic literature, fi ghting for Polishness, land, and the 
talents of the people working in partitioned Poland.

13 This dilemma constituted the foundation of Polish thought during the partitions.
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music, and painting became tools used to shape the nation. 
This patriotic servitude weighed on artists, who often “lacked 
means even for bread crusts.”14 Winning souls did not trans-
late into appanage. Another far-reaching consequence of this 
defense was Polonization engendered by Catholicism. The bond 
of religion with national identity was only one of the elements of 
this process, which stretched back for over a century. In my 
opinion, the saturation of religiousness with patriotic, and 
over time nationalist, elements is more crucial. This fusion, 
so emphatically expressed in 1979 by John Paul II on Victory 
Square, during his homily in Poland’s capital, Warsaw, had 
an undercurrent of monopolizing Christ by the Polish nation 
(J. Kieniewicz 1985). This interpretation is possible when we 
grasp this process in a dialogic perspective. The nation as 
a system is an actual bond of people, and the form it adopts 
makes up an integral part of the social system’s structure.

Searching for identity has two elements. It is a pursuit 
towards expressing a common sameness, where the concept 
of continuity tries to hide the necessity to constantly regulate 
and even adapt. However, it is also a state of consciousness 
where the need of change is noticed, internalized, and becomes 
a program. Thus, the current called the modernization program 
formed (Kizwalter 1991) at the same time that the program 
of sustaining tradition was being formulated. They remain 
interlocked to this day. The second half of the 19th century 
made this clear in a dramatic way. It of course came down to 

14 Kazimierz Przerwa-Tetmajer, Eviva l’arte.
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the People who were to become the Nation wanting to accept 
this interpretation fused from contradictions.

The dispute over who and how would lead the transfor-
mation was led throughout the whole period of captivity, and 
obscured the process whereby the modern Nation was being 
shaped. Additionally, we realize that in subsequent generations 
we give this process a new form, or just a re-interpretation. 
Importantly, the conceptions of it also changed in relation to 
who was speaking out (Pąkciński 1994, 141). The process of 
forming the nation, inventing a new identity, was undertaken by 
the Polish intelligentsia (Jedlicki 2008, 219–43), which invented 
and fulfi lled itself in this process. The intelligentsia also was 
to be rejected by the nation, or rather the nation allowed it to 
be deprived of voice (J. Kieniewicz 2009). In the role of deter-
mining the parameters of Polishness it was admittedly hard to 
replace, yet the Polish nation has its own way of self-appraisal.

How did searching for identity proceed in this case? Can 
it be considered as a stage of the system’s evolution that did 
not defend itself, suff ered a catastrophe causing backwardness, 
and in consequence a forced change of identity? In pondering 
this, we are willing to consider that the “life” of Poles, that 
is worshipping Polishness by a certain group of people, is 
the same as sustaining the identity of the system. We do not 
accept the rupture of continuity and the adaptational changes 
that caused new coordinates of Polishness. In a word, aware of 
the necessity to search for identity, we reconcile ourselves to 
maintaining the fi ction of continuity, we defend outdated forms 
and we perpetuate national mythology. This had indeed united 
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the emigrants divided by borders, free Poles, but ones cut off  
from the Motherland. The question looms: how did it happen 
that mythology came to be taken as historical truth?

In conditions of the lack of statehood, defending identity 
meant that one of the factors uniting people became the project 
for the future itself. Surely it was variously formulated, but 
the eff ort to transform an idea into a community and thereby 
uphold Polishness – this was a requirement for forming a mod-
ern nation.15 The remarkable eff ort made in the endeavor to 
preserve Polishness brought wonderful literature, infl uenced 
social transformations, and in every generation, it ended up 
with the catastrophe of an independence uprising. The price of 
the stubbornly persisting Polishness was very high (Łepkowski 
1989). It proved to be in the way of modern thinking about the 
nation where traditions of a multicultural political nation had to 
be abandoned. This new way of thinking became nationalism. 
It was accepted so easily that it gained support in a deeply 
rooted defense system.

Yet we have to ask the question about the repercussions of 
these pursuits to endure against everything. The challenge con-
sisted in the question: was being Poles enough to sustain Poland? 
In other words, was it about whether the nation could survive 
without statehood and land, or rather if the nation could arise 
in such circumstances? It was such a peculiar case in history 
that following 1918 Poles by their own will and common 

15 Messianic projects were not completely detached from the positivistic ones, all of them 
assumed working through and transforming Poles into a community capable of restoring the 
Motherland, that is, to unite the lands by uniting the estates.



Jan Kieniewicz

46

eff ort gained their own state. It is not crucial here whether the 
promises made then and the hopes put in them were fulfi lled. 
The point is that the new identity was that of the nation of 
Independent Poland.

From the perspective of 1918 it seemed that the intelli-
gentsia’s educational eff ort and peasant aspirations bore fruit 
in the form postulated by generations of people fi ghting for 
independence. Class confl icts, cultural diff erences, people’s 
pettiness and greatness, all of this gave way to the shared feeling 
of success. Yet it was often only a feeling of being “happy to 
regain a dumpster” (J. Kieniewicz 2012, 111). It also seemed 
that the guarantee of the regained state would be the nation. 
In its name the poet assured that the “account of wrongs” would 
remain an internal issue and that the state was an indisputable 
value. This was to prove a delusion. From the perspective of the 
year 2018 we can say that the national community reconstructed 
after 1918 found its new identity. It can be considered a state 
identity, yet one third of Polish citizens did not feel committed 
to Polishness. Disputes regarding Polishness persisted, taking 
on sharpness in step with Poles embracing nationalism. The 
ideology of the Polish National Democratic political party 
arose at the turn of the 19th and the 20th centuries as a defense 
movement having a clear project for the nation’s and state’s 
identity. In the II Rzeczpospolita, i.e., in the interwar period, 
that ideology did not rule the country, yet it proved to be the 
most durable. This resulted primarily from a successful con-
nection of the pursuit to give the nation a new identity with the 
slogan of defending identity from a threatening internal danger. 
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The drama of defeat in 1939 showed a signifi cant progress of 
such a national identifi cation as its ideological underpinning.

The nationalism of the 20th century was one of many ide-
ologies. However, it needs to be underlined that it proved 
to be incredibly eff ective in mobilizing the masses. It also 
had the ability to take over other ideological movements to 
form extremely radical currents like the national socialism or 
national communism (Zaremba 2001). The dispute over the 
nation’s leadership loomed over the fi ght over authority in the 
state regardless of the ideological orientation, rightist or leftist. 
Combining the defense of the nation with the vision of its new, 
in principle dominant, future identity led to a total character 
of connections. In Poland’s case, it proved to be extremely 
dangerous for the nation’s identity.

The nation’s fi rst problem in a multinational state turned 
out to be the confl ict over regained lands. The nation took 
ownership of the land and on this basis it struggled to build 
relations with the People. There was a certain problem with 
the fact that the intelligentsia did not usually have anything 
yet they undoubtedly contributed to the broadening of the love 
for the land of Poland. However, so long as Polish lands were 
ruled by others, confl icts were located primarily in the sphere 
of imagination. After 1918 the native land, although truncated 
in reference to aspirations, was fought for by the armed nation. 
When it was taken “by sword,” the nation could boldly talk 
about the fulfi lment of its ancestors’ postulates. Nonetheless, 
it turned out that the Motherland had to be shared with other 
nations. During the time of captivity Poles were focused on 
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educating the People about their national, meaning Polish, iden-
tity. They did not acknowledge the other, non-Polish national 
aspirations of their fellow inhabitants. This caused confl icts 
with Ukrainians in Galicia, over Vilnius with Lithuanians, the 
issues of plebiscites in Silesia and Mazury with the Germans. 
There was also a clash with Jewish national aspirations and with 
nationalist resistance against assimilating them (Wasserstein 
2012). People proceeded to build the state from the foundations, 
at the same time making this a search for the nation’s identity. 
Defending territory, demarcating borderlines, uniting the state 
organism and its organizing would have been unthinkable 
without the presumption that it was happening in the name and 
for the sake of the nation. The confl ict over native land was 
inscribed into the nation’s identity.

Since then, the Polish state has continued despite several 
ruptures. However, Poles had to adjust their Motherland to the 
new lands. This happened for the fi rst time after 1918, when 
the lands were regained, and then again in 1945, when lands 
were conferred by the Soviet Union. Poles expelled from pre-
war Poland’s eastern lands and obtaining western lands after 
World War II found themselves in their Motherland alone with 
their opinions, unlike before the war. They perceived this new 
reality variously, because ethnic unity contradicted the centuries 
old heritage of diversity. However, the belief about the positive 
character of the accordance of national identity with the identity 
of the nation prevailed.

Looking from today’s perspective, we are aware that the new 
identity of the nation after 1945 was not only a derivative of 
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the territorial reallocation and the equally radical change 
of national relations. An equally crucial factor compelling the 
search for identity was the revolution of 1939–1945 (Leder 
2014). A revolution destructive to some, and to others not 
satisfactory, although it brought them benefi t. Paradoxically, 
the consummation of the revolution’s fruit and the related 
satisfaction did not occur until the 21st century.

The shock of war and defeat, change and revolution, caused 
an exacerbation of defensive activity. The Poles were, as in 
colonial India or in partitioned Poland, deprived of the crucial 
element of statehood. Or actually the agency of statehood, 
the possibility of constituting not only laws, but also rules of 
behavior. After the war, the Polish state was not democratic, 
and the working methods intended to stabilize the regime even 
more severely violated the system’s structure (Zaremba 2012). 
In these circumstances, establishing the Stalinist terror and 
the transition to the administrative command-economy model 
was accepted perhaps not with relief, but with helplessness. 
The phase of searching for identity had begun, and Poles became 
divided. After all, many supported the new reality, though not 
necessarily approving of it. The ones resisting, militarily and 
politically, were massacred. After 1956, when the communist 
regime underwent a “thaw,” the majority accepted their fate, 
knowing that international arrangements did not off er any 
chance to openly express what type of regime the new state 
should have. It is not possible to unambiguously determine 
the nation’s identity, not only during the revolution, but also 
in the subsequent decades. “The whole nation is rebuilding its 
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capital,” “The party’s program is the nation’s program” – these 
were the offi  cial slogans, used despite the constantly repeated 
declaration of being on the way to socialism. The nation had 
sworn its “Jasna Góra” Catholic vows, and all the political 
powers referred to it, including WRON, the military organi-
zation which introduced Martial Law in 1981. Against offi  cial 
declarations, in the People’s Republic of Poland, people treated 
nationalism with understanding. In this “pretend-state” at issue 
was who would gain control over the nation without allowing 
it to emancipate itself (Eisler 2018). It seemed as if the thought 
of searching for identity was not allowed, and attempts were 
made to convince the nation about the accordance of the pres-
ent with tradition. Paraphrasing the offi  cial thesis, People’s 
Poland was to be socialist in form and nationalist in content.

This accordance was to a large extent an illusion. National 
identity was recognized as a sacred resource of Poles’ character-
istics, threatened by the aggression from the west and the east. 
It seemed that the submission to authority and the awareness of no 
alternatives would persuade Poles to accept this option. To agree 
with the Situation (J. Kieniewicz 2012, chs. 3, 7). From the per-
spective of the nation’s identity it is noticeable that this illusion 
carried a real threat. Various people and circles gave expression 
to this. The Poles following the national movement and the ones 
undertaking independent ideas did not have a common language. 
Yet for all, the same issue arose as in the century of captivity: 
would the nation survive when adopting defensive stances?

In the second half of the 20th century searching for identity 
more and more blended in with the defense of the nation. 
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This resulted from two new circumstances that were absent 
in the nation-creating process in the previous century. The fi rst 
was the Holocaust, and the second was communism.

From the perspective of the nation’s identity, the Holocaust 
meant not only the physical elimination of neighbors, but also 
exterminating Jews from the common memory. In turn, com-
munism, also in the pragmatically adjusted version of “real 
socialism,” changed not only social and production relations, it 
also changed mentality. All of this accumulated in phenomena 
responsible for changes (transformations) and in their banishing 
from consciousness by petrifi ed defense processes similar to 
those that took place under colonialism. As a result, the regain-
ing of sovereignty after the political change of 1989 was not able 
to ensure the eff ectiveness of the New Transformations. More 
importantly, it is none other than these, not fully recognized, 
processes that falsifi ed consciousness. Thirty years after having 
pointed out the weakening national bond (J. Kieniewicz 1987), 
I have the feeling that defense mechanisms paralyze the pursuits 
which can lead to metamorphosis.

The conclusions resulting from these deliberations are not 
unambiguous. Searching for identity is always an attempt to, 
more or less consciously, stop the process of the system’s 
degradation which leads to catastrophe. The defense of existence 
is a natural preservation mechanism of systems, thus the Polish 
nation did not particularly stand out in this regard – including 
when it comes to Poles’ attitudes towards their own past and 
their willingness to build identifi cation illusions. The problem, 
as it seems, is that in these defense mechanisms illusions erupt 
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that alleviate the feeling of threat and, therefore, falsify reality. 
In the case of Poland, we can also recognize that defense mech-
anisms, like an immunological barrier of sorts, have succumbed 
to degeneration, becoming a part of an addictive system. Hence 
the paltry readiness to fi nd solutions radically changing the 
rules of performing changes. In current attempts at searching 
for identity, the Polish nation has continuously been limited by 
an emotional attachment to defensive experiences.
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UNCOVERING ARCTICNESS: 
EXPERIENCES OF ARCTIC IDENTITY 

AT HOME AND ABROAD*1

INTRODUCTION: WHY WRITE 
ABOUT PERSONAL EXPERIENCES?

My dissertation on Arctic identity began from a short 
presentation at the International Lomonosov Conference 
at Moscow State University in April 2014. Although I got 
the fi rst prize in my session, the sociologists from the MSU 
Sociological Department claimed the topic of Arctic identity 
was not yet relevant, and probably would only become so in 
fi fty years. As one can see from this example, despite grow-
ing interest in the Arctic, it still remains far from being fully 
understood by those who do not live in the region. Indeed, 
the character of Arctic research is still exclusive, relatively 

* Parts of this paper are excerpts from an unpublished PhD dissertation defended in 2019 at 
the University of Warsaw. I used the quotes and made similar points derived from the dissertation 
in other papers in Anthropology and Archeology of Eurasia, Artic Yearbook and the volume Fac-
ing Challenges of Identifi cation. The references are included where necessary.
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few researchers from outside the Arctic are actively engaged 
in Arctic Studies. 

To set the stage, I fi rst have to introduce myself by explaining 
my personal background. I am an Indigenous Sakha (Yakut). 
Brought up in a rural area, I learnt my native language at home 
and at school, where I was also introduced to my culture and 
traditions. As I believe, I have come to understand Arctic 
identity from an insider perspective. This perspective, coupled 
with training in Arctic Studies undertaken at universities both 
at home and abroad, allows me to capture Arctic identity and 
argue why it is important. However, in this short essay, I am 
not going to focus on Arctic identity itself, but will employ an 
alternative perspective and explore my own Arctic identity and 
the way it has been and is being formed. 

As Michael Hall notes, in terms of research, what we do, 
we cannot ignore the personal, since personal subjectivities of 
our experiences are vital to our choice of research paths (Hall 
2004). Doing research on identity, we inevitably face a need to 
defi ne our own identity, which is not always easy. While these 
struggles are rarely manifested in dissertations, refl ecting on 
personal experiences could provide a deeper understanding of 
these processes. 

Personal experience is highly relevant in Indigenous research. 
As noted by Renee Linklater, an Aboriginal educator hailing 
from Rainy River First Nations, it “tells us that we have to locate 
ourselves in our study. That is, fi rst write our own stories and 
share our position in the world before we write about the world. 
This is a big task, because fi rst we have to come to terms with 
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who we are and how we come to do the work that we do” 
(Linklater 2011, 1). 

Locating myself in my research has indeed been one of 
the most challenging tasks that my PhD project posed for me. 
The two processes – formation of my own Arctic identity and 
my research project taking shape – went hand in hand throughout 
those years, mutually encouraging their development. It seems 
to me that the deeper I got involved in the issues of Arctic 
identity, the more I realized its importance for me personally. 
In this light, the process of formation of one’s Arctic identity 
can be seen as becoming aware of being from the Arctic, or 
recognising one’s Arcticness. I will try to uncover some specifi c 
attributes of this process below.

EXPLAINING MY POSITION 
WITHIN MY RESEARCH 

In order to move forward with my goals, set up in the begin-
ning of the essay, I should answer the questions about who I am 
and how I have come to do research on Arctic identity. In regard 
to my research, I position myself as an insider. Moreover, 
I identify myself as an Indigenous researcher. Though it might 
seem obvious, it is not easy to defi ne who an Indigenous 
researcher is. In this section I shall try to answer this question, 
which will subsequently unfold my position in the research that 
I am doing. 

The relation between academic research and Indigenous 
people is closely tied with the concept of colonialism (Tuhiwai 
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Smith 1999; Porsanger 2004) and their coping with the “interest” 
paid by the outsider researchers to their physical characteristics 
and culture. A popular Sami joke about a typical Sami family 
consisting of parents, children, a dog and an anthropologist 
epitomizes the spirit with which the Sami people have learnt 
to cope with this situation (Mazzullo 1995, 23). 

The Aboriginal Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith, author 
of the seminal critical work Decolonising Methodologies: 
Research and Indigenous Peoples, criticizes the entire Western 
concept of research and describes research’s devastating eff ects 
on Indigenous peoples. The main idea of her work is that 
colonialism not only imposed control over Indigenous lands 
and resources, but most importantly, dominated the mentality 
of Indigenous people and has continued to do so long after 
independence was gained and, therefore, its infl uence is far 
from being over (Tuhiwai Smith 1999). 

However, the relation between academia and Indigenous 
scholars is even more complicated. Though there are a lot of 
scholars of Indigenous background, the academic environ-
ment still draws the line between scholarship and indigene-
ity. International conferences often claim to gather “scholars, 
experts and indigenous people,” as though these categories 
were mutually exclusive. If Indigenous people who have been 
in the Arctic for centuries and even millennia cannot be consid-
ered as Arctic experts per se, who can be recognized as such? 
This categorisation seems profoundly wrong, since Indigenous 
belonging is not a category to be defi ned along with belonging 
to а professional domain (Burnasheva 2020b). Yet, as the 
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Aboriginal scholar Michael Hart, a member of the Fisher River 
Cree Nation, described his situation, “the indigenous people 
were faced with leaving their indigeneity at the door when they 
entered the academic world” (Hart 2010, 1). 

The position of Indigenous scholars remains indetermi-
nate considering that the issues of Indigenous methodol-
ogy were fi rst raised comparatively recently. The problem 
is that Indigenous scholars themselves do not engage fully 
in the issues of Indigeneity or question their position in the 
research they do. Therefore, critique of the established Western 
approach to Indigenous research does not aim to abolish it but, 
fi rst and foremost, to inspire Indigenous scholars to engage 
in alternative methodologies proposed by the Indigenous 
paradigmatic approach. 

In their critical exploration of tourism and decolonial theory, 
Donna Chambers and Christine Buzinde, Black researchers of 
Caribbean and African descent, note that scholars of Indigenous 
background should recognize their engagement in “colonial 
thinking” manifest in their tendency to privilege theoretical 
approaches emanating from the Western academic thought 
and to insuffi  ciently acknowledge the relevance – or even 
the legitimacy – of their own knowledges and cosmolo-
gies, which were represented as inferior to the Western sys-
tem of knowledge (Chambers and Buzinde 2015, 5). This 
amounts to support and encouragement of long-established 
approach to Indigenous peoples as a problem or, at best, 
as societies with problems (Coates 2004, 16). As Tuhiwai 
Smith argues, the entire existence of Indigenous people 
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seems to be a problem or a question for researchers: “prob-
lematising the indigenous is a Western obsession” (Tuhiwai 
Smith 1999, 91). 

However, the trends are shifting in the realm of academia. 
A number of native researchers are actively working to ensure 
that Indigenous research is not only respectful, or “culturally 
sensitive,” but is also based in approaches and processes that are 
parts of Indigenous cultures (Hart 2010, 1). Indigenous meth-
odology has been developed by scholars of native ancestry, for 
example by Plains Cree / Saulteaux scholar Margaret Kovach, 
to legitimize the traditional way of collecting and transmitting 
knowledge. Aimed to overcome the domination of the Western 
paradigm in research, this methodology situates itself within 
the decolonising framework. However, it does not wish to 
suggest that Western perspectives have no value and should 
therefore be summarily dismissed. It is rather an acknowledg-
ment by Indigenous researchers who have themselves privileged 
these perspectives and have consequently subordinated and 
even silenced their own knowledges, which in fact have equal 
legitimacy (Chambers and Buzinde 2015, 5). 

As Indigenous Sami scholar Jelena Porsanger notes, neither 
does it mean that Indigenous people should be prioritized, but 
rather suggests that the Indigenous knowledge and expertise 
be taken into consideration. It allows to make visible what is 
special and needed, what is meaningful and logical in respect 
to our own understanding of ourselves and the world. The main 
aim is to ensure that research can be carried out in a more 
respectful, ethical, correct, sympathetic, useful and benefi cial 
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fashion as seen from the point of view of Indigenous peoples 
(Porsanger 2004, 107–108). 

Therefore, the position of Indigenous researcher does not 
dismiss nor exclude the non-Indigenous one. In fact, the two 
perspectives can be combined and coexist. Morris et al. suggest 
that the insider and outsider perspectives are not necessarily 
opposed to each other and can be integrated to overcome limita-
tions of narrower frameworks (Morris et al. 1999).

The ambiguous relationship between the two positions 
shows the liminal, in-between character of the Indigenous 
researcher. In this connection, Chambers and Buzinde note 
that Indigenous people have recognized the rather ambivalent 
and hybrid nature of their own identities not only in terms of 
social location and relationship with Western knowledge but 
also in terms of their own current geographical location within 
the Western institutions of power (Chambers and Buzinde 
2015, 11). This perspective is already instilled in the mental-
ity and worldview of Indigenous peoples. Leroy Little Bear, 
a renowned Aboriginal scholar and veteran educator, member 
of the Blackfoot Confederacy, states that colonisation, instead of 
destroying the worldview among Aboriginal peoples, left a frag-
mentary, jagged worldview, neither Aboriginal, nor Eurocentric. 
In this regard, the Aboriginal consciousness became a site of 
overlapping, contentious, fragmented, competing desires and 
values: “It is this clash of worldviews that is at the heart of 
many current diffi  culties … It is also this clash that suppresses 
diversity in choices and denies Aboriginal people harmony in 
their daily lives” (Little Bear 2000, 9). 
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Here, the challenging task is to fi nd the balance between two 
diff erent paradigms. As noted by Fikret Berkes, distinguished 
Canadian scholar working on traditional ecological knowl-
edge, instead of “synthetisizing” or “integrating” Indigenous 
knowledge into scientifi c knowledge, the question should be 
about “bridging of diff erent kinds of knowledge respectfully” 
(Berkes 2018). 

In this regard, the Indigenous scholar can be seen as located in 
a borderland, a liminal space in-between, where the Indigenous 
and Western worldviews and mentalities overlap, where iden-
tity is formed between diff erent cultures, states, peoples, and 
traditions. I suggest that the liminal, in-between space that the 
Indigenous methodologies develop fosters an alternative way of 
thinking and knowing. As a result, it can provide deeper under-
standing of the colonial, post-colonial and de-colonial. It is fi rst 
and foremost about decolonising ourselves and our mindset and 
mentality as Indigenous researchers, which is actually the aim of 
the Indigenous critique started by Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999). 

Finally, I should acknowledge my position of an Indigenous 
researcher as characterized above. Following Margaret Kovach, 
the already-mentioned Canadian scholar of Plains Cree / 
Saulteaux background, who brings to the foreground the con-
versational method as aligning with an Indigenous worldview 
that is based on orality as means of transmitting knowledge 
(Kovach 2010), I have decided to do so by writing about my 
personal experiences of Arctic identity. 

Below, I therefore present the story of my Arctic identity 
formation, which was crucial to my personal and professional 
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growth and understanding of my place in the world. I believe 
that it has been my life experience that has inspired and enabled 
me to embark on this journey and explore this research topic. 
I have decided to look at this process from two diff erent yet 
coexisting perspectives: at home and abroad. 

ARCTIC IDENTITY AT HOME

In 1994, I went to an elementary school and got a Finnish-
made backpack as a present from the Yakutian government, 
which supported the population hit by economic diffi  culties 
of the early 1990s. These cold-resistant and extremely durable 
backpacks became an essential part of childhood memories for 
the 1990s generation of schoolchildren. In times when people 
were fi rst introduced to imported goods, this referral to Finland 
was rather symbolic, considering the growing popularity in 
Sakha (Yakutia) of the Nordic and North American experience 
of sustainable development. 

This time was marked by fundamental changes and transfor-
mations in the republic, which declared itself a sovereign unit 
within the Russian Federation (1990), elected its fi rst president, 
Mikhail Nikolaev (1991) and passed the Constitution (1992). 
No doubt, the inspirational atmosphere of this period has greatly 
infl uenced my generation, mostly through school education. We 
had a chance to learn our native language, literature and culture 
at school as compulsory part of school curriculum. The day of 
signing the Declaration of State Sovereignty was celebrated 
annually as offi  cial bank holiday.
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The Arctic image of Yakutia was actively forming at that 
time, supported by the then President Mikhail Nikolaev, 
who was a key fi gure in the Arctic-related decision making. 
(Burnasheva 2020a). The notion of Arcticness was a good 
opportunity to underline the uniqueness and the advantages of 
the Northern community. Promoting Arctic identity drew on the 
support of local scholars (Stammler-Gossmann 2007), including 
the sociologist Ul’iana Vinokurova and her theory of the Arctic 
circumpolar civilization. She defi nes it as a community of people 
living in similar climatic natural conditions of the circumpolar 
North and being united by a close culture, both spiritual and 
material, and worldview (Vinokurova 2011; Vinokurova 
and Iakovets 2016). 

Political geographers note that building of a region is not 
a mere political choice, but it is always historically and cultur-
ally rooted: a region is not created ex nihilo (Neumann 1992, 
1999 as cited in Keskitalo 2004; Paasi 1986). On the one hand, 
from within, the Arctic identity in Sakha (Yakutia) was prede-
termined by historical and cultural traits specifi c to the North. 
On the other, from without, it was stimulated by growing global 
interest in the Arctic (Burnasheva 2020b).

By the end of the 1980s, the world had witnessed a remark-
able growth of environmental awareness, strongly related to 
a rise of Indigenous – and in a wider context, human – rights. 
The involvement of Arctic states in Arctic issues and their desire 
to fi nd common solutions to existing problems was inspired by 
the then Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev in his Murmansk 
speech of 1987, which promoted greater cooperation among 
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Arctic countries and the region as a zone of peace (Steinberg, 
Tasch and Gerhardt 2015).

For the Indigenous peoples of Sakha (Yakutia), this was 
a period marked by a signifi cant growth of their self-determi-
nation and identity, and restoration of self-dignity. One of the 
signifi cant steps towards the global Arctic community taken by 
Sakha (Yakutia) was the development of an extensive environ-
mental policy. In doing so, Sakha (Yakutia) tried to overcome 
its colonial-like status of raw materials source imposed on it 
by the federal center (Burnasheva 2019; Burnasheva 2020b). 
Never in its history had the republican government taken the 
environmental concerns so seriously.

The Arctic identity of Sakha (Yakutia) was also a demonstra-
tion of its willingness to become, despite its regional character, 
an independent player in the international arena. Since the 
end of the 1980s, it became actively engaged in the activities 
of such international organisations as the Arctic Council and 
the Northern Forum, being a founding member of the latter. 
Symbolically, in 1989, the Alaskan city of Fairbanks became the 
fi rst sister-city to Yakutsk, capital of the republic (Burnasheva 
2019; Burnasheva 2020a).

Subsequently, in 1996, the Yakutsk State University became 
a founding member of the international network of educational 
and research institutions in the North, called the “university 
without walls,” the University of the Arctic, or the UArctic. 
Within its framework, intensive international cooperation began 
in the area of research and education. The online Circumpolar 
Studies program was co-created by its member institutions. 
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Off ered online by partner universities, it allowed students from 
even the most remote locations to integrate into an international 
Arctic community.

As an English Philology student, I took online Circumpolar 
Studies courses, where I studied in online classrooms with 
youth from all over the Arctic. The courses included Peoples 
and Cultures, Land and Environment, and Contemporary Issues 
of the Circumpolar North at the University of Alaska Fairbanks 
(US) as well as Yukon College, University of Manitoba, Saint 
Mary’s University, University of Saskatchewan and University 
of Northern British Columbia (Canada). We often had assign-
ments to describe a case or apply theoretical knowledge to 
a certain situation at our home countries and regions, so we 
shared a lot of local knowledge and experience with one another, 
expanding our horizons with knowledge of other Arctic regions. 

Though we certainly had no awaraness of a shared Arctic 
identity, it was clear that as young people, we shared a lot in 
common, often struggling with the same issues specifi c to the 
Arctic, such as isolation, hard accessibility, non-availability 
of certain things, etc. These courses allowed me to further 
develop my interest in the Arctic and choose Arctic-related 
topics for my diploma projects: fi rst, on the linguistic aspect 
of advertising campaigns of Arctic universities and second, on 
the representation of the North in ethnographic fi lms.

In 2011, after graduating from the universities in Yakutsk 
and Versailles, I chose Tiksi, a small Arctic town of about 5,000 
residents, as the place for my fi rst employment as a school 
teacher. Tiksi was built to serve the Northern Sea Route as part 
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of Soviet osvoenie Severa, or conquest of the North, one of the 
most ambitious and large-scale urbanisation projects humanity 
has ever implemented. The project was aimed at fundamentally 
transforming the vast territories lying between the Barents 
and Bering Seas and covering the northern edge of almost the 
entire Eurasian Continent. This process not only created urban 
spaces, never before seen in the Northern environment, but also 
produced new meanings, symbols and perceptions. It was in this 
Far Northern region that, as I believe, I understood a number 
of important factors forming Arctic identity, such as its strong 
potential as a regional factor and the sense of belonging among 
the non-Indigenous settler communities for whom the Arctic 
is also home. 

In 2012, I took an international coordinator job at my home 
university, where I mainly worked with the projects and pro-
grams related to the cooperation within the UArctic network. 
At meetings in and outside Russia, I met colleagues from the 
Arctic region. It was an important part of my professional 
experience to foster and promote the ideas of building a sustain-
able future for our Arctic region by means of cooperation in 
the academic fi eld. I had some very interesting conversations 
regarding the role of academic mobility and its opportunities for 
building an Arctic identity among the youth. During my work in 
the international relations fi eld, I have come to understand the 
importance of dialogue and intercultural communication in 
the formation of common identity. 



Daria Burnasheva

72

ARCTIC IDENTITY ABROAD

First and foremost, I feel grateful for the opportunities that 
enabled me, a person from a Yakutian rural area, to travel and 
study abroad, expanding my horizons and shaping my mindset. 
In this regard, I am in a way a typical product of international 
cooperation in the Arctic, a part of an entire generation of young 
Russians educated in Nordic countries through cooperation pro-
grams, as described by the Norwegian scholar Geir Hønneland 
(Hønneland 2016, 127–28).

In 2007, I took part in a UArctic north2north exchange 
program and spent one semester in Northern Norway, where 
I was fi rst exposed to international educational environment and 
Norwegian lifestyle. This experience has strongly infl uenced my 
perspective on the world. In my exchange feedback I wrote that 
it “has made me feel as a part of one big community, one envi-
ronment, one mentality, one Arctic. I wish that everyone living 
in the North could feel the same” (Burnasheva 2008, 29). 

Ten years later, this statement is still highly relevant for 
me. The term “identity” was not on my mind yet back then, 
but I apparently tried to refl ect on the shared sense of commu-
nity in the Arctic. In general, three important milestones have 
encouraged the formation of my Arctic identity: studies at the 
University of Tromsø, University of Versailles Saint-Quentin-
en-Yvelines and University of Warsaw. 

The Arctic University of Norway in Tromsø is the northern-
most university in the world. In 2009, I went there on exchange 
and took the courses at its Department of Social Anthropology 
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focused on Indigenous Studies, which gave me insight into 
contemporary Indigenous issues in a wider global context. We 
studied with Indigenous people from all over the world: I got 
to meet fellow Aboriginal people from Canada, the US, the 
Nordic countries and Russia. Trips to traditional Sami areas in 
Manndalen gave us knowledge of Indigenous issues in Northern 
Norway, providing at the same time an interesting insight to 
the global character of Indigeneity.

In 2010, after graduating from my home university, I had 
a chance to take the Master’s Program in Arctic Studies at the 
University of Versailles Saint-Quentin-en-Yvelines in France. 
Although a non-Arctic state, France obtained the observer status 
at the Arctic Council in 2000. The Arctic Studies in France have 
been strongly infl uenced by the legacy of renowned French 
cultural anthropologist and polar researcher Jean Malaurie, 
an active advocate of Indigenous peoples’ rights and peaceful 
cooperation in the Arctic. His special interest in Greenland is 
instilled in the tradition of French Arctic research, which now 
carries on his heritage. In line with this tradition, the program 
was mostly focused on Greenland; it did, however, provide us 
with deeper knowledge of Arctic issues. Our educational trip to 
Copenhagen gave us a comprehension of the Greenlandic case 
in the context of power relations and post-colonialism. 

It is during these stays abroad that I came to understand the 
common identity shared by the people of the Arctic. In 2014, 
I started my PhD studies in Poland, which turned out to be 
an entirely new experience compared to my previous stays in 
Norway and France.
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SOME REFLECTIONS ON MY PHD PROJECT 

Seven years ago, I started my PhD journey at the University 
of Warsaw and stepped into the labyrinthine territory called 
“Searching for Identity.” As the title of our PhD program 
suggests, the formation of identities is a complex process, in 
which both the global and local aspects play a crucial role. 
The Arctic does indeed prove to be a demonstrative exam-
ple of global and local implications of identity, along with 
issues of civilizations and borderlands that we touched upon 
in our program.

At the fi rst glance, the Faculty of “Artes Liberales” of the 
University of Warsaw seems far from the Arctic, both literally 
and fi guratively. I struggled to fi nd a way to apply my Arctic 
topic to the existing Siberian framework and it was not very 
successful. Unlike Siberia, the Arctic embodies global and inter-
national dimensions and far exceeds the boundaries and lim-
itations set by the Siberian context. However, I eventually 
came to understand the114 applicability of the Arctic to the 
Mediterranean context, which naturally fi t the Faculty’s focus 
on this region. 

In a famous 1921 account titled The Friendly Arctic: 
The Story of Five Years in the Polar Regions, the Icelandic-
Canadian ethnographer and polar explorer Vilhjalmur 
Stefansson predicted that the Arctic would soon become 
a region of great strategic importance. Located between con-
tinents, as the Mediterranean between Europe and Africa, the 
Arctic, Stefansson claimed, would one day become a Polar 
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Mediterranean (Stefansson 1921). His prediction was certainly 
premature then, and at a time when the colonial perspective 
prevailed in Arctic perceptions, his ideas were much criticized, 
casting shadow on his position as an Arctic expert and visionary 
(Gaupseth 2012). 

However, the recently documented losses in sea ice suggest 
that the transformation is fi nally taking place, a century after 
it was predicted (Dodds 2010). In this connection, the Faculty 
of “Artes Liberales” turned out to be the right place to explore 
and deepen my understanding of the concepts of civilization, 
borderland and identity in relation to the “Polar Mediterranean,” 
a region with cold climate, but hot geopolitics. 

The Arctic is rapidly changing and globalising. In the face of 
abrupt climate change that will certainly aff ect the whole planet 
and pose challenges for its future, states outside the Arctic are 
developing their Arctic policies. Thus, the Arctic issues are not 
limited to local, regional and national scales, but present interest 
to the whole world. Poland also has its Arctic policy, adopted 
by the Ministry of Foreign Aff airs in 2015. 

Regarding the Polish tradition of Arctic research, I would 
suggest that it began even prior to the establishment of a polar 
station on Spitsbergen in 1957. Though not yet recognized as 
Arctic in the 19th and early 20th centuries, the North became 
the center of attention for the Polish political exiles turned 
ethnographers, such as Wacław Sieroszewski. Having spent 
twelve years in Sakha (Yakutia), he came to be the advocate 
of understanding civilization as a culture, not a level of tech-
nological development. In this regard, he acknowledged the 
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importance of the traditional knowledge system and cosmology, 
which allowed him not only to survive in severe conditions of 
the North, but most importantly, to rediscover himself as a part 
of this system (Seroshevskii 1997; Takasaeva 2017).

For Indigenous scholars, addressing those researchers who 
attempted to challenge the established colonial paradigm, and 
the corresponding ways of describing the native people, rep-
resents a particular mission. It is very symbolic that we, the 
Indigenous researchers ourselves, should re-introduce them 
to modern academia, since their ideas anticipated the develop-
ment of alternative methodological approaches which support 
the Indigenous paradigm.

All in all, the time spent at the University of Warsaw proved 
to be both challenging and instructive. I never realized how far it 
would take me when as a Sociology student at the North-Easter 
Federal University, I wrote to Professor Ul’iana Vinokurova and 
asked if it was possible for her to become my research advisor.

CONCLUSION: ARCTICNESS UNCOVERED?

As the Arctic is rapidly transforming, new Arctic-related 
concepts are being coined and used on an everyday basis. One 
of them, Arcticness, as noted by editor of а book of the same 
title, is aimed to refl ect the quality of “being Arctic” (Kelman 
2017, 1–6). It is not easy to defi ne the Arctic, since it involves 
various topics, contexts and even interests, so determining its 
qualities likewise poses a challenge (Medby 2017). However, as 
noted by Hall and Tucker, just because something is diffi  cult to 
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describe does not mean it is not there or that it is unimportant 
(Hall and Tucker 2004, 1).

The humanities, social and natural sciences defi ne the 
Arctic in their own ways depending on their research focus. 
The Arctic does not have clear borders, but rather boundar-
ies which fl uctuate and are subject to various interpretations 
by those who are involved in Arctic issues, be it in terms of 
research or policy. With no borders or universal defi nition, 
the Arctic becomes what states and actors make of it. At its 
heart, Arcticness is an issue of identity, power and interest-
formation (Duda 2017, 47), in other words, as put by Nikolas 
Sellheim, “Arcticness lies in the eye of the beholder” (Sellheim 
2017, 112). 

As a borderland civilization between the North American, 
Western European and Eurasian civilizations (Vinokurova 
2011; Vinokurova and Iakovets 2016), the Arctic also provides 
an opportunity to think and act beyond the borders. Similarly, 
Arcticness has a signifi cant potential for overcoming the limits 
of locality. For academia, this means overcoming the colonial 
paradigm that often supports the backwardness, isolation and 
frontier narratives. Arcticness provides an everyday context 
and basis for social identity, cultural survival and spiritual 
life. In a wider context, it denotes a system of knowledge that 
constitutes a specifi c type of civilization based on the principles 
of sustainability and resilience. 

Refl ecting on Arcticness, Ilan Kelman notes that “it is about 
taking the power and creating the voice in, for and of the Arctic 
which for too long has resided outside the northern latitudes – 
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to a large extent revealing an ‘Arctic of the oppressed.’ It is 
about creating an Arctic home for those living in this ever-
changing home” (Kelman 2017, 153). Being an Indigenous 
person in academia, one cannot escape the feeling of being 
objectified and your homeland being associated solely 
with a resource frontier. However, it is up to ourselves and 
our own determination to recognize those patterns and try 
to overcome them. 

While working at my home university, I came across situ-
ations that clearly demonstrated an urgent need to change our 
mindset. One example were university promotional brochures, 
now out of use, that proudly presented Sakha (Yakutia) in 
frontier terms as a place where diamonds, gold and oil were 
extracted. Instead of focusing on the intellectual potential, ethnic 
and cultural diversity and creative atmosphere, it employed 
colonial-like representations, which, according to Tuhiwai 
Smith, demonstrated the state of our mentality (Tuhiwai Smith 
1999). In this connection, Arcticness challenges the colonial 
patterns that dominate the mentality of Indigenous people and 
distort their self-image and identity. 

My PhD thesis did not intend to give full and ultimate defi ni-
tions of what the Arctic, Arcticness and Arctic identity were. 
All these concepts represent a process, not a result, therefore, 
as noted by Ingrid Medby, they remain open to discussion and 
interpretation by those to whom they are relevant (Medby 2017), 
across state borders and on the global, national, and local levels. 
Thus, the Arctic and Arcticness represent a unique variety of 
glocality – quality of being global and local at the same time. 
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The Arctic is undergoing profound change, and so is the concept 
of Arcticness. However, the most important aspect of Arcticness 
is that it always refers to humans and their experiences. 
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INSIDER, OUTSIDER, 
OR IN-BETWEEN? THE EXPERIENCE 
OF STUDYING THE BURYAT ETHNIC 

IDENTITY IN POLAND*1

In May 2018, I attended the conference “Mapping Cultural 
Identities: Translations and Intersections” in Bucharest, 
Romania. When I was discussing the topic of my dissertation 
during a coff ee break, one of the scholars pointed out that 
my research did not imply fi eldwork, but rather homework. 
I had never encountered such wordplay before, though I was 
conscious of being an insider researcher. So when a call for 
papers for this collection was announced, I decided to write an 
essay in which I would refl ect on my insider experience using 
my doctoral research as a case study. 

As contemporary scholarship argues, both insider and out-
sider approaches have their advantages and disadvantages 
(see Young 2004; Chavez 2008; Greene 2014). What is more, 
a recent critique proposes that 

* This article is a revised version of Introduction to my PhD dissertation The Settled Sorrow 
of Saddle: The Buryat Ethnic Identity in the Poetry of Bair Dugarov (Dondukova 2019).
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instead of worrying over whether one is too much of an insider or outsider, 
researchers should strive to be both. There is much to be gained from being 
close to one’s research, as there is much to be gained from keeping one’s 
distance and having an outside perspective (Greene 2014, 10).

In this essay, I argue that in the contemporary scholarship the 
researcher’s identity becomes more complicated than a binary 
division into insiders and outsiders. Using my own exam-
ple, I aim to show a researcher in-between. First of all, even 
though I am an insider, ethnically Buryat, I am “alienated” from 
the “fi eld,” as I perform my research in Poland, and thus have an 
opportunity to distance myself from the Buryat community 
in order to attain a broader view. In other words, I neither 
fully belong among local Buryat scholars, nor can I be defi ned 
as a Western scholar. Another layer of my mixed researcher’s 
identity emerged due to the state of the Buryat culture and my 
relations with it. During my academic activities, I realized how 
much knowledge about history and culture of Buryats I actually 
lacked, so I felt myself an outsider to the community under 
research. And performing homework helped me to enrich my 
own Buryat ethnic identity. 

I start with introducing the historical background of Buryatia 
and the story of its Soviet modernization, which resulted in mass 
acculturation and forgetting of the “traditional” culture among 
the Buryats. I refl ect on the infl uence of Polish academia on my 
insider identity, and analyze the choice of the topic for my disser-
tation and the way I conducted my research on Bair Dugarov’s 
poetry from the point of view of my insiderness. I conclude by 
demonstrating how my research enhanced my Buryat identity.
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INSIDER, OUTSIDER, OR IN-BETWEEN?...

AN INSIDER NOT “KNOWING” THE FIELD

The majority of the articles devoted to insider research 
focuses mainly on the advantages and disadvantages of insiders 
and outsiders, or what the special training for each of them 
should be. Christina Chavez writes, 

I entered the fi eld with my training as a traditional scholar, some readings 
on insider issues, and little critical refl ection or understanding of my unique 
circumstance. After the completion of the project, I had experienced 
my status at times advantageous, at other times, not. More importantly, 
I realized that neither my insiderness, nor my training, adequately prepared 
me to maximize the privilege of already “knowing” the fi eld … (Chavez 
2008, 480). 

From this perspective, I actually started my research not 
“knowing” the fi eld. I can say that even before I began my PhD 
studies, I lacked the cultural and even linguistic background of 
a Buryat, and what is more, I was not the only Buryat with such 
gaps in knowledge about Buryat history and culture. In order 
to better understand the reasons for such state of aff airs, it is 
necessary to introduce the historical context of Buryatia.1

The Buryat people are an ethnic group living on the shores 
of Lake Baikal. The Buryats represent the major northern 
subgroup of the Mongolian peoples and are one of the largest 
ethnic groups of Siberia. Before entering the Russian Empire 
in the late 17th and early 18th centuries, they were fi rmly 
integrated into a broader Mongolian culture. Many centuries of 

1 When speaking about Buryatia, I refer to ethnic Buryatia, a region in Southeastern Siberia, 
which includes the Republic of Buryatia and parts of Irkutsk Oblast and Zabaikalskii Krai (see 
Nowicka 2015).
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living on a common territory, of similar cultural and religious 
practices, shared pastoralism, as well as the single literary 
language provided relative unity to the Mongolian world and 
its historical and literary traditions. The literary heritage of the 
Buryats included oral and written literary monuments, histori-
cal chronicles and, crucially, didactic Buddhist literature. The 
Soviet period brought rapid advancements in social mobility, 
education levels and urbanization, but at the same time was 
marked by an attempt to discredit the past of the Buryats. 
Following the policy of that time, the Soviet scholars were 
presenting the rapid modernization as a transition from the 
backward past to the advanced present and future. The ambi-
tion to create a new “Soviet man,” who would be free of any 
ethnic background, resulted in several decades of acculturation, 
most dramatically endured by non-Russian ethnic groups, 
including the Buryats. Beginning from the 1950s and ‘60s, 
the languages of other nationalities were gradually replaced by 
Russian in the spheres of politics, culture and education, since 
the state language and new social models were considered to 
be the only possible way to general progress. As a result, the 
Buryat language was taught neither in higher education institu-
tions nor in technical schools. In the beginning of the 1970s, 
education in Buryat language was prohibited even at primary 
schools. Such policy could not but produce identity confusion 
and transformation for people. Only after 1986 did the study 
of the Buryat language become accepted at schools where 
most of pupils were Buryats. Some measures were also taken to 
foster the language, including an increase in publishing literature
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in Buryat and broadcasting programs on radio and television in 
the language. 

After the fall of the USSR, ethnic identifi cation was placed 
at the center of the social and political discourse in Buryatia. 
However, the national and cultural revival movement involved 
mostly politicians, the academic community, and cultural work-
ers. The majority of the Buryat population, while defi ning 
themselves as ethnic Buryats, actually knew very little about 
Buryat culture and seldom spoke Buryat in everyday life. The 
trend to consider the language as an irrelevant ethnocultural 
identity marker became so strong that it started to receive 
a more symbolic, unifying value and not speaking Buryat did 
not aff ect negatively the ethnic identity itself (see Khilkhanova 
and Khilkhanov 2004, 22). I realized this based on my own 
experience. Though I had studied the Buryat language for eight 
years at school, and another year at the university, I could not 
use it in everyday interaction with relatives, or write or read in 
Buryat without using a dictionary. My mother, despite speaking 
very good Buryat herself, made little eff ort to communicate in 
Buryat at home with me or my sister, and we did not actually 
feel any strong obligation to learn the language. Nevertheless, 
I always considered myself a Buryat. The same vacuum char-
acterized my, and many other Buryats’, knowledge of Buryat 
history or culture. In such a way, many elements of traditional 
culture were forgotten. 

Buryats of my generation did not study Buryat history at 
school. At universities we also had only the general Russian 
history courses, with a few lectures on the history of Buryatia, 
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where most attention was given to the period since Russian 
Cossacks settled in Transbaikalia in the 17th century. In other 
words, by the beginning of the 21st century, for the major-
ity of Buryats the proclamation of their Buryatness had little 
to do with the essential knowledge about the language, his-
tory, or culture of Buryats. Due to historical developments, 
most notably the years of Soviet acculturation, I, as well as 
many of other Buryats, could not speak the Buryat language 
and shared general ignorance about the history and culture of 
my native people. 

AN INSIDER RESEARCHER IN POLAND

Before entering the PhD program “Searching for Identity: 
Global Challenges, Local Traditions” at the Faculty of “Artes 
Liberales,” University of Warsaw, my major was Linguistics. 
I had obtained the degree of kandidat nauk (Candidate of 
Sciences, equivalent to a doctoral degree) with a dissertation 
devoted to the translator’s commentary in the cognitive theory 
of translation. Due to the general topic of the PhD program in 
Poland, I had to shift from my initial academic interests and start 
a completely new research project. I did not have any specifi c 
knowledge of qualitative research within anthropological or 
ethnographic studies and knew few trends in contemporary 
literary studies. In other words, I was a total beginner in those 
fi elds of the human sciences, and could feel a defi nite gap 
between my level of training and that of other, Western scholars. 
Communicating with Polish anthropologists who had studied 
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various aspects of Buryat culture, I also soon understood that 
I actually knew less than them about my own culture.

I had to admit that the widespread idea that insiders a priori 
“possess a more profound knowledge of the historical and 
practical happenings of the fi eld” (Chavez 2008, 481) was 
actually a false one. I started to fi ll in the gaps about Buryat 
history and literature and even included in my dissertation 
chapters about the development of Buryat literature since the 
13th century and about the post-Soviet ethnic identity revival. 
I realized that performing research in Poland made me feel more 
inside the Buryat community than I had ever felt in Buryatia. 
In other words, a study on ethnic identity of Buryats enhanced 
my insiderness, my own ethnic identity.

One of the complications of insider positionality that I faced 
was the “diffi  culty with recognizing patterns due to familiarity 
with community” (Chavez 2008, 479). To overcome this issue, 
my supervisor, Ewa Łukaszyk, advised me to always write with 
the readers in mind. Indeed, this problem is partially linked 
with the switch in the expected readers. Instead of a Buryat 
audience to which a local scholar addresses his or her work, 
I was now writing a dissertation in English, for English-speaking 
readers, who, due to the lack of research devoted to Buryat 
literature available in the English language, would demand the 
broadest possible historical and cultural context of Buryatia. 
What a Buryat would understand without any explanations, 
an outsider reader would defi ne as new and unknown: how to 
celebrate the Sagaalgan, who was Geser, or what does sülde 
mean? The Buryat concepts connected to traditional culture, 
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toponyms, and simply words in the Buryat language now 
required clarifi cation. I have already mentioned that by doing 
research, I actually enriched my own ethnic identity because 
I had not had profound knowledge of the history of Buryatia 
before I started my doctoral studies. But at the same time 
recognizing the possible gaps in the readers’ familiarity with 
Buryat culture and looking into the origin and history of various 
terms somehow made me distance myself from my insider status 
and, thus, helped me in “recognizing the patterns.”

What is more, the PhD studies developed my critical thinking 
towards the issues of identity construction. I reconsidered a lot of 
facts of Buryat history and realized that many of them could be 
seen as “invented.” Once, during the summer break after the fi rst 
year of studies, my parents took me to mineral springs located 
not far from Ulan-Ude. All the way there I was admiring the 
beauty of our native land. At one moment, the steppe landscape 
changed to rocky mountains, and my mother said in instructive 
tone that a new settlement which had belonged to Genghis Khan 
had been discovered not far from that place. I already knew 
about long-lasting debates concerning Genghis Khan’s origin 
and Buryat eff orts to inscribe the ancestry of Buryat territories 
into the all-Mongolian history (see Amogolonova, Elaeva, 
and Skrynnikova 2005), so I smiled and said it all sounded 
doubtful to me. Mother got really angry and murmured some-
thing about me having become too smart. I could understand 
her reaction, because to her it was an indisputable fact. I can 
imagine how the local media presented that story of Genghis 
Khan settlement’s discovery with much argumentation, arrival 
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of respectful scientists (preferably from abroad), evidence from 
some historical chronicles about this place, and other similar 
references. No wonder the Buryat community starts to accept 
this information and include it in their mental map of Buryatia 
and its history. My studies abroad not only helped me to enrich 
my knowledge about Buryatia and the Buryats, but also helped 
me to attain a broader view of various historical facts, dig deeper 
into the roots of various events and fi nd out the reasons hidden 
between the lines of common facts. In other words, even though 
an insider, owing to my studies abroad, I developed some 
characteristics of an outsider. I learned to separate myself from 
the “fi eld” so that my familiarity with the Buryat community 
did not confuse me in recognizing the patterns.

CHOOSING THE TOPIC 
FOR THE PHD DISSERTATION

For a June 2014 doctoral workshop, Professor Tatiana Ber -
nyu  kevich proposed the topic of constructed identity, and the 
fi rst idea that came to my mind was to write about the poem 
The Nomad’s Star by Bair Dugarov. Adapted to music, this 
poem and song were very popular during the time of post-Soviet 
searching for ethnic identity and ideally fi t the nomadic nostalgia 
of the people at that time. In my presentation, I argued that the 
poet actively promoted the nomadic identity of the Buryats, 
evoking such images as the rider, the horse, the yurt, etc. But 
my acquaintance with Dugarov’s poetry happened much earlier, 
in 2008, when I was still an undergraduate student. My aunt 
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presented to me a collection of Dugarov’s poems entitled The 
String of Earth and Sky (Dugarov 2007). Frankly speaking, 
I was quite skeptical about Buryat literature, I did not expect 
the locals to write anything comparable to Russian poetry. To 
my surprise, Dugarov’s poetry impressed me a lot, as if I was 
learning the history of the Buryats in an artistic form. The 
Nomad’s Star opened the collection, and this fact determined 
its major place not only in that book but, probably, in all of 
the author’s work (the collection was devoted to the 60th anni-
versary of the poet). I knew that Dugarov (born 1947) was 
one of the most popular poets of contemporary Buryatia. His 
poems were recognizable and were ranked as modern classics 
of Buryat literature.

After that workshop, I no longer had any more doubts about 
the topic of my future thesis: I wanted to write about the refl ec-
tion of Buryat ethnic identity in the poetry of Bair Dugarov. 
Hence, my personal insider experience prompted me to choose 
the subject for analysis. As I discovered later, Dugarov, both his 
poetry and his activities as the head of the Union of Writers of 
Buryatia in the 1990s, indeed had a great impact on the post-
Soviet national and cultural revival movement. Such “natural” 
decision about the topic of dissertation could not be made by 
an outsider. It would demand his or her long inclusion into 
the fi eld: he or she would have to identify the most important 
cultural activists in Buryatia as well as study the public opinion 
about them.
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ACCESS AND ESTABLISHING INTERACTION 
WITH BAIR DUGAROV

An inestimable advantage of doing research about a living 
classic is that one can get acquainted with the poet himself, ask 
about his own vision of the poems and learn the story of their 
appearance from his own words. This gives a unique opportunity 
to follow very closely the development of his poetry, its style, 
and genres. What is more, the interviews with the poet seen as 
fi eld data can represent a valuable historical material for the 
future generations. I must admit that, once again, being Buryat 
proved an advantage for me from the point of view of securing 
access to the “fi eld” and making contacts. Getting acquainted 
with the poet became possible thanks to the local bonds and 
relations. In 2014, a friend of my parents’ accidentally met 
Bair Dugarov at Altargana Festival2 and told him that there 
was a Buryat girl who wanted to write a PhD thesis about him. 
Dugarov was very intrigued and gave his business card to the 
woman. I called him and that is how I got access to the poet. 

At the very fi rst meeting, we had a long talk at his offi  ce 
at the Institute of Mongolian, Buddhist and Tibetan Studies of 
the Russian Academy of Sciences and managed to establish 
“natural” interaction very quickly. I think this was another 
advantage of being an insider – we eliminated the necessity 
for offi  cial talks or reading his poems out loud. Following that 

2 The Altargana International Festival aims to preserve, protect and promote the culture and 
customs of people of Buryat ethnic origin. It has been organized biennially since 1994. On July 
18–21, 2014, it was held in Dadal Sum, Khentii Aimag, Mongolia. The name Altargana originates 
from the name of the plant altan khargana, or goldenrod, which symbolizes eternity.
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fi rst occasion in 2014 we started to meet almost every half 
a year, each time I was in Ulan-Ude. We talked about our news, 
discussed our academic achievements, and of course, my PhD 
project. Almost every time we met, Bair Dugarov presented 
me with a book or two – his collections of poems or works of 
Buryat scholars devoted to his poetry. He usually signed his 
books for me. On one of the collections, he wrote: 

To Galina Dondukova – 
my nice countrywoman – 
Uragshaa! 
Warmly from the author 

The poet underlined our common belonging in the Buryat 
land, that is, recognized me as an insider. As for the Buryat word 
uragshaa, it means “onwards” and is a very popular Buryat 
slogan today, which originally served as an all-Mongolian 
battle-cry. In this context, I see it as an encouragement for my 
academic progress and my fi nishing of the PhD thesis. Buryat 
society has always placed a great value on education, and sta-
tistics of the late Soviet period proved that educational and 
professional levels of the Buryats were one of the highest 
throughout the Soviet Union.3 That is why I think Dugarov 
was not only proud about his poetry being studied, but also 
appreciated a Buryat girl, his countrywoman, making progress 
in Western academia.

Nevertheless, the insider status also had a side eff ect for me, 
one associated with reciprocity. In 2017, Bair Dugarov told 

3 As Melissa Chakars notes, “education became increasingly an ideal for many Buryat fami-
lies who came to expect that their children needed an education for success” (Chakars 2014, 120).
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me he would like to publish a book in English, and off ered me 
to make translation of his poems from Russian into English. 
Perceiving this as an ethical act of reciprocation, I could not 
refuse his off er. So I started to work on selecting the poems 
and making word-for-word translations. He also gave me the 
materials for the new collection he already had – translations 
of about 30 poems which were made by his American friend 
in the 1990s. I needed to sort them out and to digitize and 
revise all the materials for the collection. One might argue 
that this additional work made me take more time to complete 
my research. Thus, while my insider status benefi ted me as 
I was entering “the fi eld,” it now obligated me to do additional 
reciprocal work, which most likely would not be experienced 
by an outsider scholar, whose research – and the help provided 
therein – would not be perceived by the poet as an endeavor 
aimed at promoting his and the researcher’s common culture.

MORE BURYAT THAN EVER BEFORE

In my dissertation (Dondukova 2019), after introducing the 
historical background of Buryatia, its literary tradition as well 
as identity revival in the post-Soviet period, I undertake the 
analysis of the poems by Bair Dugarov which constitutes 
the practical part of my thesis. Сlose reading Dugarov’s poems 
made me go deeper into the traditional knowledge of the 
Buryats, and thus, unconsciously, I was enriching my own 
ethnic identity once again. But the research on Bair Dugarov 
made me feel more Buryat not only because I was learning 
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more peculiarities of Buryat history or traditional culture. 
I think the most important benefi t of being an insider for me 
was that I could “understand the cognitive, emotional, and 
psychological precepts of participants” (Chavez 2008, 481) 
without stereotyping or underestimating them. In my case, 
I can say that my belonging to the Buryat community helped 
me to more closely render the underlying cultural mean-
ings of Dugarov’s poems. I could put myself in the place of 
his ordinary reader, who is a contemporary Buryat, speaks 
Russian instead of Buryat, and learns with great interest the 
hidden pages of Buryat history through his poems. I could 
feel it myself that the poetry of Bair Dugarov inspired and 
evoked pride in Buryatia. The nomadic images of the horse, 
the steppe, etc. were perceived as dear to the heart but lost, and 
caused nostalgia about the past of the Buryats. This emotional 
part of my research which is connected to the impressions 
I received from Dugarov’s poetry, I think, also contributed to 
the strengthening of my ethnic identity.

The article represents my refl ections about the issues of 
insider research. Using my own example, I try to show the 
researcher in-between, one who belongs to the community, but 
at the same time applies the methodologies of outsider analysis. 
My dissertation is, thus, an attempt to balance between both 
interpreting the poems as an insider and recognizing patterns as 
an outsider. What is more, my insiderness not only helped me in 
interpreting the poems but also infl uenced my own ethnic iden-
tity. The research on the revival of Buryat ethnic consciousness 
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in post-Soviet Buryatia through the prism of Bair Dugarov’s 
poetry actually led to a strengthening of my own ethnic identity. 
Strange as it may sound, it is nevertheless true: though perform-
ing my research in Poland, I felt more Buryat than I had ever 
felt in Buryatia.
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THE FALLING RAIN WILL STOP, 
THE GUEST WHO ARRIVED WILL 

LEAVE: ONCE AGAIN ON “INSIDER” 
AND “OUTSIDER” POSITIONS 

IN THE BURYAT FIELD*1 

The fi eldwork and the problems one encounters there are an 
integral part of the research, and an integral part of its descrip-
tion, as they illustrate the implementation of methodological 
knowledge in the fi eld and disclose ethical issues of the work. 
In most of the cases, however, authors prefer to conceal this 
part of the research process, fearing to betray possible deviations 
from “ideal” methodological standards (Thøgersen and Heimer 
2006, 2). Indeed, the fi eldwork as an integral part of a PhD 
students’ learning process never follows forethought plans or 
meets all expectations, a fact which requires working out one’s 
individual coping strategy (Saether 2006). Both successes and 

* This article is a revised version of the introductory part of my PhD dissertation published 
as: The Human Being in Social and Cosmic Orders: Categories of Traditional Culture and the 
Problems of Contemporary Buryat Identity (Zhanaev 2019, 23–34).
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failures in the fi eld could be useful in learning and drawing 
conclusions, which is richly described in scholarly literature 
(cf. Rabinow 1977). In my opinion, the process of gathering 
empirical data and the role played therein by the researcher’s 
personality are an interesting topic to discuss. I would like to 
share my own fi eldwork experience, with special emphasis on 
the researcher’s position in the fi eld and the knowledge to which 
one could have access owing to it.

I conducted fi eldwork in diff erent regions of ethnic Buryatia1 
and in Mongolia, in close cooperation with my mentor Ewa 
Nowicka, as well as Wojciech Połeć and Blanka Rzewuska 
in 2012, 2013 and 2014;2 and independently during sum-
mer vacations between 2012 and 2016. My PhD project was 
dedicated to ideas of the social order in Buryat culture. This is 
not an issue that could be investigated through straightforward 
questions, but a topic that demands from the researcher con-
siderable creativity and imagination to (re)construct/discover 
the theory used in everyday practices. Conducting the research 
itself could be seen as a sort of disturbance the order of things, 
as a “breaching” experience (Garfi nkel 1991). One of the 
reasons that ideas of the social order, which were the main 
topic of my research, grasped me from the very fi rst steps in 
the fi eld was how very diff erent the reaction of the fi eld was 

1 A region in Southeastern Siberia, which includes the Republic of Buryatia and parts of 
Irkutsk Oblast and Zabaikalskii Krai.

2 The research project led by Ewa Nowicka, entitled “Between Russia, Mongolia and China: 
Buryats and the Challenges of the 21st Century,” was funded by the National Science Center 
(decision no. DRC-2011/03/B/HS6/01671). I accompanied the project participants only in Aga 
Okrug, Ulan-Ude and Kizhinga Aimag of the Buryat Republic and Khentii Aimag of Mongolia.
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depending on whether the researcher was a, loosely defi ned, 
outsider or insider. 

GUEST RESEARCHER IN BURYATIA

Despite the controversial ways of its applications and the 
eff ects thereof, the Western scientifi c discourse could already 
be considered a common meaningful ground between the 
Western researcher and a non-Western community. This is not 
the 18th or 19th century, when the Western researcher could 
arrive in an “intact” community and draw a line between the 
scholarly and the local. The ideology of objectiveness and 
the privileged position of science (or anything with pretensions 
to the status of science) have already come into dialogue (unfair 
as it often is) with the local milieu and transported various ideas
between these worlds. Thus, the academic categories and 
elements of sociological analysis are common discourses to be 
encountered in the Buryat fi eld. This is what Anthony Giddens 
claims in his theory of double hermeneutics: “the ‘fi ndings’ 
of the social sciences very often enter constitutively into the 
world they describe” (Giddens 1993, 150), and the other way 
round (Giddens 1993, 150–53). One should also add to this 
picture of the modern ethnographic encounter the common use 
of the Russian language as a factor facilitating interaction for 
the both sides. Moreover, in the case of Polish researchers, 
the common historical experience within the Russian Empire, 
infl uence of USSR policies and many other historical events 
make it impossible to consider fi eldwork interaction in places 
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like Buryatia merely in terms of “cultural diff erences.” Rather, 
it is one link in the chain that is a history-long dialogue. All 
in all, therefore, I had a general impression that the distance 
between the Western researchers and the Buryat fi eld is often 
exaggerated by both sides.

When I was off ered a position of co-researcher and inter-
preter during the fi eldwork of Polish anthropologists, I took it 
as a perfect opportunity to learn about their methodology and 
to gather my own fi eld material. During my fi rst visits to the 
fi eld, I decided to see my work as an open-ended explorative 
project. I was overwhelmed with the conceptual cosmologies of 
these two worlds, that of the Polish social scientists and that of 
their Buryat interlocutors, which, despite the processes of global-
ization and some common historical experience that I described 
above, were still very distant in many respects. The project of 
the Polish team was devoted to the modern cultural “canons” 
of Buryats living in Russia, Mongolia, and China. During 
the previous researches of Ewa Nowicka in Ust-Orda Buryat 
Okrug (2000, 2010) and in the Republic of Buryatia (1993 and 
1994) she was constantly told about Aga Buryat Okrug as the 
most “traditional” Buryat region, where language and culture 
survived in the most undisturbed form in comparison to the rest 
of ethnic Buryatia. This was also the opinion I myself heard 
many times in regular life. I would like to emphasize this point 
here. I neither make or dispute claims about this region being 
more “traditional.” This defi nition was “taken from the fi eld.”

My experience of accompanying foreign anthropologists 
acquainted me with the privilege and prestige that they enjoyed 
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and that I later missed working on my own (see below). Foreign 
anthropologists were classifi ed as “respected guests” and, to 
cite Uradyn Bulag’s defi nition, important “cultural brokers” 
(Uradyn 1998, 6) that brought certain “outsider possibilities” 
(Young 2004, 192). Their position of “teachers” (bagsha) and 
scholars (erdemten) at university added more prestige than if 
they had been just regular guests, for having education (erdem) 
is traditionally a highly valued trait among the Buryats.

People in Aga Okrug were extremely helpful. Ewa Nowicka 
in her book The Roots of the Altargana Run Deep (Nowicka 
2016), based on the material of this fi eldwork, even called these 
conditions “luxurious” (Nowicka 2016, 9). Indeed, the local 
people did much to accommodate the “guests.” In Aginskoe, 
the local administration even supplied us with transportation to 
get to the remote villages. In Duldurga, a local TV journalist 
shot a reportage about the Polish researchers for the local news 
channel and another journalist took an interview with them for 
a newspaper, so that when we visited other localities, many 
people already knew about us. We were shown all the key places 
of local importance, places of cult, and historic sites. I had the 
opportunity to watch the image and symbols of Buryatness 
that local people tried to present to the foreign guests.

In July 2012, we visited the town of Aginskoe in Aga 
Buryat Okrug during the opening of the Altargana International 
Buryat Festival, uniting the Buryats from Russia, Mongolia, 
and China. According to rough estimations, it gathered around 
10,000 people. We were able to conduct interviews with guests 
who arrived from various parts of ethnic Buryatia and even 
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with those living abroad. Importantly, we made contacts with 
people from other parts of Aga Buryat Okrug, whom we visited 
after the festival, during the remainder of our stay. In 2013, 
during our second visit to Aga Buryat Okrug, we decided 
to visit the remaining third part of the Okrug – Mogotuiskii 
District (Raion). Here, in the village of Mogotui, we used our 
own contacts from the Buryat State University and, again, 
the local administration helped us with transportation and 
accommodation. After that, we made shorter and longer 
visits to the villages of Usharbai, Zugaalai, and Kusochi. 
In every village, we were met by locals and accommodated 
in their homes, local school dormitories, and once even in 
a Buddhist temple.

In 2014, we visited my home Kizhinga District in the Re -
public of Buryatia. This is another region treated as  especially 
“traditional,” where I spent most of my years from the kinder-
garten to the end of school. I had a network of relatives and 
acquaintances in this place. They were very helpful and took 
us to the important places of the region, off ering their assis-
tance and guidance. We visited a mass ceremony dedicated to 
Buddha Maitreya, in which more than 13,000 people gathered 
in Kizhinga, and a minor oboo ceremony in Ulzyte dedicated 
to the respected lamas from this locality.

After visiting Kizhinga, we continued our research in 
Mongolia in the predominantly Buryat village of Dadal 
in Khentii Aimag, where we had the opportunity to partici-
pate in the tenth edition of Altargana Festival. For me, it was 
an astonishing experience to see how a small village became 
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full of various people sharing the same Buryat origin. Long 
lines of buses and cars were bringing in the participants from 
diff erent regions of ethnic Buryatia, Mongolia, and China. 
We were also pleased to see people whom we knew from our 
previous fi eldwork in Aga. They, too, were glad to see the 
Polish anthropologists once again, made pictures with them, 
and talked with them as old friends. There were many unidenti-
fi ed “friends” who would wave to us while driving past in 
buses and cars and we waved back to them in reply. I was also 
surprised to meet in Dadal my relatives whose grandfathers had 
migrated there from Kizhinga during the 1917–1922 Civil War 
in Russia. It is at such mass events that many Buryats have 
a chance to meet and communicate with their estranged kin. 
After the festival, we spent a few days in the village talking 
to local people. Apart from conducting interviews, a huge 
part of our research activity was dedicated to observation and 
participant observation.

During the fi eldwork with the team of Ewa Nowicka, our 
informants were mainly representatives of the local elite. Since 
teachers (bagsha) have traditionally possessed high status in 
the Buryat society, we were often referred to them as to the 
best specialists in local culture. In the Buryat villages, teachers, 
apart from providing instruction in their main subjects, often 
volunteer organizing various workshops and the local cultural 
life more generally. For example, a math teacher was the 
person who organized the local museum, gathered artefacts, 
and taught museum lessons for children. Many teachers are 
also keen on researching local traditions and are respectfully 
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called kraeved3 (local historian or regional ethnographer). 
Generally, the school and teachers could be called the cen-
ter of the cultural life of a Buryat rural community. Apart 
from teachers and cultural workers, we conducted numerous 
interviews with representatives of local administration and 
religious institutions/cult – lamas and shamans – who also have 
enormous infl uence on the contemporary shape of the Buryat 
culture. In Ulan-Ude and Aginskoe, we met many cultural 
revival activists, artists, singers, and actors who eagerly shared 
their experience, plans and opinions on the issues related to 
Buryat culture. Of course, many people from outside the elite 
also made important contributions to our research.

Contacts with our Buryat informants always evoked panic 
among them. Clueless as to what to do, the Buryat hosts 
resorted to me for advice on how to treat the foreign guests 
from Poland. I was often asked about very practical things, like 
what they did and what they did not eat and drink, and how 
they might react to this or that thing. Many hosts felt uncom-
fortable because of their poor living conditions or unawareness 
concerning the topics their guests would be interested in, and 
I had to calm them down, explaining the cultural background 
of the European guests. The hosts also told me many things 
they never uttered to the guests directly, identifying me as 
an insider (manai Buriaad khübüün, “our Buryat boy/son,” 
or niutagai khübüün “our native boy/son”). During the fi eld-
work, I often felt like a mediator (and interpreter) between 

3 Kraeved was also the status which was applied to me as to a researcher – and, most impor-
tantly, as a “local” researcher.
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the Buryat world and the world of the foreign guests, a world 
which I partly understood owing to my stay there as a student. 
By the time of our fi rst visits, I had been learning Polish for 
three or four years and staying in Poland for couple of years, 
and I was able to translate ideas when it was necessary. I found 
priceless our conversations with Prof. Ewa Nowicka and 
Dr. Wojciech Połeć, who would share with me their thoughts 
and explain various aspects of anthropology and sociology. 
The border between our cooperation and friendship was get-
ting more and more fl uid and thus, perhaps, our work was all 
the more fruitful as well as sensitive (Nowicka 2012, 109).

I would not like to idealize the local hospitality, for of 
course both pleasant and unpleasant situations took place 
during the fi eldwork. I also sometimes felt uncomfortable 
when I would notice some abrasive behavior. Various sensitive 
topics, like the attitude to World War II in Poland and Russia 
or the contemporary political situation, would also occasionally 
appear in our conversations (Nowicka 2014). During the three 
years of our visits, we could observe certain changes in views 
and attitudes, various other topics could gain currency – both 
the fi eld and the researcher changes over time. Every such 
contact brings a new insight into the culture and serves as 
empirical material, and, despite all the trickiness and con-
troversies, it certainly off ers new opportunities and multiple 
perspectives to the experience of the culture.

I spent the fi eldwork gathering not only empirical data, but 
also impressions, experience, and ideas which I developed 
during my further, independent fi eldwork. While working on 
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my own, I could see how the sense of the Buryat social order 
was subjectively important for me and for those with whom 
I made contact. 

“INSIDER” RESEARCHER’S EXPERIENCE 

The falling rain will stop, the guest who arrived will leave 
(Orohon boroo arilkha, erehen ailshan kharikha) – this popular 
Buryat proverb that I used in the title of the article shows the 
double-facedness of local hospitality. It means that one should 
exert every eff ort to make a good impression on a guest, com-
forting oneself in one’s mind that his or her stay will not last 
for long. However, this recommendation does not regard those 
who were not classifi ed as guests. Let me describe the other side 
of this proverb that I got to experience while doing research.

In the Buryat culture, one could commit a sin (nügel) by 
telling improper information (buruu iume khelekhe) which 
could disturb the order of events. It is one of the basic sins in 
the Buddhist view, along with the sin of improper intentions 
and improper deeds. I noticed that many people whom I met 
deemed themselves incapable of saying anything about their 
culture because they did not want to take on such responsibil-
ity. Especially when asked about religious issues, some of the 
people would recommend talking to another person or a lama.4 
Apart from that, in the modern context, kraeveds, ethnog-
raphers and other scholars bear the same responsibility for 

4 Admittedly, analogous strategies are very common and could be observed also, for example, 
in Poland.
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producing knowledge as lamas, seniors, and wise and educated 
men traditionally did.

Kraeveds and ethnographers enjoy a high position in the 
Buryat society as specialists in the sphere of culture who 
have the authority to determine cultural canons and produce 
legitimate narratives of tradition and history. These are the 
specialists whom local people trust and on whom they depend 
in their undertakings aimed at the revival of the local cultural 
heritage. My position of a researcher of culture understood 
as categories of thought and as the scope of existing ideas 
was incompatible with the image of scholar they were used 
to. I was often blamed for lack of knowledge, for in the opin-
ion of my informants, I asked very “elementary” questions. 
While the foreign anthropologists could feel free to ask about 
the meaning of commonly known practices, it was irritating 
when I did so. I heard some subtle comments like whether 
I read books and Buryat newspapers, because “everything was 
already written” there, and in any case, as a kraeved I should 
know a good deal more about the local culture than they did. 
The local people were very respectful of positivist, defi nite 
knowledge and suspicious about any questions indicating 
uncertainty.5 By asking them such questions, I defi nitely was 
marking myself as an outsider.

I was blamed even more for being not only a poorly edu-
cated kraeved but also a poorly instructed young Buryat, who 
was supposed to have learnt such things from his family and 

5 I am grateful to Prof. Andrzej Tymowski for pointing out to me the diff erence in academic 
cultures and its consequences.
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relatives. One of my uncles, who introduced me to a senior 
man for an interview, warned me not to ask “foolish” ques-
tions, as otherwise the man might not say anything, but would 
think in a bad way of me and my family. My informants also 
very often did not tolerate when I asked about the same thing 
twice, or was “chatting” too much, which is considered to be 
a “feminine” feature not appreciated much as a trait of a man’s 
personality. Generally, the attitude to young men in the Buryat 
culture is sometimes very harsh. I had to consider such matters, 
since my gender, age, and family origin played a huge role in 
the extent of openness of the people I met. The confi gurations 
of being an insider or outsider seemed to me limitlessly relative.

There were of course people who were able to understand 
my methodological suppositions, yet among them, there were 
also some that were not contented with my research, for two 
reasons. This is best exemplifi ed by my communication with 
one Buryat man. I asked him about the categories of kinship, 
which for him was elementary knowledge for a Buryat, thus 
after initial discontent with my ignorance, he started instructing 
me as an inexperienced young person. Soon due to the charac-
ter of my sometimes quite subtle questions, he understood that 
I knew more than I pretended to. He was quite enraged after 
realizing this because he thought that I was just checking his 
knowledge and making fun of him. The second reason I found 
out after I explained properly that what I was trying to learn 
from him was his knowledge, his experience, and his opinion 
about the matter. After some considerations, he fi nally said 
that what I was doing was not a good thing because I was 
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just spreading around rumors (khob sherekhe). Thus, gathering 
information “in the fi eld” unexpectedly became another “sin” 
for me – spreading rumors, which is also considered a very 
impolite and “ugly” (muukhai) behavior. From this perspective, 
the work I was writing could indeed be seen as a collection of 
diff erent rumors picked up from an enormous number of people 
in various situations, some of which happened long before 
I even thought about becoming a researcher. The position 
of insider researcher in the Buryat society challenges one to 
make a range of personal decisions, many of which I myself 
have not yet fully arrived at. My position implied a number 
of restrictions, and meant that I had to act in breach of many 
people’s norms of politeness, and sometimes even of morality, 
with limited possibilities of being excused in comparison to an 
outsider. This circumstance, which contradicts the view that 
an “insider” position is more conducive for data collection 
(Young 2004, 188), determined my possibilities and strategy 
of research work in the fi eld. 

It is a common problem. The researcher asks about mat-
ters that lie on the surface, while thinking about their deeper 
meaning. As a person who was just learning to do independent 
research, gradually I tried to modify my strategy of coping 
in the fi eld. Soon I understood all limitations of in-depth 
interviews in my case and became aware that the best methods 
for me to get information were observation and participant 
observation. This actually agreed with local behavioral tradi-
tion, as according to the Buryat cultural ideal, a young man 
like me should keep silent, talk less, and instead listen and 
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watch what other people do and how they do it. Moreover, 
my position was strengthened by the role of a student who 
receives education far away from his homeland, somewhere in 
Poland. This was considered an extremely positive aspect of 
my personality – I was always encouraged, and some people 
I visited even granted me money gifts to support my education.

Thus, in the fi eld, I lived my role of a young man who should 
be instructed and informants took on the role of teachers and 
elders. Therein probably lies a practical strategy to use to avoid 
angering your informants. However, a deeper, methodological 
question is at stake here – is it fair to pretend to ask about one 
thing, while really being interested in something else? I did not 
try to hide my knowledge, since I did not want to be classifi ed 
as a fool, but I courteously asked my informants to share their 
experience to help me in my research. They had to interrupt 
their routines to talk to me and were instantly asked if the 
conversation could be recorded, which as a rule they refused, 
fearing that their words might not be good enough to be heard 
somewhere far away in Warsaw. In most cases, I had to ask 
them, “Please, let me record you, I will need it badly in my 
study,” and that sometimes worked. My own circle of relatives 
and acquaintances was extremely helpful, for I could rehearse 
the interviews with them, test, consult and negotiate many 
ideas. This was a strategy of getting knowledge that proved the 
most eff ective and most convenient for me psychologically. It 
was also important for me because, as I have mentioned, one 
cannot ask directly about the problem of the social order but 
can only extract knowledge about it through complex analysis.
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All in all, I got to know much about the ideas of the social 
order through disturbing it and synchronizing with it. Apart from 
the fi eldwork, during my stay in Buryatia I lived an extremely 
active Buryat cultural life. I visited all possible exhibitions, 
museums, meetings, performances, local  movies, concerts, 
theatrical productions, public debates, book  presentations, 
conferences, religious ceremonies, and many other events to 
understand what was happening in the contemporary culture of 
the Buryats, who, as any other society in the world, are always 
in the process of change and searching their way. This was an 
almost paranoid state of fi nding, selecting and interpreting the 
meanings produced and negotiated in the culture.

CONCLUSION

What happened during my research project, how-
ever, was not restricted to the fi eldwork and the analysis 
of  literature on the topic. My knowledge, and my own 
position, were also signifi cantly infl uenced by my stay in 
Poland as a PhD student. I could experience how the fi eld 
was  changing and how the researcher, myself, was chang-
ing, as well. The words of famous Polish linguist Anna 
Wierzbicka about her stay in Australia perfectly illustrate 
my situation:

One of the most important of these personal discoveries, which I owe 
to my life in Australia, was the discovery of the phenomenon of Polish 
culture. When I lived in Poland, immersed in Polish culture, I was no 
more aware of its specialness than I was of the air I breathed. Now, 
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immersed in the very diff erent Anglo (and Anglo-Australian) culture, 
I gradually became more and more aware of the distinctiveness of Polish 
culture (Wierzbicka 1997, 115).

During my stay in Poland, I made important observations 
on the social order of a distant culture, making comparisons, 
fi nding similarities and diff erences. I never thought of myself 
as purely “Asian” but as a person quite “assimilated” into 
the European culture. Yet despite the fact that throughout my 
whole life I was in regular contact with the Russian culture and 
language, and that the school and university I attended had 
Western curricula, my own conceptual cosmology is strongly 
rooted in my native culture. I had not realized that until I experi-
enced on several occasions while living and studying in Poland 
the cultural diff erences between that country and Buryatia. 
I also highly appreciate the instruction of Prof. Stanisław 
Zapaśnik, who spent an enormous amount of time explaining to 
me various aspects of Polish, and generally European, culture.

On a more abstract level, I had the chance to study sociol-
ogy, consult with researchers, and thus to negotiate and ground 
my theory. Such opportunity was also off ered by the seminars, 
workshops and other events within the “Searching for Identity” 
project, led by Prof. Jan Kieniewicz, to which I owe a huge 
part of my refl ections. Time and again, cooperation with Polish 
anthropologists allowed me to look at my own culture from 
diff erent perspectives. It showed me the prospects and block-
ades of my own mind and the possibility to construct a certain 
distance to my own culture following the principle of meth-
odological relativism (Zapaśnik 2010, 8), though I am fully 
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aware that this relativistic demand is just as vague as the 
requirement to be objective.

One has to confess that despite aspirations to methodological 
objectivism, a researcher is never able to suspend his or her per-
sonal background and experience. This background, however, 
should not always be considered as an obstacle, blockade, 
but also as a foundation for the possibility of various ways of 
interpretation. I do not want to go into discussion on whether 
it is better to be an insider or outsider researcher. Each of these 
positions opens one sphere of culture and at the same time closes 
access to others. There are, furthermore, no clear measures of 
insider and outsider (Young 2004, 201). The advantage of my 
research was the opportunity it provided me to experience both 
of these loosely defi ned positions in their multiple manifesta-
tions. The multiplicity of these perspectives gives access to 
a multitude of meaningful contexts. 
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OF DISCOURSE?

In almost every book or study on identity, one reads that 
it is a multifaceted phenomenon, characterized by diff erent 
attributes depending on type and/or dimension. Hence, identity 
could be related to gender, ethnicity, ideology, political interests, 
language, religion, profession, and many other aspects.

In my PhD dissertation, I was trying to see how the identity 
of one nation (Ukraine) was being perceived by another nation 
(Poland) in its media discourse. From a sociological point of 
view, I was considering this as relations between an in-group 
and an out-group. In other words, I wanted to discern if there 
was a particular image of Ukraine in the Polish media, or if 
there was some kind of separate identity of Ukrainians as one 
group through the lense of the media discourse current among 
another group, namely the Poles. 

To answer these profound questions, I started to research Polish 
opinion-forming press and its treatment of the subject of Ukrainian 
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identity, using the theoretical paradigm of national  identity 
studies and the methodology of Critical Discourse Analysis, 
which helped me to demonstrate the entire spectrum of social 
processes and orders of discourse related to the issue of identity.

The aim of my research was to investigate the main discourses 
of Ukrainian identity predominating in the Polish opinion-
forming press during the most signifi cant social and political 
events in 21st century Ukraine, such as the Orange Revolution 
and Euromaidan. A distinguished place in my study was devoted 
to the theoretical and methodological part of the research, in 
order to introduce new forms of textual analysis of the media. 
In my research, I aimed neither to investigate what the Orange 
Revolution and Euromaidan were as social phenomena and their 
meaning for further development of Ukraine, nor to explore 
the Polish-Ukrainian relations and mutual perception. Instead, 
I wanted to use the particular methodology of CDA to show 
how the Orange Revolution and Euromaidan had been perceived 
in the Polish press in terms of identity. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
OF PERCEIVED IDENTITY

Before elaborating on identity studies, I would like to say 
a few words about the PhD program “Searching for Identity: 
Global Challenges, Local Traditions.” As the very title of the 
program suggests, identity was a crucial concept not only for my 
academic development but on my way to fi nding myself, as well. 
Indeed, most concepts of identity are focused on the defi nition 
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of the self and on retaining it over time (Ścigaj 2012, 51). 
Consequently, identity is researched through the sense of the 
“self,” the studied people’s own subjectivity. However, this 
theoretical framework could not be applied to my research of 
Ukrainian identity in the Polish press, for the obvious reason 
that its subject were not the carriers of the identity – but external 
observers. In short, my goal was to observe the observer. What 
is more, the task I took upon myself was not only to present a 
positivistic image of Ukraine in the Polish press based on cold 
empiricism, I wanted to understand why this image formed in 
one particular way and not another. 

Why are Ukraine and Ukrainians portrayed the way they are 
in the Polish media discourse and what mechanisms does this 
reveal? It was during one of our fi rst PhD seminars when I asked 
myself this question. We had two offi  cial languages of commu-
nication in our program – English and Russian. At the beginning 
of my PhD studies, I was the only Ukrainian in my group, 
the rest of the students were from diff erent parts of Russia. 
Naturally, during the seminar my colleagues from Russia spoke 
Russian, and our Polish professors, who used to learn Russian 
at school during the time of the communist Polish People’s 
Republic, had no problems understanding them. When it was 
my turn to express an opinion, I thought that the participants 
were expecting me, a Ukrainian, to speak Russian, too. Yet 
I found I could not say a word in Russian about more serious 
academic issues, my brain was generating words in English and 
it was much easier for me to participate in academic discussion 
in English than in Russian. That came as a shock to myself, 
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as well, because I was sure that due to the post-colonial status 
of Ukraine and its long-time submission to Russia, I would be 
able to express myself freely in Russian on diff erent topics, 
confi rming thus the wide-spread stereotypes.

I started to wonder why I had problems with the Russian 
language in academia, despite never having had problems with 
simple communication in Russian. I am from the generation of 
people born in the USSR but brought up in independent Ukraine, 
in my case – western Ukraine. I have not learnt Russian at school, 
nor have I heard it in everyday life, either at home or at school. 
I just picked it up from the Russifi ed mass media, reading 
Russian literature and Russian translations of world’s classics 
which lacked Ukrainian versions. This sort of post -colonial way 
of learning language is how young Ukrainians know Russian. 
That is why I was surprised when other people thought that 
simply being Ukrainian automatically meant speaking perfect 
Russian. Very often in Poland people, having realized that I am 
from Ukraine, try to speak Russian to me, even though there 
is no need for that because I know Polish. This is meant as 
a polite gesture that is supposed to make me feel comfortable, 
and is based on the mistaken assumption that Russian is easier 
and closer for me. For that reason and many others, I decided 
to search for more theoretical knowledge about identity and to 
investigate the image of Ukraine in the Polish press, in order 
to understand what the perception of the Ukrainians in Poland 
was, and why it took on the form it took. 

However, having set out to research Ukrainian identity in 
the Polish press, before formulating the research questions and 
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hypothesis, I was troubled by a number of issues: What kind 
of identity do I research? How do I go about doing this? From 
what methodological and theoretical positions should I start my 
academic journey? 

During one of my numerous consultations with Professor 
Jan Kieniewicz at the University of Warsaw, after listening to 
my refl exions, he said two words in Polish that set direction 
for my research: “tożsamość postrzegana,” which translates 
into English as “perceived identity.” These words prompted 
me to start my research from investigating the very notion of 
identity in social sciences. I needed to know what “identity” 
was in order to research “perceived identity.”

Naturally, I started from learning what this notion was and 
how it had entered the public and academic discourse. As it 
turned out, identity’s career in social science began relatively 
recently. First introduced by Sigmund Freud as one of his psy-
choanalytical concepts (Brubaker and Cooper 2000, 2), it then 
made its way to works on the psychopathology of the individual 
and then got popularized in the United States of the 1950s and 
1960s by Erik H. Erikson (Ścigaj 2012, 51); today, it permeates 
not only the academic lexicon but that of journalism, as well 

(Brubaker and Cooper 2000, 2). 
The main challenge for me was to work out a theoretical and 

methodological framework to apply to my empirical research of 
identity in the Polish press. The typology of identity in social 
sciences is based on the dimension of subjectivity. Subjectivity, 
in turn, is created through discourses (Taylor and Spencer 2004). 
Depending on the form and measure of subjectivity, there are 
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two fundamental types of identity in social sciences: individual 
and collective. National identity, which I have chosen as my 
topic, refers both to the individual and the collective type of 
identity. In addition, a nation in the meaning of a people can 
be a subject and an object of identity (Ścigaj 2012).

In accordance with the type of nation, national identity is 
divided into civic and ethnic, hence, there are also ethnic and 
civic nationalisms (Sand 2009, 53). Based on this division, 
I started to create my code tree in order to get a close structural 
reading of the Polish press. I elaborated the structural elements 
of my code tree following Anthony Smith, who delineated fi ve 
main features of national identity: 

1.  common historic territory, or homeland; 
2.  common myths and historical memories; 
3.  common culture; 
4.  common legal rights and duties for all members; 
5.  common economy with territorial mobility for members 

(Smith 1991, 14). 
Common territory, culture and historic memories consti-

tute the core of common origin of a certain ethnie and of its 
nexus with the nation-state. Speaking about ethnies (ethnic 
communities), Smith adds more features, three of which are: 
collective proper name, a myth of common ancestry, and 
a sense of solidarity for signifi cant sectors of the population 
(Smith 1991, 21). Hence, ethnic identities are more exclusive 
and emphasize the uniqueness of the in-group (Smith 1986). 
Ethnic identity is regarded as comprising various components, 
including exploration, resolution, and affi  rmation of ethnicity 
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(Umaña-Taylor 2011, 792). Overall, ethnic identity stresses 
primordial values – the special role of national culture, his-
tory and traditions (Phinney and Ong 2014) – and, as Holley 
Hansen and Vicky Hesli admit, it fosters the promotion of one’s 
own sub-group to the exclusion of other groups (Hansen and Hesli 
2009, 4). 

Civic identity, on the contrary, is based not on ethnic 
attachment but on the group membership of residence and on 
tolerance of the other ethnic groups living in the state (Shulman 
2004). Hence, civic identity is a subject of personal choice, 
to quote Liah Greenfeld, “membership in the nation in this 
case ultimately depends on one’s will to be a member, and 
nationality, similarly to religion, may be both acquired and lost” 
(Greenfeld 2001, 2). 

All these components of identity I sought in texts from the 
Polish press that dealt with Ukrainian issues, and then coded 
each case as the representation of either ethnic or civic identity. 

However, national identity is a multifaceted phenomenon 
which relates to political and social life, ethnicity, nation, 
culture, and religion, to name just some aspects. In order 
to systematize the approaches to identity research, I referred to 
Polish  sociologist Zbigniew Bokszański, who proposed 
to group national identity into several models (Bokszański 
2008, 114–35):

1. the objectivist model; 
2. model of discovered identity; 
3. model of constructed identity;
4. model of identity as public opinion. 
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Among the approaches and models of national identity, 
I found the model of constructed identity to be the most relevant 
for my study, which looked namely at the constructed images 
of Ukrainian identity as presented to the readers of the Polish 
opinion-forming press. Below I off er a review of the general 
objectives of the constructivist approach as applicable to my 
research on identity. 

WHO CREATES “US” AND “THEM”?

During our PhD seminars we talked a lot about categorizing 
humans into “our” and “other people” and diff erent ways of 
defi ning “us” and “them.” This research attitude was compatible 
with the constructivist approach in identity studies, which I had 
chosen for my research. Shmuel Eisenstadts and Bernhard 
Giesen were among the fi rst scholars to elaborate theoretical 
aspects of collective identity as a construct. In their article “The 
Construction of Collective Identity,” Eisenstadt and Giesen 
(1995) made frequent reference to Durkheimian structuralism 
and the Weberian notion of Gemeinschaftsglauben (belief in 
communality). They proposed a general model for the analysis 
of collective identity and demonstrated strong arguments to be 
quoted in support of its constructionist character. 

I decided to follow the ideas that were central to the seminar 
in my theoretical studies, so I paid attention to the issue of 
inclusiveness and exclusiveness, which is deeply intertwined 
also with searching for the Other in the identity-making process. 
The defi nition of who is Ours and who is Other or a Stranger is 
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crucial to the transitory post-Soviet societies in their processes 
of identity-making and establishing symbolic boundaries (Barth 
1998). One can fi nd vivid examples of this in the intellectual 
discussions of the 1980s in countries throughout the Soviet 
bloc. The cornerstone question was about the belonging of 
these countries to Europe. Intellectuals identifi ed the Ours with 
Europe, while the Other was embodied by the Soviet system. 
I found confi rmation of this dichotomy in the Polish media 
discourse related to Ukraine. In the articles about European 
aspirations of the Ukrainians, they were perceived as defi -
nitely Ours. On the other hand, any manifestation of Ukrainian 
post-Soviet, pro-Russian identity was perceived as a display 
of Otherness. 

UKRAINIAN IDENTITY COMPLEXES 
AND POLISH MEDIA DISCOURSE

I realized that a general identity theory was not enough for 
my research. As I have already mentioned, I spent most of 
my life in western Ukraine. I grew up in a small village in the 
Carpathian Mountains, which was populated entirely by ethnic 
Ukrainians, but where there still was a spirit of the multicultural 
societies of Central and Eastern Europe. Although there are 
no Polish people anymore and an Orthodox church was built 
on the place of the village’s Catholic temple, people still use the 
Polish word and say that they go to the kościół. Although 
the Soviets organized a sewing plant on the place of the Jewish 
temple, people still call this place “the synagogue.”
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I went to a high school in the nearest big town of Drohobych, 
which despite its post-Soviet contemporaneity also had a Central 
European multicultural spirit. Drohobych is the birthplace 
of writer Bruno Schultz and academic Iurii Kotermak (Iuryi 
Drohobych), who studied medicine and liberal arts in Cracow 
and Bologna, and then was a professor of the Cracow Akademia 
(Jagiellonian University), and the rector of the University of 
Bologna in 1481–1482. Then I studied at the University of Lviv, 
where I was overwhelmed by, among others things, the diversity 
of contemporary Ukrainian literature, music and arts, which 
were very Ukrainian and European at the same time. Of course, 
I knew about other types of contemporary Ukrainian identity, 
but I had not experienced them in my everyday life and in my 
surroundings. At that time, I associated them with the identity 
of big politics, of the then president Leonid Kuchma, it was 
the identity of the Russifi ed capital of Ukraine, which had 
frightened me for a long time, it was the identity of oligarchic 
clans and corrupted state offi  cials. But it was not my identity, 
and I never faced it directly – until the presidential election in 
2004. At that time I was a fi rst year student, being only 17, 
I could not vote yet, and perhaps I should have been occupied 
with the studies and the approaching exams, but when, walking 
with my friend along Shevchenko Avenue leading to the Lviv 
Opera and Ballet Theatre on this snowy November evening, 
we heard about Viktor Yanukovych winning the second round, 
tears were in our eyes. We were frightened, frightened of being 
captured again and pushed back into the hands of the Empire. 
That was the fi rst, most memorable and painful episode of 
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facing this Other Ukrainian identity for me. After that, as history 
shows, there were many displays of this Other identity I had 
a chance to witness. Having grown accustomed to it, I decided 
to research Ukrainian identity in a more structural way.

Mykola Riabchuk, Ukrainian scholar and essayist, has rightly 
claimed that from the perspective of identity-making processes, 
Ukraine is the most ambiguous of the post-communist states that 
went through the transition of 1989–1991 (Riabchuk 2012). This 
complicated my research even more, and as I started to explore 
Ukrainian identity-construction process, I tried to choose a suit-
able paradigm to provide a more structural framework for my 
analysis.1 Eventually, I found it in Stephen Shulman’s theory 
of identity complexes (Shulman 2004). 

It is obvious that in Ukraine, like in other post-Soviet states, 
national identity depended on supranational orientation – the 
choice between Russia and Europe or the West, whatever 
the latter meant in diff erent periods of independent Ukraine. 
Thus, next to national identity, supranational identity became the 
second identity category in my research paradigm and my code 
book. The connection between Ukrainian national and supra-
national identities is clearly illustrated by Stephen Shulman, 
who does so by distinguishing two identity complexes: ethnic 
Ukrainian national identity, which he links with orientation 
to Europe and the West, and Eastern Slavic national identity 
with orientation to Russia (Shulman 2004, 45). So, following 
Shulman, when I found in the Polish press texts about Ukraine 

1 I have already presented some results of my analysis in the articles: Tkachenko 2016a, 
2016b.
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comparing it to other Central and Eastern European countries, 
I coded this as European ethnic identity. Despite the presence 
of ethnic elements, some researchers characterize this type of 
identity as an inclusive civic one, albeit with a strong com-
ponent of national cultural adherence (Riabchuk 2012). This 
was also confi rmed by Shulman in his another article, where 
he analyzed Ukrainian identity complexes and the tendency to 
support changes and reforms in social and political life. Shulman 
discovered that the people in the group that was coded by him as 
“ethnic Ukrainians” were more likely to participate in civic life 
and support social changes towards democracy (Shulman 2005). 

The Eastern Slavic ethnic national identity complex, on the 
other hand, assumes that the Ukrainian nation is founded on two 
primary ethnic groups, languages, and cultures – Ukrainian and 
Russian. One variant of the Eastern Slavic identity is post-Soviet 
identity, which derives from the quintessential (post-)Soviet 
man, or homo Sovieticus. This identity is characterized by 
a weak feeling of culture and ethnicity. Representatives of the 
post-Soviet identity often regret the dissolution of the USSR 
and speak neither the Ukrainian nor the Russian language but 
their mix, called surzhyk (Melnykovska, Schweickert, and 
Kostiuchenko 2011). Whenever I found a representation of 
Ukraine and Ukrainians in the Polish press that fi t this descrip-
tion, I coded it as pro-Russian, post-Soviet identity. 

I also realized even more that the supranational identity played 
a crucial role not only in terms of contemporary preferences 
of foreign orientation but in the historical discourse, as well. 
Whereas Russia infl uenced the pro-Soviet category of Ukrainian 
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identity, Poland facilitated the tendencies in the Ukrainian 
national context to connect with Europe. Analyzing the pro-
cess of Ukraine’s transition to a modern nation-state, historian 
Roman Szporluk proves the kinship of Ukraine and Europe in 
terms of institutional structures by demonstrating the existence 
of the so-called European idea in the Ukrainian historical and 
intellectual discourse (Szporluk 1997), current especially among 
the intelligentsia, who fi rst realized that Poland “knows a shorter 
road to Europe, in particular to its liberal and democratic ideas 
and institutions” (Szporluk 2007). 

The idea of Europe found a wider refl ection in the cultural 
context and public intellectual discourse. Ukrainian writers and 
scholars emphasized that the European idea could be inscribed 
into the Ukrainian identity frame through the notion of “Central 
and Eastern Europe,” as it had been done by intellectuals of 
other countries of the former Soviet bloc (Hnatiuk 2005). In this 
case, Europe and its identity were perceived in Ukraine mostly 
in two diff erent dimensions: Europe as an institution and Europe 
as an idea (Yermolenko 2014). 

With the idea of identity complexes, my theoretical frame-
work regarding perceived national identity of Ukrainians was 
complete. What was left now was to apply to it the method-
ology of Critical Discourse Analysis. I chose discourse as 
a crucial category for two reasons. Firstly, I think that the 
analysis of media discourse opens up a broader understanding 
of the role of mass communication in contacts between the 
two states. Ordinary people form their views about the world 
mainly from the mass media, hence an awareness of how 
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Ukrainians and their identity are perceived in the Polish public 
discourse could be useful for further international relations, 
reconciliation, and better understanding between the people of 
Poland and Ukraine. 

Secondly, I fi nd discourse to be the most appropriate tool 
to study the perception of the identity of one group in the 
environment of another group. According to Ernesto Laclau and 
Chantal Mouff e’s theory of discourse (Laclau and Mouff e 1985), 
every social process, including identity construction, could be 
understood through discourse, which in their view is not limited 
to linguistic phenomena only. What is more, Laclau and Mouff e 
claim that certain notions or structural elements of reality do not 
possess meaning in and of themselves, but acquire it through 
discourse. In other words, it is only through discourse that some 
portions of reality can be perceived as a separate phenomenon 
or entity, and consequently become “an issue” or “a problem.” 
With that in mind, to learn how Ukrainian identity was pictured 
in the Polish press, I combined classical content analysis with 
Critical Discourse Analysis of the written text. These two 
approaches enabled me to link both quantitative and qualitative 
methods. The analysis of the textual samples was based on 
the selection and coding of the texts. For this analysis I chose 
all paper-based articles about Ukraine in the Polish opinion-
forming weeklies during the period of Orange Revolution and 
Euromaidan. After excerpting qualitative data from the content, 
the textual samples were coded to prepare them for further 
qualitative analysis with the help of CDA. Generally speak-
ing, I used four main analytical tools of CDA. In most cases, 
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the samples were analyzed according to Norman Fairclough’s 
basic principles of critical analysis of the discourse: descrip-
tion, interpretation, explanation (Fairclough 2001). Then 
I analyzed texts on the issues of identity using Ruth Wodak’s 
approach to the analysis of discursive construction of national 
identity, which encompasses the analysis of strategies and of 
personal, spatial, and temporal references (Wodak et al. 2009). 
Simultaneously, one of the core elements which constituted my 
analysis of the perception of Ukrainian identity in the Polish 
press was the analysis of the actors of identity proposed by 
Theo van Leeuwen (Leeuwen 1995). Finally, I analyzed the 
narrative. I also created specifi c tree of codes, which helped me 
to make my analysis of Ukrainian identity in the Polish press 
more structural and objective.

CONCLUSION

My PhD studies have taught me that it is very important to 
choose a specifi c category for your analysis, otherwise it is very 
easy to get lost in the numerous concepts and theoretical and 
methodological approaches. In this brief summary of my back-
stage research process, I strove to show how both the process of 
my professional training and my experiences that preceded it led 
me to devise a solid quantitative and qualitative research method 
and, consequently, to discover the perceived identity of Ukraine. 
Perceived identity is the identity constructed not in the environ-
ment of the identity-carrier, but by the observer, by the Other. It 
is similar to Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism, but unlike 
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Said’s notion, it can be applied not only to the colony–colonizer 
and center–periphery dichotomies, but to a wide range of social 
structures. In my study, perceived identity was discovered in 
the media discourse with the help of the methodological tools 
of CDA. To answer the question stated in the title of this paper: 
texts about Ukrainian issues in the Polish opinion-forming press 
create a particular discourse with the help of which the identity 
of one group (Ukrainians) is constructed in the environment of 
another group (Poles). Perceived identity, like regular identity, 
is also a construct. Therefore, it may vary depending on the 
preferences of the readers. As agenda setters, the media create 
particular discourses of identity. Thus, in the media discourse, 
perceived identity becomes real subjectivity.
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This article is written on the basis of my PhD research, which 
was devoted to Filon Kmita Czarnobylski – Captain (Starosta) 
of the borderland Castle of Orsha and Palatine (Voivode) of 
Smolensk (b. 1530, d. 1587). This person was chosen for the 
purposes of researching an identity which faced global chal-
lenges: born an Orthodox Ruthenian nobleman in the pre-
Reformation Grand Duchy of Lithuania, he took part in military 
confl icts against Russia ruled by Ivan the Terrible, and was an 
eyewitness to the Union of Lublin and the Reformation. Above 
all, however, the very fact of being a citizen of the Polish-
Lithuanian Commonwealth can be said to have made him a man 
of the borderland, as it has been a common approach to consider 
this entire territory as a borderland (Kenevich 2011, 98–103). 
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After looking through many sources of diff erent types related 
to this topic, I understood that even this most formalized1 part 
of the border between Smolensk in Muscovy and Orsha in the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania, in the researched period (soon after 
the Union of Lublin of 1569), to some extent still remained 
a borderland. And it was not only the person of this state offi  cer 
which made me think about this territory as a borderland, but 
rather those “smaller” people whom I met in correspondence, 
in diplomatic documents, diff erent reports and other types of 
sources. I used these sources extensively in my main research, 
yet after fi nishing it, I realized that there were so many issues 
connected to the borderland society which fell outside the scope 
of my PhD research and which were nevertheless still a part 
of the main topic of my studies – borders and the borderland. 
That is why I decided they should be discussed.

When a historian has to deal with identity research, he or 
she encounters various problems which are probably unfamil-
iar to anthropologists, sociologists etc. A historian has to do 
mostly with written or material sources, and it is regarding those 
sources that he or she has to be able to ask proper questions. 
This does not mean that the historian has no tools with which 
to research someone’s identity. The fi rst thing we should admit, 
however, is that we are not always sure what type of identity we 
are looking for. Sometimes we fi nd ourselves in need to “ask” 
our subject’s contemporaries, one by one, in order to form 
a bigger perspective. For instance, while it is quite easy to 

1 It is through this part of the border that diplomatic missions had had their path since 1520. 
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establish religious identity of a person, when it comes to his 
or her national identity, things become more complicated: in 
my research I dealt mostly with Ruthenian nobility, and the 
main problem in revealing their identity was that there were 
no certain criteria of nationality applicable to this period and 
this society. There is always the possibility to use Benedict 
Anderson’s idea of “imagined community” in order to fi nd 
out the group identity of the person. However, in my opin-
ion, it is almost impossible to fi nd the self or the ipse identity 
(Ścigaj 2012, 30–31) of a person from the past. The reason is 
simple – most sources appeared in certain circumstances and 
are pre-determined by those circumstances. They did not give 
their author much possibility to express him- or herself, or to 
provide answers to the most important existential questions. 

The best approach is still the anthropological approach, 
started in the mid-20th century, or the microhistorical approach 
(Domańska 2011, 218–25), which focuses on smaller groups or 
societies and also includes a number of anthropology-derived 
methods. The research process has to be a dialogue conducted by 
historian not only with a written source, but also with the person 
who is behind the text of this source, in order to understand their 
point of view and motivation. However, we should always bear 
in mind the cultural diff erence between the researcher and his 
or her “interlocutor.” That is why I chose the microhistorical 
approach both in this paper and in my PhD research. 

Below, I am going to focus more on the ideas of the 
border, borderland and population of the borderland, which 
were developed in the works of Jan Kieniewicz. Regarding 
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the modes of coexistence and confl ict in the borderland, he 
wrote, “not always the consciousness of the presence of the 
Aliens beyond the border led to a confrontation, which would 
bear as fruits new forms of the civilization” (Kieniewicz 
2005, 21), adding that, “a considerable part of Intermarium 
territory consisted of the typical borderland, where fi ghts 
were constant, simultaneously with the commercial relations 
and cultural exchanges” (Kieniewicz 2005, 32). According to 
Kieniewicz’s assertions, dialogue is one of the most important 
features of the Civilizational Borderland, a territory which 
is best understood in categories of “imagined societies” 
(Kenevich 2011, 9–10).

I would like to devote this article to those “small people” 
whose behavior tells us so much about strategies of life in the 
borderland that (despite many challenges) still existed in 
the period in question on the Eastern Frontier of the Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania. I am going to discuss diff erent strategies 
chosen by the local denizens in a time of confl ict. I believe 
that they were not barely voiceless witnesses to those events 
but could participate in them in diff erent ways, and those 
strategies reveal that in the mid-16th century the borderland 
had not yet disappeared on this territory. I want to prove that 
the “Borderland” in its literal meaning was understood by its 
inhabitants as a peculiar community and peculiar space, and 
constituted a type of imagined community and imagined space 
which created specifi c border identity and diff erent types of 
encounter, not only confl ict but also a dialogue (Kieniewicz 
2005, 11). 
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One of the most signifi cant researches of the last years 
regarding this problem was made by Mikhail Krom. His study 
discusses the border society of the fi rst half of the 16th century 
(Krom 2010). This topic was also raised by Andrei Ianushkevich 
in his study about the fi rst period of the Livonian War (1558–
1570) (Ianushkevich 2013, 323–39). He focused on diff erent 
issues related to the condition of the local population: relations 
of the Moscow government with the population of Polotsk after 
the area was seized by the Muscovites in 1563, attitude of the 
locals towards the requirement of defending their own land and 
castles, cases of treason, and migrations from devastated ter-
ritories. The main conclusions of this chapter of Ianushkevich’s 
work are that the “presentiment of war” developed on this 
territory a specifi c “way of life, where the main purpose of 
the common people was to save their own life and property 
in every circumstances” (Ianushkevich 2013, 339). The author 
also states that there is no evidence to justify speaking about 
any ideological patriotism among the peasants, and if patriotism 
did manifest itself, it was only an expression of loyalty toward 
their feudal lord (Ianushkevich 2013, 327, 339). 

The border between the Grand Duchy of Lithuania and 
Muscovy experienced many changes in the 16th century. The 
Smolensk-Orsha section of the border was set by a treaty of 
1522. After more than 100 years of being part of the Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania, Smolensk offi  cially became a part of 
Muscovy for the following almost 100 years.2 The next war 

2 Smolensk was taken by the military forces of Tsar Vasili III in 1514, with the treaty formal-
izing this fact in 1522. 

LIFE STRATEGIES IN A WARTIME BORDERLAND...



Irina Koluzaeva

142

happened in 1534–1537, but it did not alter this part of the 
border. It is impossible to speak about any pro-Moscow senti-
ments among the population of Smolensk in 1514, when the 
city was taken by the Muscovite army (Krom 2010, 219). After 
a war started in Livonia in 1558, new confl ict broke out between 
Moscow and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania in April 1562, with 
very intense fi ghting up until the treaty of 1570 and then again 
in 1579 during Stephen Bathory’s campaign. 

Most local people did not usually take any active stance in 
or in regard to the warfare, and life decided for them whether 
they would become refugees because their houses were ruined 
and their villages razed, a fate that befell signifi cant parts of 
the Polotsk Palatinate (Ianushkevich 2013, 334–39). 

However, there were people who actively took part in what 
was happening on the border: especially those whose  service was 
directly connected to the border castles – scribes, judges, and 
castle servants. 

Due to its diplomatic function, the Castle of Orsha was 
always in need of specifi c servants: attendants (pristavs – people 
who escorted diplomatic missions from the border to their fi nal 
destination), military escort for some of the diplomats, guides 
(people with very good knowledge of the locality), couriers 
for quick exchange of correspondence with the opposite side, 
as well as merchants, spies and agents, etc. The locals were 
engaged in these activities in diff erent capacities. Thus, while on 
the one hand, war destroyed these lands and many settlements, 
on the other hand, it created many new “borderland-related” 
activities. 
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The borderland is not only a space of constant encoun-
ter but one of constant potential confl ict, as well. Thus, the 
Muscovite-Lithuanian border was not only a space of larger 
confl ict between states, or if we take into consideration Jan 
Kieniewicz’s point of view – civilizations, but was also full of 
confl icts on a minor scale. At the risk of sounding controver-
sial, one might say that those confl icts were “internal” to the 
borderland, and it is only when considered in the categories of 
a clash of two major polities, such as Muscovy and the Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania, that they receive the status of international 
confl icts. As noticed by Belarusian historian Viktor Temushev, 
who studied the history of Homel Land, the everyday life of 
that society was overshadowed by those “wrongs, provoca-
tions and harms” (Temushev 2018, 167–68). Such smaller 
confl icts were a permanent feature of the borderland – they 
are often mentioned in books of diplomatic records in the 
form of “lists of wrongs,” exchanged by both sides (Karpov 
1887, 321). For example, in 1550, King Sigismund Augustus 
wrote to Tsar Ivan IV that he had received many letters 
from border starostas (local administrators whose responsi-
bilities included law enforcement), complaining about damage 
caused by people from borderland Muscovite towns (Karpov 
1887, 335). In response, Ivan IV sent a similar list which 
contained cases when the Lithuanian Cossacks robbed citizens 
of Muscovite border towns, stealing horses and other property. 
Such situations occurred along the whole border (Karpov 1887, 
345–47). This activity did not stop throughout the period lead-
ing up to the war, even when it was crucial for both central 
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governments not to provoke unnecessarily the aggression of the 
opposite side. 

Book 564 of the Lithuanian Metrica preserved many letters 
from the King to border starostas from the fi rst years of the 
Livonian War (the earliest of them date to 1561). Sigismund 
Augustus repeatedly warned the border starostas against causing 
any harm in the Muscovite lands (Baliulis 1996). The govern-
ment of border towns had to be able to control local citizens as 
well as Cossacks, a military formation which existed not only on 
the territory of the Zaporozhian Host, but was also an integral 
part of the borderland society (as defensive military units). As 
diplomatic records show, most of mutual damage in earlier 
times had been done by these military formations. When the 
local administration was able to control the military activities 
of Cossacks, it assigned them with diff erent tasks. Cossacks 
could not only collect intelligence, but were often sent to capture 
prisoners from whom to extract the necessary information 
(Dyplomatariusz 1910, 192, 223). However, controlling them 
was not always possible: the Cossacks sometimes mounted their 
raids on villages in Muscovite lands even when it was crucially 
important to maintain peace on the border. 

In 1568, the Starosta of Orsha complained to the Field 
Hetman that a Cossack band led by a man named Sevriuk 
was, on their own initiative, attacking Muscovite people and 
that the Grand Duke of Moscow would probably retaliate 
(Dyplomatariusz 1910, 155). Such activities endangered the 
civilians on the Lithuanian side of the border, who were the ones 
to complain about the raids to the starosta. 
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Off ensives of this kind were also carried out by the Moscow 
side: in 1566, Sigismund Augustus informed Ivan IV that one 
of Lithuanian offi  cers had written to him from the border to 
complain about Muscovites raiding the Lithuanian lands, killing 
people, taking captives, and seizing property (Karpov 1892, 383).

Then came war, which created new ways to get rich. The 
character of many of the military expeditions carried out in 
this territory in the 1560s allowed their participants to count 
on some spoils of war. As diplomatic documents show, even 
representatives of the Lithuanian nobility who headed those 
expeditions took captives with the purpose of receiving head 
money for them (Karpov 1892, 464). 

Yet it was not only military activity that occurred on this bor-
der. Orsha lay on the main road between Moscow and Vilnius. 
Its everyday function in the 16th and early 17th centuries was 
connected to diff erent cross-border activities. War and the peace 
negotiations that it eventually led to created a lot of small but 
very important roles in diplomacy and intelligence: couriers, 
spies, runners etc. Sources from both sides of the confl ict 
preserved names of some of those people. 

The importance of intelligence on the eastern border was 
indicated by the King already at the beginning of the war. 
Border starostas had to coordinate this activity (Baliulis 1996, 
69, 89–95, 120–21). In Orsha, there were diff erent types of 
people engaged in obtaining surveillance information – couriers, 
local spies, Muscovite spies, attendants etc. Spies were recruited 
especially for carrying out reconnaissance, and were paid regu-
larly. The problem of payment for their service was so important 
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that in 1567, after the Starosta of Orsha left the castle without 
securing funds to pay the spies, its Captain Bohusz Sielicki 
was afraid the fortress would “ remain deaf and without news” 
because spies would go to work for Moscow (Dyplomatariusz 
1910, 171). 

This shows that spying became for its performers not only 
a choice but a sort of craft and profession, as well. Let us 
take a closer look at those who are known from sources for being 
spies on this territory and what their motives could have been.

The border starostas were responsible for exchanging cor-
respondence with the opposite side, and the Starosta of Orsha 
had to correspond with the Voivode of Smolensk on diplomatic 
issues, such as arrivals of emissaries, meetings on the border 
etc. Any possibility of sending a courier to the enemy’s land 
was used for the purpose of receiving information from that 
side: usually the courier met with some anonymous “allies,” 
who told him what they knew about the current situation in their 
country and its possible military designs. In 1569, the Starosta of 
Orsha wrote to the Voivode of Smolensk off ering an exchange 
of prisoners: captives from Izborsk who were imprisoned in 
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania were to be traded for people 
from Polotsk held in Moscow. The Voivode sent an answer to 
Orsha with two couriers: Tyshka Lomakin and Bohdan Kopylo. 
When those couriers returned to Smolensk, they informed about 
preparations of a Polish-Lithuanian diplomatic mission and 
about the planned sending of Lithuanian military forces in the 
direction of the border (RGADA, f. 79, op. 1, reestr 2, d. 2, 
[stolbets] 1569, 1–8). 
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Several years later we meet one of those couriers – Tyshko 
Lomakin – in the correspondence of Filon Kmita, the Starosta of 
Orsha, already as a Lithuanian spy. Kmita passes on information 
about the Cheremis and Nogai troops which Moscow was going 
to send to the Lithuanian border, and to lend credibility to his 
sources, he refers to the person of the witness: “Lomakin is 
a long time spy of mine, and earlier he gave me lots of danger-
ous messages and warnings” (Przezdziecki and Malinowski 
1844, 261). From Filon Kmita’s letter we know that this time 
Lomakin passed information along to the Starosta through 
Orsha’s denizens, adding that the Voivode of Smolensk was 
looking for him and that he [Lomakin – I. K.] would probably 
be sent to the Tsar. Lomakin asked to pass all this information to 
the Starosta of Orsha and admitted that, “For us it would be 
better if there was peace between the monarchs” (RGADA, 
f. 79, op. 1, reestr 2, d. 2, [stolbets] 1569). 

A similar case from the opposite side was noted by a docu-
ment of the Muscovite Ambassadorial Offi  ce. When the mission 
of Moscow’s emissary Gregory Nashchokin was returning to 
Moscow, the moment the Muscovite ambassadors and their 
entourage crossed the border, boyars kidnapped one of the 
Lithuanian guides who escorted the mission, whose name was 
Maksymko Hohol. The Lithuanians, in their turn, kidnapped 
a Muscovite guide. As I established on the basis of records 
of the Muscovite Ambassadorial Offi  ce, before this incident, 
Hohol was an informant of the Moscow intelligence: in February 
1580, he met at the border with spies from Smolensk and gave 
them information about Lithuanian military plans (RGADA, 
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f. 79, op. 1, reestr 2, d. 2, [stolbets] 1569, 74–75). For some 
reason, he evoked anger of Ivan IV, who ordered to abduct him. 
Eventually, this episode even became a topic of correspondence 
between King Stephen Bathory and Tsar Ivan IV (Pogodin and 
Dubenskii 1843, 85). In Moscow, Maksymko had to endure 
examination led personally by Tsar Ivan, who fi nally decided 
to have him tortured. After tortures he was sentenced to death, 
but in the end somehow he managed to escape and go back to 
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. 

During the fi rst stage of the Livonian War, very intensive 
spying activity took place in the Lithuanian town of Dubrovno, 
not far from the Muscovite border in Vitebsk Voivodeship. 
Orsha’s Starosta complained to the Hetman that a lot of wrong-
doing occurred in Dubrovno (Dyplomatariusz 1910, 133–34; 
Ianushkevich 2013, 330–31), meaning by this that a lot of 
people collaborated with the enemy’s spies. I think that the rea-
son for this situation should be looked not only in pro-Moscow 
sentiments of the inhabitants but, in this particular case, also in 
the fact that Dubrovno belonged at that time to Jan Hlebowicz, 
who was an informant for Ivan IV. 

Collaboration with the enemy was also determined by strong 
relations with informants on the other side. Often we can see 
the same people crossing the border multiple times in order 
to deliver correspondence from one side to the other. During 
their missions, they met with “friends” on the opposite side and 
obtained necessary information. One of notable couriers for 
Orsha’s starostas was Ilia Poltev from Orsha. His friends or rela-
tives must have not been resettled from Smolensk Land by the 
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Moscow government, which allowed him to visit them during 
his trips to the Muscovite territories. In November 1568, Poltev 
met with them and passed on important information to Orsha 
Castle’s commander Filon Kmita. On the other side of the 
border, Andrei and Hrehory Poltev from Smolensk, possibly 
connected to Ilia, are met at service of the Grand Duke of 
Moscow. The Poltevs were one of the most prominent Smolensk 
boyar families in the late 15th century (Krom 2010, 235), 
however in 1514, when Smolensk was taken by the Muscovites, 
they left the city for Lithuania, where they received land grants 
from King Sigismund I. 

This shows that even in the second half of the 16th century, 
old relations and connections still existed and played an impor-
tant role in transborder dialogue. 

The third important reason which inclined some Muscovites 
to collaborate with Lithuanians was the politics of Ivan IV. 
People were unhappy with the oprichnina, which in their percep-
tion was worse than Tartar invasions. Opinions like this were 
sometimes voiced unoffi  cially by Muscovites in conversations 
with their Lithuanian allies (Dyplomatariusz 1910, 273). 

But collaboration with the opposite side did not always 
fi nd expression in spying, sometimes the emissaries tried to 
communicate with the Muscovite government through their 
attendants. One such instance happened in 1553, when the 
Lithuanian mission of Stanislaw Dowojna, Ostafi  Wołłowicz 
and Piotr Semaszko visited Moscow. One of Dowojna’s ser-
vants – Paweł Kozicki – told their Muscovite attendant, “We 
are borderland lords, we live in the borderland; and whatever 
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deal your sovereign wants to be done – it will be done” (Karpov 
1887, 384). 

Not only ordinary guides or offi  cers of the lower ranks are 
noticed in such roles, but even those ranking much higher. 
Of course, I do not mean the well-known cases like those of 
Andrei Kurbski or Semen Bielski, who are known for chang-
ing their sovereign, or even the case of Jan Hlebowicz, who 
did not change the country, but did pass secret information to 
Ivan IV for a long time. These examples are not applicable here 
because those people were more connected to the person of the 
sovereign, they did not have to live their life on the border, and 
so the mechanisms of their choices were diff erent. 

Rather, an applicable example is to be found in a Muscovite 
book of diplomatic records. In 1586, the next Tsar, Fedor 
Ivanovich, sent to Lithuania his ambassadors – Fedor Pisemski, 
Fedor Troekurov, and Druzhyna Petelin. On their way back to 
Moscow, they called one of their Lithuanian attendants, the Orsha 
scribe Andrei Voropai, and asked him to explain why Lithuanian 
lords [Panowie Rada] did not want to negotiate perpetual peace 
but required the cession of Smolensk and some other lands. The 
Muscovites noted that earlier Voropai had served a good turn 
for the Grand Duke of Moscow,3 and they asked him to do it 
again by telling them what he knew about the position of the 
Lithuanian Council of Lords. Voropai was aware that he should 
not disclose the information to Moscow emissaries: “to talk with 
foreigners about one’s own land, what is happening now and 

3 The circumstances of his service remain unknown. 



151

what will happen, is treason against one’s sovereign and the 
whole Commonwealth.”4 However, Voropai did answer all 
the question of Muscovite emissaries and explained his action 
saying that it was not a treason to speak about peace among 
Christians (RGADA, f. 79, op. 1, d. 16 [1586], 432v.–440v.).

I quote these two cases in order to show that sometimes 
people responsible for obtaining information were not com-
pletely loyal to only one side, they could also be recruited by the 
enemy and start double dealing. Was this a common occurrence? 
There are not so many examples of such behavior mentioned 
in sources, but I would say that it was one of the ways for 
borderland people to survive. Most of people who had to live 
next to the border, either common people, peasants or towns-
men, or nobles, were interested in peace with Muscovy.

Such big importance attached to the conditions in the bor-
derland is also visible in letters of the Starosta of Orsha, Filon 
Kmita. In 1572, by order of some of the Lithuanian lords, 
he wrote a letter to Ivan IV, in which he off ered assistance 
to his son Fedor in obtaining the Polish-Lithuanian throne. 
As we now know, this was only a trick devised to defl ect the 
Tsar’s attention, prevent the Muscovite military attack, and 
uncover the further plans of Ivan IV (Lulewicz 2002, 144). 
Later, the Starosta of Orsha narrowly avoided allegations of 
treason, but he was relentlessly confi dent about the correctness 
of his actions: in the uncertain conditions of the borderland, 
he wrote, people felt danger from both the Lithuanian and the 

4 In this case, “the Commonwealth [Rzeczpospolita]” is used in the meaning of the whole 
nobility of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. 
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Muscovite side, and should defend themselves in all possible 
ways (Przezdziecki and Malinowski 1844, 271). Many of his 
letters paint the image of the borderland as a dangerous space, 
open to enemy’s invasions, always in a state of alert. 

From this brief review we can conclude that during the 
Livonian War the described territory still preserved some bor-
derland features, the main among them being the capability to 
maintain a dialogue. This territory, which for a long time was 
the subject of struggles and wars between two states – Muscovy 
and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania – created a specifi c type of 
identity, a local identity less connected to the Center, one that 
prevailed both on the Lithuanian side and among old settlers 
of Smolensk Land. 

As we can see, the Borderland with its specifi c conditions 
became for its inhabitants their main experience: to the local 
people it constituted a certain “imagined space,” which domi-
nated their everyday lives, determined their choices in a time 
of confl ict, and made them constantly watchful and interested 
in peaceful coexistence with the people across the border.
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VIRTUAL REALITY AS FIELDWORK: 
A STUDY OF BUDDHIST 

COMMUNITIES OF RUSSIA 
ON THE INTERNET

INTRODUCTION

There is probably no need anymore to demonstrate the fact 
that the Internet has penetrated into all spheres of life and that, 
conversely, it does not exist separately and detached from 
reality. A new question is whether the Internet is an equivalent 
to reality as a fi eld in which to carry out research in cultural 
studies, anthropology, and other human sciences. How to look 
for phenomena on the Internet? How to understand what exactly 
occurs in this space and in what direction it moves? In this 
article I would like to describe my experience of studying 
Buddhism in the Russian-language segment of the Internet, 
which was not only a research experience, but also an insider 
experience for myself as a Buddhist and Internet user, and 
an experience of a shift in academic views. The Internet is 
a rather specifi c sphere in which to study religion due to various
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features of sacrality, like those connected with the transfer of 
practice, which in Buddhism requires the physical presence 
of the teacher, and other aspects of religion that at times make 
its online manifestations more diffi  cult but simultaneously 
add mysteriousness and awaken interest. The move of various 
religious processes into the Internet is a topic that is more than 
relevant today. Religion on the Internet becomes a more and 
more popular direction in the humanities; various aspects of it 
are, for example, studied in the Heidelberg Journal of Religions 
in the Internet. Nevertheless, case studies of Christianity and 
Islam clearly prevail in the journal over ones concerning 
Buddhism, not to mention the Buddhism of the Russian Internet. 
Meanwhile, there is a fair amount of Buddhist resources on 
the Russian-language Internet, which can even be confusing at 
fi rst: what to begin with, what to look for, and what research 
methods to apply? Taking into consideration the fact that there 
is almost no research devoted to the functioning of Buddhism 
on the Russian Internet, my experience can be called pioneer-
ing, which is why from the very beginning it took on the form 
of an exploration. Apart from issues concerning the Internet 
as a new fi eld of research, I also share my thoughts about 
academic traditions, because my experience involved a switch 
in academic views and approaches from exact sciences to the 
humanities, and also from the Russian academic tradition to 
the European one. 
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FIRST STEPS IN RESEARCH

Before my graduate studies at the University of Warsaw, 
I studied Statistics and Accountancy, and worked as an IT 
specialist in the Republic of Buryatia, Russia. Looking back at 
the fi rst year of studies in Poland, I can say that my IT back-
ground determined the fi rst steps of my research. The Internet 
space, with no boundaries except for the linguistic ones, was 
full of various Russian-language Buddhist resources. As I had 
studied statistics, I decided to consider Internet as a database 
from which to draw big data for analysis. I started to look for 
software to work with such data and also thought about using 
statistical methods such as scaling factors, etc., which I expected 
to yield noteworthy results. 

First of all, I applied search engines to identify the quan-
tity of Buddhist resources on the Russian Internet. By using 
various combinations of Buddhist terms as the search string, 
I tried to classify the returned resources according to various 
criteria, like association with a certain variety of Buddhism. 
For instance, entering Buddhism in the Russian search engine 
Yandex yielded ca. 37,000 records, out of which 18,000 were 
associated with Tibetan Buddhism, 10,000 – with Southern 
Buddhism, and so on. In such a way, the results of initial 
exploratory work were represented by tables with statistical 
reporting. In other words, I tried to reveal the very existence 
of Buddhist resources, their quantity, as well as ratios and 
interrelations between their  varieties. 
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However, such approach quickly led me to a deadlock, for 
two main reasons. Firstly, I realized that while big data could 
reveal some regularities, working with big data could actu-
ally cause me to miss some important phenomena. Secondly, 
Buddhism had too many doctrinal and other peculiarities which 
complicated the usage of big data methods even more. In other 
words, research devoted to Buddhism was diffi  cult due to the 
complexity of the existing categories. Many of them demanded 
reconsideration and deconstruction, or altogether new ones 
needed to be developed. One of the problems was that the 
content of the existing categories missed a lot of issues concern-
ing identity and its expression. For example, the defi nitions of 
traditional Buddhist and neophyte are rather vague. Such eth-
noses as Buryats, Kalmyks, and Tuvinians are usually referred 
to as traditional Buddhists of Russia. In Buryatia, Kalmykia, 
and Tuva, the traditional religious environment of Tibetan 
Buddhism has been developing over the last 400 years; and it 
has worked out specifi c features of perception of the sacred, as 
well as specifi c religious practices and rituals. In other regions of 
Russia, Buddhism started to develop much later, drawing from 
all possible branches and schools, and thus shaping other types 
of Buddhist identity. I will not go into details in this article, 
but the fact is quite obvious: nowadays a person, irrespective 
of his or her ethnic origin, can come into contact with diff erent 
Buddhist environments and therefore the above-mentioned 
categories no longer refl ect stable regularities. Big data analysis 
demands a rather rigid categorization, and such vague defi ni-
tions can considerably distort the result. That is why it is more 
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appropriate to consider each case separately. Thus, before I even 
started using big data software, I realized it was better to focus 
on other methods for my research. 

After the disappointment with big data analysis’s ability to 
give an adequate idea of the Buddhism on the Internet, I decided 
to approach the topic from a reverse perspective and to try to 
study the Internet activity of the most infl uential offl  ine Buddhist 
organizations. I started to visit the webpages created by the 
offi  cial Buddhist communities, sanghas, of Russia, trying to 
comprehend the main purposes for Internet resources creation. 
To my discontent, I realized that Buddhist institutions paid little 
attention to the Internet space, and did not make active eff orts 
to attract Internet audience. Looking through their webpages, 
I recognized that the majority of them had rather simple struc-
ture and generally contained information about the organiza-
tion, the teacher, events, which made them look like Internet 
announcement boards. Some websites stored electronic Buddhist 
literature and other information; however, there were practically 
no attempts of interaction with people online, or of transferring 
sacral practices into the online space. A lot of webpages were 
created at the beginning of the 2000s and stayed unupdated for 
many years, or were simply abandoned. At that point, a crucial 
question arose about the reasons why the Buddhist organizations 
of Russia paid no interest to the Internet space. That issue would 
certainly be analyzed in my study, yet I did not consider it 
a possible basis for my project, as I found it pointless to build 
research on lack of activity. Buddhist institutions undoubt-
edly had a great infl uence on the processes happening offl  ine; 
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however, their Internet activity was very low. At the same time, 
the Internet was rich in various Buddhist resources, and if they 
were not created by the offi  cial organizations, it was necessary 
to fi nd out who they were created and directed by, and thus to 
understand who infl uenced the online Buddhist space. I could 
not answer these questions by means of either the fi rst, or the 
second of my initial approaches.

ACADEMIC MILIEU AND SWITCH 
IN APPROACHES TO SCIENTIFICITY

My fi rst steps in research supported my main belief about 
high value of objectivity and distance from the studied object. 
In other words, I was convinced that I needed to fi nd informa-
tion and then analyze it, without joining in or interacting with 
the phenomena found on the Internet. It is diffi  cult to say what 
exactly infl uenced such belief: the fact that I had studied statis-
tics or the Russian academic tradition in general, yet for me, it 
was something self-evident. I also think this attitude could have 
formed under the infl uence of specifi cally Buryat academia, 
remote and small in comparison to the central one, one which 
could only tentatively describe its fi ndings using the methods 
provided by the center, and make a report about the studied 
object that would satisfy the center. I perceived such approach 
as being in line with the conditions of scientifi city, whereas 
interference with the studied object and subjective experience 
I treated as unscientifi c. The big amount of data available on the 
Internet and the use of statistical methods met my perception of 
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scientifi city. At the same time, my background and my notions 
of scientifi city created a certain barrier and for a long enough 
period prevented me from immersing into online Buddhist 
communities of the Russian Internet.

To my surprise, I later found out that I had been following the 
principles of positivistic sociology, such as reliability, represen-
tativeness, reactivity, and replicability (Burawoy 2009, 30–32). 
This approach underlined the importance of distance from the 
studied object and of standardized methods of data collection 
and analysis. The reason that I found this surprising was that, 
interestingly, I had not been acquainted with these principles and 
had never read any academic works about them. In other words, 
it seems that the need for positivism permeates the Russian 
academic milieu and it is not even necessary to expressly master 
its principles. This thirst for positivism is the natural and only 
choice for this model of scientifi city. Professor Valerii Tishkov, 
in the introduction to his book Requiem for the Ethnos, describes 
exactly the same situation when he argues that postmodern ideas 
and hermeneutical approaches are criticized and not accepted by 
the Russian academic community, which negatively perceives 
and calls such approaches “Western infl uence” (Tishkov 2003, 
9). In short, the Russian academic community is not ready to 
leave behind positivist approaches developed in Soviet times 
and before. To my mind, the Russian rejection of “Western 
infl uence” is rather natural because so-called “postmodern 
views” disrupt the existing academic structures, which inevitably 
provokes resistance. In my personal opinion, the acceptance of 
a postmodern framework in Russian science is a matter of time, 
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and a lot might, in fact, have changed in the 15 years that have 
passed from the publication of Tishkov’s book to the time of 
writing these words. However, if we speak about the academic 
community in Buryatia, from my perspective, the situation is 
still the same. Recently, I took part in a seminar with the Buryat 
colleagues and raised the topic of immersion and interaction 
with the studied object, but was met with comments that such 
approach was just not scientifi c. 

The studies at the University of Warsaw have exerted on me 
the very “Western infl uence” some Russian academics oppose, 
and my views on research approaches have signifi cantly changed 
over time. First of all, my supervisor, Professor Ewa Łukaszyk, 
infl uenced the shift in my academic views. Cooperation with 
her has helped me to understand what kind of approaches were 
appropriate and what kind of questions could be important to 
the Western academia. Secondly, the very academic milieu has 
impacted me. Many scholars with whom I was acquainted in 
Poland were performing fi eldwork research. Communicating 
with them, I noticed that the experience in the fi eld – for exam-
ple, extraordinary cases which the researcher had witnessed 
or which happened directly to him or her in the fi eld – raised 
great interest. If they spoke about statistics, their research 
would obviously not spark so much curiosity. I also realized 
that the image and understanding of the object came from its 
observation, and mostly from such cases which were registered 
by the researcher him- or herself. And while I could feel this 
approach was mostly a prerogative of the Western academia, 
which traditionally explored the outside world, the Orient, etc., 
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I saw that such approach was much more inspiring. It may 
look as if I was adapting to the Western academic community 
in order to be accepted, but I felt as if I had been given a free 
hand and my own deliberations had led me to no longer consider 
the Internet simply as a database but as a fi eld with which it 
was possible to interact, taking into account not only quantita-
tive and qualitative indicators, but also personal experience.

THE INTERNET AS THE FIELD 

Thus, I started to perceive the Internet as a fi eld of anthro-
pological research, where you met people with diff erent ideas 
about Buddhism, who acted, interacted, and thus shaped the 
Buddhist Internet communities. My shift in approach to research 
can be compared to the shift from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0, where it 
is no longer the creators, but rather users of the resources, their 
self-expression and interaction, that are of greater importance 
(O’Reilly 2005). In 2013, I had the opportunity to accompany 
Dr. Albert Jawłowski during his fi eldwork on Buddhism and 
Buddhists in Buryatia. The experience proved very useful 
for me, as it provided fi rst-hand knowledge on how visiting 
researchers collect data and attain insight of the people inhabit-
ing a space. Observing Albert and people whom he talked 
to, I understood that when doing research, it is important not 
only to search for and record interesting cases and data from 
informants but also to refl ect in order to interpret these data. 
And this refl ection can be gained through long stay within the 
studied community. 
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Studies in Poland and the new academic environment gave 
me an idea: why not treat the Internet as a place, a fi eld which 
I can go to for a long time, get acquainted with people I meet 
there and visit the Buddhist Internet communities?

At this point it is necessary to say a few words about the 
Internet users who shape Buddhist communities online. In 2014, 
during one of the seminars, I presented a small overview of my 
research, and was asked a question very crucial from the point 
of view of anthropology: “How can you be confi dent that the 
user you study represents him- or herself truly on the Internet 
and is not fake?” This is a rather typical question for people 
who do not actively use the Internet. In general, the concept of 
virtuality often misleads to the idea that Internet communities 
are less real than physical ones (Jones 1995). Nevertheless, this 
question made me think about what exactly the contemporary 
Internet user was like. From the very beginning of the online 
space, the possibilities for self-representation of individuals on 
the Internet were evolving, starting from a nickname in local 
chats to global social networks such as Facebook, where a user 
is required to provide real information about him- or herself. 
In other words, user representation has been shifting from 
anonymity to de-anonymization. The once popular phenom-
enon of Internet freedom of self-representation is no longer 
relevant in the conditions of social networks. Due to the fact 
that for an anthropological research the question of identifi ca-
tion of the studied people is particularly important, I decided 
to focus on social networks instead of ordinary webpages. 
The very essence of social networks is to recreate real social 
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communication on the Internet, a goal which cannot be reached 
in the conditions of anonymity (Tikhonov 2013, 17). Of course 
you can create a fake account on а social network specifying 
another sex, age, nationality, etc., yet making this account look 
real requires much eff ort of painstakingly imitating rich social 
bonds of this nonexistent persona.

In 2015, I observed a popular video games portal organize 
a giveaway where people who reposted an announcement in 
the social network VKontakte could win a gaming computer 
worth $10,000 or one of 49 other prizes. The promotion gained 
such popularity that about fi ve million users were follow-
ing the online draw, which even caused a temporary crash 
of the social network’s servers (Shchepilov 2015). The win-
ner was picked by means of a random selection service. The 
organizers of this promotion were afraid that a great number 
of users had created fake accounts to increase their chances 
for victory, therefore they approached this issue carefully. 
When the service chose a user, they looked at the photos, 
friends and relatives in his or her account to judge its complete-
ness, and if there were very few data and it was evident that the 
account had been created quite recently, they excluded the user 
from the giveaway. 

I started to approach the users in the same selective man-
ner before including them in my research. This is important 
since it is necessary to understand the user’s background as 
a representative of a certain Buddhist community and belonging 
to a certain group can infl uence his or her views and behavioral 
motives. For example, an ethnic belonging (Kalmyk, Buryat, 
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Tuvinian, or Russian) can speak about belonging to traditional 
or non-traditional Buddhism communities, just as membership 
in communities of Ole Nydahl or Theravada communities can 
be very telling. What is more, studying the actions of a specifi c 
representative gives an idea about community in general, and 
this cannot be achieved in the conditions of anonymity.

LONGTIME IMMERSION INTO 
INTERNET COMMUNITY

In comparison with offl  ine fi eldwork, longtime immersion 
into Internet communities is of even more crucial importance. 
When offl  ine, direct acquaintance with people facilitates open-
ness and dialogue. There is also an opportunity to get easier 
access to the community thanks to the people from inside: 
a person more willingly cooperates and agrees to help with 
research if he or she is asked by someone he or she knows. 
I think fi eld researchers will agree that having a friend inside 
the community is an invaluable help in accessing it and start-
ing interaction with its members. On the Internet, people 
often interact online while being absolute strangers to each 
other. A researcher is another stranger to them, so they can 
easily avoid communicating with, or just ignore, him or her. 
Neither nonverbal means of communication nor human qualities 
help you to access the online fi eld. Administrators of public 
pages on social networks may receive hundreds of questions 
a day, and due to such busyness, can only answer your queries 
about research briefl y and casually. Longtime immersion and 
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participation in discussions online, on the other hand, allows 
one to build relationship with the users and to obtain the status 
of a familiar person, which helps to build closer contact and 
engage in deeper conversations.

Another important feature of online fi eldwork which speaks 
in favor of longtime immersion is that events on social networks 
are quickly changing, as are the users, who come and leave 
(apart from moderators and administrators, who permanently 
follow the activities of their public pages). Long presence in the 
online communities helps to identify some regularities or stable 
phenomena which are formed by both permanent and temporary 
participants. A lot of curious cases happen on social networks. 
They may cast a shadow on, or damage, the  reputation of the 
Buddhist community, or simply distort the Buddhist doctrine, 
so after publication such materials are often removed by admin-
istrators. That is why long and frequent presence on a public 
page allows you to record the events and reactions of users, 
and thus to get an idea about the community and its members. 

In addition, while the sequence of events can be easily traced 
in archives and databases, continuous observation allows you 
to feel the interrelations, online and otherwise, of phenomena 
arising online. For instance, I could feel a strong tie between the 
incident of desecration of a statue of Buddha by a Dagestanian 
in Kalmykia which occurred in April 2016, and the protest 
wave against “Buddha Bars” in Russia in July 2016. In both 
cases disapproval was mainly related to the national question of 
traditional Buddhists. If it were not for longtime immersion in 
both the studied communities and Buddhist aff airs, I could have 
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missed this interconnection, as no protest posts about Buddha 
bars had references to the fi rst event.

In such a way, I started my immersion into the Buddhist 
Internet community, and the quantitative data I’d gathered before 
became very useful, as they led me to the most popular public 
pages. Following the activities in several Buddhist online groups 
of VKontakte, I decided to focus mainly on the community 
called “Buddizm,” which at that time had 27,000 followers and 
could be estimated as the most popular not only by the number 
of users but also by the number of discussions and user actions. 

The shift from an observer to a participant could be reached 
only in interaction with other users. And here my another 
background – not of a researcher, but of a Buddhist – came to 
the forefront. What is more, I can identify myself not just as 
Buddhist, but as a traditional Buddhist. Being Buryat, I was 
raised in a Buddhist tradition, though it should be noted that 
my family was not quite typical. When I was a child, my 
parents often took me to various Buddhist events and retreats, 
we met diff erent Buddhists, including visitors from other cities 
in Russia and abroad. In other words, by the time I started my 
research, I had already had some experience of communicating 
with Buddhists, as well as some knowledge of Buddhist phi-
losophy. If I had only superfi cial knowledge about Buddhism, 
it would be diffi  cult to obtain some position in the online 
community, and most likely I would join the visitors who ask 
such elementary Buddhist questions as “What does Buddhism 
teach?,” or “How to convert to Buddhism?” At the same time, 
my traditional Buddhist experience practically deprived me of 
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a neutral point of view regarding this environment. I cannot 
say I had a “clear” view on the phenomena occurring in the 
online Buddhist groups, but despite such “obstacles” to my 
objectivity, I think that my traditional Buddhist background 
gave me advantages in searching for cases to study which could 
be inaccessible to outsider observers. In other words, I was an 
insider of the Buddhist community, who started to participate 
in online Buddhist interaction.

On the “Buddizm” public page, I started to ask questions and 
express my opinion commenting the questions of newcoming 
users. To my surprise, it turned out that among those who asked 
and answered questions in this group, there were only three 
traditional Buddhists: one Buryat (me), one Kalmyk, and one 
Tuvinian, and they were not frequent participants in the discus-
sions. I also noticed that advice from traditional Buddhists was 
often corrected by “old citizens” of this resource. Their words 
could be met with such comments as: “the decline of Buddhism 
in your region is possible to overcome by…” or recommenda-
tions like: “you need to study the theory more.” In other words, 
in the Internet space, the western Buddhists a priori assumed 
more authority than traditional Buddhists. It turned out that 
this space was not so natural for me as a Buryat Buddhist and 
I could not feel an insider in that environment. I had the feeling 
of being viewed as a younger brother of more advanced western 
Buddhists. For me, it was rather strange because in Russia 
traditional Buddhists signifi cantly outnumber the Western ones. 
In such a way, I defi ned one of the peculiarities of the online 
Buddhist community: the amount of traditional Buddhists was 
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much smaller than that of non-traditional ones, which was 
exactly opposite to the offl  ine situation. I needed to observe this 
phenomenon for a longer time in order to trace the appearance 
and activities of traditional Buddhists in this group, and try to 
understand the reasons for such low interest in their opinions, 
and thus, their low infl uence on Internet Buddhism.

Soon, I discovered another aspect of this group that surprised 
me: this community was neutral and did not belong to any 
Buddhist school, and thus, was full of disputes around the asked 
questions. Buddhism, which has the reputation of the world’s 
peaceful religion, in this case of the “Buddizm” public page 
in VKontakte was an arena of constant fi ght over the truth 
of views. The fact that people often asked questions on this 
resource was transforming the interrelations into market ones: 
representatives of various communities tried to establish their 
own views and convert followers to their school of Buddhism. 
Users went as far as to criticize Buddhist teachers who did not 
fi t their views, which I as a traditional Buddhist was bewildered 
with. When you grow in a traditional Buddhist environment, 
you hold the monks in great respect. In Tibetan Buddhism, to 
criticize teachers means to behave badly and bring bad karma. 
Since early childhood, you observe respectful attitude to monks 
from any group of society and thus the criticizing of teachers 
causes great dissonance. For example, you can meet such cases 
in the Internet when one traditional Buddhist in a conversation 
referred to a source he revered – the texts by Bidiya Dandaron, 
the Buryat Buddhist guru of the Soviet period – and received 
such answer: “Dandaron’s ideas are complete nonsense even for 
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Vajrayana.” Of course such expressions caused further indigna-
tion and argument. Possibly, this freedom of expression is the 
reason why a great number of traditional Buddhists avoid these 
public pages. For me as a researcher, the interest in such cases 
prevailed over rejection of them, though I cannot say I did not 
feel the same indignation. By and large, such constant disputes 
over the views on Buddhism have made this community one of 
the most popular ones and caused it to stand out signifi cantly 
from the other Buddhist public pages in VKontakte.

TOOLS FOR ONLINE RAPPORT 
AND IMMERSION

Apart from active participation in discussions, social networks 
provide other tools, which allow for a passive response that 
helps settle the dispute and build rapport with the community. 
One such way to take the side of a person is by leaving a like 
on his or her statement. Comments with most likes gain more 
value both for the participants of discussion and for observers. 
The authority of a user within the social network grows if 
he or she often participates in discussions and receives likes 
from the majority. Furthermore, a like from such person starts 
to weigh more than likes from other users. At the same time, 
users usually track who supports them via likes, and generally 
start to perceive those people as allies. In other words, such 
passive participation in disputes promotes rapprochement with 
active users. This is not to say that I used these tools for rapport 
opportunistically. I actually left likes only on those comments 
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with which I agreed. I noticed myself that after I liked a user’s 
opinion, his or her attitudes towards me changed for the better 
over time. The users whose commentaries I had supported 
started to support me in return, or if they did not agree, they 
expressed it more delicately.

Now that I look back at my Internet fi eldwork, I see that 
my position of a researcher allowed me to look more closely at 
actions and reactions of users and try to discover their motives, 
without perceiving them as absolutely positive or negative. 
I did not join any specifi c group of users, but tried to stick 
to a neutral position. Over time, I started to realize that the 
majority of confl icts happened because of misunderstanding of 
the positions of the opposing groups. For example, the followers 
of Theravada were off ended when the Tibetan Buddhists applied 
the term Hinayana (from Sanskrit: “Lesser Vehicle”) to refer 
to Southern Buddhism. However, the Tibetan Buddhists simply 
might not have known it was off ensive because the categories of 
Mahayana (“Great Vehicle”) and Hinayana come from sacred 
texts, such as Lamrim, and were often used by the teachers 
of Tibetan Buddhism. Yet representatives of Theravada could 
perceive this as an intended insult. In turn, Theravada followers 
could speak depreciatingly about the power of deities and 
bodhisattvas of Tibetan Buddhism, because they do not exist 
in the Southern tradition, and the representatives of Tibetan 
Buddhism who did not know about the absence of a pantheon 
of deities in Theravada could become off ended, too. When 
I became recognizable among frequent users of the “Buddizm” 
public page and I started to present myself as a scholar who 
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researched this community, at least in personal correspondence 
with the participants of this group, users behaved more openly 
and tried to clarify their positions in more detail. I also contin-
ued to take part in discussions, and in cases of confl ict I tried 
to settle the dispute by explaining to the parties the reasons 
behind one or another position. For example, in the discussions 
concerning traditional Buddhism, I tried to explain its features 
which were unknown to western Buddhists. Surprisingly, I often 
settled the disputes, and even received a peacekeeper reputation. 
Thus, my position as well as relations with users strengthened 
in this online community, and allowed me to maintain an 
open dialogue.

“THE GREAT SPLIT,”1 OR HOW I BECAME 
AN ADMINISTRATOR OF THE “BUDDIZM” 

PUBLIC PAGE

The “Buddizm” public page in VKontakte, which positioned 
itself as neutral, had a number of administrators, from both 
Theravada and Mahayana branches of Buddhism. There were, 
however, no representatives of the traditional Buddhism of 
Russia (Buryatia, Kalmykia, or Tuva). In 2015, there developed 
a confl ict between administrators. It turned out diffi  cult to uphold 
the neutral environment because of irreconcilable diff erences 
in views on Buddhism and some personal reasons. The group 
actually split and representatives of Theravada created their 

1 The name “The Great Split” was coined by one of the participants in the confl ict.
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own “neutral” public page. The number of the “Buddizm” 
administrators thus decreased rapidly, and unexpectedly for 
myself, I was invited to become one of the administrators of this 
resource. As the remaining administrators argued, I was a person 
with neutral position and as such I suited them. I became even 
more surprised when I was invited to administrate the new 
“neutral” group created by representatives of Theravada, as 
well. I accepted all the invitations and thus to some extent 
formed a new case to study because I became the fi rst and only 
representative of traditional Buddhists among the administrators 
of both groups. 

The fact that I was an administrator started to matter to 
other traditional Buddhists. I received messages from several 
Kalmyks and a Tuvinian with requests to settle a debate or 
remove content which, for example, showed in bad light the 
Buddhism of Kalmykia. In other words, they perceived me as 
“their” person who had some position and could understand 
their problems. There was even a situation when a Tuvinian 
asked me to enter a discussion about the Buddhism of Tuva on 
another public page and to express my opinion as a weightier 
one, because I was one of administrators of a large resource.

In such a way, I became a real insider researcher, who was 
not only Buddhist but also a full member of an online Buddhist 
community. The status of administrator also gave me access to 
another resource, a closed page for administrators, which I had 
not been aware of. In this space, called “staff  area,” adminis-
trators discussed how to settle various cases, which users to 
ban, and how to justify the restrictive actions. Incidentally, the 
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confl ict which led to the split of administrators took place on 
this internal public page. For reasons of ethics, I will of course 
not disclose, in my dissertation or elsewhere, what occurred 
in this “staff  area.” However, this new status of a user with 
privileges, additional opportunities such as editing content, 
banning users, and having access to an internal service, became 
a completely new experience. Being an administrator allowed 
me to understand and interpret more deeply the way this Internet 
community functioned as well as the mission and responsibil-
ity it took upon itself as a Buddhist resource which actually 
did not have any relations to the Buddhist institutions and 
organizations offl  ine.

CONCLUSION

The online Buddhist communities today have infl uence 
comparable to that of the offi  cial Buddhist institutions; and 
especially in a situation when the latter conduct little activity 
in the Internet space, it is very important to study the other, 
new Buddhist communities. My academic way of studying the 
Buddhist communities of Russia on the Internet developed from 
exact sciences to the humanities, and also led to a shift from 
a Russian positivistic scientifi city to a Western relativism. In 
this article, I described the methods I used during my Internet 
fi eldwork, including longtime immersion into the Internet com-
munity, and tools of rapport, such as participation in discussions 
and leaving likes, which helped me to understand more deeply 
the issues of the online Buddhist community of Russia and 



Bato Dondukov

176

even led me to the position of an administrator of two popular 
Buddhist public pages on the VKontakte social network. In 
some periods I thought that my methods of data collection were 
too involved, but overall I am convinced that any other way of 
achieving high-quality contact with the online community and 
getting an idea about the processes happening there would be 
more diffi  cult and would not possibly bring me to the level of 
awareness that I managed to reach. In my opinion, nowadays it 
is more relevant to perceive the Internet space not as a database 
but as a fi eld similar to a physical territory. And I hope that 
my experience of Internet fi eldwork and of an insider of the 
Internet community proves helpful not only to Buddhologists, 
but to all researchers of the Internet.
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INTRODUCTION

French writer of Lebanese descent Amin Maalouf in his 
book In the Name of Identity: Violence and the Need to Belong 
(Maalouf 2003) states that each person has many identities and 
that struggling to harmonize these multiple identities and nar-
rowing them to just one is a source of problems and confl icts. 
The author claims that the social adaptability of an individual 
with multiple identities places them in a borderland space and 
gives them the privilege of being a connecting link between 
cultures, countries, languages, etc. The issues of pluralism posed 
twenty years ago by Amin Maalouf are even more urgent today, 
when we search for identifi cation in the globalizing world, than 
they were at the end of the 1990s.

In the context of this article, I am interested in the author’s 
theses on components of identity: vertical (given from birth) 
and horizontal (obtained in the process of socialization), and the 
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need to develop them not in isolation, at the expense of each 
other, but seeking harmony between them. Otherwise, confl icts 
arise, which causes the problems to worsen and  eventually may 
lead even to wars. According to the author, identity becomes 
a problem when it is threatened. He connects this with the fact 
that the social environment forces a person to affi  rm a  particular 
identity – often religious, racial, or ethnic – to make it his “ban-
ner” and pride, which reduces identity to one single dominant 
affi  liation and pushes people into narrow partisanship, sectarian-
ism, intolerance: if we don’t want the world to become a jungle, 
warns Maalouf, we need to observe, study calmly, understand 
the dual nature of this phenomenon and above all the fact that 
many crimes in the modern world are committed on behalf of or 
in the name of acquiring or maintaining identity. Amin Maalouf 
thus tries to express the contradictory essence of identity based 
on the need to belong and the need of each person to protect 
what they feel to be their innermost self. This need can provoke 
a person to both aggressive and peace-loving actions with the 
aim of self-preservation and protecting their identity, especially 
in the fi ght against the destructive impact of globalization.

The author examines himself, and his own life experience 
of a Frenchman of Libyan origin serves him as a guiding star 
in seeking a balanced awareness of the essence of his indivis-
ible identity. In the works of Maalouf the reader discovers 
a Mediterranean culture which appears as a symbolic borderland 
space of tolerance, where diff erent nations peacefully coexist. 
He is not a supporter of the concept of a clash, or confl ict, of 
civilizations; rather, he speaks of a meeting of civilizations. 
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He explains the uniqueness of his identity by the fact that he 
happened to live in two states, speak three languages, follow 
several cultural traditions. And all this cultural diversity has 
formed his single identity, from which nothing can be removed 
without damaging its integrity. 

In this article, I would like to make a similar analysis. I want 
to consider the history of my identities, which have undergone 
a number of transformations due to my experience of liv-
ing in diff erent places and belonging to diff erent cultures. 
I shall attempt an analysis of the transforming identity using 
the example of my own name and try to show the vertical and 
horizontal components of my identity in the life-long process of 
socialization. I would like to consider the dynamic that can exist 
between one’s own name and one’s identity as an individual 
and/or representative of a particular group/groups. For this kind 
of analysis, I have decided to share experiences of my native 
Yakut (Sakha) culture, or, more precisely, the experiences 
connected with my own microhistory of the name, which in 
my opinion refl ects historical transformations/dynamics of 
identity-searching of the Sakha people. 

NAMING TRADITIONS IN THE HISTORY 
OF THE SAKHA PEOPLE

Identity in the context of name transformation was consid-
ered by British linguist of German origin W. F. H. Nicolaisen in 
his article “An Onomastic Autobiography, or In the Beginning 
Was the Name.” The author talks about the formation of his 
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anthroponymic identity, thus initiating onomastic biography as 
a separate direction in autobiographical literature. He describes 
how his offi  cial name has transformed in the course of his life. 
Recorded in the birth certifi cate as Wilhelm Fritz Hermann, 
it initially refl ected the family tradition as part of a particular 
genealogical culture, as well as, more generally, the belonging to 
the German national culture. Both these identifi cations changed 
with age and with changes in the author’s socio-cultural environ-
ment, thus creating a separate, purely individual history of his 
own unique identity refl ected in his changing name. Based on 
the above-mentioned material, I would like to off er a similar 
discussion of my own name. 

The formation and development of the system of Yakut per-
sonal names has gone a long way, from compound names rooted 
in the Turkic naming tradition to the status of secondary names 
or nicknames, to the present-day revival. The three-component 
naming model among today’s Yakuts was imported from the 
Russian culture after Yakutia’s accession to the Russian state. 
Before the arrival of the Russians, the Yakuts did not need to 
use their patronymic names and surnames; these innovations 
were connected with offi  cial clerical work during the process 
of Christianization in Yakutia as well as the procedural needs 
of the state apparatus (population census, taxation, etc.). This 
process was gradual; it began in the fi rst half of the 17th century 
and was completed by the 1920s.

The modern anthroponomic systems of Turkic peoples 
(a collection of ethno-linguistic groups to which the Yakuts 
belong) preserve the proto-Turkic model of the pre-Islamic and 
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pre-Christian time. The study of Yakut personal names more 
specifi cally is inextricably linked with the history of the Yakut 
language. Historian Fedot G. Safronov raised questions about 
the Yakut ethnos’s interactions with other nations in the process 
of its formation and historical development. According to him, 
in the anthroponymic vocabulary of the Yakuts, about 47% of 
etymologized names are Turkic words, 37% are Mongolian, 
5% – Turkic-Mongolian, 10% – Evenki. This corresponds to 
the lexical composition of the Yakut language, which is basi-
cally Turkic, but has absorbed elements from the Mongolian 
and Tungus language groups (Safronov 1985, 23). Regarding 
anthroponymic Mongolisms, referring to the works of Leonid N. 
Kharitonov, Safronov admits the possibility of the emergence of 
early Mongolisms in the language of the ancient Turks before 
the formation of modern Turkic languages, including Yakut 
(Safronov 1985, 25). These borrowings could have appeared 
in those distant times when the Kurykans, the ancestors of 
the Yakuts, had close ties with Otuz Tatars, and then, having 
moved north to the territory of modern Buryatia, with the 
Mongols of the Onon and Kherulen River basins. The history 
of the formation of Yakut–Evenki contacts, Safronov claims, 
also comprised two stages: the fi rst contacts took place dur-
ing the time of the Evenks’ cohabitation with the Kurykans 
in the areas of Lake Baikal and the headwaters of the Lena; 
the second stage began in the 10th–11th centuries, when the 
Evenks and Yakuts were again in geographical neighborhood 
on the territory of modern Yakutia (Safronov 1985, 26–27). 
Tungus-Manchurian dialect borrowings are represented mainly 
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in names derived from elements of the landscape (Siibikte, 
Chagda), as well as in names associated with the military 
lexicon (Khotokhoon).

Yakut names were given at birth, but could be changed 
later in life, according to the character of the person. 17th 
and 18th century documents abound in pre-Christian names. 
After this period, due to Christianization, well-known Russian 
names spread among the Turkic Siberian peoples (the Chuvash, 
Yakut, Gagauz, Altai, Khakas). A Russian name was given to 
each Christianized Yakut at baptism. After that, the old Yakut 
names continued to be used along Russian ones. In the process 
of Christianization, however, the original given names of the 
Yakuts, Evenks, Evens and Yukagirs were eventually almost 
completely replaced by Russian personal names. In this regard, 
it should be noted that Yakuts perceived Christianization as 
a peculiar naming process, which was also manifested in the 
Yakut vocabulary: Christianization is referred to as aat kiriite, 
or a process of receiving names. In Yakutia, one can still fi nd 
so-called confessional (Old Russian, Old Believer) Christian 
names, such as Nikon, Avvakum, Theodosius (Feodosii), 
Bartholomew (Barfolomei), Illarion, Avksentii, Agrippina, 
Matriona, Theodor (Fiodor), and so on.

Historical periods can be traced by personal names in 
Yakutia. The process of Christianization (Russifi cation) and 
then the onset of the Soviet period both marked the onset of 
a separate naming tradition. After the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, one can trace the process of returning to Yakut names. 
Modern Yakut scholars have been studying genealogy and 
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naming traditions, and very fruitfully so; the Research Institute 
of Genealogy and Ethnology of the Peoples of the North of the 
Republic of Sakha (Yakutia) was created that organizes confer-
ences and seminars on drawing up genealogies (also in digital 
form), an activity recently enjoying great popularity in Yakutia. 
Currently, the Yakut epic names and toponymy are the most 
thoroughly studied sections of onomastics. This fi nds its refl ec-
tion in the name of the Republic. The lands of the Sakha (Sakha 
Sire) were called “Yakutia” during the Cossack campaigns and 
recorded in this form in archival documents. In the 1990s, the 
Republic offi  cially regained the original name Sakha, but the 
name Yakutia remained in brackets. I will try to explain these 
onomastic processes in the present article, showing in parallel 
not only the dynamics of my own name but also the history of 
name and identity transformations in Yakutia.

MY STORY IN MY PEOPLE’S HISTORY

In comparison to the Buryats or the Türks (Turkic peo-
ples) of Central Asia, among the Yakuts, Russian surnames 
and names are more common. In our family, the awareness 
that name and identity are associated was connected with the 
fact that my parents spent their student years in the 1960s far 
away from Yakutia, in Leningrad. My parents, father Takasaev 
Revolii Timofeevich (1942–2006) and mother Krivoshapkina 
Elizaveta Denisovna (1940–2001), were very proud that their 
studies passed in one of the most beautiful cities in the world, 
Leningrad, now Petersburg, during the Thaw of the 1960s. 
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Being far from their native Yakutia, they felt the importance 
of identifi cation through an ethnic name. They said that many 
nationalities (Kazakhs, Uzbeks, Buryats, Mongols, Koreans) 
could be identifi ed by their names, and they were often asked 
why they, the Yakuts, had Russian names instead. Therefore, 
their circle of students from Yakutia decided to invent Yakut 
names for themselves – pseudonyms derived from Yakut lit-
erature and the Yakut epic (Olonkho), and it was then that my 
parents decided to give their future children only Yakut names. 

My father told me why he and my mother decided to give 
us all, their three daughters, Yakut names – Sargy, Tuiaara, 
Künnei. He explained how unique my name was and how 
hard it was for him to give it to me. He defended every Yakut 
name for his daughters when applying for birth certifi cate in 
the Yakut village council. This shows how determined he was 
in the choice of our Yakut names. Every time after one of us 
was born, my father visited the Yakut village council and had to 
insist that the Yakut names should be offi  cially recorded. This 
was not practiced at that time due to the absence of such names 
in the offi  cial list of names in the Soviet era and the spread of 
Russian names, or Soviet names like Traktorina, Oktiabrina, 
etc. Therefore, many Yakuts only called children by their Yakut 
names at home, and offi  cially everyone had mostly Russian 
names, surnames and patronymic names.

Thus, according to the law, at birth I was given a three-
component name: Takasaeva Kyunneyi Revol’evna: the fi rst is 
the paternal last name, the second is my name and the third is the 
patronymic (derived from father’s name, and used in Russia in 
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offi  cial situations). This is the form in which it was recorded in 
the birth certifi cate by the Yakut village council. The fact that 
my name was recorded during the Soviet period additionally 
caused certain problems with the usage of Yakut letters. As 
I said, there was no such name on the list of names in the Soviet 
period, just like there were no other Yakut names there. But 
my father insisted, as he already had two previous experiences 
with recording Yakut names for my older sisters Sargy and 
Tuiaara. Their names also demanded to be written in Russian 
transcription, which did not quite agree with the original Yakut 
pronunciation. For example, the elder sister with the original 
Yakut name Саргы (Sargy), which translates as “happiness, 
luck, success,” in 1966 was recorded as Саргылана (Sargylana, 
Russifi ed version, with the addition of the name Lana), and the 
middle sister with the Yakut name Туйаара (Tuiaara), meaning 
“to sing, to fl oat,” in 1969 was registered as Туяра (Tuiara), 
due to the lack of double letters in Russian for those present 
in the Yakut alphabet to denote stress. The letters ЙАА (iaa) 
were therefore replaced by the Russian letter Я (ia), which does 
not convey the original stress from the Yakut language. As for 
me, my Yakut name Күннэй (Künney) was written with the 
letters Ю (iu instead of ü) and Я (ia instead of e), that is as 
Кюнняй (Kiunniai), which completely distorted the original 
Yakut pronunciation of the name. 

My name fi rmly connects me with my family, culture, and 
the history of the people of Sakha (Yakutia). I doubt, however, 
that when I was born my parents could have imagined that 
I would live for a long time outside my native republic and even 
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abroad (in Poland) and that I would decide to call myself by my 
real original Yakut name: Künnei Takaahai (Künnej Takaahaj 
in Polish transcription). During my socialization and stays in 
diff erent countries and diff erent cultures, there have been cases 
of my name being distorted because my original name contains 
the spelling of the Yakut language – the letter Ü in the given 
name (Künnei) and the double AA with the Yakut letter h in the 
original spelling of my last name (Такааһай / Takaahai). Apart 
from orthography, this is also a matter of the semantics and 
phonetics of the name. As a result, each time, depending on the 
situation, I had to think of ways to quickly explain the meaning 
and sound of my name so that it could be pronounced correctly. 
If the situation did not require long communication, I tried not 
to pay attention when my name was pronounced incorrectly; 
in interaction with the broadly understood state, however, I am 
always on the alert for incorrect renderings of my Yakut name, 
since mistakes in pronunciation and spelling happen very often 
and can have greater consequences. Throughout my life, there 
have been situations when I was called by names completely 
unfamiliar to my close relatives – Esmeralda, Küna, Katia, 
Tat’iana Ivanovna, Kasia, Słońce i Księżyc, SunMoon, which 
I will try to explain further below. 

When I was a child, Yakut names were not popular. In my 
rural Yakut childhood, at age 6, after reading fairy tales and 
watching fi lms and cartoons with European faces and names 
(there were no other options), I wanted to have a “princess 
name.” I liked the mysterious name Esmeralda – in my child 
imagination, it was precisely the name for princesses. Ironically, 
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Esmeralda would not be a very strange name in the Yakut 
reality of that time. My aunt on the mother’s side, Isabella, who 
had a musical talent and what they call romantic imagination, 
gave all her four children names beginning with the letter E – 
Eleonora, Eduard, El’sa and Edgard. With such names they had 
no particular problems in the then Yakut reality, in contrast to 
me, a girl with a proper Yakut name. My cousin on the father’s 
side offi  cially had a Russian name, Iraida Pavlova, and at home 
everyone called her by the Yakut name Künnei, but as she grew 
older, her Yakut name disappeared from use. Apparently, the 
presence of such extravagant names among my close relatives 
motivated my desire to be called Esmeralda, but ultimately only 
my favorite blue-eyed dolls, whom I imagined to symbolize me 
in my games, received this name.

Another telling event from my childhood was when we went 
to visit my mother’s relatives in another region of Yakutia. 
I was outraged by the fact that a calf had the same name as me 
(Künnei). Later, it was explained to me that Yakuts from other 
areas retained the presence of Yakut names by giving them to 
pets, since Yakut names did not exist in the Soviet offi  cial lists 
of names. Such practices – adapting Russian names, naming 
domestic animals by Yakut names – were an indicator of histori-
cal transformation and an attempt to preserve the originality of 
Yakut proper names and ethnic identity in general.

Then, when I was about 10 years old, my whole family moved 
from the village to the Russian-speaking capital, Yakutsk, where 
I fi rst encountered a multinational environment. In the street and 
in school, the children did not have Yakut names and they would 
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often ask me what Russian name I had or try to  transform my 
name to make it more convenient to use for Russian  speakers – 
for example, Küna or even Katia, based on the fi rst letter of my 
name – but I did not like it at all. Later, when I was a student in 
Irkutsk, during the compulsory teaching internship in a kinder-
garten, my supervisor fi rmly stated that I should take a “usual,” 
“pure” Russian name because it would be diffi  cult for the kids 
to pronounce my unusual true name. I agreed to take the name 
of the teacher who demanded that I change my name, and thus 
I got the stereotypical “teacher’s” name in Russia – Tat’iana 
Ivanovna. Although it was a very short period of time, I clearly 
remember that this experience did not agree with me and since 
then I decided never to change my name to please society. 

I began thinking of ways to explain my name to others so 
that they could memorize it. When making an acquaintance, 
I would spend much time explaining my name, what culture 
it came from, what it meant and why I did not agree for it to 
be Russifi ed. This proved eff ective. Thus, when I worked as 
a university teacher in Moscow, where all my students were 
Russian, on the very fi rst day I wrote down my name on the 
blackboard, asked the students to pronounce it correctly, and 
explained why I was doing this. Once there was even an inci-
dent at the department where I worked: the students did not 
remember the “usual” Russian names of the other teachers but 
they remembered my name exactly and even said that it was 
easy, because if one got used to it once, one never forgot it.

It was also during my Moscow period when my patro-
nymic name Revol’evna became more used because name and 
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patronymic is the offi  cial form of address in Russia,  especially 
at universities. The Soviet-inspired name of my father was 
more understandable and acceptable for others than my Yakut 
name, which seemed complex and incomprehensible to Russian 
speakers. The name Revo, Revolii requires additional clarifi ca-
tion. My father was named after the historic event that was 
the October Revolution of 1917. This refl ects how strong both 
the belief in the Revolution and also the popularity of Soviet 
names were in Yakutia. One can only imagine the signifi cance 
that the revolution (and revolution propaganda) had for the 
Yakut people. This must have applied in particular to my grand-
father, since before leaving to fi ght in World War II (from which 
he never returned), he gave such name to his unborn child. 
He told my grandmother, “If it’s a son, call him Revo, and if 
it’s a girl – Liutsiia.” That is to say: revoliutsiia (revolution), 
a name referring to the tradition of revolutionary Soviet names.

After my move from Russia to Poland and in connection with 
the spread of the Internet and social networks, I needed to come 
up with a new version of my name and an online nickname, 
and once again my name required a certain transformation. 
I decided to use as my online name my real name in its correct 
Polish spelling – Künnej Takaahaj. I was absolutely delighted 
with this opportunity. In addition, I noticed that when using 
the Latin alphabet, it became easier for me to explain precisely 
the Yakut pronunciation of my name. At the same time, it is 
precisely abroad that I have faced another problem, this time 
regarding the Russian spelling of my name, because I began to 
use my passport more often, and there my name is mechanically 
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transliterated from Russian transcription to the Latin script 
using the offi  cial transliteration (“Kyunney Takasaeva”), which 
in my opinion completely distorts my Yakut name and has 
too many letters. I cannot get used to this form, and every 
time I fi ll offi  cial papers, I have to check how my name is 
spelled in my passport – I think it often seems suspicious to 
some offi  cials. 

There have been cases in Poland when people had trouble 
hearing or pronouncing my Yakut name properly so instead 
they called me by another name starting with a K, for example, 
Kasia. Mostly they were people who were aware that they would 
not get to communicate with me for a longer period. In other 
cases, after I explained the meaning of my name, people would 
prefer to use its literal Polish translation and call me Słońce 
i Księżyc (Sun and Moon). I also noticed that after I began 
to introduce myself to foreigners as Künnej Takaahaj, they 
sometimes address me in the masculine form in correspondence, 
which makes me smile. The name does not underline gender 
identity, which in fact appeals to me, and consequently does 
not betray my gender until one sees me personally, excluding 
only people belonging to the Yakut culture.

The recent years have seen a new transformation of my name 
in international communication: more and more often I come 
across situations that require the use of an English spelling 
of my name, and not its Polish transcription. In other words, 
the process of globalization and the associated proliferation of 
English now obliges you to think about how to correctly sign 
your messages. I do need to think about the best way to spell 
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my name in English, since the Polish name does not correspond 
to the English transcription and is read incorrectly. The options 
are plenty: Kiunnei Takaahai without using the Polish “j,” 
Kyunney Takaahay or Kyunney Takasaeva, Kunnyai Takasaeva, 
Kunnei Takaahai, etc. Perhaps my name will soon undergo 
another transformation, but I have not yet decided which name 
will suit me better. That will depend on the situation and the 
environment that I will be a part of. I noticed that the literal 
English translation of the meaning of my name (SunMoon) 
works well. I sometimes use it as a nickname, although on social 
networks I still use Künnej Takaahaj. For many years, I have 
been given a variety of names by diff erent people, in diff erent 
situations, diff erent languages, diff erent documents, and all this 
has formed my identity/identities.

NAMES AND CIVILIZATIONAL CHOICES 
OF THE SAKHA CULTURE 

Back at the age of 11, I remember, I began to get annoyed 
that for their own convenience, the children at school were 
calling me not by my real name, and that my Yakut name was 
often mispronounced. And my father and I had a conversation 
about my name, about why my parents gave me a name that 
was so strange/unpopular (in the Soviet period), one which was 
always pronounced incorrectly. This conversation played a big 
role in my personal development, and I remember it distinctly, 
because afterwards, I started to like my name, it even made me 
feel a unique individuality.
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My father was of a philosophical nature and poetic mentality, 
and could spend a long time talking about our family name and 
my given name. He explained that my name could be interpreted, 
and what is more, could be interpreted diff erently in diff erent 
cultures, that at the same time it was very universal and under-
standable for all people, regardless of nationality and where they 
lived. He began with the interpretation of the roots that go deep 
into the Turkic origin of the Sakha. He explained the origin 
of my Yakut surname and name. I still clearly remember our 
conversations about Yakut names, conversations that implicated 
another important issue – the identity of the Sakha people.

My name Künnei originates from Kün (“sun” and “day”), 
and Ei (Ai), which in Turkic languages means “moon” and 
“month.” Thus, my name can be interpreted as Sun and Moon, 
or the day of the month, or even as the Sun and Peace (Eie). 
The component kün is an element of many Yakut names. The 
epithet kün is conferred upon various male and female char-
acters of diff erent texts of the Yakut epic Olonkho. It is also 
found among the names mentioned in 17th century tax (iasak) 
documents as a male name (Nikolaev 2018, 15). We know that 
the ancestors of the Yakuts deifi ed the sky, the sun, and other 
celestial bodies. Probably, the motivation of names with the kün 
component is associated with the common Turkic worldview 
of the sun cult, where the sun, sunshine, ray have an extensive 
semantic fi eld, associated with the ideas of life and vitality, 
knowledge, and luck.

Personal names with the kün component are also repre-
sented among Altaians, Tuvinians, Karakalpaks, Kazakhs, 
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the Kyrgyz, Uzbeks, Tatars, Bashkirs, Azeris, the Nogai, the 
Gagauz, and Turks. For example, people in Southern Altai 
deifi ed the Sun and Moon, believed them superior to the host 
spirit of the Altai, and asked that they would grant them well-
being in life. The Sun and the Moon were considered to be 
living beings by the Khakas people. On holidays they prayed to 
them, asking for happiness and prosperity. The Tuvinians, too, 
preserved remnants of direct worship of the Sun and the Moon 
(Nikolaev 2018, 15). According to Mongolian scientist Biambyn 
Rinchen, the father of the Mongolian people was believed to 
have been the Golden Moon, the mother the Golden Sun – thus, 
the Mongols are the people of the Sun and the Moon (Galdanova 
1987, 15). Metaphoric names were a creation of the pre-Christian 
time, a creation which was subsequently lost, modifi ed due to 
the introduction of the Russian anthroponomical system from the 
1630s on, and due to Christianization in Yakutia. The spirit of 
these times is revived in the Turkic, Mongolic roots of my name.

Yakut surnames appeared in the 18th–20th centuries and 
were primarily associated with the Christianization of the region. 
They spread in two ways. First, at baptism, the Yakuts usually 
received the surnames of their Russian godfathers. So the 
Yakuts would sometimes receive the names of the priests who 
baptized them; for example, since the baptism of the indigenous 
people in the north of Yakutia by the priests Aleksei and Mikhail 
Sleptsov, the Russian surname Sleptsov became widespread 
there. Secondly, the actual Yakut surnames (like Arylakhov, 
Bardakhov, Kyllakhov, Tumusov, Khoiutanov, and others) were 
formed with the help of Russian suffi  xes -ov/-ev, -in or -ski 
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from the Yakut proper names that due to Christianization 
became second names or nicknames, but continued to play 
a signifi cant role in Yakut anthroponymy. It should be noted 
that the modifi ed Yakut surnames survived mainly in two 
areas of Yakutia, in Tattinskii Region (Ulus) and my native 
Verkhneviliuiskii Region. Some people can determine where 
I come from just by my last name.

Takaahai, my paternal surname, appears only in the locality 
where I was born, i.e. the village of Nam, Verkhneviliuiskii 
Ulus, Western Yakutia. My surname originated from the nick-
name of my ancestors. In some cases, nicknames derived from 
some external characteristic of the person, in others – from their 
personal qualities, their position in the family, their relatives, or 
their occupation. A family nickname, on the other hand, was used 
regarding the whole family, could be inherited, and although 
unoffi  cial, it could replace the offi  cial surname and become the 
basis for the names of the wife and children. It is often diffi  cult 
to restore the history and time of occurrence of such nicknames.

In the case of my ancestors, the family nickname which gave 
rise to the surname Такааһай (Takaahai) presumably comes 
from the Yakut word takaiar – “to improve something, to teach, 
to train.” There is also another possible interpretation of my 
last name, associated with gait, i.e. a special way of walking 
(for example, limping). From the archival data gathered as we 
tried to restore the family tree, we know that our surname was 
modifi ed, but its original sound was Takaahai:

– Takaahai (Такааһай) Semion (b. 1790) – my great-great-
great grandfather;
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– Takasii (Такасий) Ivan Prokop’evich (b. 1831) – my 
great-great grandfather;

– Takasaev (Такасаев) Ivan Ivanovich (b. 1867) – my great-
grandfather;

– Takasaev (Такасаев) Timofei Ivanovich (b. 1912) – my 
grandfather;

– Takasaev (Такасаев) Revolii Timofeevich (b. 1942) – my 
father, lived a life without a father. 

So, my Yakut surname Takaahai was Russifi ed and at least 
from 1867 began to be written in documents as Takasaev. The 
Yakut version of our surname is known only in our village and 
until now we are identifi ed by this name. In the Yakut plural 
we can be called Takaahaidar – this means “those from the 
Takaahai household.” I have to add that I have tried several 
times to start a discussion with my sisters about the possibility 
of registering the correct version of our surname: Takaahai, not 
Takasaeva. Although this offi  cial name change to the Yakut 
spelling would cause some diffi  culties with the re-issuance of 
all documents and so far has not been possible, I decided to 
keep the Yakut version of my name as a pseudonym and on 
the title page of my PhD thesis, where next to the offi  cial name 
recorded in my passport, an inscription in parentheses says: 
(Künnei Takaahai). 

Our father was very worried that after his daughters marry, 
we would change our surnames, and our family name would 
disappear, since he was the last of his male line and had no son. 
It was important for him to pass the last name along. Thus, when 
my sisters and I were still children, we decided not to change 
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our original surname after marriage in order to preserve both 
the name and ancestral memory. When my sisters were about 
to have children, my father even had conversations with them 
to ensure that at the birth of their sons they would give our last 
name to one of them. When the time came, father insisted that 
his eldest grandson should be a person to inherit his surname. 
My sister agreed and, moreover, her son got his fi rst name in 
honor of our father – Revolii Takasaev II. Revolii recently 
got married, and his young spouse took our last name. Now 
one can meet only six people in the world with the surname 
Takasaev: my father’s three daughters, his eldest grandson – and 
namesake – his wife and their daughter. I think our father was 
proud that he managed, through some eff orts, to preserve his 
original Yakut family name. As for me, on the one hand, thanks 
to my last name, I am directly connected with the history of 
my people, with the Yakut culture and epic which is deeply 
rooted in the Turkic world; on the other hand, my given name 
represents symbols universal for all of humanity.

On top of that, I want to add that my paternal grandmother, 
Stepanida Vasil’evna, bore the Polish surname Kardashevskaia, 
as she was an adopted daughter of Baai Kinees Kutaskyyn 
(an anthroponym comprising the words baai – rich, kinees – 
high-ranking elder and the Yakut given name Kutaskyyn), whose 
offi  cial name was Ivan Leont’evich Kardashevskii. One can still 
fi nd Polish noble surnames in Yakutia, some of which are now 
rarely met even in Poland (for example, Iavlovskii, Piletskii, 
Zaborovskii, Krzhyzhanovskii, Gromadzskii, etc.). This fact 
is associated not only with the exile of Polish people in the 



199

REFLECTIONS ON NAME AND IDENTITY: “WHAT DO YOU SEE...

wake of the 19th century uprisings, but also with migration 
to Siberia for professional or economic reasons. The story 
of how the Kardashevskii surname fi rst appeared in Western 
Yakutia is very interesting. In 1805–1816, a certain Pole, Ivan 
Grigor’evich Kardashevskii, was the head of the Yakutsk region, 
and before that he served in the Viliui District. He had a reputa-
tion for having good relations with the local rich people, who 
highly appreciated and respected him. It is diffi  cult to say 
how reliable this information is, but legend has it that when 
he left Viliuisk, he gave his surname to Legentei, the ances-
tor of the Kardashevskii clan in Verkhneviliuisk. This fact is 
described in the book Pre-Revolutionary Chiefs of the Yakutsk 
Territory, where historian Fedot G. Safronov notes: “When he 
was in Viliuisk, Ivan Grigor’evich Kardashevskii became quite 
close with the Yakuts, and at baptism some of them accepted 
his surname” (Safronov 1993, 38). Thus the Polish surname 
Kardashevskii spread on the Viliui River.

On my mother’s side, there is Slavic blood in my family: 
my great-grandmother Anna Gromova – mother of my maternal 
grandfather Dionisii Innokent’evich Krivoshapkin – was from 
а Don Cossack family. According to a family legend, she 
came from a family of Siberian gold miners from Bodaibo and 
it is allegedly these Gromovs that are the main characters of 
Viacheslav Shishkov’s famous family saga Ugrium reka (1933).

Through each one of my names, each place of residence, I am 
associated with a huge number of people – not only with my 
home village, but also with the history of an entire people, which 
emphasizes my individual history and my uniqueness among 
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others. The history of a family is capable of comprising the 
history of a people in a condensed form, and so my transforming 
family name refl ects subsequent periods in general history of the 
Yakuts. As my example shows, in Yakutia, historical periods 
can be traced through personal names. The local culture, the 
process of Christianization (Russifi cation), and then the onset 
of the Soviet period – each was marked by the presence of 
a separate naming tradition.

CONCLUSION

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, one can trace 
a trend of returning to indigenous names. From the 2000s on, 
it becomes very popular in Yakutia to give children Yakut 
names. Today, there exists an offi  cial list of Yakut names of 
the Sakha Republic, used when registering newborn children. 
This is very diff erent from the situation of my childhood, when 
I was one of the few children with such name. There are also 
precedents when adults change their names to Yakut ones in the 
offi  cial documents, for example, Egorov Eduard Anatol’evich 
transformed into Dokhsun Kuogkhaiaan or Nikolaeva Anna 
Petrovna became Tuiaara Alaas. They and others like them do 
so in part because throughout the history of Yakutia, Yakut 
names were not preserved in offi  cial documents. 

I count my peers in Yakutia among the generation of the 
transition period, a generation that saw what might be called 
a borderland of historical eras take place before our eyes. We 
caught the sunset of the Soviet stagnation period, but did not 
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have time to be fully involved in it before it was swept away 
by a period of great historical changes on a global scale. The 
transition period led to the search for and revival of local ethnic 
identity in Yakutia. Memories of this transition are rooted deeply 
in my self, it is these memories that allow me to delve into the 
history of my own Sakha people. I think, however, that an even 
deeper understanding of the uniqueness of the Yakut culture 
came to me thanks to my involvement in a diff erent cultural 
milieu (in Poland), and this I saw as a certain privilege. It was 
while away from my homeland, taking part in discussions about 
the search for identity in the Polish academic environment, that 
I began to formulate questions about my own identity.

Being inside a culture, we do not particularly notice its 
features, and when one fi nds oneself in a diff erent environment 
at a certain distance, one begins to analyze consciously one’s 
self, fi nd diff erences, appreciate them and look for opportunities 
to accommodate to the environment while preserving one’s 
original, birth-given culture. This happened when our family 
moved from a small Yakut village to the Russian-speaking 
capital of Yakutsk. It happened again in my student years in 
Irkutsk and later in Moscow, but it was only when I came to 
Poland, a country with a history diff erent from that of Russia, 
that I began to dive into the ups and downs of Yakutian history. 
Gradually, I introduced my colleagues to various features of 
the Yakut culture by placing it in the context of borderlands, 
which allowed us to see that the Sakha culture belongs simul-
taneously to several civilizational circles, such as the Turkic, 
Mongolian, Arctic, Eurasian, and Siberian ones, and to see the 
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transformations that its people have been undergoing throughout 
history. I regard Yakutia as a borderland and a space of dialogue 
among a diversity of cultures, where vast territories and harsh 
climate conditions make it impossible to live without develop-
ing qualities such as communication, dynamism, tolerance, 
diplomacy, and coexistence. Despite the confl icts that arise, 
there is always a spirit of reconciliation.

Our globalizing world is such that we no longer live in 
the reality in which we were born and cannot adhere to only 
one identity throughout our lives. During their lifetime, some 
leave the places where they were born, others, without going 
anywhere, simply cannot recognize their places of origin. 
In modern times, we are forced to learn foreign languages and 
other cultural codes that are diff erent from those of our ances-
tors, and anxiety arises over our identity – the threat of losing it 
when we accept, or fi nd ourselves in, another culture. It is often 
possible to alleviate the tension and create a friendly climate 
between diff erent groups, but this is a very delicate process and 
one should not enter it lightly because it can easily lead to the 
opposite eff ect. For example, wanting to help some minority, 
the majority can push it into a reservation or ghetto from which 
it can no longer get out.

One might say that I have been searching for myself in 
changing conditions in order to protect my own identity. With 
each new place or culture, I had to explain my name in order 
to preserve the existing codes related to my background and to 
emphasize my original Yakut identity. Perhaps this is also related 
to the problem of identity confl ict in the time of globalization, 
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about which Amin Maalouf asserts: ultimately each of us is 
the custodian of two legacies – one emanating vertically from 
our ancestors, the other horizontal, which emanates from the 
epoch in which we grew up, and from our contemporaries – 
and these vectors can intertwine. For example, I have more in 
common with a doctoral student from Poland than with my own 
great-grandmother, despite outward resemblance, and in this 
respect, my search for a balance between the loosely defi ned 
“traditional” and “modernist” components of my identity will 
determine my personality. In my particular case, the threat of 
the disappearance of cultural identity in a period of globalization 
aff ects the ambivalence of identity and is associated with the 
need to develop two mutually exclusive processes – protecting 
identity and simultaneously fi nding ways to adapt it.
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Ethnographic fi eldwork is the main marker of socio-cultural 
anthropology. The research methodology proposed in the early 
20th century by Bronisław Malinowski revolutionized ethnology 
and it is still relevant today. Of course, for decades researchers 
have preferred diff erent ways of collecting data. Apart from 
interviews and visual observation, these have included also 
experience gained by the senses of taste, touch, and hearing. 
In a nutshell, anthropologists transform their own bodies into 
research tools. The close connection between the ethnographer 
and a place of fi eldwork is undeniable. All of activities which 
we undertake have an infl uence on us and our research partners; 
the experience of fi eldwork thus changes both ourselves and our 
interlocutors (Kairski and Buliński 2015, 5–6). Postmodernist 
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anthropologists suggested that there was no objective knowl-
edge in the ethnographic endeavor – they pointed out that 
ethnographic research could look only for an inter-subjective 
point of view. As a consequence, ethnographers have stopped 
being invisible. We have started to be present in our texts. 
Additionally, we invite our interlocutors to be coauthors of our 
books and articles.1 The anthropological community has gained 
awareness that even if the topic and the site are the same, dif-
ferent researches will yield diff erent results. For instance, during 
ethnographic fi eldwork, each researcher might establish rapport 
with diff erent persons, and various unexpected accidents might 
elicit emotional reactions. Aware of these realities, anthro-
pologists have abandoned positivist theories of knowledge, 
focusing on the inter-subjective character of the collected data. 
Such factors as the experience of researchers, new theories, 
regular exchange of ideas, including conversations with other 
researchers, can infl uence our personality and have impact 
on our scholarly interests and approaches to knowledge. This 
infl uence is a part of what has been referred to as serendipity 
(Bloch 2016; Hazan and Hertzog 2012). Most descriptions of 
serendipity in anthropological investigation treat it as a strike 
of chance that can change direction of research, provide answers 
to research problems, and, last but not least, be helpful in 
choosing the subject of our interests. Below I provide a short 
discussion of the specifi c kind of serendipity in the trajectory 

1 As an aside, I would like to mention that within the ecological humanities, which strive for 
knowledge that is non-anthropocentric, non-European-centered, and goes beyond the nature–culture 
dichotomy, the most radical propositions involve incorporating the other species as contributors 
(Domańska 2013, 31).
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of Polish anthropology, predicated on the assumption that the 
19th century plays the key role in the history of anthropolog-
ical investigations.

All around the world, anthropology has been a discipline 
closely related to the political situation. Especially at its out-
set, this meant engagement of anthropologists in colonialism. 
Europeans had the opportunity to conduct their research because 
they could organize expeditions to their colonies. The situation 
in Poland was quite diff erent. In the 19th century, the territory 
of Poland was divided between three counties, the Austrian 
Empire, the Kingdom of Prussia, and the Russian Empire. In 
the second part of the century, many Poles were persecuted for 
terrorism, participation in uprisings, and disloyalty, especially 
on Russian territory. The common punishment for these crimes 
was exile. One of these exiles was Bronisław Piłsudski, who 
took part in an attempt to assassinate Tsar Alexander III and 
was sentenced to hard labor on the Sakhalin Island. However, 
his relegation transformed into ethnographic research on the 
Ainu people. Wacław Sieroszewski was likewise punished for 
political activity. He was exiled to Sakha, where he also started 
to conduct ethnographic research. Yet not only exiles had the 
opportunity to conduct research beyond Europe. Bronisław 
Grąbczewski was an offi  cer of the Imperial Russian Army who 
left plenty of ethnographic fi eldnotes regarding Central Asia. 
Maria Czaplicka and Bronisław Malinowski studied in England 
and that laid foundation for their later fi eldworks: Czaplicka 
investigated the Evenki people in Siberia, Malinowski explored 
Papuan islands. In my opinion, both of them played a key role 
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in the development of ethnographic research methodology, 
even if it was only Malinowski who became known as a father 
of social anthropology. When Poland regained independence 
in 1918, there was a rich ethnographic tradition, so institutes 
of ethnology/anthropology which were created in the reborn 
state could rely on experienced fi eldworkers. Unfortunately, 
the general situation in the Polish university system has not 
allowed to conduct research according to Malinowski’s direc-
tives. Instead, Polish research has mostly built on another 
tradition from which it stems: that of fi eldwork conducted close 
to home, usually in multiple shorter stays. The history of Polish 
academic tradition in ethnology during the 20th century deserves 
a separate monograph, and shorter attempts to present it were 
undertaken by such prominent scholars as Buchowski (2012), 
Jasiewicz (2018), Posern-Zieliński (1995). In keeping with the 
topic of this volume, having drawn the historical background for 
my considerations, I would like to focus here on my personal 
experience in conducting fi eldwork and my own refl ections 
about the condition of ethnology and anthropology in the Polish 
university system.

SOME GENERAL PROBLEMS 
REGARDING THE FIRST EXPERIENCE 

OF ETHNOGRAPHIC FIELDWORK

My training as an anthropology student at Adam Mickiewicz 
University in Poznań included a course called Methodological 
Laboratory, which consisted in a two-week-long group research 
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trip. The coordinators of each group chose an area and prepared 
a research topic. Students from my cohort conducted research in 
Malbork, a town in northern Poland with almost 40,000 inhab-
itants, famous for its 13th century castle, which is listed as 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Students were divided into 
four groups and everyone explored diff erent topics, from folk-
lore to political economy. Within Methodological Laboratory, 
the choice of destination depends on the coordinator, number 
of students, and fi nancial support. Among the fi eldwork sites in 
other academic years were towns and villages like Szydłowiec, 
Dubicze Cerkiewne or Ludwikowice Kłodzkie.

Obviously, there is initial training in data collection during 
earlier semesters. The obligatory courses before the laboratory 
were Ethnographic Interview, Ethnographic Observation and 
Methodology of Ethnographic Research. The aim of these 
courses is to acquire and train basic skills in collecting data. 
Unfortunately, the basic textbooks of ethnographic research 
methodology are written by representatives of other social 
sciences, like David Silverman, Martyn Hammerley, and Paul 
Atkinson (Buliński and Kairski 2013, 13), who do little to 
emphasize the specifi cally anthropological tradition of fi eldwork. 
The books written strictly by anthropologists are marginalized 
in the Polish publishing space and Polish academia.2

Despite this downside, the methodological courses are really 
helpful in developing research skills in young anthropologists. 

2 One example of an interesting anthropological work which addresses the infl uence of chance 
on fi eldwork is Nigel Barley’s The Innocent Anthropologist: Notes From a Mud Hut (Barley 1983). 
In Poznań, it is obligatory reading for the course Ethnographic Observation.

A BLUE COLLAR AS AN ETHNOGRAPHER...
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However, there are a few obstacles to this way of educating 
new generations of fi eldworkers:

− Lack of possibility to gain meaningful experience in 
research.

− Problem with funding research projects within the Polish 
university system.

− Confusion among anthropologists as to the characteristics 
of fi eldwork and the topics for anthropological consider-
ations.

The two-weeks-long group trip is the only fi eldwork that is 
compulsory for all students. They are encouraged to conduct 
their own fi eldworks as basis for bachelor’s and master’s theses, 
but this is not funded and therefore not obligatory. An undoubted 
advantage in this regard is the fact that academic teachers 
organize additional fi eldworks as electives, spending their own 
time to look for fi nancing. Thanks to them, many of the students 
have an opportunity to learn much more about methodology of 
ethnographic research and use this knowledge in practice. In my 
opinion, one of the brightest cases has been a project coordi-
nated by Natalia Bloch, called “(Re)gained Migration Memory,” 
which was part of a multi-stage program. The course was based 
around letters of Polish emigrants in the US and Brazil, collected 
by Witold Kula. The main idea of fi eldwork was to fi nd the 
addressees of these undelivered letters. It was also a plea to 
investigate the infl uence of migration on the collective memory 
of modern locals. The result was the publishing of a book 
comprising a reportage as well as exhibition catalogue and 
educational program (Bloch 2016, 13–22, 155–56; Bloch 2017, 
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337–39). This, however, is only one case and it is important to 
notice that the endeavor was fi nanced from outside sources, so it, 
too, speaks to the shortcomings of the Polish university system.

Anthropologists who work in Polish universities have to deal 
with bureaucracy, underfunding, institutionalization. They have 
to organize their fi eldwork in lieu of holidays. Additionally, 
authorities do not understand the necessity of intense and 
long-term research stays as a base for collecting material in 
anthropology (Kaczmarek 2016, 124). These problems impact 
both teachers and students. If a student wants to conduct their 
own research, they must fi nd ways to fi nance it and the time 
to conduct it. The program of studies does not allow for addi-
tional time for the fi eldwork one might deem necessary in 
order to prepare a satisfying thesis. As I am writing these 
words, the situation is changing dramatically for the worse. In 
2018, The Ministry of Science and Higher Education decided 
to remove anthropology (ethnology) from the list of recognized 
scientifi c disciplines and hide it within a new category, labelled 
Cultural and Religious Studies. This decision will be a source 
of problems in terms of international cooperation, and it has 
met with protests from scholars from Polish universities, their 
students, and international societies. The next, albeit arguably 
related, blow was a change in the so-called cost intensity ratio 
of disciplines (Dohnal 2018, 15). Before the new regulations, 
anthropological institutions received 50% of the maximum 
fi nancing quota. According to the new law, Cultural and 
Religious Studies institutions will get less than 17% of the 
maximum amount. This will impact the quality of education 
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and limit obligatory ethnographic training. The other disciplines 
categorized as Cultural and Religious Studies do not practice 
long-term fi eldwork, which considerably lowers the costs they 
incur. The cost intensity of socio-cultural anthropology should 
be similar to that of archaeology, as was the case before the 
changes in legislation. 

The Polish university system off ers tuition-free education for 
a considerable part of students but almost no real scholarship 
opportunities. As a result, most attendees reconcile studies with 
gainful work. Some students even spend part of earned money 
for their fi eldworks. In the case of anthropology, this is another 
factor exerting a serious impact on long-term ethnographic 
fi eldwork, and thereby on the core of the discipline.

Thus, presently, newly-enrolled anthropology students in 
Polish universities can but learn about Malinowski, his achieve-
ments and about his ground-breaking method consisting in the 
imperative to spend a minimum of one year on intense research. 
Granted, the more than one hundred years that have passed 
since the time of Malinowski’s fi eldwork on the Trobriand 
Islands have brought about changes in the scope of the disci-
pline. Decolonization was one of the most important factors. 
Anthropologists worldwide have started to conduct research 
in familiar areas, among diff erent social and ethnic groups. 
The discipline has changed in terms of methods and ethics. Yet 
participant observation is still the core of ethnology and the 
main way to collect empirical material. Additionally, the time 
of fi eldwork is not only a requirement of valid research but also 
a rite de passage for an anthropologist (Sokolewicz 2016, 141). 
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Today, however, apart from scholars who conduct fi eldwork, 
there are those who look for a subject of research that does not 
require it, for instance music, literature or cinematography. One 
of the side eff ects is an absence of discussion about ethnographic 
fi eldwork, a trend that conduces to a blurring of anthropology 
as a discipline and to a degradation of its scientifi c language, 
which gets substituted with journalistic writing. Another prob-
lem is that some scholars use the word “research” to refer to 
expeditions which are closer to summer trips than to serious 
ethnographic observation (Buliński and Kairski 2013, 12, 14). 
Some Polish anthropologists conduct fi eldwork that has more 
to do with quantitative research than with ethnography, and 
consists in conducting surveys, sometimes without a deeper 
understanding of the observed phenomena. Additionally, they 
use a specifi c jargon borrowed from the other social sciences, 
which may be considered more professional by an outsider but, 
in fact, is strange to anthropological traditions. The confusion 
among scholars is replicated among students, who end up losing 
interest in anthropology. This is in close connection with the 
irresponsible fi nancing of anthropology, due to which people 
entering the discipline lose an opportunity to practice participant 
observation, and instead of expeditions base their projects on 
questionnaires and judge their work by sheer number of inter-
views, which in theory are the base for fulfi lling the scientifi c 
requirements of the discipline (Kaczmarek 2014, 119–23). 
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ANTHROPOLOGY AT HOME, 
WITHIN ANOTHER JOB3

The key question for an anthropologist, then, is how to organ-
ize and conduct fi eldwork in modern political and economic 
conditions. And, as it is almost impossible to study in contem-
porary Polish university system without simultaneous gainful 
employment, another question is how to support yourself before 
fi eldwork can even start. I myself resolved both these issues 
by working as an assistant technician for a third-sector theater 
group. However, my work there, and the fact that it enabled 
me to be at the right place and the right time to undertake my 
fi eldwork – were also eff ects of serendipity.

In September 2013, I had the opportunity to see the 20th 
jubilee of The Zone of Silence Theater in the center of Poznań. 
This happened by sheer accident. I was crossing the street when 
I noticed a few strange parades – sportsmen, Santa Clauses, 
pregnant women. They met in Liberty Square and started to 
dance polonaise, incorporating pedestrians to this unwonted 
aff air. At the end of the happening, the information was passed 
along the street that there would be a performance and party at 
the theater. I decided to go there.

The place was interesting and charming. It was close to 
the center of the city, no more than six minutes from the rail-
way station by tram. The theater was situated in a wooden 
barrack, surrounded by trees and bushes. At the same plot 

3 In this and next sections, I used material from my master’s thesis (Cendrowski 2016a), 
written in the Institute of Ethnology and Cultural Anthropology, Adam Mickiewicz University in 
Poznań, under supervision of Prof. Jacek Schmidt.
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of land there was also a driving school with a little training 
yard. It was evening when the show started. It was called 
Peepholes (Judasze). The story focused on a wedding and all 
spectators were invited to take part in dancing, eating and 
having fun. There were about one hundred spectators/guests. 
The  performance transformed into a party with live folk music. 
At the end of the show, I decided I would ask whether I could 
volunteer at the theater.

At that time, I worked in a student work collective. The 
institution collected tasks from employers and then looked 
for students who had time to fulfi ll those tasks. This system 
was convenient and could be reconciled with both studying 
and getting another job. On the next occasion when I went 
to The Zone of Silence Theater, I asked if I could talk to the 
manager, because I would like to volunteer in the organization. 
I was led to a man who announced they did not need additional 
volunteers, yet asked about my previous jobs. I answered that 
I had been a technician during Malta Festivals4 and I had some 
experience as stage fi tter during musical events. He referred me 
to the superior of the technician section, who asked me to come 
back in a few days in order to help with preparations for the next 
show. Two weeks later, the theater off ered me a regular, paid 
position. I had a fl exible schedule which depended only on the 
repertoire and my free time. Of course, I did not suppose then that 
I would stay there for the following two years and even more.

4 The Malta Festival started in 1991 as an annual international theater festival. Over the last 
few years, the programs have come to include more events from other disciplines of the arts, like 
dance, music, and fi lm.
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Simultaneously, I continued my ethnological studies at the 
master’s level. I was a bit confused when looking for the topic 
for my thesis. There was an idea in my mind to conduct research 
in Siberia, but I had never been to Russia and felt my knowledge 
was not suffi  cient. For sure, it was impossible to fi nd fi nancial 
aid for this project. More important than my dream about 
faraway expeditions was the imperative to collect reliable data 
using ethnographic methods. That is the reason why I decided 
in favor of conducting research at home, in Poznań. But still, 
I had no research problem. I was interested in urban studies, 
so I decided to look for advice from the staff  at my Institute. 
Someone gave me a tip to focus on Główna district. This neigh-
borhood was an example of the category of the in-between city, 
a space between the classical city and the suburbs. The archi-
tecture is more similar to downtown, but there are industrial 
plants around. This kind of district should be located near 
a highway and, one of its most important traits, be completely 
invisible to the rest of the city. The Główna district fi t this 
category. It also had one of the highest crime rates in Poznań, 
but that was not the main problem for me. I found people who 
could introduce me to the local communities, so I could use the 
classic snowballing strategy. What proved most problematic was 
fi nding the time to reconcile studying, gainful employment, and 
quasi-ethnographic fi eldwork. Renting an apartment in Główna 
was beyond my possibilities, so my involvement was narrowed 
to a small number of interviews and some informal meetings, 
which was not enough to satisfy my idea of the ethnographic 
method. Yet by chance, a helping hand was lent to me by a more 
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experienced colleague, who played the role of my mentor in 
socio-cultural anthropology.

At fi rst, it was really a casual conversation. I said something 
about problems at the theater. The hospital located across the 
fence from the barracks submitted to the municipal authorities 
a proposal for developing its infrastructure, which involved 
incorporating the adjacent 5.6-hectare plot where the barracks 
stood. The municipality agreed to this proposal, and so the 
theater had to look for a new residence. However, the space was 
used not only by the theater. There were a few NGOs, private 
entrepreneurs as well as local inhabitants. In fact, the problem 
was big. Suddenly, my older colleague asked,

“What is your fi eldwork for the master’s thesis?”
“I have taken on too many duties, so I can’t fi nd the time.”
“Did you think about changing the topic? You could write 

about the shanties.”
His idea was very clear and simple. If I became member of 

one from the local groups, I could use my personal experience 
in anthropology. The problem of eviction would be my problem, 
just like it was the problem of other users of the plot. My 
affi  liation in the theater would allow me to hang out with locals 
and people who visited the barracks. The idea was tempting, so 
I prepared a research proposal and presented it to my supervisor. 
He had no objections, and so I started the research project. 
I used some of my previous refl ections and recollections as 
ethnographic material. Academic ethics requires the researcher 
to be transparent: it is morally suspicious to undertake covert 
participant observation. Therefore, I started out by talking to 
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my colleagues and superiors at the theater, and securing their 
permission. From then on, I began to spend much more time in 
the barracks. Beyond my job as assistant technician, I started 
going around and talking to people. My employment at the 
theater was an additional advantage because after fi nishing work 
I would often meet spectators who stayed after the show for 
a glass of wine and a sophisticated conversation. Additionally, 
the driving school instructor regularly visited our shanty to drink 
coff ee and take a break. Unfortunately, the topic turned out to 
be more complicated than anticipated, as the situation proved 
too diffi  cult for some actors to successfully resolve.

As a person holding a bachelor’s diploma, I should have 
been performing some kind of intellectual or offi  ce work. There 
is a glamorous word to describe this kind of people: “white-
collar.” On the other hand, there are plenty of people who 
support themselves by manual labor and there is a collective 
phrase for them as well: “blue-collar.” Occupations for blue-
collar workers can be described as “3Ds jobs”: Dirty, Dangerous, 
and Demeaning. This is the kind of job that technicians do. 
There are a lot of manual and physical activities that have to be 
performed and it is technicians that perform them, while all the 
applause is reserved for actors, directors, and scene designers. 
The technicians create the background and they become the 
background. It was April of 2014 when I started to conduct 
research in my workplace. This new circumstance caused prob-
lems with my identity or, to use theatrical vocabulary, with 
my role. Before this, I had a simple identifi cation – I was an 
assistant technician in a theater, that is a blue-collar worker, 
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and at the same time a part of a bigger artistic collective. 
Then I changed into an ethnographer, a person who uses his 
theoretical knowledge in order to collect empirical material. 
These two roles I played simultaneously; however, in diff erent 
situations I was forced to balance between them. This prompted 
me to create a word connecting these two roles, “blue-scholar,” 
which can be used to describe all of the scholars who conduct 
research in the conditions of a diff erent, physical occupation. 
This neologism can be a useful term to refer to ethnographers 
who undertake fi eldworks in factories. An excellent case of 
a “blue-scholar” is Elisabeth Dunn, who collected material 
about the economic transition in post-socialist Poland during, 
among other occasions, manual work in food production (Dunn 
2004). My situation was similar; however, my interests were 
totally diff erent. My idea was to use ethnographic research to 
tell the story about shifts in urban space and show the inter-
actions between particular subjects active within this space. 
I treated both people and organizations as actors, without 
forgetting that there was a huge discrepancy between their 
agencies. In the simplest way, my subjects could be categorized 
in three groups:

− The hospital and the University of Medical Sciences that 
runs it, which planned to incorporate the barracks and the 
surrounding territory.

− The Jan Ostroróg Society, uniting neighbors from histor-
ical villas surrounding the plot.

− Inhabitants of 55 Grunwaldzka Street. Among them, 
I counted individual families, NGOs, and private 
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entrepreneurs who used the shanties. This category was 
the most heterogeneous one.

All of these groups were obligated to play according to the 
rules and laws assigned by the city, the state, and the European 
Union. The game showed how the global rules worked in 
a micro scale. My access to these groups was very diff erent and 
was determined by all of the features of my position. It was 
obvious that I would not be able to talk with everyone (which, 
in any case, is non-obligatory). In theory, I should have had the 
best contact with other users of the land, but that proved not 
to be the case. Of course, the biggest problem was posed by 
interactions with the hospital. I tried to talk with someone 
who could tell me more about the development strategy and 
about the decision previously made by the management of the 
grounds – in the past, the University of Medical Science decided 
to allow for building a gas station and store instead of emergency 
department at the other plot of land in close neighborhood, 
which was zoned for the purposes of healthcare. My emails 
were met with short, laconic answers. The lack of willingness 
to continue the conversation was best shown by the answer 
I got to the question about fi nancing sources for the investment. 
The answer read: “THE MONEY WILL BE THERE.”

A typical day of my research started in the theater. I would 
leave my post and go around the shanties. That was an attempt 
to engage in what has been described as “deep hanging out” 
(Kaczmarek 2013, 37), but paradoxically it was not so simple. 
There were a few characteristic points within the plot. Some of 
them were buildings that were empty by the time I started to 
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conduct my investigation. Empty, however, did not mean use-
less. One of them was an abandoned wooden building with two 
fl oors, which was used by three homeless persons. I attempted 
to talk to them, but they started to shout at me. In the shortest 
and most polite paraphrase, they proposed that I leave them 
alone as quickly as I could. That was surprising because one 
of them would often come to the theater to ask for hot water 
or to charge his cell phone. At those times, he was extremely 
talkative, although I suppose it could have been a strategy 
undertaken merely to accomplish a goal. On the other hand, 
he could have not  recognized me, because it was dark. The 
homeless had a surprising method of keeping their stuff  safe. 
They had a blue car, an old Fiat 126p, which was completely 
wrecked but the lock was in good condition, so they used it 
to keep their things. After the decision was made to pass the 
land to the University, city guards attempted to remove the 
homeless people, but after every intervention they came back. 
Then, one morning in the spring of 2015, police offi  cers came 
to the theater. They asked if the homeless people were present 
at the premises. We confi rmed their presence, but nobody 
knew any personal details about them. When asked about 
what had happened, the police offi  cer showed us a photo-
graph of a dead body – it was one of the homeless persons. 
At the end, the deceased man’s friends left the shanties but 
they put up a wooden cross at the place where they’d lived.

The problem with the willingness to talk concerned not 
only the homeless. The families living at 55 Grunwaldzka 
Street represented diff erent approaches. One woman did not 
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open the door, but we had a short conversation. She said that 
she could not talk with me when her husband was absent, so 
I had to come back later. When I did come back, her husband 
said that he was pretty happy to leave the place and that was 
all. Another man, who had lived in the barracks for 20 years, 
invited me to his house and started telling stories about the 
estate. I collected material about some past establishments, such 
as the bakery which had been situated there in the times of the 
Polish People’s Republic. The man also told me about a club 
named Arizona, where people would meet for dancing, which 
had been located in the shanty where the theater now resided. 
I got similar information from the other talks, but there was 
a diff erent problem, as well – some interlocutors were not sure 
about specifi c locations. Not so far from Grunwaldzka Street 
was a second complex of barracks, located at Sowińskiego 
Street. That was the reason why some histories got mixed up 
and caused problems in determining the specifi c location of 
some events. However, there were certain orientation points. 
In the case of the Arizona dance club, for instance, the fact that 
Grunwaldzka at one point housed dormitories for students of the 
University of Physical Education made it possible to assume that 
a dance club could have been established in close neighborhood.

An interesting fi nding were the attempts at legitimizing the 
presence of the theater in that particular place. According to the 
words of one of my interlocutors, Jerzy Grotowski, the famous 
Polish theatrical director and one of the most important reform-
ers of theater in the 20th century, organized his rehearsals at 
the shanties. According to this story, Grotowski used the very 
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barrack which later became the theater center. I tried to fi nd any 
evidence which would confi rm these words, but I was unable to. 
In my opinion, it is only an urban legend, but it could have 
been used as a pretext to locate the theater in this specifi c place.

I abandoned this topic in 2016, but the only reason for that 
was the obligation to defend my master’s thesis. The process of 
spatial cleansing is now complete, but at the time of writing these 
words the story of the modernization of the hospital is still ongo-
ing. Local activists, like the Green Grunwald Initiative, still 
fi ght to preserve green areas in the district. Especially since 
the University of Medical Sciences has changed the project 
and it now wants to develop a much greater Integrated Medical 
Center. Within this monumental project, the University wants 
to move four clinical hospitals to the Grunwald district. This 
poses a risk not only to the district itself but to the entire city. 
The clinics are currently in the strict city center and are located 
in historical buildings for which it will not be easy to fi nd new 
use. From this perspective, the removal of the shanties has 
served the purpose of changing the urban space of Poznań for 
the following ten years, and beyond. The modernization of the 
hospital is set to be complete by 2027.

CONCLUSIONS

The conclusions to be drawn from my research experience 
are diverse, from the most general to more specifi c ones, and 
they have to do with the discipline, the Polish university system, 
and research ethics.

A BLUE COLLAR AS AN ETHNOGRAPHER...



Wojciech Cendrowski

224

Firstly, there is a basic problem with fi nancing the educa-
tional system. Even students who are awarded scholarship for 
outstanding results cannot survive without support of the family 
or additional gainful employment, which in most cases is not 
correlated with the direction of studies. In the case of anthro-
pologists, there is the additional problem with the fi nancing 
of fi eldwork. Complicated as this was in the past (Kaczmarek 
2014; Kaczmarek and Ładykowski 2012), with the contempo-
rary changes in the system of higher education, the situation 
is going to get worse. Due to the decrease of the cost intensity 
ratio for anthropology, the fi nancing will be too low to allow for 
every student to do obligatory research during studies. On top 
of that, everyone should conduct their own fi eldwork, which 
constitutes an additional cost.

The second conclusion is my strong recommendation to con-
duct one’s own fi eldwork. Of course, anthropologists should still 
realize faraway expeditions, but sometimes it is (almost) impos-
sible to fi nd the funding and time to do that. If that is the case, 
a good strategy is to conduct research at home. Yet anthropology 
at home is not without its problems: in everyday life everyone 
has a lot of duties with their job, school, family, friends, and so 
on. The advantage of ethnographic observation done far away is 
leaving all that at home and immersing completely in fi eldwork. 
In any case, however, regardless of where the research takes 
place, participant observation is our main method to collect data 
and it should be the base for the majority of anthropological 
research. It is the discipline’s core. Obviously, if a researcher 
decides to collect materials using also diff erent methods, he or 
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she may do so, but in my opinion, those diff erent tools should 
be used only if participant observation is not enough.

I also must point out the next methodological problem, 
which is associated with time. I do not mean work-life bal-
ance, which, as mentioned above, plays a key role when it 
comes to anthropology at home. The point is that each project 
has a deadline, but social life is an extremely plastic material 
and situation changes over time regardless of dates. This can 
be caused by economic considerations, private trajectories or 
changes of concepts. My research shows that it can be impos-
sible to end the fi eldwork in the allotted time. I defended my 
thesis one year after receiving the certifi cate of completion 
of higher education. I wanted to collect material and to write 
a satisfying thesis, therefore I decided to spend more time doing 
fi eldwork. However, a lack of fi nancing and access to key social 
actors and settings on the one hand, and new visions of the 
development on the other hand, have meant that the project had 
to be abandoned. Yet the situation is still in progress. In my 
thesis, I had to give some prognoses regarding the infl uence of 
the modernization on the local communities and urban land-
scape. It lost its validity almost immediately because a new 
idea of Central Integrated Hospital appeared at the beginning 
of 2017. As Edmund Leach noticed, “it is just as diffi  cult to 
reconstruct the past as it is to predict the future” (as quoted in: 
Buchowski 2010, XXXII).

Another conclusion is that research is strongly enhanced 
when undertaken for the common good. Researching a national 
minority, an emancipation movement, or ways of participation 
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in the public space can off er a possibility to introduce the voice 
of our research partners into the public debate. In this context, 
I would like to remind the words of Michael Herzfeld, “We are 
not that important, but we can be useful” (as quoted in: Bloch 
2015, 53). The authority of a researcher can be helpful for the 
investigated community. Our articles function in the social 
reality and they can impact its shaping. Our analyses can be 
helpful in bringing about a more sustainable space, safe for and 
respectful of all the local communities within it.

Last but not least, the greatest takeaway from fi eldwork is 
the personal experience of each researcher. While collecting 
material for my master’s thesis, I learnt a lot about methods of 
researching urban areas and about ethnographic fi eldwork. In 
2015, I visited Siberia for the fi rst time. I was determined to fi nd 
a fascinating topic for my next research project. My predictions 
as to what the project might be, based on literature, awareness of 
the distance between important Siberian urban centers and pre-
liminary knowledge about the ethnic situation, proved accurate: 
the relation between perception of space and group identity is 
an important and topical research problem. This relation impacts 
the processes of urbanization, ways of life, styles of using the 
cities, and ways that the presence of diff erent ethnicities is 
marked in urban space. I got the chance to verify and develop 
these interests within the seminar “Searching for Identity: 
Global Challenges, Local Contexts” at the Faculty of “Artes 
Liberales,” University of Warsaw. It constituted a demanding 
yet rewarding school of studying identity in multi-level contexts. 
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The aim of this paper is to elaborate on diff erent aspects 
and components of scientifi c identity and to identify the cir-
cumstances which may infl uence signifi cantly the formation 
of a young researcher’s scientifi c perspective. Although, pro-
fessionally, I have never studied the concept of scientifi c or 
researcher’s identity, I have decided to share my experience 
because I fi nd the issue fundamental for every young researcher. 
The objective of this article is also to share the experience of 
fi eldwork, intercultural cooperation, and engagement. 
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AN OVERVIEW OF COMPONENTS 
OF SCIENTIFIC IDENTITY

Where can one fi nd information about a researcher’s identity? 
Some may read it between the lines of the mostly hidden, and 
underestimated, methodological refl exions based on fi eld notes. 
In most cases, elements of the researcher’s identity appear in the 
form of short biographical notes on the covers of books, profi les 
on social media or academic networks such as academia.edu 
or ResearchGate. Does a list of publications and projects on an 
academia.edu webpage or a professional account in services like 
linkedIn defi ne who we are as scientists? One of the fi rst results 
returned by one of Internet search engines after entering the 
phrase scientifi c identity was the link to the website issuing 
the ORCID numbers. Are the identities of researchers nowadays 
shaped by the researchers themselves or are they dominated 
by promotion, parameterization, evaluation and dissemination 
processes? Some may even claim that those who do not have 
such an account, specifi c number, scientifi c blog, or an article – 
or even a book – published lately in an appropriate journal or 
publishing house do not exist, at least in the scientifi c world. 

It seems that pondering scientifi c identity, one should take into 
consideration refl ections on professional identity. Regarding 
the humanities, this subject is explored by psychology and 
pedagogy, with special focus on individual experience, and, to 
a lesser extent, by sociology, where it is analyzed mostly from 
institutional perspectives and through macrosocial determinants 
(Marciniak 2010). Many refl ections on the researcher’s identity, 
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including the professional one, appear in anthropology and 
ethnology. There are also valuable interdisciplinary projects 
concentrated on the issue of the researcher’s professional expe-
rience. Łukasz Marciniak, making an attempt to conceptual-
ize professional identity within the scope of sociology, argues 
that professional identity should not be perceived as a fi xed and 
unchanging state or a collection of specifi c characteristics but 
be analyzed based on the individual’s changing behavior. This 
leads to the conclusion that professional identity has a proces-
sual, pragmatic and interactional character.

Authors of works devoted to the issue of researcher’s identity 
(sometimes referred to as professional or scientifi c identity) 
emphasize its diff erent components that include: research per-
spective, professional environment, research fi eld, engagement, 
as well as the researcher’s personal identity – and the relative 
importance of science within it.

One of the most common and dominant themes is the infl u-
ence of personal identity on the quality of research work. 
Professional identity of any kind is constructed through ref-
erence and distinction processes on the intersection between 
three types of identity: the identity of the profession (bor-
ders, traditions, concepts of work), individual identity (how 
one is perceived by others) and subjective identity (how the 
individual perceives him- or herself) (Marciniak 2010, after 
Goff man 1963). 

Some of the authors emphasize personal abilities, such as 
sensitivity, imagination, decisiveness, patience, interpretive 
and analytical ingenuity as well as the ability to adjust the 
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research project to changing conditions (Rapior 2015), or 
specifi c personality traits: mental resilience, nonconformity, 
and ability to deal with stress and cognitive ambiguity (Kość-
Ryżko 2013). Others focus on the borders between personal 
and professional identity of the researcher (Grzybowski 2016) 
or constant mutual infl uence of the researcher’s private and 
professional life (Stanisz 2011).

In many studies, experienced researchers underline the 
importance of individual identity to the image formed by 
others (mostly by locals whom the researcher is studying) on 
the basis of age, gender, social and marital status, confession 
(Bielenin-Lenczowska 2011), social roles such as mother and 
wife (Stanisz 2011), race and ethnic identity (Hammersley 
and Atkinson 2007). Members of the examined local community 
also have knowledge, experience and ideas about the culture 
from which the researcher comes (Kość-Ryżko 2013), therefore 
his or her biography (Bielenin-Lenczowska 2011) is undoubt-
edly important for informants. Many studies have been devoted 
to gender as a distinctive element of the researcher’s identity 
(Golde 1986; Paczóska 2009; Bielenin-Lenczowska 2011), 
especially the status of the female researcher, her exclusion or 
inclusion in particular situations or events (Hammersley and 
Atkinson 2007).

Researchers also share dilemmas connected with their per-
sonal ideological or political views (Bielenin-Lenczowska 
2011). Due to the nature of their work, they often have to 
suppress or hide their personal beliefs, ties, and political sym-
pathies in the name of the “interaction ritual” (Hammersley 
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and Atkinson 2007; Goff man 1972). Nevertheless, in some 
situations they cannot avoid making their position known, and 
have to face the consequences of entanglement through public 
statements and scientifi c articles (Grzybowski 2016). Due to 
the infl uence the researcher’s image has on the process of data 
acquisition (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007), both the image 
itself and, by extension, the researcher’s identity have to be 
carefully controlled. 

Apart from personal character, researchers point also to 
the importance of external appearance and outfi t (Bielenin-
Lenczowska 2011). The style of clothing may be an informa-
tion carrier, it may suggest a similarity of the researcher to 
the hosts and/or release the researcher from an identity that 
would limit his or her fi eld of activity. Therefore, research-
ers should not underestimate the importance of appearance 
and should decide themselves what impression they want to 
make, and infl uence their appearance accordingly (Hammersley 
and Atkinson 2007).

Another aspect of scientifi c identity is connected with 
research perspective. Identifi cation with a particular discipline 
and sub-discipline results, in the fi rst place, from the acquired 
knowledge (Bielenin-Lenczowska 2011), most notably from 
non-empirical knowledge (Schmidt 2011). Schmidt argues that 
the faculty and discipline we have chosen, the masters we have 
met and followed as well as the books we have read are all cir-
cumstances in which our researcher’s identity is being created. 
He uses examples of disciplines connected with fi eldwork to 
show how the choice of research perspective determines the 
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attitude towards the fi eld, respondents/informants and the goal 
of the research, as well as the level of the researcher’s refl exivity 
(Schmidt 2011). 

Another important aspect analyzed is the professional envi-
ronment and the fact of being a member of a particular scientifi c 
institution. Identifi cation with the discipline may be the result of 
being a part of a department or association (Stanisz 2011). Apart 
from being a member of a university or other research entity, 
it also matters if one is connected only with one institution or 
more, what status one has in this particular structure, whether 
or not it aff ords development perspectives and, last but not least, 
what the nature of the researcher’s cooperation with the entity 
is and how much prestige it commands. Frequent interactions 
with the international scientifi c environment or membership 
in international organizations can even cause a researcher to 
identify him- or herself with the international professional 
milieu and feel a part of international culture (Wagner 2010).

Scientifi c identity depends also on the research fi eld. The 
borderland, to take an example relevant to my own experi-
ence, implies a constellation of diverse cultural, linguistic 
and political orders, and therefore some authors underline 
diffi  culties of researching cultural borderlands (Grzybowski 
2016; Bielenin-Lenczowska 2011). Organizing fi eldwork in 
a borderland demands at least a duplication of eff ort in terms 
of contact with local inhabitants and institutions, cooperation 
with the representatives of diff erent groups as well as one’s 
own engagement in the reality observed. Commentators also 
emphasize the consequences of tackling sensitive problems, 
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such as illegal activities, acts of discrimination and violence, 
international confl icts, murders, ethnic cleansing (Grzybowski 
2016), taboos, and other minefi elds (Kuźma 2013 after Albera 
2001). One should also keep in mind the diffi  culties occurring 
in a fi eld where the researcher is manipulated, becomes an 
object of local intrigues, faces institutional obstacles and offi  cial 
hurdles, or simply when his or her previous experience is being 
challenged (Kuźma 2013). 

One of the topics extremely important for this analysis is 
the engagement of the researcher, in its diverse aspects: 
emotional, social, political, etc. A related problem is the level 
of engagement in research of the local inhabitants, their impor-
tance for as well as their infl uence on the process and results 
of research. Does the researcher contact locals only during the 
interviews or observation, or does he or she understand and act 
on the need to work with not on (Bielenin-Lenczowska 2011 
after Pink 2000)? Another important issue are the limits of cul-
tural relativism, and how one should react to acts of violence, or 
elements of social, cultural and political life as well as personal 
life which are in confl ict with one’s own culture (Bielenin-
Lenczowska 2011; Rapior 2015; Stanisz 2011; Kość-Ryżko 
2013). The same concerns engagement in situations perceived 
in categories of injustice (Kość-Ryżko 2013). The last related 
question is whether the researcher understands the burden of 
entanglement through public statements and scientifi c articles 
(Grzybowski 2016) and to what extent one has the right, or 
obligation, to engage in the studied environment on the level 
of social or political actions. Karolina Bielenin-Lenczowska 
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argues that it is important to use the opportunity of having 
a voice to present conclusions alternative to the dominant 
discourse, especially when the latter results in discrimination. 
Bielenin-Lenczowska herself opposes the negative image of 
Albanians in Macedonia by presenting examples of peaceful 
coexistence (Bielenin-Lenczowska 2009, 2011). 

Finally, an important aspect to consider is the infl uence 
exerted on the person of the researcher by his or her role. 
Scientifi c identity may become a dominant element of overall 
identity when the researcher sees him- or herself mainly, or 
only, through the prism of work. On the one hand, it proves 
the researcher’s strong scientifi c identity (Wagner 2010), but 
on the other hand, it may become an obstacle to further devel-
opment. A lack of balance between personal and professional 
identity as well as an irrational belief in the profoundness of 
one’s professional role have the potential of causing professional 
burnout (Kość-Ryżko 2013). 

Many aspects of researcher’s experience have already been 
covered; nevertheless, there still is, and probably will always 
be, the need to elaborate on them. In this paper, I would like 
to take a close look at the elements potentially shaping identity 
and at identity-creating activities (Marciniak 2010). In order 
to do so, I will make an attempt to follow my own progress 
and to identify actions and circumstances which infl uence the 
process of shaping scientifi c identity, taking into consideration 
the dilemma best summarized by two questions: what kind of 
researcher am I? as well as what kind of researcher am I not? 
Alongside my own experience, one of my reference points 
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will be the experiences of my fellow young researchers and 
co-workers.

Obviously, other components of researcher’s identity which 
have infl uence on his or her work are extremely important but 
due to this paper’s limits, I will focus on components strictly 
connected with professional development. The aim of this 
analysis is to elaborate on the strategies researchers apply 
when seeking their own perspective which will enable them to 
properly tackle the particular research problem without losing 
sight of its specifi city and uniqueness in the process. On the one 
hand, an attempt to put him- or herself in the position of the 
Other ultimately leads to the dispersion of the researcher’s own 
identity and the obliteration of research goals; on the other hand, 
a priori subjugation of the research fi eld to our own categories 
may in turn lead to a loss of contact with reality (Walczak 2009). 
The researcher, functioning between diff erent categorization 
systems, needs to somehow cope with this problem of otherness. 

Łukasz Marciniak has identifi ed a number of fundamental 
identity-shaping actions: professional socialization (the process 
of adapting to new professional environment), status passages 
(associated with the development of professional career, promo-
tions and degradations), or change of professional practice (for 
instance, as a result of technological advancements) (Marciniak 
2010). His proposal remains another reference point for this 
paper: my experiences of interdisciplinary studies, mobility, 
fi eldwork and multicultural cooperation can all be interpreted 
in these terms. 
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BACKGROUND: 
INTERDISCIPLINARY PERSPECTIVE 

My participation in the PhD seminar “Searching for Identity: 
Global Challenges, Local Traditions,” like the choice of the 
PhD program and the subject of the thesis, was not accidental. 
The fi nal decision as to the subject of the doctoral dissertation 
was preceded by a long period of empirical research and con-
sultations conducted at home and abroad (mostly during my 
PhD studies). The research topic proposed is at the crossing 
point of my interests, language skills and knowledge, and 
the results of the preliminary research carried out during my 
doctoral studies in the area being the subject of the dissertation. 
This preliminary exploration had an impact on the choice of 
working methods, which included the use of diversifi ed research 
material on top of conducting my own empirical research.

The choice of this particular PhD program, too, was preceded 
by a long period of studying the available off ers and admission 
rules in diff erent faculties and universities. After experiencing 
studies in diff erent fi elds (including cultural studies and inter-
national relations) and cooperation with various academic units, 
my priority was to fi nd a place where research independence and 
scientifi c self-consciousness were considered as an advantage, or 
at least tolerated. As a young researcher not strictly connected 
with one methodological perspective, who was still in search of 
her own scientifi c identity, I was looking for inspiration from 
students and professors, opportunities for mobility, support for 
independent research projects (perceived at times as too bold 
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or hazardous) and, last but not least, the possibility to develop 
my own interdisciplinary path.

Not without signifi cance were also the fi eldwork projects 
which I had carried out abroad before working on my PhD 
thesis. My fi rst independent scientifi c experience was research 
on the phenomenon of carnival in Rijeka, conducted in 2011 
with a group of fi ve other students of cultural studies. The topic 
seemed relatively noncontroversial but it had me face, for the 
fi rst time, huge organizational challenges and those resulting 
from editorial process. Then came fi eldwork in Pristina and 
Mitrovica (2015) in a group of 7 students from my faculty.1 
My last research experience before conducting the research for 
PhD thesis was a project realized in Nis (2016) with a group 
of local sociology students. Entitled “A Contribution to the 
Interpretation of Urban Space in Serbia: Inhabitants’ Attitudes 
Towards the Phenomenon of Illegal Development,” the project 
concerned a quite sensitive topic; it also had me fulfi lling a new 
role as the coordinator of a research group consisting of 17 local 
students. It was my fi rst project organized in cooperation with 
foreign partners, who, apart from the research group, included 
also the local academic staff .

The main research challenge of my PhD was to exam-
ine in which aspects and to what extent one medium-sized 
post-confl ict city was / could be perceived as a divided city. 
The aim of the research was to provide a multifaceted image of 

1 The outcome of this research was, among other results, the publication of Kosowo. Społe-
czeństwo – kultura – polityka, K. Gerula, Ł. Karczewski, A. Koziej, M. Maciulewicz, M. Mudel, 
M. Smoter, Warszawa 2015.
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Mitrovica,2 an image that would not be limited to one national 
perspective. In most of the studies, one can fi nd the information 
about the Ibar River marking the unoffi  cial border between 
the de facto Albanian Kosovo and the predominantly Serbian 
North Kosovo.3 Whereas it is true that Mitrovica nowadays is 
home predominantly to these two communities, they are not the 
only ones. According to available data, the city is inhabited by 
Albanians, the Ashkali, Bosnians, the Gorani, Montenegrins, the 
Roma, Serbs and Turks, several sources mention also the 
Egyptians (either as a separate group or as a part of the RAE 
community: Roma, Ashkali and Egyptians), with foreigners on 
top of that. The domination of the ethnic/national dimension 
in the narratives about the divisions in so-called divided cities 
(not only Mitrovica but also other places in the region and 
beyond) was and undoubtedly still remains justifi ed, and the 
thesis did not aim at challenging it. Nevertheless, one cannot 
underestimate the importance of other factors which shape the 
urban landscape in the context of disintegration and integration 
processes. The same concerns also communities, whose realities 
are more complex and less hermetic than it may seem at fi rst 
glance. What is more, they constantly redefi ne and shape their 
identities in line with political circumstances and as a result 
of interaction with other groups. The Serbian and Albanian 
national identities are also not as stable and homogeneous as 

2 Mitrovica is a city located in the northern part of Kosovo, nowadays perceived mostly as 
a divided city, not only abroad but also by locals.

3 Zubni Potok, Zvečan and Leposavić municipal authorities maintain Serbian government 
structures and use Serbian state emblems.
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is commonly claimed, a fact that, I believe, has been proven 
in my thesis.

A DIFFICULT FIELD4

During my previous fi eldwork and studies, I had noticed 
many problems which may be universal, but were certainly 
characteristic of my main fi eld of studies. It was obvious that 
I had to take them into consideration while preparing for the 
fi eldwork related with my PhD thesis. 

The most striking observation regarding the literature of the 
topic is that many scientifi c works use stark generalization, 
or present a far too simple picture of a very complex reality. 
It is still diffi  cult to determine with certainty the causes for 
this phenomenon, and in any case, the reasons are probably 
numerous and diverse, but I have noticed that in many instances 
it is connected with negligence regarding the sources. Works 
are based on sources that are limited in terms of their kinds and 
languages, and those studies which feature fi eld materials at all, 
do so in a limited, manipulative, or selective manner.5 In some 
instances, it was also the result of a biased perspective resulting 
from connection with just one research fi eld. 

Secondly, in many cases researchers had to face problems 
connected with the recent armed confl ict in this territory. 

4 The term “fi eld” is used in diff erent context and is not strictly connected with particular 
region/territory/space. On conceptualisations of the fi eld in cultural research, see: Buliński and 
Kairski 2011. 

5 I already identifi ed those problems during my previous research in this area. See: Maciule-
wicz 2015.
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The research carried out in a post-confl ict area is inseparably 
linked to a strong intensifi cation of basic fi eldwork problems and 
to emergence of unexpected complications. What is extremely 
important, post-confl ict societies are incredulous and suspicious. 
Therefore, they are not always willing to cooperate, as either 
private individuals or representatives of particular entities. 
Researchers may struggle with many problems resulting from 
obstructions in the work of institutions, such as a lack of statis-
tical data or of access to the sources in archives and libraries. 

Obstacles characteristic of the region are also linked with 
the perception of particular professions, and of their foreign rep-
resentatives. For instance, a historian (or any individual dealing 
with history) is perceived as important, or rather useful, making 
it a “front-line profession” in a political sense (Czekalski 2013). 
Yet the status of a foreign historian is made more complicated 
by the fact that he or (even worse!) she is seen as obviously 
unable to understand local history, and therefore in need of 
assistance from local “interpreters.” Consequently, foreign 
researchers deal with manipulated scientifi c discourse, especially 
in regard to relatively recent confl icts or sensitive events from 
the past (Grzybowski 2016; Czekalski 2013).

Tadeusz Czekalski mentions the condition of archives, which 
are not well maintained, without original documents and arte-
facts, and may prove only a waste of time, especially during 
short-term research, not least so because of various unexpected 
circumstances, like power shortages (Czekalski 2013). Very 
characteristic for this region and essential for most research is 
also the importance of oral history as testimony to and evidence 
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of the past (Halili 2012), and disbelief in the reliability of any 
document drawn up by offi  cials (Czekalski 2013, 152). Among 
important characteristics one cannot also underestimate the 
focus on medieval history and its extremely close connection 
with the modern times (Czekalski 2013, 152–53).

Many dilemmas also regard language: the importance 
of command of the local language and translation diffi  cul-
ties (Ćwiek-Rogalska 2017), transcription of the responses 
received and their eventual incorporation into the fi nal research 
text (Kudela-Świątek 2012), as well as the engagement of the 
translator on every stage of research. Other linguistic problems 
resulted also from the region’s character of a cultural and most 
notably linguistic borderland, which implies confrontation with 
complex multilingual identities (Bielenin-Lenczowska 2011).

One cannot also omit many problematic organizational 
aspects of fi eldwork, limited as it is by time, space, and fi nan-
cial resources. An inexperienced researcher might not suspect 
how much depends on the weather, “local calendar,” and current 
political situation. Extremely important, especially in cases 
of research abroad or in borderlands, is the calendar of local 
celebrations. For researchers who were raised in a Christian 
cultural contexts and are planning to conduct research, for 
instance, in a Muslim community, it is important to prepare in 
terms of organization, proper behavior and maybe even outfi t, 
depending on the particular project.

Last but not least, it is crucial to mention once again the 
issue of the project’s infl uence on the studied reality (com-
munity). Ethical aspects of a researcher’s attitude towards 
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the studied environment and consequently towards their pro-
fessional environment have already been covered in many aca-
demic textbooks (cf. Babbie 2007; Hammersley and Atkinson 
2007). Nevertheless, since fi eldwork remains a kind of initiation 
(Bielenin-Lenczowska 2011), each and every researcher learns 
in practice how not to harm the local community and not to 
“burn” the fi eld for other researchers.

Throughout the whole period of my PhD studies, research 
stays and eventually empirical research, I was trying to mitigate 
those obstacles. Taking into consideration all the circumstances 
described above, I was trying to fi nd answers to many method-
ological, ethical and theoretical questions regarding my main 
research problem. How to study divisions within a society in 
a post-confl ict territory? What was missing, which neglected 
aspect should be taken into account? How to achieve high 
diversity of responses and opinions so as to present accurately 
this undoubtedly complex local universe? How and to what 
extent should the local people be included in my research? How 
to shape and implement the anthropological imagination when 
confronting the Other?6 How to confront the challenge of being 
the Other? How to deal with the gap between the categorization 
of the world made by the researcher and one made by mem-
bers of local community?

6 Anthropological imagination is based on the possibility of understanding yourself by under-
standing others; being aware that any particular lifestyle is only one of an unlimited number of 
possibilities, anthropology can help make the exotic something known, which might enable fresh 
and deeper ways of thinking. Anthropological imagination moves beyond time-space barriers and 
concerns all disciplines of the humanities. See: Mencwel 2006. 
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MILESTONES IN SHAPING SCIENTIFIC IDENTITY

The process of identity-shaping is a constellation of cir-
cumstances and infl uences which interact with one another in 
a way that is not easy to fathom, rather than a series of events 
which happen in cause-and-eff ect sequences. Dynamic charac-
ter, processuality, intangibility are among the most important 
characteristics of identity-shaping. In what follows, I make an 
attempt to identify circumstances and elements which infl u-
ence the ongoing process of shaping scientifi c identity and to 
describe them in relation to selected categories. Obviously, the 
proposed categorization is artifi cial and created with the purpose 
of organizing thought, and so overlapping between the cate-
gories is inevitable. In my perspective, the identity-creating 
activities that particularly warrant being taken into consideration 
are: the experience of staying abroad, partnership in research, 
interdisciplinary approach, and fi eldwork.

MOBILITY

It has been proven that one of the factors which may signif-
icantly infl uence the identity of a young researcher is mobility: 
long-term stays (scholarships), short-term stays (conferences, 
preliminary research), research abroad, and other similar 
activities. In the case of more experienced researchers – even 
several-year contracts. As a result of socio-political changes after 
1989, researchers have been engaged in intense mobility and 
mobility itself has changed character from almost exclusively 
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individual to one within an institutional system of networks 
(Wagner 2010). 

I have experienced all possible forms of mobility avail-
able to students using diff erent scholarship programs in the 
region and beyond. Actually, I have spent most of my PhD 
studies abroad at diff erent departments and faculties of numer-
ous foreign universities: Department of Sociology (Faculty 
of Philosophy, University of Nis), Department of History 
(University of Belgrade), Faculty of Philology (University of 
Prishtina Hasan Prishtina), as well as Faculty of Philosophy 
in Mitrovica (University of Pristina with temporary seat in 
Kosovska Mitrovica7). 

Mobility and the experience of work in international envi-
ronment has many advantages, such as contact with diff erent 
cultural and linguistic environments, and diverse research per-
spectives and approaches as well as narratives. I would even 
venture a hypothesis that mobility (like fi eldwork) has the 
role of an identity-shaping accelerator. The young researcher, 
confronted with the Other in every possible aspect, is pushed to 
face many existential questions regarding, among other things, 
his or her scientifi c identity. Besides the undeniable benefi ts of 
studying at a foreign university, like the acquired knowledge and 
language skills, such form of mobility creates an opportunity 
to experience the feeling of otherness, to rethink one’s own 
institutional affi  liation and the system of higher education in 

7 A public university in Mitrovica (Univerzitet u Prištini Kosovska Mitrovica) that emerged 
after the disestablishment of the University of Pristina (1969–1999) as a result of the confl ict in 
Kosovo in the 1990s. 
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general, to observe oneself in diff erent circumstances, and to 
evaluate critically one’s own abilities and knowledge.

Firstly, being a foreigner, temporary “citizen” of another 
country and foreign student enables the researcher to experi-
ence a sense of being the stranger on diff erent levels. The 
“temporary citizen” status engenders a specifi c relation with 
diff erent offi  ces of public service, such as banks, the police, etc. 
The foreigner experiences his or her own otherness within his 
or her immediate neighborhood and in everyday life: at the 
shop, the gym or in the cafeteria. The status of foreign student 
is felt extremely acutely in places where student exchanges 
and mobility are not that common and where he or she may be 
more frequently identifi ed as “the foreigner” or by nationality 
than by name.

Secondly, at the other university, the exchange student 
represents his or her own institution, and it is possible for the 
sense of identifi cation or responsibility towards his or her own 
academia to become stronger than at home, where he or she 
is not so visible and does not have to confront him- or herself 
with other academic structures. The foreign student is forced 
to build from the scratch relations with academic staff  and 
students, which might be a transformative experience, especially 
for individuals who have already worked out a status in their 
own environment. Discussions, consultations and cooperation 
with the academic staff  as well as students may be uplifting 
or discouraging, but they exert an undeniable infl uence on the 
development of the researcher. Such re-evaluation based on 
the confrontation of at least two academic systems may result 
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in a critical approach towards one’s own professional environ-
ment and system of higher education. 

Moreover, academic mobility can result in a transforma-
tion of identity, not only professional but even personal one. 
Elaborating on the results of her research on students who 
experienced working abroad or in international teams, Izabela 
Wagner (Wagner 2010) describes changes in both those aspects. 
In terms of personal identity and traits of character, the students 
seems to gain self-confi dence and courage. They also assess 
ambition as an obstacle to career in Poland juxtaposing it with 
the foreign academic creativity and initiative, which may be 
perceived at home as excessive boldness. Evaluating the systems 
of higher education, they point to diff erences in priorities on the 
part of professors, in the functioning of systems and networks 
regulating the labor market in the academic environment, in 
the nature of cooperation between researchers, and in com-
munication between professors or experienced academics and 
students or young researchers. Wagner’s study has demonstrated 
the creation of a new identity, characterized by a modifi ed 
perception of hierarchy and transborder mobility and a rather 
negative attitude towards the previous identity. Participation in 
mobility programs may develop the young researcher’s capacity 
for critical and independent thinking.

Mobility and research stays abroad are very challenging, 
and in some cases decisive, for young researcher, even though 
they are considered a time off  by malignant observers. Taking 
into account all the above-mentioned factors, the issue of the 
student’s relation with their Alma Mater cannot be omitted. 
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In my case, apart from the contact with my tutor, participation in 
the seminar “Searching for Identity: Global Challenges, Local 
Traditions” remained one of the factors which facilitated the 
process of completing my PhD. The possibility to participate 
in the seminars and lectures at the Faculty of “Artes Liberales” 
enabled me to benefi t simultaneously from the stay abroad and 
the education off er “at home.” I could stay in touch with my 
faculty, participate in classes in my mother tongue, be inspired 
by the professors’ work, and become aware of the obstacles that 
my colleagues faced. 

Paradoxically, this experience convinced me about the possi-
bility of being an international researcher “at home.” International 
laboratories and research teams can be created in any place as 
long as specifi c ethos and organization of work is maintained. 

THE IDEA OF PARTNERSHIP 
IN CULTURAL RESEARCH 

It seems obvious that the participation of local inhabitants 
in research is inevitable. Not only do they off er invaluable 
organizational assistance during the whole stay at the research 
site, but they are also very helpful in the research process itself. 
They know local languages, their homes and everyday life 
are a part of the local landscape, they are familiar with local 
unwritten rules as well as characteristics of the local community. 
Depending on the status and identity of the local inhabitant, he 
or she may help gain better access to local institutions, more 
closed communities or less available places.
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The local inhabitants and communities should also benefi t 
in one way or another from the mutual cooperation. Some of 
them value the very interest on the part of a foreign researcher in 
their reality, history, tradition, language, etc. Others benefi t from 
cooperation with the academic unit the foreigner  represents, his 
or her company, or the opportunity to communicate in a foreign 
language. There are also locals who take part in research to con-
tribute to the development of their community by learning new 
skills as well as establishing grounds for further cooperation. 

Local inhabitants were engaged in my research in all pos-
sible roles, including as independent interviewers, consultants, 
and guides to everyday life. Contact with local people and 
institutions as well as participation in local events were integral 
elements of my everyday practice. 

One such event took place in 2017. In June, I was awarded 
a small UN Mission to Kosovo grant within the Youth4Youth 
Program to carry out an inter-ethnic project. I implemented this 
grant in September by organizing a workshop titled “Enjoying 
Empirical Research in an International Working Team! Basics 
of Fieldwork Research in Practice – Mitrovica 2017.” 

The workshop and the research it entailed remained a part of 
my scientifi c study of Mitrovica perceived through the category 
of a divided city. The objective of the project was to enable local 
young people to experience working in an international team, to 
gain theoretical and practical knowledge of empirical research 
as well as to build networks so as to integrate and improve their 
communication with potential future co-workers, neighbors, 
or simply friends. The more general aim of this initiative was 
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twofold. First, using my knowledge and expertise, I wanted to 
contribute to the peace-building process by supporting young 
potential local leaders. Second, I hoped that the experience of 
the workshop would allow me to achieve better outcomes 
of my PhD research. Simultaneously, I intended to establish 
contacts with local students and activists to build networks 
which would contribute not only to my personal career but 
also to the cooperation between local leaders and academic 
institutions as well as between non-governmental organizations 
in the region and beyond. Taking into consideration the current 
situation in Mitrovica, I was sure that there was a need to create 
two research teams operating in the northern and in the southern 
part of the city. Nevertheless, the UN team convinced me to 
make an attempt to organize one workshop for a mixed group 
and create a project team which would include also local people. 
After two months of intense preparation during the hottest 
months, the workshop took place in the Diakonie Youth Center8 
in Mitrovica, which I consider one of most suitable places, if 
not the only place, in Mitrovica where such an multicultural 
event can be realized.

The participants included young people, students and NGO 
activists from the region (not necessarily from Mitrovica) who 
were able to communicate in English and spoke fl uent Serbian 
and/or Albanian. I wanted to cooperate with people from dif-
ferent communities, of diff erent genders, social backgrounds, 
beliefs and views who were eligible for the project, which 

8 The youth center is a project of Diakonie Kosovo inaugurated on September 19, 2013. It is 
located on the Ibar River next to Mitrovica’s main bridge.
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meant that they could communicate, but also were open to 
cooperating and learning. Eventually, after a long recruitment 
process, 18 participants were selected to take part in the activity, 
11 females and 7 males, students of sociology, psychology, law, 
journalism, and political studies. Most of the participants were 
either from Mitrovica or from Pristina. For some this was their 
fi rst visit to Mitrovica, there were also participants who lived 
in Mitrovica but met other inhabitants from Mitrovica for the 
fi rst time during the workshop.

The workshop’s program included theoretical introduc-
tion and practical exercises in social research methods, such 
as observation, conducting interviews, and using question-
naires. Participants engaged in a pilot research (in the roles 
of respondents and interviewers) and gained practical knowl-
edge of presenting themselves and their scientifi c project to 
respondents. The students also learnt how to create their own 
research projects and where they should apply for fi nancial 
support for their initiatives. Last but not least, there was also 
a space to discuss the diff erent images and representations of 
Mitrovica, as well as to enjoy each other’s company during 
integration exercises. 

I led most of the activities myself, but some of the partic-
ipants were also engaged in preparing exercises or lectures. 
Those who completed the workshop with positive outcomes and 
were open to further cooperation were engaged in my further 
research as independent interviewers. 
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PARTNERSHIP IN CULTURAL RESEARCH 
IN PRACTICE

The quantitative research on the local inhabitants’ attitudes 
towards diff erent aspects of the functioning of the city was 
carried out in Mitrovica in November 2017. Regardless of 
some obstacles, more than 300 structured interviews were 
conducted by local interviewers. The research team consisted 
of 22 independent interviewers from diff erent communities 
(Albanian, Bosniak, Roma and Serbian) and diff erent towns 
(Mitrovica, Pristina and Nis), who successfully completed 
the recruitment process. Like the participants of the work-
shop, the interviewers were young people, students and NGO 
activists, who spoke fl uent Serbian and/or Albanian. They also 
had to have experience in empirical research and/or be familiar 
with the methodology of social science; most of them were 
able to communicate in English and other foreign languages. 
The researchers’ engagement in the fi eldwork included several 
additional activities, such as participation in a fi eldwork prepa-
ration course, critical analysis of the prepared questionnaire, 
participation in quantitative research with a sample group of 
respondents in accordance with provided instructions, and 
evaluation of the research. 

Most of the interviewers completed two trainings: the 
above-mentioned one-week free preparatory course covering 
the basics of empirical research in September 2017 and a one-
day training before the research in Mitrovica regarding this 
particular research project.

IN SEARCH OF SCIENTIFIC IDENTITY...



Marzena Maciulewicz

254

Since I did not have any serious fi nancial support to organize 
this research and was myself living on a rather modest schol-
arship, I could not off er my co-workers any salary (which was 
a common practice in this cultural context) but only my knowl-
edge and experience. Even though it was hard to work in such 
conditions and the situation required more eff ort to fi nd proper 
interviewers who would agree to work for free, in retrospect 
I can evaluate these circumstances positively. The reason is very 
simple: as a result, I managed to engage in my project young, 
intelligent and ambitious people who were interested in getting 
knowledge and experience and developing further cooperation, 
and who were motivated by their role as interviewers and 
members of a multicultural team rather than by money. All in 
all, the participants of the research were promised to receive 
the following benefi ts: participation in a free preparatory course 
on qualitative research methods, certifi cate of completion of the 
course and participation in the research (issued by the University 
of Warsaw), free working materials (including questionnaires), 
reimbursement of travel costs to and from the place of the 
research, refreshments and snacks during the activity, and for 
those who fulfi lled their obligations – the possibility to apply for 
an intercultural workshop organized in 2018 at the University of 
Warsaw (fully or partly fi nanced by the organizers, depending 
on the then pending outcomes of  funding applications). 

I had to coordinate the work of two big groups, therefore 
I decided to prepare two trainings in both parts of the city. I came 
to Mitrovica two days before the planned research, with many 
concerns and doubts: there was no certainty if I would have 
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a space to meet with interviewers and conduct the training, or 
even if my accommodation was arranged. In situations like 
these, I had to trust my local co-workers, while expecting the 
unexpected. During the training, too, the assistance of local 
partners was invaluable in translating and encouraging capable 
people to participate in research as well as in terms of my 
cooperators’ knowledge of the city’s topography. Unfortunately, 
some of the participants were absent from both preparatory 
trainings. Therefore, I had to organize additional meetings with 
those who did not participate in the training, which included 
making trips to Pristina.

The training included information about the goal of the 
research and the obligations of and benefi ts for the interviewers, 
an analysis of the prepared questionnaire, a short presentation 
on the characteristics of the structured interview and the self-
completion questionnaire, as well as two practical exercises. 
Using the research knowledge they had just gained, the par-
ticipants were practicing introductory statements and the situ-
ation of the interview in the roles of both the respondent and 
the interviewer. After the training, each of the interviewers 
received Guidelines for Interviewers (prepared for this particular 
research) and detailed instructions regarding the particular part 
of the city in which he or she would work.

The structured interviews were conducted according to a pre-
pared questionnaire. Three language versions of the question-
naire were prepared for the purposes of the research and PhD 
thesis (the English version was not used during the empirical 
research). All three versions of the questionnaire were then 
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verifi ed during the pilot research, organized among the young 
population of the city in September 2017. All interviewers 
were obligated to deliver the fi nal report after completing their 
part of research. For reasons of security and in order to avoid 
any mistakes or misunderstandings, I was in daily contact 
with all the interviewers. Some needed support when many 
people were refusing to participate in the research, others had 
problems resulting from bad weather conditions or interruptions 
in electricity supply. To evaluate their work properly and clarify 
any doubts, after the completion of the research, apart from 
a joint session, I organized separate meetings with each of the 
interviewers, including, again, trips to Pristina. Every meeting 
lasted a minimum of half an hour (but in most cases more), dur-
ing which I checked carefully every questionnaire and listened 
to every interviewer’s impressions from the fi eld. The results 
exceeded all of my expectations and only strengthened my 
conviction that a great research team had been created.

I continued the fi eldwork for my thesis in April and June 
2017. In terms of qualitative research, I conducted semi-
structured interviews, mostly during those two stays. Thanks to 
numerous previous stays and preliminary research, the research 
site was no longer unknown ground, and my presence was not 
surprising for the many people that I had already met. In order to 
receive diverse responses and opinions, a group of respondents 
was selected carefully with the assistance of local co-workers. 
Nevertheless, I was trying to be as independent as possible when 
it came to the organization of everyday life, moving around 
the city and in neighboring locations as well as arranging and 
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conducting interviews. I share the belief that to conduct valuable 
fi eldwork, it is crucial to be able to communicate with local 
people. Local interlocutors should be able to use the language 
they feel most comfortable in. Interviews were conducted in 
three languages (Albanian, English and Serbian), depending 
on the respondents’ wishes, with or without the assistance of 
a local translator. Most were registered using a voice recorder. 
Even though I had already conducted many interviews as well as 
unoffi  cial conversations in foreign languages, it was one of the 
most demanding experiences in my research career. Additional 
information regarding the interview situation, results of partic-
ipant observation, and methodological remarks were carefully 
noted down as soon as possible. This article as well as many 
other papers and texts could not have been written if I had 
not kept a detailed research diary throughout my stay abroad. 
Research notes enabled me to save from oblivion valuable 
refl ections, mark the progress of the project as well as remain 
emotionally stable during the period of research. 

PARTNERSHIP AT HOME

Eventually, our common Mitrovica project was completed 
by “Theory in Practice: International Workshop for Young 
Researchers Working in Intercultural Environment,” organized 
in September 2018 at the University of Warsaw by the Faculty 
of “Artes Liberales.” The workshop was, among other things, 
a continuation of activities aimed at increasing the potential 
of young researchers in the humanities, strengthening their 
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intercultural communication skills and integrating Polish uni-
versity students with their foreign colleagues. The previous 
stages of my PhD project were certainly an inspiration for 
such a project, which included not only University of Warsaw 
students but also participants of my former research team. 
The workshop was addressed to BA, MA and PhD students 
of the University of Warsaw representing various research 
and teaching perspectives as well as scientifi c fi elds (anthro-
pology, ethnology, linguistics, history, cultural studies, Slavic 
studies, sociology). 

The lecturers invited to conduct the workshop were scholars 
with signifi cant academic achievements and didactic experience, 
distinguished by their activity in the international arena and 
representing diff erent faculties of the University of Warsaw and 
foreign universities. The project presented a unique opportunity 
to exchange experiences between lecturers, as well as between 
the academic staff  and students. In the institutional dimension, 
it aimed at strengthening the research potential of the academic 
centers involved in its implementation and at fostering coop-
eration between individual units of the University of Warsaw 
and other universities. Finally, the project was a response to the 
current problems of intercultural relations and was implemented 
with the aim of opening the fi eld for a debate on the role of 
non-governmental organizations and the university in building 
and strengthening intercultural relations, as well as the issue of 
cooperation between the university and other entities. 

During the debate titled “Engaged Humanities: NGOs and 
the University,” the participants of the workshop raised the 
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issue of the relations between academic education and practical 
skills in diff erent countries. One of our guests, representing the 
Offi  ce for Innovation in the Academic Space at the University 
of Warsaw, brought up the questions of discrimination in the 
academic environment, the third mission of the university, and 
coming up with an academic off er which would be appealing 
to the foreign student. The meaning of the researcher’s engage-
ment was also touched upon during the meetings devoted to 
cultural studies in the urban space (“Research as Participation: 
Urban Planning and Politics”) and to ethnographic research 
(“Doing Ethnography among and Writing about ‘the Others’: 
Challenges of Participant Observation”). Some of the classes 
were designed to develop the attendees’ sensitivity to otherness, 
for instance the seminar on the importance of language in 
cultural research or two meetings dealing with challenges of 
the biographical interview.

Since the workshop formula was dominant during all 
above-mentioned meetings, participants gained also practical 
skills which they could freely develop of their own initiative. The 
workshop included meetings that were designed as introductory 
and had a strictly practical character: “Quantitative Analysis: The 
SPSS Software in Social Research”; “Elements of a Scientifi c 
Project”; “Scholarships, Exchange Programs and Support for 
Scientifi c Projects” and “Creative Thinking: Crisis Management.”

The evaluation process included the participants’ presenta-
tions of their scientifi c projects and the fi nal report of the event 
based on evaluation questionnaires fi lled out by the participants 
using the notes they had taken during the whole period of 
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the workshop. One of the foreign participants described the 
experience of the workshop with these words:

Workshops work best when people are engaged, motivated and working 
as a team. There may well be healthy discussions and disagreements, 
but when these are met with an ethos of collaboration, all parties can 
work their way through them. This is what I found in the workshop and 
I wouldn’t change anything. 

Even though the workshop took place in Warsaw, organizing 
this international event was no less demanding and exhausting than 
my activities in the fi eld. It was obvious from the very beginning 
that some participants would need to apply for visas to travel to 
Poland, but many additional complications and unexpected cir-
cumstances made that process extremely diffi  cult. What is more, 
the stay of foreign guest was arranged with very limited fi nancial 
support and was accompanied by constant struggles to fi nd 
transport and accommodation off ers which would be relatively 
low-cost and at the same time would meet basic expectations. 
I am absolutely convinced that without the help of the Faculty, 
the workshop would not have taken place in such formula.

Another conclusion is therefore that the sense of support 
given by an institution is also one of the important circum-
stances which infl uence the shaping of a young researcher’s 
identity. I truly appreciate the institutional support I received 
from the very beginning of my project from the Dean of the 
Faculty of “Artes Liberales,” and the instructional and organ-
izational support of the Head of my doctoral program and at 
the same time the coordinator of the seminar “Searching for 
Identity: Global Challenges, Local Traditions.” I am grateful 
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to my tutor for accepting my research proposal, as well as to 
other members of the academic staff  and administration of the 
Faculty for their assistance in many diff erent situations. Being 
perceived and treated as a bothersome supplicant in a public 
offi  ce or a potential additional problem may become an obstacle 
to a young researcher’s creativity and initiative.

Little space has been dedicated in this paper to everyday 
struggles for fi nancial support, scholarships and acceptable 
accommodation conditions, to health problems, demanding 
weather conditions, shortages of water, electricity and Internet 
connectivity, or problems with transport, nutrition and the 
organization of seemingly simple everyday activities, like laun-
dry. To keep the picture balanced, it is worth to emphasize that 
this paper was also not dedicated to many positive sides of 
cultural research in this region, such as the tasty and fragrant 
local food, the sun, friendly and open people, the priceless 
experience of being a guest, and indescribable space that this 
experience opens up for thoughts and free thinking. The reason 
for this omission is simple, words cannot refl ect the experience 
of life in a diff erent cultural context. Such is the burden and at 
the same time the privilege for those who decide to start the 
journey that is conducting one’s own research.

CONCLUSION

All that was said above leads to several general conclusions. 
The search for scientifi c identity is never over, nor should it ever 
be. Scientifi c identity is a dynamic and intangible phenomenon 
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of a processual, pragmatic and interactional character. It has 
a complex and fl uid structure which is being shaped through 
ongoing interactions of circumstances and infl uences rather 
than by events which happen in cause-and-eff ect sequences. 
Therefore, studies on researcher’s identity include diff erent 
concepts related to and components of professional and scien-
tifi c identities. 

Scientifi c identity is inseparably connected with other com-
ponents of individual identity, such as personal identity, research 
perspective, professional environment, research fi eld, and the 
importance of scientifi c identity itself in the constellation of 
individual identity. As the researcher explores identity issues 
among representatives of other cultural and ethnic groups, 
his or her own identity is constantly developing and maturing 
(Kość-Ryżko 2013). Even though in this paper I have striven 
to elaborate on professional aspects of scientifi c identity, the 
infl uence of identity-creating activities on personal identity and 
vice versa is undeniable. The experience of living in a divided 
city and, at least to an extent, becoming a part of this reality, 
with its memory of recent violence and strategies of coexistence, 
has its consequences also for the researcher’s identity. I sup-
pose that circumstances such as restrictions on free movement, 
changeable conditions of living and working, and witnessing 
diff erent behaviors, for instance among neighbors, have given 
new semantic depth and weight to my perception of words like 
“tolerance” or “violence.”

Based on my personal experience, I have presented an overview 
of the circumstances which have the potential of being factors 
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that shape scietifi c identity. The importance of  interdisciplinary 
experience, student/researcher mobility, inter-cultural cooper-
ation as well as the opportunity to realize one’s own initiative 
and get involved in team work should not be underestimated 
in this regard. The project “Searching for Identity” undoubt-
edly created such circumstances: it  gathered PhD students and 
professors from diverse research fi elds and diff erent cultural 
backgrounds, with the seminar formula  enabling the meetings 
to include students who worked abroad. The end of the seminar 
did not put a stop to mutual assistance and cooperation between 
its now former participants. On the contrary, the program has 
found continuation in further  initiatives and common projects.
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INTRODUCTION

There is a growing interest in Poland, just like in other 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe, in the development 
of interdisciplinary education. On the one hand, this comes 
from a dissemination of the liberal arts educational models 
taken from the United States and Western Europe. On the other 
hand, the tendency results from eff orts to create own models 
that would adjust state-fi nanced higher education to challenges 
of the dynamically changing labor market (cf. Dahrendorf 2000; 
Kieniewicz 2007; Kontowski 2016; McGill Peterson 2012). 
Both the Polish Ministry of Education and Science and national 
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agencies, such as the Foundation for Polish Science or the 
National Center for Research and Development, have assigned 
substantial resources to working out educational reforms and 
implementing particular programs. A number of publications 
have been written in order to fi nd systemic solutions and analyze 
possibilities for applying interdisciplinary models at diff erent 
levels of education and in various fi elds of the sciences (Axer and 
Wąsowicz 2015; Biliński 2015; O’Connor and Wilczek 2010).

One of the groups that played a crucial role in the dis-
semination of liberal education in Poland was the circle that 
gathered around Jerzy Axer. It was him who launched the 
Interdepartmental Individual Studies in the Humanities at 
the University of Warsaw in 1992 – a model that has since 
spread across many other Polish universities. It was also him 
who a year earlier founded at that University the Center for 
Studies on the Classical Tradition in Poland and East-Central 
Europe, which subsequently evolved into the Faculty of “Artes 
Liberales.” Since the beginning, the milieu of “Artes Liberales” 
has focused their eff orts on developing interdisciplinary 
approaches in both research projects and didactic programs at 
every level of higher education – undergraduate and graduate, 
both master’s and doctoral, studies.

This article neither aspires to be an in-depth analysis of the 
functioning of doctoral studies in Poland nor does it propose 
any systemic solutions.1 However, it does have the advantage 

1 Such an analysis would require large scale research, as it would have to cover the dynamic 
changes the studies have undergone in the last few years. From the third level programs that had 
been off ered by particular academic departments, enrolling a quite massive number of students, 
multiple doctoral programs were formed in 2018, which – due to the implementation of a new 
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of being founded on direct knowledge that has been analyzed 
and implemented. The empirical basis for writing it encom-
passes my experience gained from three doctoral programs 
conducted at the Faculty of “Artes Liberales.” The fi rst was the 
International Doctoral Project “The Traditions of Mediterranean 
Humanism and the Challenges of Our Times: The Frontiers 
of Humanity” (otherwise known as MPD),2 which operated 
between 2010 and 2015. As a PhD student, I participated in it 
for the entire duration. The second was “Searching for Identity: 
Global Challenges, Local Traditions.” This program ran between 
2013 and 2017. There, I served as a scientifi c secretary of 
the program. The last one is the “Nature–Culture Program,” 
which started in 2018 and will last until 2023, where I am 
the faculty member responsible for the coordination of the 
program. As it is an ongoing project and no fi nal conclusions 
are available, I will make only occasional comments on the 
latter program. All in all, this paper proposes a personal, albeit 
possibly somewhat unsystematic, perspective of a participant, 
graduate, and coordinator.

The claim of this article reads as follows: while creating 
international and interdisciplinary doctoral programs, one should 
consider setting a special educational model as a guiding idea. 

reform of higher education – were consolidated into so-called doctoral schools. At the University 
of Warsaw, there are currently four schools of this kind: the Humanities, Social Sciences, Exact 
and Natural Sciences, and Interdisciplinary Doctoral School. The creation of the latter one was 
inspired, among other things, by experiences of the “Artes Liberales.” It is the only Interdisciplin-
ary Doctoral School in entire Poland.

2 MPD stands for “Międzynarodowy Projekt Doktorancki,” the Polish equivalent for “Inter-
national Doctoral Project.” I use the Polish acronym as it was commonly accepted as the name of 
the program by its members. The acronym was also used in publications associated with the program.
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The model would be based on the functioning of program par-
ticipants in a communication space that everyone contributes to 
and simultaneously draws from.3 Creating such a space requires 
a joint experience of building a community that involves all 
program members – both doctoral students and professors. 
Thus, the idea goes far beyond the individual responsibilities of 
each participant, including writing a doctoral dissertation. The 
communal and communicative dimensions of doctoral programs 
may bring some added value in the form of shaping teamwork 
skills and releasing human creativity.

I start with a brief description of two programs mentioned 
above – MPD and “Searching for Identity.” In further sections, 
I present the pros and cons of interdisciplinary programs – on the 
one hand, the risks associated with organizing them, and on the 
other, the advantages that characterize them. Next, I proceed 
to the practical hints that can be used to make these programs 
run effi  ciently and eff ectively. Finally, I sum up my considera-
tions, and refer to a potential dissemination of interdisciplinary 
doctoral programs as a model in the Polish academic culture.

DOCTORAL PROGRAMS – 
OVERALL CHARACTERISTICS

The goals and functioning of the MPD and “Searching for 
Identity” programs have been described elsewhere (Ackermann 
et al. 2015; International PhD Program n.d.; PhD Program 

3 I am inspired here by the theory of communicative action by Jürgen Habermas, especially 
by his concept of consensus-oriented communication (cf. Habermas 1984, 1987).
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Search for Identity n.d.).4 Here, it is enough to sketch their 
basic characteristics, similarities and diff erences.

MPD – headed by Jerzy Axer – was fi nanced by a grant 
operated by the Foundation for Polish Science from resources 
gained from the European Regional Development Fund. 
Previously, there had been doctoral programs in Poland that 
used similar formulas, but the project launched by the Faculty 
of “Artes Liberales” in 2010 was the fi rst of its kind in the 
fi eld of the humanities and social sciences. PhD students of 
the program were selected in the process of careful recruitment 
(there were 13 candidates per place). Throughout four years, 
they received scholarships that allowed them to focus only 
on their research and writing. In addition, the program fi nanced 
their internships abroad, conference trips, and the publication 
of their dissertations. 

The “Searching for Identity” program – with Jan Kieniewicz 
in charge – was not founded on a grant basis. Unlike in the 
case of MPD, PhD candidates were admitted to the program 
from the pool of students who were already studying in the 
Faculty on the basis of their research topics, without any 
additional recruitment. Some external subsidies were gained 
by the program; while small, they enabled the organization 
of individual events, such as summer workshops. Doctoral 
students did not receive any scholarships except the ones 
they had managed to obtain themselves elsewhere (Erasmus 
Mundus, Ministry of Science and Higher Education). Half of 

4 For more information on the “Nature–Culture Program,” see: PhD Program Nature–Culture 
n.d.
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them did not receive any money and had to work in order to 
sustain themselves.

Nonetheless, both programs were similar in terms of teaching 
and research methods, as well as the international composition 
of their participants. In MPD, even though all the professors 
came from Poland, several doctoral students came from other 
countries: Germany, Serbia, Hungary, and Ukraine. Offi  cially, 
the program was conducted in English and this was the language 
of most of the dissertations. However, some dissertations were 
also written in Spanish, Italian, and in Polish.5 In “Searching for 
Identity,” in turn, the Poles were not the dominant group, as they 
were in the case of MPD. Almost half of the doctoral students
and professors came from Russia. To be precise, they repre-
sented not ethnic Russians but indigenous peoples of Siberia 
(the Buryats and the Yakuts). Also, one doctoral student from 
Ukraine participated in the program. In addition to English, 
Russian served as another offi  cial language during the program.

Both programs worked mainly within the fi elds of the human-
ities and social sciences. Their participants represented a wide 
spectrum of disciplines: cultural anthropology, history, and 
history of art, various philologies, linguistics, literary studies, 
pedagogy, and others. In this respect, the currently operating 
“Nature–Culture Program” is even more challenging. In both its 
goals and the composition of its members, the program creates 
a bridge between the arts, the humanities, social sciences, and 
natural sciences.

5 Somewhat paradoxically, the two dissertations in Polish were written by non-Polish students. 
Thus, each of the doctoral students wrote his/her dissertation in a foreign language.
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RISKS

Conducting international and interdisciplinary doctoral stud-
ies carries many risks that may threaten the success of programs. 
Here I list the basic ones:

1. Rejection of the idea of interdisciplinarity
The basic risk of such programs is that doctoral students 

will cling to their research subjects and narrowly chosen aca-
demic disciplines. A few of the students from the described 
programs considered any suggestions and requirements that 
went beyond their standard way of operating to be unnecessary 
obstacles. As a result, interdisciplinarity remained a facade in 
their dissertations. This is not to say that a disciplinary research 
is necessarily of lesser quality than an interdisciplinary one. 
What I want to stress here is that if this kind of attitude prevails 
within interdisciplinary programs, their whole idea might break 
down – because it is undermined and rejected by the people to 
whom it is directed.

2. Low level of cooperation between PhD students
Other risks arise from diversity. PhD students come from 

diff erent countries, represent various fi elds and areas of study, 
and work on diff erent topics. They may simply not work well 
with one another, which may jeopardize some initiatives under-
taken in the program. With a low level of integration, students 
are unwilling to contribute to the work of others, for example. 
One can illustrate this with the practice of peer-reviewing. Some 
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doctoral students might be paralyzed by the thought of com-
menting on the work of others (“I don’t know anything about 
it”). In addition, they simply might not want to do it (“I will I get 
nothing from it”). Moreover, they might focus on diff erences 
between themselves and the author rather than seek a common 
ground. In consequence, it might be diffi  cult to get students to 
cooperate (even in the simple cases of preparing a common 
seminar, for instance) and in general make them reach for some-
thing more – something beyond their narrow research topics.

3. Fragmentation of topics and deepening specialization
The subjects of individual dissertations are usually very 

diverse in interdisciplinary programs. In addition, during the 
fi nal year of the program, when the pressure to submit subse-
quent chapters of dissertations increases, students are less and 
less willing to engage in joint tasks. On the contrary, they tend 
to focus on their own doctorates. At the same time – due to 
the deepening specialization – it actually becomes increasingly 
diffi  cult to honestly comment on the work of another person. 
In this way, the program members are subjected to further 
atomization. The danger is, therefore, that doctoral students 
will form a rather random mix of people and thus will not be 
able to build any research team.

This is a tendency that is diffi  cult to counteract. Obviously 
enough, the main goal for a doctoral student is to accomplish his/
her thesis. Additionally, one cannot be profi cient in everything. 
In practice, when challenged by requirements of peer-reviewing 
or teamwork, students tend to divide themselves into smaller 
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circles of common interests, characters, background, etc. This – 
while fully understandable – shows that some of the gaps sepa-
rating participants might turn out to be too broad to be bridged.

4. Getting lost in the maze of possibilities
One of the reasons for rejecting interdisciplinarity may be 

a sense of confusion. A PhD student needs practical solutions 
that lead to their fi nal success: writing a good doctoral disserta-
tion. Meanwhile, in an interdisciplinary program, he/she meets 
a number of scholars – many of them being authorities in their 
fi elds – who propose their own ideas, interests, methodologies, 
etc. Thus, it is likely for students to commit mistakes in their 
research – by choosing dead ends, refl ecting too much over 
details, and so on. On the one hand, this circumstance might 
constitute an additional incentive to follow just one disciplinary 
framework or a chosen authority. On the other hand, however, 
one learns from his/her mistakes and gains knowledge on what 
not to do, which proves to be very useful.

ADVANTAGES

1. Cultural capital
The international composition, variety of academic cultures, 

personal experiences, topics, and research methods, and fi nally 
internships abroad – all of that enriches the cultural capital of 
the program participants. Participation in such a diverse program 
stimulates your imagination – it broadens your horizon of what 
is possible.
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2. Increase in self-knowledge and quality of work
Participation in an interdisciplinary doctoral program makes 

you aware of the scale of your own ignorance. It poses an 
incentive to reduce this ignorance as much as possible. In the 
process of self-development, a doctoral student receives support 
from other program participants – both students and professors. 
His/her doctorate is of better quality because it has been eval-
uated by a number of people. In a doctoral program, students 
have several occasions to present results of their research to 
the public and receive valuable feedback. Therefore, they can 
improve their work through a dialectical movement.

3. Understanding the foundations of your discipline and 
learning to explain what you are doing

Frequent presentations of your work before people who have 
diff erent educational backgrounds force you to thoroughly learn 
the foundations of your own discipline. At the same time, both 
your presentations and the foundations themselves are exposed 
to the pillory of criticism. Sometimes, questions that might 
seem simple may take you off -guard. In addition, even naive 
questions and comments signal to a doctoral student that his/her 
work may be incomprehensible to recipients. This is conducive 
to the development of a language and a presentation method 
that would be more communicative. MPD students were faced 
with tasks such as: “Tell me in two minutes who you are, what 
education you have received, and what you do,” or “Specify 
the main question which your work answers.” Such exercises 
are extremely useful because they train the ability to take your 
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own research outside the academic world. They prepare, for 
instance, for meetings with the mass media when you have to 
be succint and able to say what you actually do and why.

4. Teamwork skills
Studying in an international and interdisciplinary program 

poses a real challenge for PhD students. It compels them to go 
beyond existing boundaries, broadening their knowledge and 
changing their thinking habits. Speaking about his impression 
after he had found himself in MPD, a former student recalled, 
“Jesus, the way I had thought before was so boring!” This also 
means that a graduate of interdisciplinary program will adapt 
faster to new conditions. It will likewise be easier for them to 
fi nd a language of collaboration with people who are diff erent. 
Such skills as the ability to quickly adapt, concisely present 
your research, or evaluate the work of others are necessary 
equipment not only on the path of scientifi c career but also in 
many other branches of the labor market.

PRACTICAL SOLUTIONS

1. Funding
Providing PhD students with resources that allow them to 

focus only on their research is a key element in the success of 
an international and interdisciplinary doctoral program. One 
cannot expect full commitment from people for whom studies 
are merely an after-hours activity. It is also diffi  cult, then, to take 
punitive measures in case of their unsatisfactory performance. 
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Indeed, some professional activity usually has a positive infl u-
ence on a scholar’s work – it links you to the non-academic 
world and enriches your research with “real-life” experience. 
Interdisciplinary doctoral programs, however, are – or should 
be – an undertaking too demanding to practice on a part-time 
basis. This means that scholarships for doctoral students must 
be obtained within the existing structures (e.g., Ministry of 
Education and Science, Polish National Agency for Academic 
Exchange) or by winning a grant for opening a doctoral program.

2. Management
To organize the cooperation of sometimes a few dozen 

PhD students and professors (depending on the size of the 
program) over a period of four or fi ve years is a sophisticated 
task, which therefore requires effi  cient management. A few 
administrative positions have to be created, including, fi rst and 
foremost, a program coordinator. The coordinator should be 
a personality that is characterized by diligence, meticulousness, 
authority resulting from extensive knowledge, and eff ectiveness 
in enforcing rules. Of course, administrative duties constitute an 
additional fi nancial burden for organizers of a program.

3. Idea and co-creation of doctoral programs
From the very beginning, basic principles of a program have 

to be clearly stated – i.e., why it is organized in an interdiscipli-
nary way and what its participants can achieve together. In other 
words, one needs a guiding idea, a purpose which the founders 
of the program defi ne before they open the recruitment doors. 
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As students move on to the next stages of the program, this 
guiding idea can – or even should – be negotiated and adapted 
to changing needs. It is important, however, that this happens in 
a democratic way – that all program participants can infl uence 
its shape on an ongoing basis, make their suggestions, change 
the form of individual stages, etc. Co-creation of the program 
is the foundation for shared responsibility. 

4. Integration of participants
A student who enters an interdisciplinary course of study 

usually does not know at what institution he/she has actually 
arrived and what the other program participants do – both 
professors and doctoral students. A good practice, then, is to 
organize semi-formal activities outside of academia, especially 
at the beginning of the program. Interpersonal ties often precede 
the establishment of scholarly ones. Quick orientation – who is 
who and who does what – signifi cantly accelerates the begin-
ning of a substantive cooperation. During further stages of the 
program, the integration of participants will benefi t a faster and 
better performance of group tasks.

5. Pedagogical training and other activities
The activities that worked well in MPD included academic 

advising for students, peer-reviewing and academic duties, 
grant application workshops, and pedagogical training. In the 
“Searching for Identity” program, in turn, the tradition of sum-
mer workshops proved to be very worthwhile. The workshops 
(open to guests from outside the program) were three-day 
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events with intense activities: conference lectures, student 
presentations, practical exercises, etc. 

I will focus on pedagogical training here. Within MPD, 
two- or three-person teams of PhD students taught an under-
graduate class at the Faculty of “Artes Liberales.” Since the 
students came from diff erent academic backgrounds and had 
diff erent doctoral projects, their classes had an interdisciplinary 
dimension. A good rule of thumb was that the students were 
supported by a team of professors who shared in their experi-
ence and observed their work. Thanks to the consultations and 
their own teaching experience, PhD students were able to try 
various teaching methods and formulate their own teaching 
philosophies. The pedagogical training gave me personally the 
very fi rst opportunity to teach and – according to the rule of 
docendo discimus – I benefi ted greatly from it.

CONCLUSIONS

In the article, I have sketched the characteristics of two 
international and interdisciplinary doctoral programs that were 
organized at the Faculty of “Artes Liberales” at the University 
of Warsaw. Next, drawing on my own experiences from these 
programs and at the same time trying to generalize, I listed 
the disadvantages and advantages of such programs. In the 
following section, I named several practical solutions that can 
be used by their organizers. Now, I am going to summarize my 
observations and comment on the place of such projects in the 
Polish academic culture. 



281

INTERNATIONAL AND INTERDISCIPLINARY DOCTORAL...

1. Interdisciplinary doctoral programs – for whom?
Answering the question for whom?, I should state that inter-

disciplinary doctoral studies are not good for everyone and 
therefore they cannot serve as a mass educational model for 
the Polish academic culture. In my opinion, they should rather 
be addressed to students looking for “something more” – ones 
that are especially ambitious, hard-working, and self-disciplined. 
It is strong personalities who know what they want – both in 
professional and existential terms – that are fi t for interdis-
ciplinary studies. At the same time, strong does not mean 
arrogant: the students have to be open to criticism and new 
ideas. In addition, those who already have experience in cross-
ing discipline boundaries will fi nd themselves well suited for 
such studies – those who graduated from interdisciplinary MA 
curricula or have diplomas in various fi elds. These programs 
are best suited for people who will make the best use of the 
opportunities off ered in interdisciplinary programs and will not 
get lost in the maze of proposed paths. For such people, a special 
freedom aff orded by the programs will not pose a burden but 
on the contrary – a leverage factor.

2. Interdisciplinary doctoral programs – what for?
In the claim I put forward in the introduction, I proposed 

setting the creation of a specifi c communication space as the 
guiding idea of international interdisciplinary programs. I would 
add here that cooperation in that space has to be based on 
trust and propriety that are necessary conditions of substantive 
discussion, constructive criticism, and the possibility of learning 
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from one’s own mistakes. At this point, however, one can ask: 
what is the use of a space like this?

My answer is that in such a space, soft skills are shaped 
that are nowadays heavily demanded – teamwork, imagination, 
quick adaptation to dynamic circumstances, creative thinking, 
and innovative action. This is true because the need for a deep 
understanding with other program participants poses a challenge. 
The participants come from diff erent countries, are of diff erent 
ages, have diff erent experiences, etc. In addition, they are rooted 
in various disciplines and academic cultures. Overcoming such 
obstacles equips you with practical knowledge that you can 
implement in many other situations.

Having said that, I should note that connecting humanists 
and social science scholars is still relatively simple: a far more 
diffi  cult project entails building research teams composed, 
in addition, of representatives of other branches of science. 
The latter is being attempted in the ongoing “Nature–Culture 
Program” at the Faculty of “Artes Liberales.”

3. Interdisciplinarity in practice
What today’s scholars often suff er from is isolation and frag-

mentation of their work. Researchers specialize in their fi elds 
to such extent that it is diffi  cult for them to extrapolate beyond 
their narrow niches: they lack external feedback and at the same 
time they are incapable to comment on the work of others. 
The interdisciplinarity and teamwork formula allows them to 
get out of this compartment and link their research to issues that 
are more universal. Even if a graduate does not continue on an 
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academic path after receiving a PhD, skills developed during 
interdisciplinary studies will certainly prove useful for him/her 
either way. The labor market and economic reality are changing 
so rapidly that it is diffi  cult to predict which occupations will 
be sought after in a few years’ time. What is certain, however, 
is that skills such as critical thinking, creativity, and openness 
to change will not be outdated. Quite the opposite: graduates of 
these programs will have a chance to fi ll various market niches 
thanks to their ability to adapt and fi nd an agreement across 
divisions. Last but not least, international programs force their 
participants to master foreign language skills – and those skills 
are of crucial importance in the labor market today.

Interdisciplinary studies will remain a niche in the Polish 
academic culture, where the education system is founded on 
a hierarchical disciplinary structure. At the end of the day, 
even a graduate of interdisciplinary studies receives a diploma 
in a discipline. And the diploma, or the studies themselves, 
become a cause for the appearance of “tribal identities.” Mutual 
relations of those “tribes” are a domain full of stereotypes and 
superstitions: here the sociologists place themselves above 
anthropologists who, in turn, despise cultural studies scholars. 
Whether we want it or not, we live among disciplines and even 
worse: we still need them. Nevertheless, the structure of the uni-
versity system is changing and the fi eld of interdisciplinarity is 
expanding. International and interdisciplinary doctoral programs, 
therefore, may become a catalyst for alternative education.
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IMAGINING A MODERN POLAND: 
LESSONS FOR UKRAINE*

We have seen that a free Poland can exist 
without a free Ukraine. … as well as that 
there can be a democratic Ukraine without 
a democratic Poland.1

Katarzyna Pełczyńska-Nałęcz

INTRODUCTION: 
AWAY FROM THE GIEDROYC DOCTRINE

I am opening this paper with a quote from former Ambassador 
of Poland to Russia Katarzyna Pełczyńska-Nałęcz, a quote 
which is illuminating in several ways. First and foremost, it 
highlights an important recent shift in Polish–Ukrainian relations 
marking a desynchronization in the development of these two 
countries, but also it hints on the new intrusive factor that ena-
bled this shift, namely the EU and NATO umbrella that arguably 
decreased the importance of Ukraine for Poland’s national 
security and independence. Indeed, the so-called Giedroyc 

* The research behind this article was conducted on a grant from the Artes Liberales Institute 
Foundation and Open Society Foundation’s Global Dialogues Project in 2016–2017.

1 A quote from the debate in the Batory Foundation, held in Warsaw on November 22, 2016, 
titled “Ukraine fatigue?”
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doctrine used to be the backbone of Poland’s Eastern foreign 
policy for the most part of its post-communist history (and its 
underlying ideas can be traced back to the interwar period). 
Its core imperative prescribes that Poland should prop up the 
aspirations for sovereignty of its neighboring countries, Ukraine, 
Lithuania, and Belarus, which supposedly reinforces Poland’s 
own sovereignty against Russia’s (neo-)imperial claims. And 
to that end, Poland has to give up on its own quasi-imperial 
pretensions towards these very countries. Thus, the destiny 
of all the countries in question gets bound in the face of the 
common enemy standing as a threat to their autonomy, and the 
danger is so vital that it is capable of mitigating the complexities 
and sensitive issues of shared history. What is crucial in this 
context is that the doctrine’s argument is seemingly rational and 
geopolitical (rather than moral and historical): collaboration 
and strategic partnership is benefi cial to all the parties in the 
fi rst place. Zbigniew Brzezinski in his sound work The Grand 
Chessboard formulated it in the following way:

the very existence of an independent Ukrainian nation encourages the 
transformation of Russia. … Ukraine’s loss of independence would have 
immediate consequences for Central and Eastern Europe, turning Poland 
into a geopolitical linchpin on the eastern border of a united Europe 
(Brzezinski 1998, 56).

Such an approach resulted in Poland adopting the role of 
“Ukraine’s advocate” in Europe and before the US, while 
Ukraine found itself a sort of a frontier of Europe or – at 
best – a bridge connecting Europe and Russia. Indeed, back 
in 1991, Poland was the fi rst state that recognized Ukraine’s 
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Independence Act, passed in the Ukrainian parliament on August 
24, 1991, and confi rmed in the nationwide referendum on 
December 1, 1991 (Uchwała 1991). Later on, this continued in 
several signifi cant accomplishments concerning bilateral agree-
ments, Ukraine’s accession to international organizations, and 
active mediation by the Polish authorities in Ukraine’s internal
political crises (Kapuśniak 2009). However, after Poland became 
a NATO member in 1999 and an EU member-state in 2004, it 
started drifting away from the Giedroyc doctrine and adapting 
common European policies towards Ukraine and, crucially, 
towards Russia. Donald Tusk’s visit to Moscow in January 
2008, soon after the Civic Platform (PO) won the parliamentary 
election and formed the government, was a symptom of this 
move to “normalize relations” with Russia.2 In early 2017, 
the Ukrainian online resource Zbruc published a translation of 
the document from the Polish archives dating back to March 
2008, which was a draft for a new Eastern policy strategy 
prepared by Jarosław Bratkiewicz (Bratkievich 2017), the then 
Vice-Head of the Department for Strategic Planning of Foreign 
Policies and Head of Eastern Department of the Ministry of 
Foreign Aff airs (in the team of Minister of Foreign Aff airs 
Radosław Sikorski). The document criticizes the dominant 
canon of “patriotic correctness,” portraying Russia as an eternal 
enemy and Ukraine as a strategic partner. What was suggested 
instead was the following:

2 A visit to Kyiv came after the visit to Moscow, which was largely perceived as a refl ection 
of a new hierarchy of the Polish government’s priorities in foreign policy.
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Even disregarding the colossal economic interests of Poland in Russia – 
which are not confi ned to energy issues, though these certainly play 
a signifi cant role in the Polish–Russian and Russian–EU relations – as well 
as the mutual cultural and intellectual interests, it is worth stressing that 
animated dialogue with Russia stands as a separate political value in itself 
for Poland. Not only because it makes unsubstantiated any accusations of 
“Polish Russophobia” but also because it strengthens the role of Poland 
in the Western family as the main expert on Russia. Considering the 
inevitable interest of the West in Russia – incommensurable with interest 
in any other post-Soviet country, including Ukraine – the Polish know 
how in the Russian aff airs in an era of information meritocracy represents 
a key value in building our image and position in the Western world 
(Bratkievich 2017).3

Given that the cited document corresponds with some actions 
undertaken by the Polish authorities, it arguably represents 
a clear shift away from the Giedroyc doctrine, this time towards 
Realpolitik, or pragmatic reasoning in Poland’s foreign aff airs 
aimed at working out and maintaining relations with the main 
geopolitical actors. Leaving aside conspiracy theories, I would 
rather argue that the document elaborates on the fi rst part of the 
epigraph to this paper: Poland’s accession to the EU and NATO 
provided the state with guaranties of economic and military 
security, which in turn made the Intermarium concept redundant 
and outdated. The fl ip side of such an approach, however, is that 
Poland is protected as long as the afore-mentioned institutions 
are operative. Yet when NATO gets impotent and the EU is 
fragile (which does not seem inconceivable nowadays), the 
strategic partnership with neighboring countries is back on 
the table.4

3 From here onwards, the italics are mine. 
4 More on that can be found in: Umland 2017. 
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Another shift away from the Giedroyc doctrine has recently 
become tangible. After 2015, when the Law and Justice party 
(PiS) gained a majority in the parliamentary election, turning 
from a fringe conservative party to the political mainstream, 
a U-turn in Poland’s domestic and foreign policies has been 
made. This shift can be framed as one from Realpolitik to the 
politics of fear (Gaston and Harrison-Evans 2017), where 
the latter presupposes the perception of neighboring countries 
as foes involved in plots against Poland. The “Smolensk cult” 
got subsequently complemented with the “Volhynia cult,” 
which was accompanied by a growing frustration with the EU. 
According to the results of a sociological survey on the attitudes 
to other nations (Omyła-Rudzka 2016), from 2015 to 2016 the 
attitude of the Poles to sixteen nations – out of twenty-seven 
included in the survey – signifi cantly deteriorated. A note-
worthy decrease in the attitudes to the neighboring nations, 
namely to the Ukrainians (an index of -0,29 on the scale from 
-3 to +3), the Belarusians (-0,18), the Lithuanians (-0,22), and 
the Germans (-0,26), has to be mentioned separately (albeit 
the level of hatred towards them did not reach the early 1990s 
level) (Omyła-Rudzka 2016, 3–7).

The Polish–Ukrainian relations have never followed a linear 
trajectory but rather fl uctuated depending on the historical 
circumstances. That the recent developments took a turn away 
from the Giedroyc doctrine by no means implies an absence 
of anti-Ukrainian sentiments beforehand or pro-Ukrainian 
actions afterwards. Instead, it illuminates several tipping points, 
potentially restructuring the framework of bilateral relations 
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and triggering mutual re-adjustments of national imaginaries. 
The rationale of this paper is to trace the post-communist 
reemergence of Poland as a modern nation-state, with a special 
focus on the national imaginaries produced thereof, and the 
repercussions in the images of “signifi cant Others” this entailed, 
and to off er a conclusion about what important lessons for 
Ukraine should be drawn from that. Therefore, the paper is 
not focused specifi cally on the Polish–Ukrainian relations. 
Instead, it starts from the following assumptions. Throughout 
the 19th to 21st centuries, both countries have been facing 
similar challenges of (re-)imagining themselves as sovereign 
(and, arguably, modern) nation-states and of re-assessing their 
relations with neighboring countries. They were both initially 
dependent on the Romantic model of nation-building, both 
have suff ered momentous historical traumas, and, moreover, 
they share common “signifi cant Others,” namely Europe / the 
West, on the one hand (as well as, more specifi cally, Germany, 
especially in the Polish case), and Russia, on the other. I would 
argue that mutual construction of each other’s images has 
been largely instrumental for both Poles and Ukrainians in 
positioning themselves on this dominant axis – between Russia 
and the West. There are points of convergence and divergence 
between the two nations, but all in all, the examination of the 
Polish developments embodies important historical lessons 
for Ukraine. To quote the catchy subtitle of Timothy Snyder’s 
book (Snyder 2016), it represents the history as a lesson and 
a warning – rather than simply a template to emulate (as Poles 
often tend to think, somewhat complacently). I will focus on the 
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nation-building process in Poland, examined through the three-
fold framework of “revolution – transition – reaction,” where 
1980, 1989, and 2015 stand as the main reference points. I would 
argue that the dominant national imaginary has repeatedly failed 
to “break through into modernity.” These failures prompted 
a false dichotomy between genuine “Polishness” rooted in 
ethnicity and traditions and “Europeanization” as colonization, 
or national betrayal. Nevertheless, active social groups and parts 
of public discourses that emerged throughout this moderniza-
tion produced a vibrant civil society, capable of promoting 
a modern Polish national imaginary. I will conclude with a sug-
gestion as to how contemporary Ukraine can build up on the 
Polish experience.

THE POLISH NATIONAL IMAGINARY: 
FAILED MODERNIZATION 

AND THE RECURRENT ROMANTIC MODEL

Andrzej Leder, in his resonant book A Waking-Dream 
Revolution (Leder 2014), claims that in 1939–1956, Poland 
underwent a social revolution that radically transformed the 
fabric of the Polish society, yet was largely misrecognized as 
such. Leder argues that it incited probably the most signifi cant 
change in the Polish mentality, marked with the emergence of 
the urban way of life and of the middle class – as opposed to the 
rurally defi ned “Polishness.” However, a failure to recognize 
this shift enforced the traditional Romantic mentality, what 
Leder calls the gentry imaginary, centered around a Romantic 
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universum. Indeed, this crucial period of the Polish history 
entailed two important consequences for Poland’s further 
development. First, it made the Polish society more ethni-
cally and religiously homogenous, due to the ethnic cleansing, 
migration, and assimilatory policies. But also it provided with 
strong evidence the Polish martyrdom concept: developing on 
Adam Mickiewicz’s metaphor of the “Christ of nations,” it also 
legitimized the policies of affi  rmative action towards the Poles. 
The underlying assumption that having suff ered that much, the 
Polish nation is immune from any accusations of oppressing 
other ethnic groups, comes to the fore in discussions of the 
Holocaust in the Polish lands, particularly around the book by 
Jan T. Gross (2002).

Revolution is widely recognized as the main means of 
historical advancement in Europe. Thus, the well-known 
post-colonial theorist Dipesh Chakrabarty mentions three key 
absences in the history of India that supposedly support the 
claims of its historical backwardness: no bourgeois revolution, 
no proletarian revolution, and no peasant revolution in the 
anamnesis (Chakrabarty 2000). Along these lines, the American 
historian Martin Malia claims: “what we call revolutions are 
a historically specifi c phenomenon – in fact, specifi c to Europe 
and, during the last century, the area of European infl uence” 
(Malia 2006, 1). And he does not stop there. His main idea is 
that every nation in Europe (or one belonging to the European 
cultural area) has one historical chance to break through 
into modernity and thus to put itself on par with the great 
European nations:
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The drama of a Great Revolution can occur only once in a given nation’s 
history, not for any metaphysical reasons of historical necessity, but for 
the thoroughly mundane reason that any given nation has only one Old 
Regime to be liquidated, and that once this has been accomplished – or 
even attempted – a millennial historical divide has been irretrievably 
crossed (Malia 2006, 279).

Thus, a revolution is the founding event in establish-
ing a modern nation. It must be distinguished from a revolt, 
or a class uprising, as it unites most of the society against 
the Ancien Régime. Malia specifi es it as a struggle against 
monarchy, aristocracy, and clergy, which is aimed at the human 
emancipation and the creation of a “new man.” Leder accepts 
this reasoning and mentions that revolution is not only about 
changing a political system or groups in power (then it is simply 
a coup), but is a fundamental transformation of the social 
substance, a change in economic and cultural hierarchies (Leder 
2014, 30). He adds that a revolution is accomplished under the 
following condition:

There must emerge a new metaphysics, a new system of beliefs, and 
sometimes an ideology connected with it, for revolutionary changes to 
get traction. First, what is crucial for making a revolution possible is the 
emergence of a new imaginary, even in the form of a utopian sketch, of 
a project, an object of desire. The next step is for a new master signifi er 
to penetrate the social consciousness, to become self-evident for most of 
the people (Leder 2014, 28–29).

Therefore, one should focus on the transformations of 
mentality and mindsets rather than on groups in power. And 
this argument leads me to the hypothesis that 1980 instigated 
a modern revolution in the history of Poland, which is, as of 
now, unfulfi lled, yet has not failed, as some scholars hastily 
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claimed (Krasnodębski 2005; Ost 2005). Going back to Malia’s 
approach, a modern revolution (or, in his words, a Great 
Revolution) is not a singular event but a continuous struggle. 
In the case of Germany, for instance, it took almost a century, 
from 1848 to 1945, for it to re-establish itself as a modern 
nation. And it seems that in Poland the struggle is still on.

1980, 1989, AND BEYOND

What is missing in Malia’s approach is that a breakthrough 
into modernity happens not only in metropoles but in colonies 
as well, and there the task is twofold – to secede from the 
colonial dominance and to overturn the old regime at home, 
which makes sense only if the colonizer itself does not belong to 
the European core; otherwise colonization implies forced mod-
ernization, and the attitude to modernity becomes ambiguous. 
Poland and Ukraine stand as strong cases of the former situation, 
when an anti-colonial struggle is wrapped in pro-European 
rhetoric, yet it must be conducted on one’s own, in order not 
to slip into subordination to another metropole. What I mean 
here is that a genuine revolution presupposes gaining voice, 
acquiring political agency, and also inventing new modes of 
struggle – not a repetition of old patterns, nor beating enemies 
with the hands of others. In all these senses, the Solidarity 
movement instigated a modern revolution in Poland (and so 
did the Maidan in Ukraine). 
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The revolutionary moment within the Solidarity movement 
was about people turning into citizens by acquiring a voice and 
political agency. It was a general strike, in Walter Benjamin’s 
formulation, as it managed to involve the majority of the Polish 
society. It started with a workers’ strike, yet its demands, shifting 
from mere economic to political ones, spoke to the rest of the 
country. Testimonies from the participants show the excitement 
of gaining voice. As Professor Ireneusz Krzemiński describes 
it,5 repeated gatherings were being held throughout 1980–1981, 
where diff erent attendees, regardless of their formal status, could 
take the fl oor and express their opinion on diff erent issues, 
and they felt it to be a refreshing experience. This symbolic 
inclusion was essentially egalitarian, and it moved beyond the 
traditional hierarchy of the Polish society. Moreover, as noted 
by Jan Lityński,6 the editor of the KOR periodical Robotnik, 
before Solidarity, the main symbolic fi gure had been “Them” 
(“Oni”), the offi  cials of the PRL, but within the movement an 
“Us” emerged. I believe this signifi ed a shift in the polity from 
an identity that was negative or transpassive (as Leder terms 
it) to a positive, active one, as it became centered not around 
an adversary fi gure as the main identifi er, but was driven by 
a desire to identify who “We” were, what the Polish polity was 
about, and what goals it strove to achieve.

Another major shift concerned the restructuring of the public 
discourse from a binary to a ternary one. Paweł Rojek, in his 

5 During Prof. Krzemiński’s course “Dlaczego warto pamiętać o Solidarności?” (“Why should 
we remember about Solidarity?”), taught at the Faculty of “Artes Liberales,” University of Warsaw, 
in the academic year 2016–2017.

6 At his presentation as a guest speaker within Prof. Krzemiński’s course.
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book The Semiotics of Solidarity (Rojek 2009), uses the semiotic 
theory of Soviet scholars from Tartu, Yuri Lotman and Boris 
Uspensky, to argue that the Solidarity movement produced 
a new type of public discourse in Poland, one which was open to 
alternative opinions and incorporated them by constantly revis-
ing its own assumptions. Following Lotman and Uspensky, he 
argues that the Polish offi  cial discourse was binary, and so has 
been the Russian discourse throughout centuries, whereas the 
Western European discourse is inherently ternary, and realistic 
(as opposed to Romantic). This framework seems fruitful for the 
analysis of the recent events, as it puts the very structure of the 
discourse in focus, disregarding its content, and it persuasively 
shows that binarization of the discourse results in the antag-
onization of society. A side argument, also highly relevant in 
this context, is about drawing a clear distinction between the 
event that was Solidarity and post-1989 developments, the latter 
being discursively binary, according to the author. This claim 
can be paralleled with Adam Michnik’s remark:

For us, the people of the democratic opposition, rebellion against com-
munism was a rejection of offi  cial lies and [a rebellion] against that culture 
of monolog. In a spirit of dialog and pluralism, we rejected the idea of 
overthrowing the dictatorship. Today, it is clear that communism created 
as its antithesis not only an attitude of dialog and pluralism, but also 
a philosophy of replacing the communist monolog with an anticommunist 
monolog. … [T]he democratic [opposition] confronted the monolog of 
the communists’ version of history with a polyphonic voice. The offi  cial 
canon, variously experienced and described, was challenged by various 
historical truths (Michnik 2009, 447, 451).

Was the post-1989 transition a success or a failure? The recent 
research made by the team of the Institute of Public Aff airs in 
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Warsaw highlights two competing narratives in this regard: 
one of Poland as a “green island,” a poster child of the Eastern 
Enlargement, and another one of “Poland in ruins,” a loser in 
the democratic transition. The former relies on  economic data, 
depicting Poland as “one of the best-performing European 
countries in Europe since the collapse of the Iron Curtain”:

Since 1989, there has not been a single year of economic contraction in 
Poland, not even during the 2008 economic crisis or subsequent Eurozone 
crisis. … Taking into account the whole period since accession to the EU 
(2004–2015), Poland performed relatively well despite the crisis: nominal 
average yearly earnings nearly doubled, minimum wage increased more 
than twice, unemployment decreased by 11.6 percentage points, relative 
poverty dropped by 3.3 percentage points and extreme poverty dropped 
by 5.3 percentage points (Gaston and Harrison-Evans 2017, 316, 319).

On the other hand, during the presidential election in 2015, 
the Law and Justice party successfully promoted another vision, 
codifi ed as Poland in ruins, “depicting Poland as a country 
where few benefi ted from growth and the masses were increas-
ingly impoverished” (Gaston and Harrison-Evans 2017, 310). 
The authors conclude that “socioeconomic factors, especially 
income inequality, do not fully explain the electoral success 
of authoritarian populism in Poland,” what is crucial instead 
is “amplifying fears” (Gaston and Harrison-Evans 2017, 305) 
and creating a dreadful picture having little to do with reality. 
However, such a juxtaposition seems to be a simplifi cation. 
I would argue that the post-1989 transition is largely perceived 
as a failure both because it failed and because it succeeded. 

Back in 1991, the GDPs per capita in Poland and Ukraine 
were roughly the same; in 2015, there is a signifi cant gap 
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between the indexes in the two countries, with the Polish index 
being 6 times higher ($12,414 vs. $2,186 per capita) (World 
Bank Data 2017). Middle-aged Ukrainians still remember mobs 
of Poles that came to the country in the mid-1990s to buy food 
and electronics while fl ooding the market with cheap clothes. 
These days, hundreds of thousands Ukrainians are moving to 
Poland looking for a job, often living in extremely precarious 
conditions, while many young people prefer Polish universities 
to Ukrainian ones. That explains why, from the Ukrainian 
perspective, the Polish case stands as a success story, but this 
has little to do with the Poles’ own perception. 

Having joined the EU, the Poles changed the system of 
coordinates: from that moment on, they started comparing 
themselves to the EU member states rather than to former 
Soviet countries. Entering the Schengen Area not only opened 
state borders for the Polish citizens, but also opened their 
mental horizons and set new standards for them. Going back to 
fi gures, $12,414 per capita in Poland is 3,5 times less than the 
GDP in Germany and the UK ($41,324 and $40,367 in 2016, 
respectively) (World Bank Data 2017). The economic situation 
improved signifi cantly, yet it remained hardly comparable with 
the Western countries: “In 2014, average earnings in Poland 
were more than three times smaller than average earnings 
in the EU and just over a fi fth of the average wage in the 
UK – the preferred destination for Polish migrants” (Gaston 
and Harrison-Evans 2017, 319).

Moreover, the transition entailed a post-industrial transfor-
mation of economy that marginalized industrial production and 
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introduced precarious jobs, especially for young people. Mass 
migration, increasing precarity of life, coupled with growing 
expectations, barely corresponded with the emotional under-
pinning of the Polish success story promoted within the Civic 
Platform campaign in 2015. On the other hand, political and 
economic freedoms started being taken for granted, whereas the 
Soviet experience ceased to be a reference point. Thus, some of 
the frustration that the transition brought was precisely because 
it succeeded. By virtue of Poland turning into a European 
country, the Poles started evaluating their own life by the 
European standards.

There is also a post-colonial moment to be stressed here. As 
was mentioned above, the revolution was about people gaining 
voice – not only in governing their country but presumably their 
own voice in the European family. As Václav Havel stated in 
his speech in the Polish Sejm back in 1990:

We have the chance to transfer Central Europe from a phenomenon 
that has so far been historical and spiritual into a political phenomenon 
… to transform them [Central European states] into a defi nite special 
body, which would approach Western Europe not as a poor dissident 
or a helpless, searching amnestied prisoner, but as someone who has 
something to off er (Havel 1990).

I believe those expectations largely failed to materialize, as 
Central European states found themselves in the position of 
democratic apprentices, forced to catch up and not expected 
to suggest anything genuine and universally worthy. This was 
perceived as humiliation and it produced the sentiments fueling 
PiS’s propaganda.
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To conclude, the Solidarity movement comprised a revolu-
tionary moment, yet this experience barely speaks to contem-
porary Poles. Youngsters do not comprehend what it was aimed 
against, as the Soviet threat means nothing to them. At the same 
time, Solidarity’s pro-European aspirations are largely assessed 
through the post-1989 transformation. Thus, the movement was 
reduced to a historical moment that ousted the PRL authorities 
from power, and it got inscribed into the national mythology 
of struggles and martyrdom. Well-known Polish philosopher 
Marcin Król sadly remarked “We were foolish” (“Byliśmy 
głupi”) (Król 2014), and it perfectly sums up the resentment of 
the Polish intellectual elites over the lost chance of remaking 
Poland in a brand new, modern way:

In a sense, Polish politics is still the same conversation from 30 years ago 
about who is the biggest hero, and about curing those complexes. … Our 
impotence can also be seen in the absence of any utopian thinking, any 
ideology. No one designs the world anew (Król 2014).

The current anti-European moods have been largely fueled 
by the failure of the “West” to recognize the “East” as an equal 
partner in re-imagining the future of the continent by overcom-
ing the fl aws of the neoliberal project of the EU. Arguably, the 
Solidarity movement and the people inspired by it suggested 
such an opportunity of creating an alternative vision, but as 
of now, it remains unfulfi lled. Instead, a counter-revolution 
searching for a Sonderweg for Poland has been unfolding in the 
country. I would argue that by the same token Poland has been 
emulating Russia’s template: despite the persistent anti-Russian 
rhetoric in the offi  cial discourse, all the recent developments 
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push the country towards the pool of Russia’s allies. The rise 
of xenophobia, the alliance of the clergy and the authorities, 
attempts to monopolize the media and education – all this 
marks a shift towards a “subaltern empire” (Morozov 2015) 
seeking to mitigate old traumas and complexes. An interesting 
symptom in this context is the new media strategy. In 2017, the 
then Foreign Minister Witold Waszczykowski announced plans 
of drastically reducing funding of TV Belsat (a media outlet 
broadcasting in Belarus to counter the offi  cial discourse) and 
using the savings to fund a new Polish-language channel to be 
broadcast abroad (Pełczyńska-Nałęcz 2017). This shift from 
supporting non-government-run media in the ULB countries 
to promoting Polishness and Polish visions in the neighboring 
states interestingly rhymes with Russia Today’s mission. In the 
midst of the Euromaidan in Ukraine, on December 9, 2013, 
the news agency RIA “Novosti” (established in June 1941, 
just two days after Nazi Germany attacked the Soviet Union) 
was transformed into the International Information Agency 
“Russia Today,” listed among strategic state objects (Ukaz 
2013). Dmitry Kiselyov, its Head, personally appointed by 
President Putin, declared: “The restoration of a just attitude 
to Russia as an important country with good intentions, that is 
the mission of the new institution I will lead” (Kiseliov 2013).

CONCLUSION

For several recent years, the world has been crossing a his-
torical caesura whereby the future is giving way to l’avenir, 
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that is to an unpredictable future. What Ivan Krastev calls 
a conservative counter-revolution (Krastev 2016) must be per-
ceived as an attack on the European modernity. Against this 
background, the recent history of “New Europe” striving to build 
modern nation-states is worth a closer examination. Arguably, 
peripheral European nations have moved to the forefront of 
the current poly-crisis, potentially suggesting valuable lessons 
to the “developed” world (Gessen 2016; Sierakowski 2017). 
Keeping that in mind, I would argue that re-imagining Poland 
and Ukraine as modern nation-states is not simply a matter 
of retarded modernization, or catching-up with the symbolic 
“West.” Nowadays, the very future of united Europe – or even 
more broadly, of the project of modernity – is at stake: its suc-
cess on the eastern fringe of Europe can reinvigorate the whole 
project, while its failure will empower the alt-right International.

Ukraine has its peculiarity in comparison to Poland. Its 
heterogeneity, oftentimes perceived as its weak point, is indeed 
a safety catch preventing a backslide to archaic, pre-modern 
models. To put it diff erently, unlike Poland, Ukraine cannot 
choose between the past-oriented and future-oriented advance-
ment, or between retrotopia and utopia. The country is too 
diverse in its culture and history to invent a shared vision of 
the past reconciling most of its population. Yet if reconcilia-
tion fails, the symbolic split will lead to the loss of the state’s 
independency. What has the power to unite the country is 
a project of a shared future, and such impulse emerged on the 
Maidan square. As renown Ukrainian singer and civil activist 
Slavko Vakarchuk put it: “Do not consider Ukraine the land of 
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your fathers. Consider it the land of your children. And then 
changes will come…” (Vakarchuk 2014).
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TIME FLOW IN THE HUMAN MIND*1

INTRODUCTION

How do we introduce order to our personal and social experi-
ence? What is an essential component of all human plans, 
arguments and expectations? What do we rely on when judging 
causal relations? A crucial role in answering all these questions 
is played by the notion of time – namely, our cognitive represen-
tation of time fl ow. Usually, we rely on the conventional concept 
of singular time fl ow. This strong conventionality prevents us 
from raising the question whether the human mind is able to 
produce a number of various representations of time fl ow and 
whether we apply diff erent representations of time fl ow in world 
modelling. Despite fi nding some deviations in intertemporal 
decision-making (Loewenstein 1988; Read et al. 2005), follow-
ing conventionalities, we often ignore the fact that our mind is 
able to develop several cognitive representations of time fl ow, 

* This article was written within a research project carried out in the “Artes Liberales” Insti-
tute Foundation and supported by a grant from the Open Society Institute in cooperation with the 
Eurasia Program of the Open Society Foundations.
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thereby diversifying our world picture and providing a ground 
for variability of our behavior. 

The goal of the essay is to raise the question about repre-
sentation of time in the human mind and the mind’s ability to 
produce not one but several representations of time fl ow. It 
also discusses the relevance of multiple time representations 
for many fi elds of research. In presenting the arguments from 
diff erent disciplines, we describe some of the singular represen-
tations of time fl ow. We then argue that these representations 
have diff erent properties and diff erently impact the image of 
an object over time. The list of arguments for a multiplic-
ity of time representations includes fi ndings from linguistics, 
behavioral economics, ethnological studies and above all from 
experimental psychology. Combined, they make the idea of 
multiple time representations explicit and show its relevance 
for diff erent branches of research, like intertemporal decision-
making modelling, causality studies, studies on counterfactual 
thinking, and temporal logic. 

A representation of knowledge in a multidimensional space 
encompasses the basic categories, including time, value, space,1 
and others. The basic categories provide the way to explain 
numerous phenomena in both social and natural sciences. 
Time is one among these fundamental categories and modern 
Western thinking is hardly imaginable without its time concept 
and temporal dimension. But even the most basic categories 
and concepts have their own cognitive representations. Such 

1 Here the word “space” is used in two diff erent meanings: (1) multidimensional space – an 
abstract concept, and later (2) just physical space.
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representations may vary from epoch to epoch and from culture 
to culture. Already the ancient Greeks display diversity in time 
concepts, as epitomized by the existence two Greek gods of 
time: Chronos as well as Kairos – god of lucky moments. Later, 
Chronos was taken as the basis for the concept of linear, uni-
formly fl owing time that we are most familiar with. In today’s 
philosophy, however, one can fi nd at least three diff erent mod-
els of time: eternalism, possibilism and presentism (Dainton 
2001), while some philosophers argue for four concepts of 
time (Molchanov 1977). All of them take time as an essence 
external to the subject’s mind and do not assume any break of 
singularity of time fl ow, even when time fl ow is denied alto-
gether. The idea of singularity of time seems to be very strong 
and is additionally reinforced by a century-long convention 
with a number of successful applications in sciences and the 
humanities. We remember our personal past along a singular 
time fl ow axis, human history and economic development are 
described along the same time line, also the future developments 
are modelled along singular time fl ow – at least most of us think 
this way. Let us ask ourselves whether all of that relies on one 
and the same representation of time fl ow? Is our mind not able 
to develop a few diff erent representations of time fl ow, so that 
it has a few temporal perspectives on past experience and a few 
perspectives on expected events? Would it not be profi table 
from an evolutionary perspective for a multitude of temporal 
world-pictures to widen the spectrum of behavioral outcomes 
and thus distribute the behavioral risks of the whole population? 
At the same time, considering the role of time as a metaphysical 
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category, one has to be careful with its re-conceptualization. 
As a corner stone of our world-picture, time provides stability 
to our behavior in social and individual dimensions. When 
attempting to overturn this corner stone, one has to think about 
all kinds of consequences, because such a move infl uences our 
understanding of the world, usual explanations of the events, 
self-representation over time, and individual behavior. 

How does one justify the thesis about the mind’s ability 
to generate several various representations of time fl ow? The 
argumentation proceeds from the thesis that the experience of 
time fl ow is a product of information processing by the human 
mind. The human organism has no specialized sense organ for 
time perception, so the experience of time fl ow is created by the 
cognitive system. Afterwards, it is conceptualized, from simple 
immediate experience of time fl ow up to philosophical theories 
of time. We distinguish three levels of time representation: 
(a) an immediate feeling of time fl ow, which is manifested as 
specifi c, directly given experience in the stream of conscious-
ness, (b) cognitive representation of time fl ow in the form 
of cognitive maps describing the temporal relations between 
objects, which are applied in behavior regulation, like planning, 
remembering, comparison and judgment, especially for regula-
tion of intertemporal activities, and (c) the theoretical concepts 
of time, which, as the philosophical discussions show, also 
display certain diversity. The fi rst, experiential level is given as 
the feeling of time fl ow that unfolds within subjective present 
time. Out of this segment of experience, the cognitive system 
develops a few cognitive schemata describing the temporal 
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relations between objects. Such cognitive schemata make up an 
array of time fl ow representations, but conventionally each of 
them is labeled with one and the same word – “time.” At the 
next, third stage, refl ective thinking is applied to create theories 
of time. These diff er essentially from one another and one may 
fi nd their examples in the folk concepts of time, in philosophy, 
and in physics. I argue that at the second as well as the third 
stages one fi nds both multiple cognitive representations of 
time fl ow and diff erent theories of time. Below I am going 
to present the arguments for multiple theories of time and, what 
is more important, the arguments for the multiple cognitive 
representations of time fl ow, which are in a way forerunners 
of the abstract time theories.

ARGUMENTS FOR MULTIPLE 
REPRESENTATIONS OF TIME FLOW: 

TIME THEORIES IN PHILOSOPHY 

Up to a certain level, one may believe that the modern 
Western folk concepts of time are rationalized and quite success-
fully used derivatives of the old Greek gods Chronos and Kairos. 
The linear Chronos-time corresponds to deliberate thinking that 
is projected on a plane along singular abstract axis and it is the 
type of time which refl ects extended acting based on the ability 
to pursue distant goals. The Kairos-time is an orientation on 
some situational, opportunistically used moment, on fortunate 
use or misuse of circumstances in one’s own interest. Since 
we observe two resulting behavioral patterns – Chronos- and 
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Kairos-like behavior – this alone allows us to speak about at 
least two time representations. 

The multiplicity of time representations rests upon the mind’s 
ability to refl ect information in manifold ways. In philosophy, 
some claims can be seen as arguments for time as an outcome 
of the mind’s activity. St. Augustine said time was not a thing 
in reality but existed only in the mind’s apprehension of that 
reality. This goes along with the position that time is a kind 
of mental instrument created by the mind to help it interpret 
and model the outside world. Thus, already in medieval phi-
losophy there are propositions that the mind creates the basic 
categories helping it adapt to the world. Later one fi nds doubts 
about the reality of time also in the works by Baruch Spinoza, 
Immanuel Kant, G.W.F. Hegel, Arthur Schopenhauer, and John 
McTaggart. For instance, Kant argues that time is a pure form 
of intuition, inherent in our faculty of sense. Our contemporary 
philosopher Bas van Fraassen connects time to the mind’s ability 
of reasoning (Fraassen 1985). Also the modern, 21st century 
German philosopher and physicist Brigitte Falkenburg argues 
that time is a construct of the mind (Falkenburg 2012). The idea 
of non-reality of time raises the question of how to perceive 
the theories of time. Are they theories of non-reality, abstract 
outlines of how one understands and applies to the world the 
product of the mind’s activity, namely the category of time? 

At the beginning of the 20th century, McTaggart argued that 
there was in fact no such thing as time, and that the percep-
tion of a temporal order to the world was a mere appearance 
(McTaggart 1908). His argument begins by distinguishing two 
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ways in which positions in time can be ordered. First, positions 
in time are ordered by notions like X days in the future, pres-
ently, Y days ago. This way of time ordering, done in relation 
to the present moment, McTaggart calls the “A properties” or 
“A series.” But he proposes also the B series, when the positions 
in time are ordered by two-place relations like X days earlier 
than, Y days later than, simultaneous with. 

Paying honor to McTaggart’s attempt to show the unreality 
of time, we have to make a few remarks. His approach looks 
like an attempt to explain some contradictions in the concept 
of singular time fl ow. Implicitly, he treats time as a receptacle, 
and shows the fallacies of such time concept. This is certainly 
an argument for the wrongness of the time concept but not nec-
essarily for the unreality of time in the outside world. One may 
see in his A and B series just two diff erent ways of representing 
or thinking about time fl ow, and the contradiction McTaggart 
mentions as arising simply from masking these two ways to 
represent time by the use of one word – “time.” 

Taking time to be a kind of container and describing temporal 
properties as the A and B series, he forgets about the subject, as 
if the described temporal relations were observer-independent. 
Having missed the role of the subject, he does not approach the 
question about the origin of time and the role of human cog-
nitive system in this origin. In our understanding, the A series 
represents so-called general time fl ow, which is projected along 
an abstract line. The B series refl ects the local time relations that 
may appear between any pair of events, independently of their 
position on the geometrical line. Moreover, we may suppose 
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that the cognitive system processes such temporal information 
diff erently. At the very least, both the A and B series may be 
just two more simple forerunners of a later, internally-produced 
abstract concept of time, used for describing the events/objects 
in the world. 

McTaggart argues that the B series alone does not constitute 
proper time fl ow. His reason for this claim is that change 
is essential to time, and since B-series positions are forever 
“fi xed,” whereas A-series positions are constantly changing, 
the B series without the A series does not involve genuine 
change. What he is missing is the fact that after the introduction 
of a subject moving in time, the B series is also not fi xed. 
It becomes just a special case of the A series. 

McTaggart also argues that the A series is inherently contra-
dictory. The diff erent A properties are incompatible with one 
another. For instance, no time can be both future and past. But 
again, it is as if someone ignoring the movement of a subject 
along the time line stated that no point could be both in front 
and behind. According to McTaggart, we never resolve the 
original contradiction inherent in the A series. Based on such 
contradictions, he concludes that time itself, including both 
the A series and the B series, is unreal. In doing so, he again 
looks at time as abstract singular receptacle with forever defi ned 
positions for the events. But what is more interesting from 
our point of view is that such attempts to declare the unreality 
of time uncover the role of the cognitive system as the creator of 
time experience, and as the developer of the time representations 
and time theories. 
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We have already mentioned the diff erent theories of time, 
like presentism, possibilism, and eternalism. Each of them 
models time fl ow in specifi c ways. But, astonishingly, none of 
them gives a real, rational defi nition of time. They describe in 
diff erent ways how time fl ows, but without providing a satis-
factory answer to the question about what time is. Is it possible 
to have a theory of time without knowing that? What kind of 
theory will it be, if time remains undefi ned? This is why one has 
to begin a study of time from an immediately given experience 
of time fl ow, which is real in its existence as such. 

Discussing the reality of time, one has to pay attention to 
the reductionist approach presented by Aristotle and Gottfried 
Leibniz. The reductionist position states that time does not exist 
independently of the events that occur in time. Time is reduced 
to the temporal relations between events. Presented as argument 
for this position is a thought experiment whereby all things in 
the whole universe stop changing for a while. Would one notice 
time fl ow in this case? So, time fl ow is given to us through the 
change of objects, through their temporal relations. The question 
of whether there is time without change is closely tied to the 
question of whether time exists independently of the events, 
whether time is an independent entity. But in fact, it is about 
independence from the perceiving subject – i.e., the cognitive 
system. Looking for an answer, one may get an interesting hint 
from the studies by Paul Fraisse, who has shown that a sleeping 
subject may program his- or herself to awaken at a certain 
moment in the future (Fraisse 1985). This points suggests that 
the cognitive system is able to track time fl ow even in sleep, 
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when the perception of the outside world is almost “switched 
off .” Even in sleep, an internal world seems to be an essential 
precondition for time experience and for tracking one’s own 
position on a possibly imagined time line. 

On the other hand, the question may be posed whether 
one needs time to notice changes in the world? Would one 
notice change without having a notion of time and does one 
need change for noticing time – such is the circularity of con-
ventional thinking. The answer to these questions depends on 
the ability to take a step away from the convention of time 
existence. Let us consider that there are some tribes in Africa 
and Amazonia that perceive changes in the world but do not 
have a concept of time, as there is no such category in their 
thinking. Pursuing the idea of multiple representations of time 
fl ow, one may ask whether there is only one right way to 
describe changes. Obviously not. In physics, this answer is 
even more obvious after the introduction of the relativity theory. 
But temporal relations between objects may also vary in the 
human mind, as evidenced by the diff erent behavioral responses 
to the same objects.

The epistemological argumentation for the reductionist posi-
tion states that we could never have any reason to posit a period 
of empty time; and even if there were such a period, we would 
not have any way of knowing about either its existence or its 
length. Up to a certain level, this argumentation is in agreement 
with the fact that the human organism has no special receptors 
for time perception, so we cannot perceive the fl ow of time as 
such. But this forces us to look at an immediate experience 
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of time fl ow as a product of our brain activity, as a functional 
outcome of the cognitive system.

The other view on time in philosophy exists since Plato. 
According to this position, time is seen also as a receptacle but 
a universal absolute one, an empty container in which things 
and events happen. Time as the receptacle of all things exists 
independently of what (if anything) is placed in it. One of the 
most successful implementations of this position is the classical 
physics as proposed by Isaac Newton, who has introduced the 
idea of mathematical time, uniform for all objects (Newton 
1999). Introducing multiple representations of time fl ow at the 
level of mental representation, one has to recognize the immense 
historical success of Newtonian physics, which is built upon the 
idea of mathematical singularity of the fl owing time. The great 
fruits it has brought on historical scale are associated with the 
time-based calculations in the classical mechanics and technical 
engineering. The same concept of time has been successfully 
used as instrument of research in economics and the humanities. 
But all these past successes must not condemn us to repetitive 
application of the old time concept in the future. There are other 
fruits we have not cropped so far. This is why we should have 
a re-conceptualization of time.

Both the reductionist (Leibniz) and absolutists (Plato, 
Newton) positions consider the problem from the perspective 
of time–world relations: whether time real or not, how it exists 
in the world or how the world events are given in the time- 
receptacle. Our approach considers the mind–world relation, 
and highlights the time problem from this perspective. Time 
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is thought of as just an intervening variable introduced by the 
mind to help itself survive in the world. Such understanding of 
time presumes the availability of an additional scale, equal for 
all objects, regarding which many events can be measured and 
brought into relation. This helps to organize such mental func-
tions as, for instance, systematically ordered refl ective remem-
bering and future planning, and thus increases the predictability 
of at least some events in the permanently changing world. In 
this perspective, time is just a way the cognitive system emulates 
the relations among things: it establishes a temporal dimension 
to emulate the dynamic world and to improve control over its 
own thoughts and behavior. The introduction of time makes 
behavior of the living organism more fl exible, as it provides 
a way of spectating past experience and of  representing the 
coming developments. It is also a new dimension for refl ections 
regarding one’s own person, a new dimension for the develop-
ment of the self. Modern psychopathology clearly points to the 
exceptional interconnectedness between disorders of the self and 
disorders of time perception in schizophrenic patients. Stability 
of the self is strongly correlated with stability of time experience 
and with appropriate orientation in time (Scharfetter 1999). 

The interpretation of time as an instrumental adaptive product 
of the cognitive system highlights also the problem of the 
now moment. After the general relativity theory one cannot 
speak about a global now moment. This is a position shared 
also by the modern philosophers and psychologists who argue 
for the absence of a universal now (Dorato and Wittmann 
2015). If there is no global now, how can we be sure about 
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a universal past–future division? Actually, this division has also 
lost its universality after the introduction of relativity theory. 
The vagueness of the past–future distinction is in fact one more 
argument for the multiplicity of time fl ow representations. 
Having accepted that there are a number of ways to divide 
the experience segment into the past, the now and the future, 
one faces its multiple temporal representations. Time becomes 
local in relation to the time-thinking cognitive system, and so 
we have to speak about local cognitive representations of time 
fl ow. Such locality has not only a spatial meaning, in the sense 
of a cognitive system located in a particular point in space, but 
it is a locality in every single possible dimension of temporal 
thought. As examples of such locality one can distinguish 
the representations of time fl ow from the fi rst- and the third-
person perspective, which nevertheless are both developed in 
one and the same cognitive system. These perspectives (1PP 
vs. 3PP), despite being developed by one cognitive system and 
even despite aiming to describe the same time interval, diff er 
essentially. Such discrepancy between, for instance, a future 
moment taken from the fi rst- and from the third-person perspec-
tive highlights just one of the many possible localities in the 
representation of time fl ow. If the general time fl ow exists only 
as a theoretical concept, we must make a step ahead and replace 
this no longer valid generality by a number of local time fl ow 
representations. Thus, one may speak about a kind of cognitive 
temporal multiverse which should be possible even in one mind. 

When introducing multiple mental representations of time 
fl ow, it is worth asking whether time must be represented 
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by a single line. Accepting multiple representations of time 
fl ow, we should take into account the existence of multiple 
time lines with diff erent metrics. Or at least one has to agree 
to apply diff erent metrics along a time line that is single but 
depending on (a) an actual representation of time fl ow and
(b) on experimental conditions, e.g., the varying probabilities 
of event occurrence. In this case one and the same segment of 
experience may be activated within diff erent temporal metrics. 
Conversely, it is more appropriate to expect for each time 
fl ow to have its specifi c metric characterizing the change of an 
object over time. 

The philosophical discussions on modularity of the mind 
also provide some arguments for multiple representations of 
time fl ow. Since being proposed by Jerry Fodor (Fodor 1983), 
the idea of modularity has grown, adding diff erent branches: 
a theory of mind (Baron-Cohen 1995; Scholl and Leslie 1999) 
as well as models of: the module responsible for number pro-
cessing (Dehaene and Cohen 1995; Dehaene et al. 2003), the 
sub-system for emotions (Öhman and Mineka 2001), the module 
for spatial orientation (Hermer and Spelke 1996), and others. 
We believe that a module for time processing must be also 
introduced in a similar fashion. In the same way as the module 
for space processing develops a number of representations of 
space, helping the person to take diff erent perspectives on object 
location and showing diff erent spatial relations, a module for 
time processing must be able to generate several representations 
of time fl ow. Similarly to the representations of space, one has 
to distinguish at least two separate representations of time fl ow: 
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a self-related, or egocentric, and the holistic, so-called abstract, 
general time fl ow. Of course, other representations of time fl ow 
may also be developed by the cognitive system, for instance 
regarding the self and a third person. According to Steven 
Pinker, John Tooby and Leda Cosmides, the living systems 
with function-specifi c cognitive mechanisms should enjoy 
a priority in natural selection (Pinker 1997; Tooby and Cosmides 
1992). These specifi c cognitive mechanisms increase the sur-
vival probability of organisms and populations. Therefore, 
the diff erent specifi cally applicable cognitive representations 
of time fl ow should contribute to more sustainable existence of 
humans as a species.

Daniel Dennett and Marcel Kinsbourne contrast two models 
of consciousness in terms of their treatment of subjective timing 
(Dennett and Kinsbourne 1992): the standard Cartesian Theater 
model and the Multiple Drafts model. Without going into 
details, one has to look at these two models as two ways to 
represent the temporal relations between events in the stream 
of consciousness. According to Dennett and Kinsbourne, the 
Cartesian Theater model implies that the temporal properties of 
the content-bearing events occurring within the privileged rep-
resentational medium determine subjective order. The Multiple 
Drafts model, in its turn, holds that none of the temporal prop-
erties “determine subjective order, since there is no single, 
constitutive ‘stream of consciousness’ only a parallel stream 
of confl icting and continuously revised contents” (Dennett and 
Kinsbourne 1992, 183). Agreeing with the authors regarding 
their preference towards the Multiple Drafts model, one can 



Oleksiy Polunin

322

easily see some similarities between that model and the idea 
of multiple representations of time.

Thus, philosophy already proposes multiple theories of time, 
and therefore off ers prerequisites for arguing for multiple cog-
nitive representations of time fl ow. One cannot forget that as 
a human being, a philosopher is not separable from his or her 
own cognitive system. The refl ective thoughts of a philosopher 
are based upon the functional features of the cognitive system, 
which already has multiple representations of time fl ow at least 
in implicit form. The mind’s ability to represent time in many 
ways is given to us as multitude of time concepts. The theories 
of time proposed by philosophers and the thought-based argu-
ments about the reality or non-reality of time are undoubtedly 
important. But below we are proposing arguments based on 
experimental studies and on observations of human behavior 
that urge us even further to recognize the mind’s ability for 
producing multiple representations of time fl ow.

MULTIPLE REPRESENTATIONS 
OF TIME FLOW IN EXPERIMENTAL 

AND BEHAVIORAL SCIENCE

Time representation is examined in linguistics when it 
analyzes the tenses. One may ask how helpful linguistics can 
be in arguing for multiple representations of time fl ow. The 
development of the communication system and the system 
supporting the timing of information processing go hand in 
hand through evolution and history. Both are the products of 
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the cognitive system. Hence, up to a certain level, the pecu-
liarities of time representation must be refl ected by language, 
and the available representations of time fl ow should impact 
the ways tenses are given in language. The question is: what 
is the extent to which time fl ow can be correctly represented 
in language – or, is language able to refl ect the complexity of 
cognitive time representation? One also has to consider the fact 
that language contributes to the development of time concept 
at the abstract level and is consequently responsible for some 
discrepancies between the world pictures of diff erent nations 
speaking diff erent languages (Chen 2013).

Taking into consideration the historical troubles, beginning 
from Aristotle, with answering the question of what time is, 
one should assume that it must be impossible to refl ect our time 
experience in language in a singular way. Of course language 
refl ects some of mental representations of time fl ow, but the 
question remains whether these refl ections are accurate enough 
to rely on them in every case. As one of the simplest examples, 
we may point to the multitude of time moment representations in 
language. Below are some sentences regarding the now moment; 
from the logical perspective, at the moment of writing, each 
of these sentences is true. But some of the sentences become 
wrong in a second, some in a few hours or in a few days, and 
some remain true for a number of years:

Now is the 21st century.
Now is the second decade of the 21st century.
Now is the year 2017.
Now is the winter of 2017.
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Now is January 2017.
Now is Tuesday, the 31st of January 2017.
Now is the morning of the 31st of January 2017.
Now is exactly 9 o’clock in the morning on the 31st of 

January 2017.
In each of these sentences, the now is given properly but 

in one of the multiple possible ways. If the reader looks at the 
practical connotations of each of these phrases, he or she may 
get a feeling of how diff erent they are. Thus, even such simple 
moment as the now can be refl ected in language in many ways. 
One may list similar sentences for past or future moments. Heinz 
Vater describes the diff erent ways of presenting a moment in 
the German language (Vater 2007). In English, too, there are 
several ways to describe the past and the future. For instance, 
speaking about the past, Hans Reichenbach points to the dif-
ferences between the preterit and perfect that play the role of 
norms (Reichenbach 1947). The studies on time representation 
in linguistics by Vyvyan Evans also point to the multiple ways 
of representing time marks of an event in language (Evans 
2005). We believe that such true but diff erent presentations 
of the now, the past and the future, that are set in language as 
norms, highlight the diversities in cognitive grounds and con-
stitute an argument in favor of multiple mental representations 
of time fl ow.

Kasia M. Jaszczolt, in her essay on the representation of time 
in language, tackles the question about how humans conceptu-
alize time (Jaszczolt 2009). She analyzes how the information 
communicated by tense, aspect, and temporal adverbs interacts 
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in the mind; how the concepts of the past, present and future 
appear therein. One of her positions is that these concepts are 
composed of more basic constituents. According to her view, 
temporality can be traced to degrees of certainty, understood as 
degrees of acceptability (the notion that “it is reasonable to think 
that” – Jaszczolt 2009, 142) concerning the eventuality referred 
to in the speaker’s utterance. She believes that modality provides 
basic conceptual building blocks for the concept of time. 

To sum up, in linguistics, one fi nds alternative ways of 
expressing information about the past, present and future events 
that in some cases play the role of norms and highlight the 
qualitative discrepancy between some representations of time. 
This may serve as an argument for the co-existence of a few 
diff erent representations of time fl ow. If the concept of multiple 
representations of time fl ow is to be developed further, each of 
the single representations of time fl ow must get its specifi cation 
with the list of corresponding properties and conditions of its 
application. We should introduce also a special verbal mark for 
each single representation. This last move helps to step out of 
the shadow of the general word “time” and to introduce sepa-
rate calculations for an object’s variation within each singular 
representation of time fl ow.

Arguments for multiple representations of time fl ow are also 
to be found in folk theories of time and the multiple representa-
tions of time fl ow in cultural studies. Diff erent nations have 
diff erent concepts of time that up to a certain level correlate 
with their lifestyles and beliefs. We are used to applying the 
western linear concept of time with the corresponding modes 



Oleksiy Polunin

326

of the past, present and future. But there are groups that do 
not have an explicit concept of time or have an essentially 
diff erent one. One of such instances are Buryats that live in 
Russia, in the broadly understood Euro-Asian borderland. The 
Buryat culture may be seen as a variety of Mongolian culture 
and represents the Central Asian civilization. Ayur Zhanaev 
states that time is given in this culture metaphorically as whirl 
of events, a cycle (Zhanaev 2013). This metaphor is simplifi ed 
to the more concrete notions like the year cycle, the wheel of 
the year, revolving prayer drum, and so on. Most of them are 
tightly connected to the repeating natural phenomena. Agreeing 
with Marina Sodnompilova, Zhanaev states that in the Buryat 
folk literature, one cannot fi nd a word marking pure time as 
such (Sodnompilova 2009). The concept of time is given indi-
rectly through the sequences and cycles of actions and places. 
Moreover, the concepts of the past and future are diff erently 
projected on space. For Buryats, the past is placed in front of 
the person, before the person. The past is something that you 
already know, that has happened and you can see it before your 
very eyes. The future is placed behind the person, so that one 
cannot see it. The future is unknown, one cannot know what 
it will bring, one cannot see what comes into the present life 
from behind one’s back. Ludwig Wittgenstein said that facts 
were a construction of our minds (Wittgenstein 2001). Such con-
ceptualization of the future must have had implications for the 
historical development of the Buryat people. It is exceedingly 
diffi  cult to plan one’s own future, perceiving it as an unknown 
that one cannot see. All that such groups have to rely on are the 
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already known past and a cyclically repeated quasi-future. Such 
construct is at odds with the notion of intentionally planned 
progress and with the Western term, and notion of, “vision.”

A list of other cultural diff erences and discrepancies in 
time representation and time perspectives is given by James 
Jones (Jones 1988). He believes that time representation is 
an essential characteristic of a culture and its analysis must 
precede any cultural comparisons. Knowing that goal-directed 
behavior follows from the temporal perspective, one should, 
correspondingly, look at the cultural diff erences in its defi nition. 
Noticing an interdependence of time, economics and social 
development, one should look for arguments supporting multiple 
representations of time fl ow also within behavioral economics. 
The latter fi eld shows a clear discrepancy in behavior regarding 
monetary savings, investment, and healthcare depending on 
how future is represented in a language. Clear indications of 
the mind’s ability to develop several cognitive representations 
of time fl ow can be found in an implicit form in the stud-
ies by M. Keith Chen (2013) and Daniel Read et al. (2005). 
Chen uses the fact that languages diff er widely in the ways 
they encode time to prove the hypothesis that those languages 
that grammatically associate the future and the present foster 
future-oriented behavior (Chen 2013). According to him, the 
speakers of such languages “save more, retire with more wealth, 
smoke less, practice safer sex, and are less obese” (Chen 2013, 
690). This fi nding holds true both across countries and within 
countries when comparing demographically similar native 
households. Read and his colleagues have shown that one 
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and the same future monetary proposition but in one instance 
marked by a calendar date and in another by a point in time 
described as a time delay induces diff erent preferences (Read 
et al. 2005). In conclusion, they state that the description of 
a temporal interval aff ects the discounting of a proposition. But 
while describing this paradox, they avoid an explicit assumption 
about the mind’s ability to produce more than one representation 
of time fl ow.

As shown in the studies by Goerg Loewenstein and other 
studies on the temporal framing eff ect (Loewenstein 1988; 
Chandran and Menon 2004; Loewenstein and Elster 1992; Mazur 
1987; Prelec and Loewenstein 1997), there are diff erent ways to 
frame a decision in the temporal dimension. Consequently, time 
fl ow representation should show essential variations, infl uencing 
in signifi cant ways human behavior and experience. Assuming 
the identity of all other conditions, if there is one and only 
one representation of time fl ow, this representation of time, 
being applied to one and the same object (money, a healthcare 
proposition, an investment), should result in one and the same 
behavioral outcome. But studies in behavioral economics high-
light the diversity of behavioral outcomes, which, we believe, is 
often to be explained by multiple representations of time fl ow.

Another source of arguments for multiple representations 
of time fl ow is developmental psychology (Campbell 1994; 
Friedman 1991, 2005; McCormack and Hoerl 2008; McCormack 
and Hanley 2011). For instance, the representations of the 
past and the future fi rst appear in diff erent developmental phases 
and are quite independent from each other (Friedman 2005; 
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McCormack and Hanley 2011). John Campbell has shown that 
in the developmental stage, a person has two ways of temporal 
orientation that are related to McTaggart’s A and B series 
(Campbell 1994). One is temporal orientation with respect 
to the phase of action. The other – with respect to particular 
times. Also Teresa McCormack and Christoph Hoerl distinguish 
event-dependent and event-independent temporal thought in 
the development of mature temporal cognition (McCormack 
and Hoerl 2008). McCormack and Hanley show discrepancy 
between distinguishing the past and the future in child devel-
opment (McCormack and Hanley 2011). The concept of the 
past is developed and used much earlier than the concept of 
the future. Their gradual, non-simultaneous development points 
to the diff erent character of representations of the past and of 
the future that are later put together on one geometrical line 
which thereafter is called the abstract time line. Although 
the developmental psychologists do not mention the idea of 
multiple mental representations of time explicitly, they show 
that representation of time develops in steps and that each stage 
of development can be described by a certain relatively stable 
representation of time, which functionally serves the purpose of 
information processing and shapes specifi c individual behavior. 
Elsewhere we have shown that the adults also process a mon-
etary saving proposition diff erently depending on whether this 
proposition begins in the past or in the future, as if they had 
diff erent time lines for the past and the future (Polunin 2009, 
2014). We argue that the mind of an adult person retains an 
array of all these developmentally early representations of time 
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fl ow. Under certain circumstances, he or she can activate one 
of the representations of time fl ow and use it to solve a certain 
problem (Polunin 2015). So, according to the need at hand, 
a single time representation can be taken out of the whole 
array, activated and applied quite independently from the other 
representations of time fl ow. Moreover, the array of time rep-
resentations is structured not as a line but rather as a tree, and 
each branch of it fi nds its use under certain conditions, as we 
apply heuristics also in intuitive decision-making.

Possibly the strongest argumentation for the mind’s ability to 
generate numerous representations of time fl ow is proposed by 
modern experimental psychology. Regularities in behavior are 
at the heart of explanations given within the cognitive sciences. 
Most of them are found based on the concept of time. The 
mental time fl ow is a kind of modulator varying the intensity 
of particular stimuli. A stimulus’s belonging to the present 
moment makes it the most intensive. A change of temporal 
distance to the stimulus impacts its intensity, and so – its value. 
On the other hand, thanks to multiple time representations, 
physically equidistant events may be subjectively perceived 
as if they were located at diff erent distances. This happens 
because of their diff erent metrics. Each cognitive representation 
of time fl ow is a kind of functional subsystem responsible 
for processing a certain type of temporal information. The 
properties of each time representation modulate the processing 
of the corresponding temporally distant stimulus. Thus, each of 
the time representations leads to a specifi c evaluation of stimuli 
and, as a consequence, to a specifi c behavioral outcome. 
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Some of the studies underline the role of the perceiving sub-
ject and this, too, stresses the fact that the mind produces time 
experience (Van De Grind 2002). Since there is no specialized 
receptor for the passage of time, one can assume that time is 
constructed by the cognitive system itself. This position coin-
cides with one expressed by James Gibson, namely that events 
are perceivable but time is not (Gibson 1975). Psychologists 
Ronald Gruber and Richard Block are inclined to present time 
fl ow as a kind of perceptual illusion, a product of information 
processing (Gruber and Block 2013). The numerous distortions 
in time processing that have been recognized as related to the 
processing of other aspects of information point to the fact that 
the mind is heavily involved in the development of the time 
fl ow experience (Terao et al. 2008; Xuan et al. 2007; Kanai et 
al. 2006; Eagleman 2005; Schiff man and Bobko 1974; Roelofs 
and Zeeman 1951). The representation of time and experience of 
time fl ow are constructed by the cognitive system as a ground 
for multisensory integration and for the integration of extended 
information within one sensual modality.

A number of experimental studies on the role of time rep-
resentation in decision-making also point to the multiple cognitive 
representations of time fl ow (Polunin 2009, 2011a, 2011b, 2013, 
2014, 2015, 2016). Our results show the existence of relatively 
independent representations of time fl ow: situational and prop-
ositional time fl ow, time fl ow modelled from the fi rst- and 
the third-person perspective, and a number of other temporal 
processes. We argue that the mind itself generates the time 
fl ow experience and, moreover, shapes several representations 
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of time fl ow with diff erent properties and diff erent impact on 
individual behavior. The characteristic properties of each of 
the cognitive representations of time fl ow specifi cally modu-
late the subjective value of an object over time. This results in 
signifi cantly diff erent decision outcomes regarding one and the 
same proposition as it is given within diff erent representations 
of time fl ow. Thus, a switch from one time representation to 
another one impacts (a) the manifestation of human behavior, 
and (b) the establishment of regularities in human behavior. 

One may look at the thesis about multiple representations 
of time fl ow from the perspective of survival probability of 
the whole population. The question at hand is: what is the 
evolutionary purpose of a multitude of time representations? 
The cognitive system is just an evolutionary shaped part of an 
organism which strives to survive, and to ensure continuation of 
life. In this sense, the categories it produces – like the self, time, 
space, power, value, and God – are the instruments providing an 
improved world modelling, and so they are the instruments of 
survival for both individual organisms and the human species. 
It is more probable to survive in an environment which is 
modelled through a number of basic categories like time than in 
one which has no such description at all and therefore appears 
as absolutely alien, discontinuously dotted in its existence and 
unpredictable. The time-founded descriptions of environment 
allow for at least subjectively secure action as long as the 
subject follows his or her own emulation of the world. Based 
on the gained experience, the more successful descriptions of 
the environment are improved and transmitted further.



TIME FLOW IN THE HUMAN MIND

333

The multitude of time representations provides a variability 
of responses to one and the same distant stimulus, and this 
helps to avoid blind alleys in behavior. Depending on actual 
representation of time applied for processing of certain stim-
uli, diff erent groups in population show discrepancies in their 
behavior. Thus, through diversity of behavior, a higher survival 
probability is ensured for the whole population. That is the virtue 
of introducing multiple representations of time fl ow applicable 
to the processing of the same stimuli. While Dan Ariely and Dan 
Zakay interpret “time as medium within which decisions take 
place” (Ariely and Zakay 2001, 187), for us time is an instrument 
constructed by the cognitive system for helping itself in making 
diverse decisions. Time representation serves the purpose of 
modulating behavior and better adjusting to the environment.

CONCLUSIONS AND PERSPECTIVES

An array of convincing arguments from numerous disciplines 
points to the mind’s ability to develop multiple representations 
of time fl ow with diff erent features. This requires the corre-
sponding reconceptualization of time, namely, a transition from 
the singular to the multiple time fl ow concept. In the humanities, 
including psychology and the other behavioral sciences, like 
economics, time should lose its unique conceptualization as 
a singular, universal fl ow which is uniform for all objects and 
situations. In fact, time dissipates into a number of separate 
time fl ow representations generated by the human cognitive 
system. The temporal perspective of an observer (scientist) 
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gets a few additional dimensions. A researcher is enabled to 
regard a studied eff ect within diff erent representations of time 
fl ow. The introduction of multiple time fl ows as a new variable 
should engender a paradigm shift. The fundamental character 
of the category of time makes such reconceptualization relevant 
for many fi elds of research: causation modelling, counterfactual 
thinking, temporal logic, theories of explanation, modelling of 
intertemporal decision-making, moral judgment of temporally 
distant events, temporal dimension of normativity, phenome-
nology of time refl ection, and so on. Without aspiring to list 
all of the fi elds that may be touched by such paradigm shift, 
below we briefl y highlight just some of them.

Studies on Subjective Truth
It may be argued that there is no truth, and no laws, out-

side of time. What, then, will be the impact on truth of the 
introduction of time multiplicity? One can interpret truth as 
correspondence with the facts. We have shown  experimentally 
elsewhere (Polunin, 2009, 2014, 2015, 2016) that one and 
the same proposition, which can be taken as a fact, is diff er-
ently perceived within diff erent representations of time fl ow. 
An introduction of multiple time representations paves the way 
to multiple local truths and to the multiplication of the pre-
viously singular laws. This step might be described as the 
introduction of temporal localities, or domains, with their own 
laws and truths. We may assume that this should aff ect sub-
jective judgment of truth. For instance, for one and the same 
object or event (A) taken at the same physical time moment (t) 
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but given in diff erent time representations, one may conclude 
that A(t

repr1
) ≠ A(t

repr2
).

Causation Studies
The introduction of multiple representations of time fl ow raises 

doubts about the causal closeness to the world, which should be 
of interest to physicists. A physicist being aware of the role of 
his or her own mind in the creation of time fl ow should provide 
a new perspective not only on the already created world pic-
ture but also on his or her own ability to diversify this world 
picture by relying on diff erent representations of time fl ow. 

Beside studies on causality in the physical world, one has 
the whole array of studies on subjective causality modelling. 
The temporally tagged events may provide a basis for causal 
relations (Nishida and Johnston 2002), so the connectedness 
of causation and time concepts is diffi  cult to overlook. In the 
domain of social psychology, Harold Kelley’s prominent stud-
ies (Kelley 1967, 1973) apply covariation calculus to causal 
attribution. Diff erent patterns of consistency, distinctiveness, 
and consensus drive the causal attribution towards the actor, 
target, context or the “actor x target” interaction. One notices 
that each of these variables may be given within diff erent 
representations of time fl ow, resulting in discrepant outcomes of 
causal attribution. In linguistics, the concept of implicit causality 
was extensively studied by Roger Brown and Deborah Fish 
(Brown and Fish 1983a, 1983b). Diff erent representations of 
time fl ow can quite easily be introduced in their experimental 
schemata and consequently allow for examining how each of 
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them impacts causal attribution. Bertram Malle’s recently pro-
posed concept of subjective causality presents causal attribution 
as a relatively complex tree which distinguishes causation and 
reasoning (Malle 2005). One may notice that in his model, too, 
the components of causal relations can be modulated by diff erent 
representations of time fl ow. In fact, all three models of causal 
attribution have a temporal dimension. Thus, time representation 
can be introduced into each of these theoretical models as an 
additional independent variable. Such variable provides a ground 
for a number of further experimental studies, enabling the devel-
opment of instruments infl uencing subjective causal attribution.

Temporal Logic
The time line provides an essential component of temporal 

logic. Every variation in the representation of time fl ow must 
result in a possible variation of the outcomes of logical opera-
tions. Up to now, the temporal logic proposed by Arthur Prior 
was based upon the conventional concept of singular time fl ow 
(Prior 1957; Øhrstrøm and Hasle 1995). Such logic helps to 
decide whether a sentence is true or false regarding the time 
dimension. It also fi nds important applications in the studies 
on artifi cial intelligence and in diff erent aspects of computa-
tional modelling. Today, the conventional singular time fl ow 
representation provides a unique solution of any logical task 
regarding the time dimension. Taking into account the mind’s 
ability to develop a number of time fl ow representations should 
foster further development of temporal logic. A truth outcome 
that was previously based upon the concept of singular time 
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fl ow may be replaced by an array of “local” intertemporal truths. 
The essence of the introduction of multiple time representations 
into temporal logic consists in a multiplication of the possible 
outcomes of logical operations. Such a kind of new temporal 
logic should more appropriately model real human experience 
and behavior over time. 

This by no means conclusive list of new problems and 
directions demonstrates that the proposed multiplicity of time 
representations provides a useful framework for further research 
in many diff erent fi elds.
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LITERARY CHERNOBYL 
AS A FACTOR OF ECOLOGICAL 

IDENTITY FORMATION: 
THE CASE OF UKRAINE

At the time of the Nuclear Anthropocene (Ele Carpenter), 
the global environmental theory challenges us to develop new 
concepts, approaches, principles and toolkits that foster a new 
thinking within environmental humanities. Their goal, as 
inspired by a renewed impulse coming from the environment-
centered thought, is to foster the search for an identity that 
is about our own perception and our relation to “the Other” 
within the tightly-linked “nature–human–science” paradigm. 
Environmental humanities ought to provide a space where 
humanistic accounts of political representation and ethical 
recognition can be considered in regard to other species, and 
“social identities are studied in relation to conceptions of the 
natural, the animal, the bodily, place, space, landscape, risk, 
and technology, and in relation to the material distribution of 
environmental hazards and pleasures” (White 2010, 287).
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The renewed role of technologies and science within exist-
ing paradigms encourages transformations of environmental 
humanities’ focus in the face of the current climate change, 
political instability and global governance. This is best viewed 
as part of the process of forming a new category of human iden-
tity – namely, ecological identity. Ecological identity refl ects 
the diversity of ways in which a person is aware of himself or 
herself and shapes his or her own perception of the environ-
ment within the Nuclear Anthropocene. The knowledge and 
experience that form the person’s ecological outlook ultimately 
cause a rethinking of memories, events and circumstances 
of his or her personal life – a process known as “ecological 
identifi cation.” That, in turn, results in personality changes, 
shaping a new attitude to the environment and forming an active 
social position concerning the issues of nature conservation. 
This vision moves from a simple sense of locality to that of 
bioregionalism, the basic idea of which is that every region 
is generally self-suffi  cient and much more focus should be 
given to a local sense, a sense of place, with less emphasis on 
national identity (Booth 2012, 67). As regards terminology, 
environmental humanities provide a range of terms to describe 
this type of identity, among which are “environmental identity,” 
“ecological identity,” “ecological self” etc. (Wanner 1998; 
Hundorova 2013; Plokhy 2018)

In this paper, I off er an overview of theoretical approaches 
to the issue of “ecological identity,” which will provide 
a background for interpreting this type of identity within the 
Chernobyl discourse and allow me to argue that it is the writing 
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about Chernobyl that encourages the narrative implementation of 
the Chernobyl accident, shapes the symbolic fulfi llment of post-
Chernobyl Ukrainian literature (“post-traumatic Chernobyl nar-
rative,” post-travmatychnyi Chornobylskyi narativ) (Hundorova 
2012, 36), emphasizes the transformations of Ukrainian writing 
after the catastrophe, and results in a reconsideration of the 
Ukrainians’ ecological identity based on Chernobyl “post-
catastrophic” consciousness (Hundorova 2012, 36) within the 
post-traumatic society.

In 1949, Aldo Leopold, in his A Sand County Almanac, 
observed that people working closely with nature developed 
particular convictions and values with respect to the land, 
a phenomenon which he described as a “land ethic” (Leopold 
1949). In his formulation, land ethic is centered around the 
idea that “all non-humans and all ecosystems should be treated 
ethically, because they’re entities with rights, not just characters-
of-our-own-devising” (Leopold 1949, 11).

Constantly living in, or regularly visiting, the same locations, 
humans develop a strong connection, even affi  nity, with the 
place – “the sense of place” – related to the development of 
localized understanding of their dwelling through constantly 
learning the local environment. Margaret Gooch (Gooch 2002) 
emphasizes the sense of place as a strong agency in identity 
formation and stresses the deep and personal connection with 
a defi nite place that it involves – “developing and maintaining 
(ecological) identity, and the related issue of identifi cation with 
a specifi c place” (Gooch 2002, 4). Ecological identity centered 
on a particular place can be acquired through the development 
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of shared values, beliefs and interests of the humans, which are 
shaped over time by way of collective experiences. The process 
of self-identifi cation with a defi nite place is also closely related 
to the development of local knowledge. In view of all this, 
ecological identity is best sought within a common engagement 
through identifi cation with the elements of a particular local 
environment (Tereshina and Bashmakov 2017, 10). These steps 
result in shaping a profound ecological consciousness, where 
ecological identity of humans refers them to the values of the 
locality and the measures of caring about the local environment; 
in other words, w here humans consider themselves as equal 
partners within the local ecosystem.

Ecological Identity: Becoming a Refl ective Environmentalist 
by Mitchell Thomashow (Thomashow 1995) is the milestone 
book in this fi eld of environmental studies related to the issues 
of ecological identity formation. Thomashow defi nes ecological 
identity as “all the diff erent ways people construe themselves 
in relationship to the earth as manifested in personality, val-
ues, actions and a sense of self. Nature becomes an object 
of identifi cation” (Thomashow 1995, 3). The scholar clearly 
demonstrates that all the aspects of environmental studies, as 
well as environmental humanities, can signifi cantly depend on 
personal refl ection. It was due to his work that the notion of 
environmental identity could be formulated and gain traction. 
Answering the questions: What do I know about the place where 
I live? Where do things come from? How do I connect to the 
Earth? – a person can identify himself/herself as a being within 
the environment, and at the same time learn from it. Answering 
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all these questions can launch the process of developing a sense 
of “the self” as a human being within natural and social ecologi-
cal systems in close connection with their other components 
(Thomashow 1995, 15).

By postulating for nature to “become an object of identi-
fi cation” for the self, Thomashow defi nes ecological identity 
as a refl exive process of recognizing the self as one that is 
ecologically embedded and constructed through interactions 
with human and non-human phenomena: a result of a confl uence 
of factors, including ‘‘perception of the ecosystem,’’ and the 
direct, embodied experience of the environment (Thomashow 
1995, 3). Thomashow stresses that ecological literacy comple-
ments ecological identity so well because both are based on the 
place, “where people learn about nature, the importance of direct 
experience, the clarity of a refl ective orientation” (Thomashow 
1995, 175). A deep caring for landscapes and a sheer sense of 
wonder and delight gained from nature-based experiences are 
all integral to ecological identity.

The complex of ecological identity in its individual dimen-
sion is raised in The Universe Story from the Primordial Flaring 
Forth to the Ecozoic Era: A Celebration of the Unfolding of 
the Cosmos by Brian Swimme and Thomas Berry (Swimme 
and Berry 1992). The authors claim that ecological identity is 
distinguished and fostered in the process of becoming “fully 
human.” According to their opinion, eco-identity is an important 
component of shaping a human’s selfhood. “While being fathers, 
mothers, professors, artists, players, activists,” they say, “we 
are ‘earthlings.’ The amalgamation of all just mentioned roles 
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makes the identity. … [In ecological identity] the individual 
‘self’ can fi nd its complex understanding concerning a fam-
ily’s self, a community’s self, earthly self, and the Universe’s 
self” (Swimme and Berry 1992, 268). The importance and 
topicality of eco-identity formation result from the urgent char-
acter of realizing the ways of communing with the environment 
without exploiting it. This includes working out a way of recon-
sidering “human–nature” relations. Swimme and Berry state that 
this defi nite historical moment – the moment of entering a new 
geological era, called the “Ecozoic era” – is when the Earth 
calls out to us to initiate a new ecological beginning, leading 
to a resacralization of Nature itself. And this new era demands 
us to launch the formation of eco-identity. 

The subsequent volume Ecopsychology: Restoring the 
Earth, Healing the Mind, edited by Thomas Roszak and others 
(Roszak, Gommes, and Kanner 1995), greatly promoted the idea 
of ecological identity formation, while connecting it with the 
human’s psychological health – both individual and collective. 
The volume provides the basis for realizing that the natural 
world enters our minds and subconscious and is not limited to 
our surrounding environment.

In 1998, a team of environmental activists (headed by John 
Seed) published Thinking Like a Mountain: Towards a Council 
of All Beings (Seed et al. 1998). According to one of the authors, 
Joanna Macy, renewing attitude towards the environment 
demands a renewed spiritual outlook. She stresses the idea about 
the mutual interconnections of everything within the environ-
ment, which in part results from her religious beliefs – Buddhism 
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in particular. Macy emphasizes that it is human attitude – mainly 
a self-centered as well as anthropocentric one – that ruins the 
environment (cf. Verhagen 2010). The authors stress the idea 
of avoiding the dominating role of human beings as the initial 
stage in the process of shaping and developing the category of 
ecological identity (Seed et al. 1998).

A signifi cant contribution to defi ning ecological identity as 
a component of human identity in the age of the Anthropocene 
has been made by Susan D. Clayton (Clayton 2003, 2012). She 
writes that under contemporary “green” initiatives and “sustain-
able development” policies, a human can develop so-called 
“ecological” (environmental) identity, defi ned by her as a sense 
of interconnection with some non-human environment, which 
aff ects the ways of our perception of and behavior towards 
the world. She also adds that ecological identity is our belief 
that the environment is an important part of the common unity 
(Devine-Wright and Clayton 2010, 267).

The author notes that the sources of identity can be numerous 
and include a person’s values, social affi  liation and property. 
Based on these categories, Clayton raises the issue of the 
urgency and importance of the environment in terms of ecologi-
cal identity formation. She emphasizes the role of ecological 
identity as a source of a range of psychological meanings that 
involves the implementation of personally meaningful motives, 
which are nevertheless distinguished by their social and political 
signifi cance (Devine-Wright and Clayton 2010, 267).

Clayton stresses that the concept of ecological identity com-
bines two aspects: on the one hand, emotional intimacy and 
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identifi cation with nature, on the other hand – environmental focus 
of behavior. She points out that “identity is both a product and 
coercion: the set of beliefs regarding the personality (self), 
and a coercion for a specifi c way of interaction with the world” 
(Clayton 2012, 164). The ecological identity as an encouraging 
force can have a signifi cant impact on the direction of personal, 
social and political behavior (Clayton and Kilinç 2013, 312). 

A variety of research perspectives have shown that 
a human’s ecological identity has important implications for 
pro-environmental attitudes and environmental behaviors, such 
as energy effi  ciency (Clayton and Opotow 2003), green consum-
erism (Sparks and Shepherd 1992, 388), recycling (Mannetti, 
Pierro, and Livi 2004), and environmental activism (Fielding, 
McDonald, and Louis 2008). Some of these perspectives also 
emphasize the inclusion of nature within the human’s cognitive 
representations of the self (Schultz et al. 2004). 

* * *

The explosion at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant (April 26, 
1986) became not only the milestone of ecological memory for 
the Ukrainians but also an element of national identity, which 
aff ected the Ukrainians’ national values, social affi  liation, and 
ethical frames. As a result, Ukraine’s ecological identity is based 
on a defi nite historical event and its wider connotations for the 
paradigm of “human–nature” relations. Chernobyl infl uenced 
and clarifi ed the diverse aspects of the “nature–human–society” 
relationship. It also happened to be an impulse for the Ukrainian 
ecological identity formation. Chernobyl is considered to be 
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a source of psychological meanings and ways of realization of 
personally meaningful motives, distinguished by their social 
and political signifi cance. 

Any description of links between the environment and 
Ukrainian culture needs to distinguish between the two major 
parts of Ukraine’s twofold character. One has to do with the 
physical environment and corresponding ethnic traditions, which 
can be defi ned as “the eco-ethnic complex” (Еrmolaev, Levtsun, 
and Denisenko 2011, 63). These eco-ethnic factors result in 
a confl ict between the industrialization process in Ukraine 
and historically/ethnically-rooted nature-centered spirituality. 
The tensions between industrialization and nature adoration 
are the essence of th e contemporary environmental predica-
ment in Ukraine. Relations with nature are among key aspects 
impacting the specifi c ethnic character, regarded as a set of 
social and psychological features (feelings, values, psychologi-
cal intentions, emotions, etc.) that are determined by social, 
economic, historical as well as geographical factors, that fi nd 
their manifestations in the ways a society functions, and that 
are discernible in culture, traditions, and customs. The specifi c 
features of Ukrainian ethnic character include individualism, 
introversion, tolerance, and emotional abundance, the complex 
combination of which infl uences the formation of Ukrainians’ 
eco-consciousness as well as the course of further development 
of the country’s economy and industrial activity (Еrmolaev, 
Levtsun, and Denisenko 2011, 63).

In the post-Chernobyl era, the ecological situation in 
Ukraine frames the dynamics of ecological culture formation 
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of the Ukrainian society. Ukrainian ecological culture certainly 
includes profound knowledge about the environment and its 
components, as is evident in the agricultural system, the reliance 
on the seasonal calendar even in 21st century urban settings, 
nature’s impact on folk art and folk medicine, and the poetic 
images in Ukrainian folklore (Fialkova 2001, 182)

These are only a few examples that demonstrate how various 
kinds of ecological knowledge systems continue to permeate 
Ukrainian culture, even as the society confronts challenges of 
industrialization and economic development. Ukrainian culture 
has always been greatly  infl uenced by its natural environ-
ment. Its folk wisdom preserves and transmits a caring attitude 
toward nature, based on a practical, rational understanding of 
how best to use the natural resources. The Ukrainians have 
traditionally not confronted the environment; on the contrary, 
they have always had an emotional attachment to the natural 
world and a respectful attitude toward Nature, regarding it as 
being of equal, or even superior, status. Despite the Ukrainian 
worldview’s changes in recent decades, the Ukrainian culture 
is characterized by its tight, unbreakable links with the environ-
ment throughout history (Tahlina 2004, 42). 

Ukraine’s ecological culture has shifted its trajectory of 
development from an agricultural focus to a technological one. 
This parallels a transition from the nature-centered beliefs of 
pre-Christian Slavs, through the theologically-centered prin-
ciples of Christianity  and anthropocentric attitudes toward nature 
that were typical of Ukraine when it was a part of the totalitarian 
Soviet state, to the current newly restored nature-centered 
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ecological ethics. The recent formation of ecological ethics is 
based on a new awareness of the Earth as a crucial life-support 
system, on up-to-date science, and on contemporary religious 
beliefs as well as other cultural components, including economic 
demands. Due to the latter circumstance, in thinking about the 
development of Ukrainians’ new ecological consciousness, it 
is necessary to pay special attention to the economic causes 
of both contemporary ecological crises and environmental 
policy formation, taking into account that the rise of con-
sumption in the anthropogenic environment is based not on 
the environmental resources but on human needs and wishes 
(Sukhenko 2014, 118).

The ethical aspects of human relations with the environ-
ment in the context of Ukrainian cultural tradition shape the 
moral principles of “human–nature” relations in the Ukrainian 
worldview. According to Andreieva (Andreieva 2000, 201–12), 
historically, the Ukrainians adhered to a sophisticated system of 
environmental values. A fundamental love and adoration toward 
nature is a central trait of Ukrainian mentality. Its widely shared 
Slavic religious beliefs emphasized a non-dualistic understand-
ing of the relationships between humans and the non-human 
world, and stressed the equal value of all living creatures. The 
fact of adopting Christianity as well as Western European philo-
sophical ideas encouraged a sense of humans’ dominant role in 
human–nature relations in what has come to be the ecological 
identity of contemporary Ukraine. Christianity, with its clearly 
defi ned anthropocentric perspective, justifi ed these dualistic 
principles in “human–nature” relations. Due to the ecologically 
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insensitive Christian philosophy, environmental adoration began 
to be substituted with a more rational, and exploitative, approach
towards the environment. At the same time, Christianity, as 
practiced in Eastern Europe, called for responsibility not only 
in interpersonal relations but also in human relationships toward 
natural phenomena (Andreieva 2000, 202).

Chernobyl as a factor shaping Ukraine’s ecological identity 
demonstrates the way that the national (including social and 
political) components result from the set of characteristic fea-
tures of individual humans. While Ukrainian ecological identity 
is based on bioregionalis m and environmentalism, the Chernobyl 
narrative can also be considered as a background for shaping 
ecological identity in Ukraine. Initially, the eco-slanted social 
movements it generated dealt with the post-disaster events (sup-
porting those who had suff ered in the disaster and the forcefully 
resettled population, demanding protection for the surviving, 
radiated nature), but subsequently they fostered in their members 
“a politicised aspect of a personal identity trait or a politics of 
the self” (Light 2007, 59)

The Chernobyl narrative shaped an identity that was an 
amalgamation of those politically-colored activities – which 
challenged the hegemony of science and of humans and the 
power of decision-making structures (concerning both the 
Reactor and mainly the Exclusion Zone) – and of movements of 
cultural identity. Thus, all these features of ecological identity, 
manifested in personalities, values, actions and senses of the self, 
resulted in the situation in which people construed themselves 
in relationship to the Chernobyl disaster, and the Chernobyl 
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narrative and literary Chernobyl itself became an object 
of identifi cation.

The explosion at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant became 
an impetus to create literary works that profoundly reconsidered 
the scientifi c discoveries and achievements. The Chernobyl 
accident produced a peculiar surge of ecologically-directed pub-
lications and enabled the appearance of “ecological non- fi ction/
documentaries” (so-called “writings on ecological aff airs”) and 
“ecological memoirs” (representing the “writer’s ecological 
approach”). Ukrainian writers’ responses to the nuclear accident 
were extremely dynamic; among them are documentary/non-
fiction works such as Iurii Shcherbak’s Reasons and 
Consequences (Shcherbak 1986) and Chernobyl (Shcherbak 
1989), Volodymyr Iavorivskyi’s Maria with Wormwood at the 
End of the Century (Iavorinskyi 1988), Ivan Drach’s Chernobyl 
Madonna (Drach 1988), Borys Oliynyk’s Seven (Oliinyk 1988), 
Lidia Viryna’s Shadows of a Fiery Night (Viryna 1989) and 
Svitlana Iovenko’s A Woman in the Zone (Iovenko 1996). 
Chernobyl as a subject of new literary works inspired them 
and others (Borys Oliinyk, Iurii Shcherbak, Vitalii Iavorivskyi, 
Liubov Syrota, Ivan Drach and Lina Kostenko) to devote their 
literary works to this disaster. But the critics’ responses to 
these and other works were restrained and low-key. Sometimes 
a newly published work went by unnoticed. 

Rereading the written responses to the Chernobyl catastrophe 
through the prism of ecological identity and its transformations 
allows to diff erentiate several ways in which ecological identity 
emerges in the Chernobyl literature. Firstly, it manifests itself 
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in dialogues between “the self” before and after the Chernobyl 
accident, as “the characters come to terms with loss: loss of 
loved ones, loss of health, loss of home” (Tishler 2006, 89); 
secondly, the theme of identity also includes interpretations of 
“nature–human–acience” relations within the time span of the 
Soviet Union and the post-Soviet period (so-called “politicized 
Chernobyl”); the third aspect of revealing the ecological identity 
transformations is through framing the image of a “Chernobyl 
victim” and revealing the victim–culprit opposition in the post-
Chernobyl (post-apocalyptic) age. (Here we should mention 
that Tamara Hundorova (Hundorova 2012) insists on avoiding 
the theme of victimization in rereading the Chernobyl narrative 
because the search for victims and their portrayal can result in 
unbalanced subjectivity and an overly dramatic interpretation 
of the disaster (Hundorova 2013, 10).)

Reconsidering the catastrophe as a factor shaping Ukrainian 
ecological identity, people in Ukraine started to recognize 
Chernobyl in its literary implications as the lost paradise, as a part 
of “private historical memory,” as an unhealthy  fascination, and 
even as a litmus test that showed the attitude of the authorities 
towards their own society both in the 1980s and even in the 
time before the 2013/2014 Maidan (Korzeniowska-Bihun 2017).

One of the ways identity can be revealed is through diff erence 
(Neumann 1999; Rumelili 2004) – especially, a radical diff er-
ence: between “the self” and “the other,” “the enemy” and “the 
friend” (Andreouli 2010; Oyserman, Elmore, and Smith 2012). 
In the Ukrainian context, this radical diff erence is demonstrated 
through the binary opposition “before/after Chernobyl.” Thus, 



355

LITERARY CHERNOBYL AS A FACTOR OF ECOLOGICAL IDENTITY...

Tamara Hundorova, in her monograph The Post-Chornobyl 
Library: The Ukrainian Literary Postmodernism, emphasizes 
that Chernobyl gave birth to a new era in Ukraine’s national 
identity – it launched not only postmodern literature but a new 
postmodern consciousness, as well (Hundorova 2013, 10). 
This perspective of studying Ukrainian ecological identity 
emphasizes the interpretations of the Chernobyl discourse within 
ecological post-traumatic culture (Hundorova 2013, 15). As 
Hundorova stresses, the Chernobyl explosion divided the history 
of Ukraine into “pre-Chernobyl” and “post-Chernobyl” stages 
(referring the latter to the post-apocalyptic time), and even more, 
as she says, Chernobyl literature encourages transformations of 
Ukraine’s national culture, changing the way national identity 
is shaped, they way “the Other” is received, and giving rise to 
“the post-Chernobyl text,” which interprets the world culture as 
an intertext of the Nuclear Age (Hundorova 2013, 17). 

According to Mikhail Kolesnikov, considering the correlation 
between “ecological culture” and “ecological competence,” 
we should stress that ecological identity can be regarded as 
a step forward from the simple level of increasing the ecological 
literacy towards the process of shaping a person as a subject 
of ecological culture in the system comprising “ecological 
literacy – ecological education – ecological competence – eco-
logical culture – ecological mentality” (Kolesnikov 2013, 72).

Studying literary Chernobyl as a factor of ecological identity 
formation within Chernobyl narration studies correlates with 
the acute issues in environmental humanities. This aspect of 
the research tackles issues at the intersection of the humanities 
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and science, while regarding Chernobyl in terms of political 
representation as well as ethics. Thus, ecological identity is 
studied in its relation to the concepts of “the environment,” 
“technology,” “abandoned city,” “the Exclusion Zone,” “Atom 
for Peace” as well as “nuclear energy” in its relation to the 
material distribution of environmental hazards.

In the Ukrainian context, identity studies remain in close 
connection with the cultural, political and social meanings 
directly associated with the environmental debate surrounding 
Chernobyl in its literary representation. The multidisciplinary 
debate allows the contemporary eco-centered studies to examine 
the historical event in its intimate relati on with what is often the 
subject-matter of just the human sciences, animal studies or 
technological studies, all the while stressing the development 
and maintenance of identity, and the related issues of identifi ca-
tion with the place and its history.

Bringing research and writing in environmental philosophy, 
ethics, cultural studies, and literature under a single umbrella not 
only gives an opportunity to reread the Chernobyl disaster and 
to reconsider ecological identity within environmental humani-
ties, but also fosters debates about “soft nuclear diplomacy” in 
Central/Eastern Europe.
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TERMINOLOGY 
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ITS EVALUATION IN UKRAINE

The key words in the title above are inclusive education. 
It would therefore be obvious to start with the questions: Why 
inclusive education? What is so important about it? Why is 
inclusion being talked about so widely in the educational, 
 psychological, social, sociological, jurisdictional, political, 
and economic fi elds? Inclusion is supposed to be implemented 
and supported both on international and national levels. 
Moreover, it cannot exist without the support of the local gov-
ernment and community. Only on condition of interrelation 
of all the above-mentioned structures can inclusive education 
work at school. Otherwise, it becomes a challenge fi rst of all 
for those who are involved in the process.

It is obvious that when we talk about inclusion we can-
not but talk about human rights and the rights of children. 
Hence, it is worth mentioning some of the main documents 
which regulate the right to education for every child in the 
world: UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), 
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UN Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities for 
Persons with Disabilities (1993), Salamanca Statement – for 
Action on Special Needs Education: Access and Quality (1994), 
and UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities 
(2006). These issues have also been widely discussed at 
international conferences and forums: World Conference on 
Education for All (EFA) by the Year 2000 in Jomtien, Thailand 
(1990), World Education Forum, Dakar, Senegal (2000), 
and others.

Here we can qoute some articles endorsing inclusive educa-
tion from the documents mentioned above. The UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (Convention 1989) says in its 
articles that children should have equal rights regardless of 
race, color, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, 
property, national, ethnic or social origin, disability, birth, or 
other status. They should have the right to quality education, 
to the development of their personality, talents and mental and 
physical abilities, respect for their own cultural and national 
values; disabled children should have access to education 
which recognizes their need for special care and assistance. The 
Salamanca Statement on access to and quality of special needs 
education states: 

… schools should accommodate all children regardless of their physical, 
intellectual, social, linguistic or other conditions. This should include 
disabled and gifted children, street and working children, children from 
remote or nomadic populations, children from linguistic, ethnic, or cultural 
minorities and children from other disadvantaged or marginalized areas 
and groups (UNESCO 1994a, paragraph 2). 
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Inclusive schools are 

the most eff ective means of combating discriminatory attitudes, creating 
welcoming communities, building an inclusive society and achieving 
education for all; moreover, they provide an eff ective education to the 
majority of children and improve the effi  ciency and ultimately the cost-
eff ectiveness of the entire education system (UNESCO 1994b, paragraph 3). 

The signees of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (2006), in Article 24, devoted to education, 
vow to ensure that all disabled children and young people 

can access an inclusive, quality, free primary and secondary education on 
an equal basis with others in the communities in which they live. [Support 
should be provided] within the general education system, to facilitate 
their eff ective education. … The education of … children who are blind, 
deaf and deafblind is delivered in the most appropriate languages and 
modes and means of communication for the individual, and in environments 
which maximize academic and social development (Convention 2006).

Drawing on these notions, a 2005 UNESCO defi nition of 
inclusive education reads, 

Inclusive education starts from the belief that the right to education is 
a basic human right and the foundation for a more just society. Inclusive 
education takes the Education for All (EFA) agenda forward by fi nding 
ways of enabling schools to serve all children in their communities. … 
Inclusive education is concerned with all learners, with a focus on those 
who have traditionally been excluded from educational opportunities – 
such as learners with special needs and disabilities, children from ethnic 
and linguistic minorities (UNESCO 2005).

The topicality of the problem of inclusive education imple-
mentation lies in simple yet vital things: every child has the 
right to live free from discrimination, to get proper education, 
to be healthy, to stay safe, to enjoy life, and to achieve his or 
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her potential, making a positive contribution. We cannot decide 
for the child whether he or she is good or healthy enough to go 
to that particular school. The child him- or herself should 
have an opportunity to select the school where he or she wants 
to study and to participate in extracurricular activities of his or 
her choice. Inclusion is not about where the child is taught. 
It is about the quality of a child’s experience of school life, 
including both the formal and informal curriculum, in and 
beyond the classroom. The concept of diff erence is one of 
the distinctive values in the schooling of all children in one 
educational environment.

Inclusion doesn’t mean socializing only those who suff er 
from physical impairment or mental handicap, who are visu-
ally or sensory impaired. In the global context we can also 
talk about emigrants who do not speak the local language 
well enough to progress alongside other children in the class. 
The problem of teaching emigrants might not be of current 
interest for developing countries but even some of them are 
nevertheless making progress in the implementation of inclu-
sive education for children with special needs in the general 
system of education.

It is clear that the development of inclusive education 
depends on the economic prosperity of a country. The imple-
mentation of inclusive education demands not only adjusting 
the school buildings and buying special equipment but also 
staff  training and thorough psychological work with the school-
children and their parents. This does not mean, however, that 
only countries with developed economy can aff ord inclusive 
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education. It is not about prestige, it is about necessity for 
every country and every school. Of course, developed coun-
tries have larger experience in the implementation of inclusive 
education, and our primary target is to use this global experi-
ence in inclusive education implementation to work out local 
models of inclusion.

In liberal arts, a wide range of terms, categories, defi nitions, 
notions and concepts which comprise the terminological fi eld of 
inclusive education are used simultaneously: disability, a person 
with disability, people with functional limitations or deviations, 
children with special educational needs, inclusion, integration, 
segregation, mainstreaming, and so on. 

Of these, the most widely used term is “person with dis-
ability,” describing an individual who has a permanent disorder 
of body functions, which can be caused by illness or trauma as 
well as by congenital mental or physical malformations. Such 
individuals may require assistance and intense social care due 
to their disabilities. Moreover, disability can be viewed as 
an impairment that results in restrictions on an individual’s 
ability to participate in what is considered “normal” in their 
everyday life with regard to their age, gender, social and cultural 
activities. Consequently, there have to be laws and regulations 
which ensure their social welfare and the enforcement of their 
rights. It is due to this association with the securing of rights 
that the terms “a person with disability” and “disability” are 
considered more politically correct than “invalid” and “inva-
lidity,” which are currently seldom used both in everyday 
life and academic works. 
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However, to create a comprehensive general glossary of key 
terms in inclusive education requires studying them at diff erent 
levels, looking at what defi nitions they have in reference guides 
and encyclopedias; how they are researched by scientists in their 
monographs, articles, and other scientifi c papers; fi nally, at how 
these terms are treated on the websites of the non-governmental 
organizations which promote application of inclusive educa-
tion in comprehensive schools. Table 1 shows the major terms 
used in inclusive education. 

TABLE 1. TERMINOLOGY IN INCLUSIVE EDUCATION

Individuals Processes Conditions 

− Disabled person
− People with functional 

limitations
− Children with special 

educational needs
− Invalid
− Cripple
− Handicapped
− (Physically) challenged person
− Person with disabilities 

− Inclusion
− Segregation
− Integration
− Mainstreaming
− Assistance
− Support
− Interaction
− Promotion
− Practice

− ICP (infantile cerebral 
paralysis)

− Down Syndrome
− Autism
− Dyslexia
− Sensory impairment
− Visual impairment
− Mental retardation
− Social disadvantage
− Physical impairment
− Mental handicap

The key terms used in the sphere of inclusive education, 
however, have been: “educationally subnormal” (a term not 
used in the UK after the 1970s); “moderate learning diffi  culties 
(MLD)”; “retarded” or “mentally retarded” (it is now replaced 
with a new term, “learning and cognition needs”) and “special 
educational needs (SEN).” The latter term is a legal defi nition 
which is used nowadays for the children who have learning 
diffi  culties or disabilities that make it harder for them to learn 
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than for most children of the same age. These children may need 
extra help or help that is diff erent from that given to their peers.

Additionally, the discourse in which the terms are used 
should be taken into account, as well. The latter defi nes the 
contextual peculiarities of the formation, creation, perception, 
and circulation of specialized texts, although these parameters 
may vary in diff erent cultures. Most texts with inclusive educa-
tion as their subject matter are systemic products, in that the 
state system itself assigns all essential parameters to each text. 
For instance, the form of some “restricted” texts has been 
defi ned by the system a while ago and in some cases has not 
changed one bit. If the form does undergo certain changes, it 
is usually caused by eff orts of the people involved, rather than 
by the impact of the system. Modern semasiology pays much 
attention to the notion of discourse, defi ning the term as a social 
and linguistic structure, which is recreated by the addressee in 
specifi c communicative, social, and pragmatic situations.

The term “discourse” can be taken to mean one of three 
things: people’s communicative activity and its pragmatic 
aspects (oral communication above all things); oral and writ-
ten communication; the universe of texts, customs, traditions, 
rules and norms of a certain language and culture. Taking 
into account the discourses in which the conceptual and cat-
egorical framework of inclusive education is used in original 
texts presupposes diff erent ways of interpretation of the terms 
used therein. Analysis and systematization of the terms, as 
predefi ned by the project, should be carried out at the  levels of 
semasiology, linguistics (i.e., vocabulary, grammar, and style), 
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as well as through the study of pragmatic relations between 
lexical units. 

The research methodology postulated combines semasiology 
(aiming at linguistic analysis of modern inclusive terminology) 
and comparative linguistics (comparative analysis of termino-
logical constructions in diff erent linguistic environments), as 
well as the theory and practice of inclusive education (the use 
of semantic and pragmatic methodology to create a Ukrainian 
terminology for inclusive education). The main peculiarity of 
this methodology lies in its interdisciplinary character on the 
one hand, and the integration of applied research methods on 
the other hand. The following methods and techniques should 
be used within the scope of the chosen methodology: content 
analysis of multilingual texts with the help of dictionaries 
and reference literature, including especially regulatory and 
legal documents from diff erent countries; comparative analysis 
of notions (based on the fi ndings obtained from the content 
analysis) and modelling (creation of the terminological model 
of inclusive education in the Ukrainian language).

The theory and methodology of inclusive education is a com-
paratively young branch of pedagogical sciences in Ukraine, 
although it has already piqued the interest of Ukrainian scientists. 
The novelty of this fi eld makes it essential to study the terminol-
ogy therein, as well as to systematize its common and distinctive 
features from the viewpoint of comparative linguistics. For 
the time being, in Ukraine the basic terminological units in the 
sphere of inclusive education (see table 1) are transplanted 
in their entirety from the English language and more often 
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than not preserve the meanings of their English counterparts. 
However, they can change their connotation to a certain degree, 
though it usually depends on the discourse they are used in. 
This is especially obvious with the names of the processes.

Inclusive education becomes gradually available to the gen-
eral public in Ukraine. That is why considerable public eff ort 
goes into its organization on diff erent stages of education. 
Moreover, legal and regulatory framework is created as well, 
complemented by theoretical and methodological grounds for 
its implementation. Thus, the creation and systematization of 
the conceptual and categorical framework, and its comparative 
analysis from the linguistic point of view, as well as the justifi -
cation and practical approbation of the specifi c methodological 
complex for the provision of inclusive education services in 
Ukraine, serve as means to harmonize the theory and practice 
of inclusive education in the scientifi c, theoretical, social, legal, 
and regulatory spheres. The experience of applying terminol-
ogy accumulated so far in the theory and practice of inclusive 
education in diff erent educational systems gives the opportunity 
to coordinate and allocate potential resources of the Ukrainian 
system of education taking into account the general semantic 
environment in diff erent countries of the world.

In their review of 28 European countries, Col Meijer, 
Victoria Soriano, and Amanda Watkins described three diff erent 
approaches to including pupils with special educational needs 
in education. These are:

− one-track approach: the one-track approach occurs in the 
countries which have developed policies headed towards 



Natalia Andriichuk

370

the inclusion of almost all pupils within mainstream educa-
tion. Such kind of education is supported by a wide range 
of activities focusing on the mainstream school;

− two-track approach: two separate education systems exist 
within the country. Children with special educational 
needs usually study in special schools or special classes. 
In practice, the majority of pupils offi  cially registered as 
those who have special educational needs do not follow 
the mainstream curriculum along with their non-disabled 
peers. These systems are usually under separate legisla-
tion, with diff erent laws for mainstream and special needs 
education; 

− multi-track approach: those countries which subscribe to 
the multi-track approach have a vast range of approaches 
to inclusion. They off er various services for both the 
mainstream and special needs education system (Meijer, 
Soriano, and Watkins 2003).

For the last few years, Ukraine has been trying to fully 
implement inclusive education. According to the plan, all 
children with special needs should have been placed in the 
mainstream education. But the reality is that most children with 
special needs are still outsiders. A very small percentage of 
such children study together with their peers. Special schools 
for disabled children in Ukraine still exist and a vast majority 
of these children get education there. Over the course of the last 
several years, however, special classes have started to open in 
mainstream schools. Moreover, there is another form of educa-
tion, called individual form of learning, whereby pupils with 
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special needs study at home. Thus, Ukraine can be referred to 
the two-track approach to off ering schooling to special needs 
children. Another key feature of the Ukrainian national policy 
on inclusive education to consider is that schools prefer to hire 
psychologists as assistants. This can be explained by psycholo-
gists being more educated in the sphere of working with special 
needs children than teachers.

It should be mentioned that the situation of inclusive educa-
tion in Ukraine is slowly improving. Ukraine is now at the 
crossroads between special and inclusive education. Of course, 
some politicians affi  liate themselves with the cause and in 
doing so use their infl uence to promote wide implementation 
of inclusive education in the country. For instance, Maryna 
Poroshenko, the former First Lady, was a champion of the 
inclusive form of education. Due to this patronage, schools 
received more opportunities to provide children with special 
needs with all the necessary materials to fully socialize and 
integrate them in the society.

As for the fi nancial support, schools that teach children with 
special needs receive a subvention (23,000 UAH for each child 
with special needs per year) to pay for additional education ser-
vices and the necessary materials. Every child is invited before 
a PMPC (Psychological Medical Pedagogical Commission), 
where his or her situation is assessed by specialists (including 
a psychiatrist, defectologist, speech therapist, psychologist spe-
cializing in intellectual development, psychologist specializing in 
deviant behavior, and correctional teacher). In 2018, plans were 
introduced to open a network of Inclusive Resource Centers.
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Apart from the work that has already been done to fully 
implement inclusive education in the general education system, 
there are lots of initiatives which need immediate intervention: 
special training for teachers on how to work in inclusive educa-
tion should be conducted. In this connection, the problem which 
was raised in this article (i.e., the creation of a common termi-
nological fi eld) is becoming of special importance. Moreover, 
the readiness of both parents and teachers to engage themselves 
and their charges in inclusive education can be achieved by 
familiarizing them with the system of notions and values sig-
nifi cant for inclusion. And fi nally, the number of teachers who 
partake in inclusive education and work with special needs 
students should be increased. To these ends, more centers for 
teacher preparation should be created, along with more resource 
centers for students and especially for their parents, which 
would provide psychological, practical, and medical help.
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This volume is dedicated to the International PhD Program “Searching for
Identity: Global Challenges, Local Traditions,” organized at the Faculty of “Artes
Liberales” of the University of Warsaw, in 2013–2018. The volume aims
at showing identity as a processual concept, using the example of the researcher
as a living personality. It thus corresponds with the general trend in the
humanities and social sciences to pay attention to the researcher and the ways his
or her personal background and experience influence the generation of
knowledge. By introducing this topic, we would like to show completing a PhD,
or any other research, as a dynamic process with a personal history of success and
failure, as well as to demonstrate the impact of the “Searching for Identity” project.
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