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anti-monument is a relatively simple structure that commemorates a  tragic 
or traumatic event in Mexican (often recent) history. They are often repre-
sented by a number, which represents number of victims (e.g. Antimonumento 
+43, Antimonumento +65, Antimonumento +72) following the example of 
Antimonumento +43, always supplemented with a plus sign, which indicates that 
there are far more victims of the system than this specific number; by the date 
of the event (e.g. Antimonumento 2 de Octubre), or by a simple symbol – either 
the outline of a figure (e.g. Glorieta de Las Mujeres que Luchan, Antimonumento 
David y Miguel) or an interculturally known symbol (e.g. a  Venus symbol 
in case of La Antimonumenta or a cross in case of Cruz de Vida). In case of 
Antimonumento a Samir Flores, the anti-monument is a bust.10 This anti-monu-

anti-monument Cruz de Vida in my count. Beyond Mexico City, anti-monuments have 
also been installed in other cities such as Guadalajara, Pachuca, Hermosillo, and Morelos 
(Pérez-Manjarrez 2025). 

10	 Samir Flores Soberanes (1982-2019) was environmental defender, activist, and community 

Figure 2: Antimonumento a Samir Flores, Mexico City, July 2025  
(photo by key-informant, used with their permission)
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ment is also probably the least known and very atypical, because it is not a visible 
colored structure, but a bust that fits into the environment of the historic center 
and the Zócalo square and because of this is easily overlooked. 

Besides the Antimonumento a Samir Flores, anti-monuments’ installations are 
usually minimalistic, yet powerful in their visual impact – often relying on bold 
colors, urgent slogans and symbols of collective grief and protest. Their ephemeral 
or fragmentary character contrasts with the durability of state monuments; many 

radio host of Nahua origin from state of Morelos. He campaigned for the rights of his 
community, focusing on Indigenous autonomy, land conservation, and environmental jus-
tice, especially regarding Proyecto Integral Morelos (PIM), federal infrastructure project 
including thermoelectric plants and a gas pipeline crossing Tlaxcala, Puebla, and Morelos. 
On February 20th, 2019, he was shot dead outside his home in Amilcingo by unknown 
assailants, one day before a scheduler community referendum on the PIM. Authorities 
attributed the killing to organized crime, and Andrés Manuel López Obrador, Mexico’s 
president at the time, condemned the killing but allowed the referendum to proceed as 
planned. As of now, the case remains officially unsolved. After one year, the bust was cre-
ated and installed collectively by activists and Indigenous community organizations in 
alliance with locals and Samir’s family. 

Figure 3: Antimonumento +72, Mexico City, July 2025  
(photo by key-informant, used with their permission) 
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are created overnight, painted on asphalt, or symbolically inserted into existing 
symbolic structures. The period when anti-monuments are installed often falls 
on the period when a given event is commemorated – e.g. Antimonumento +43 
was installed on the day exactly seven months after the disappearance of the 
43 students, the anti-monument Rescatemos David y Miguel was installed on 
January 5th, 2018, the same date that David and Miguel were kidnapped 6 years 
earlier (Perez-Manjarrez 2025: 136). 

Anti-monuments are not created by a single group or artist, though many 
of them were created by Comisión de Antimonumentos, which is not an offi-
cial or established entity, but rather a term that refers to groups of individuals 
or collectives responsible for the installation, maintenance, and dissemination 
of anti-monuments. The other actors are victims’ relatives, activist collectives, 
artists, and sometimes broader social movements. However, the installation of 

Figure 4: 
Antimonumento 49 
ABC, Mexico City, 
February 2025  
(photo by the author) 



Interrupt ing Memor y

38	 Cargo 2/2025, pp. 27–51

anti-monuments itself requires considerable preparation – design of the anti-mon-
ument, its production, its transportation, and installation on site, as well as good 
communication with the families of the victims and missing people. The instal-
lations of anti-monuments are not merely commemorative, but acts of resistance, 
rejecting both state violence and the institutionalization of memory itself. Thus, 
the process of installation of anti-monuments is for some academics first and 
foremost a protest action (Ruiz Lagier 2022). However, the installation itself and 
the organization of the installation represent a significant element of sharing for 
the families and survivors and have a ritual aspect and those who participated in 
installation, report strong impressions. For example, Carmelo Ramírez, survivor 
of Ayotzinapa and contributor of the anti-monument installation, commented 
on the installation of the anti-monument as follows: 

“I remembered when we were looking at the place where we were going to 
install it, moving clandestinely so the security cameras wouldn’t watch us, 
looking at photos to see how it would look. It was great, right? Although, to 
be honest, I thought we weren’t going to make it. It was a tremendous feeling. 
We achieved our purpose, our objective, and it was something that, even as 

Figure 5: Antimonumento 2 de Octubre, Mexico City, December 2022  
(photo by the author)



Pe t r a  Pono c n á

Cargo 2/2025, pp. 27–51	 39

the years go by, I’ll always remember. I also contributed to the organization 
to have that anti-monument installed there.” (Antimonumentos: Memoria, 
verdad y justicia, 2020: 35) 

As other participants in the organization and installation of anti-monuments, 
especially survivors, state, the installation of altars also has a meaning for them 
in terms of community and sharing. Thus, the act of installing anti-monuments 
in Mexico City functions not only as a political resistance but as a ritual of 
collective mourning and symbolic reparation. Drawing from Victor Turner’s 
concept of ritual as a liminal process, the creation of anti-monuments can be 
understood as a threshold moment – a symbolic rupture in the urban landscape 
that transforms ordinary public space into a sacralized terrain of memory and 
protest. For families of the disappeared, feminists, and activists, the physical act 
of placing the structure – often accompanied by speeches, chants, tears – con-
stitutes a ritualized enactment of memory. As Diana Taylor (2003) suggests in 
The Archive and the Repertoire, such performative acts operate as a repertoire 
of embodied memory that resists institutional erasure. The installation becomes 

Figure 6: Antimonumento Halconazo, Mexico City, December 2022  
(photo by the author)
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a public testimony, a counter-ritual to the silence or neglect of state narratives. 
The significance of the installation of the Antimonumento 49 ABC is described 
by Julia Escalante, the mother of the child who became a victim of tragic fire 
at the Guardería ABC (ABC Daycare Center) in Hermosillo on June 5th, 2009: 

“I felt supported by so many people, I felt listened to, I felt presence of my 
daughter and her 48 little friends.” (Antimonumentos: Memoria, verdad y jus-
ticia, 2020: 50) 

Regarding spatial logic within which the anti-monuments are installed, anti-mon-
uments in Mexico City are strategically placed in high-visibility locations like 
Paseo de la Reforma, Zócalo Square and near government institutions. For exam-
ple, Antimonumento +43 is placed at the intersection of Paseo de la Reforma 
and Avenida Bucareli, where the headquarters of El Universal and Excelsior 
– two of Mexico’s oldest and most influential newspapers (Perez-Manjarrez 
2025: 137). In some cases, they have even replaced the original traditional mon-
uments (such as the statue of Christopher Columbus, see below Glorieta de Las 

Figure 7: Antimonumento a David y Miguel, Mexico City, July 2025  
(photo by key-informant, used with their permission)
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Mujeres que Luchan). Two anti-monuments – Antimonumento a Samir Flores 
and Antimonumento 2 de Octubre are in the main square in Mexico City – Plaza 
de La Constitución (Zócalo for short).11 

The authors of the publication Antimonumentos: Memoria, verdad y justicia 
and the organizers of the installation of the anti-monuments state several times 
that they selected places for the Antimonumento +43 and other anti-monuments 
so that anti-monuments would be mainly visible (2020: 17). In Table 1 you can 
see a summary of the locations of all anti-monuments in Mexico City. These are 

11	 During one discussion about anti-monuments, my friend from Mexico City noted that 
soon, due to the atrocities happening in Mexico, there will be no place for anti-monu-
ments in Zocalo. He wanted to express the seriousness of the situation in Mexico, since 
the Plaza de la Constitución is one of the largest squares in the world. 

Figure 8: 
Antimonumento +65, 
Mexico City,  
March 2023  
(photo by the author) 
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always exposed places. As I mentioned above, Paseo de la Reforma and the his-
toric center of the city are the places where most of the monuments, but currently 
also anti-monuments, are located. Visitor of Mexico City who walks through 
the historic center from the main square to the statue of Angel of Independence 
(probably the most famous statue in Mexico City), is bound to come across almost 
all anti-monuments. 

The anti-monuments thus create (or are part of) the so-called ruta la memoria 
(memory route), also “Antimonumento Memory Route”, which is well described 
in the article from Délano Alonso et al. (2023). Authors describe the anti-monu-
ments that visitors of Mexico City will encounter if they head from the historic 
center towards Paseo de la Reforma.  It is important to emphasize that the route 
was not created as a planned project – instead, it emerged organically through 
installing anti-monuments. However, this route is becoming part of public dis-
course and is possible to find a website with the exact route at geoactivismo.org. 

Table 1: List of anti-monuments in Mexico City (July 2025)

Name Place Year of 
installation Purpose of installation

Antimonumento +43
Intersection of Paseo 
de la Reforma and 
Avenida Bucareli

2015
1st anniversary of 
the kidnapping of 43 
students in Iguala, 
Guerrero. 

Antimonumento 49 
ABC

Paseo de la Reforma, 
opposite the 
headquarters of 
the Mexican Social 
Security Institute

2017

8th Anniversary of the 
ABC daycare fire in 
Hermosillo, Sonora, 
where 49 children 
lost their lives due to 
negligence

Antimonumento +65

Paseo de la Reforma, 
in front of the 
Mexican Stock 
Exchange at the 
Glorieta del Ahuehuete 
roundabout12

2018

12th Anniversary of 
the Pasta de Conchos 
mine disaster, in 
which 65 miners died 
trapped underground in 
a Coahuila in 2006. 

12	 Glorieta del Ahuehuete, formerly Glorieta de la Palma, is the only roundabout on Paseo de 
la Reforma that did not have a monument in history. Until June 2022, there was a palm tree 
here, after which the roundabout was named. However, it died due to pathogens and an 
ahuehuete tree (also known as Montezuma cypress) was planted in its place in June 2022. 
This tree had to be replaced in May 2023 because the previous one was damaged in a traf-
fic accident. In February 2025, while riding the metrobus, I also noticed the renaming of 
a metrobus stop, which was originally called La Palma, and is now called El Auhuehuete. 



Pe t r a  Pono c n á

Cargo 2/2025, pp. 27–51	 43

Name Place Year of 
installation Purpose of installation

Rescatemos David 
y Miguel

Paseo de la Reforma, 
across from the Torre 
del Caballito, opposite 
the Antimonumento 
+43

2018

6th anniversary of the 
kidnapping of two young 
men David Ramírez and 
Miguel Ángel Rivera in 
January 2012 in the state 
of Guerrero. 

Antimonumento 2 
de Octubre

Entrance of the Plaza 
de la Constitución 
(Zócalo), main 
Mexico’s City square, 
in front of Palacio 
Nacional 

2018 50th Anniversary of the 
Tlatelolco Massacre. 

La Antimonumenta
Avenida Juárez, 
historical center of 
Mexico City 

2019
Protest and symbolic 
memorial to feminicide 
in Mexico. 

Cruz de Vida

Intersection of 
Paseo de la Reforma 
and Avenida de los 
Insurgentes  

2019

Dedicated to women 
who have been murdered 
or subjected to violence 
in Mexico. 

Antimonumento +72
Paseo de la Reforma, 
in front of the U.S. 
embassy

2020
10th Anniversary 
of Massacre of 72 
immigrants from 
Central America. 

Antimonumento 
Samir Flores

Plaza de la 
Constitución (Zócalo), 
main Mexico’s City 
square

2020 

Bust erected to honor 
environmental activist 
and journalist Samir 
Flores Soberanes who 
was assassinated in 
February 2019. 

Antimonumento 
Halconazo (10 de 
Junio)

Intersection of 
Avenida Juárez and 
Calle Humboldt, 
historic center of 
Mexico City 

2021

50th anniversary of the 
Corpus Christi massacre 
(“El Halconazo”) when 
paramilitary group 
Los Halcones attacked 
student demonstrators 
in 1971.

Glorieta de las 
Mujeres que Luchan

Paseo de la Reforma, 
the roundabout, 
formerly Glorieta 
de Colón, where the 
statue of Christopher 
Columbus stood until 
October 2020. 

2021

Symbolic act of feminist 
resistance and direct 
response to state 
inaction and systemic 
violence against women 
in Mexico.
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Feminist anti-monuments 
A specific type of anti-monuments are the feminist anti-monuments. There are 
currently three feminist anti-monuments in Mexico City13 – the Glorieta de las 
Mujeres que Luchan, La Antimonumenta, and Cruz de Vida. 

The Glorieta de las Mujeres que Luchan14 (from now on referred as Glorieta) is 
probably the most famous feminist anti-monument in Mexico. Installed on 25th 
September 2021, it is in Stengel’s words, “a symbol of feminist demands and urgent 
need for authorities to implement relevant changes” (Stengel Peña 2023: 94). The 
anti-monument was created and installed without state permission by a coalition of 
feminist collectives, many of which included families of victims. It was conceived 
as an act of civil disobedience and drew inspiration from previous anti-monuments 
in Mexico City such as Antimonumento +43. Its installation coincided with period 
of heightened feminist mobilization across Latin America (Stengel Peña 2023). 

Glorieta occupies the space formerly known as the Glorieta de Colón (Columbus 
Roundabout, see Figure 9). In 2020, amid global re-evaluations of colonial sym-
bols, the statue of Christopher Columbus was removed by city authorities for 
“restoration”. Feminist activists seized this moment of symbolic vacancy and 
redefined the space – renaming it Glorieta de las Mujeres que Luchan and erecting 
their own anti-monument in its place.15 According to Stengel, Glorieta carries 
a transfeminist and decolonial statement which goes beyond replacing a statue of 
a colonizer, but it also challenges popular representations of women, challenges 
the government, and rejects patriarchy (Stengel Peña 2023: 101). 

Glorieta consists of three parts: (1) a large, purple-painted metal sculpture of 
a woman standing with her hand raised in a fist as a symbol of resistance and 
empowerment. Purple, historically associated with the feminist movement, rein-
forces the installation’s connection to transnational struggles for gender violence; 
(2) a garden with the names of the victims of feminicide and enforced disappear-
ance, called Jardín Somos Memoría (Garden We are memory), where mothers and 
other relatives can write names of victims. This garden is also a grieving site where 
survivors gather to mourn; (3) clothesline where women can report acts of violence. 
Stengel points out that Glorieta differs from other anti-monuments in its complex-
ity and the fact that the entire installation exhibits the above-mentioned elements, 
but also because it is an anti-monument which is the most contested. Nowadays, 
Glorieta is also an important meeting point during feminist demonstrations. 

13	 Number known to me as of July 2025 from available sources. 
14	 The Roundabout of the Women who fight. 
15	 A detailed description of the entire history of Glorieta is provided for example by Natalia 

Stengel Peña (2023) in the context of feminist movements in Mexico and Latin America. 
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Figure 9: Glorieta de Colón, Mexico City, 2016 (photo by the author)

Figure 10: Glorieta de Las Mujeres que Luchan, Mexico City, 2022  
(photo by the author) 
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La Antimonumenta (Figure 11) was the first feminist anti-monument installed 
in Mexico City. It is placed in historic center of Mexico City on Avenida Juarez. 
It was installed by mothers and relatives of victims of feminicide as a protest 
gender-based violence and feminicide on March 8th, 2019 – International Women’s 
Day. It features the feminist symbol – a raised fist inside the Venus symbol and 
is painted in purple, color associated with the feminist movement. Below, the 
message reads: “En memoria de todas las mujeres asesinadas por razones de 
género. Ni una más.”16 Similarly, the third feminist anti-monument, Cruz de Vida 
(Cross of Life, Figure 12), honors women victims of disappearance and feminicide 
in Mexico. While it carries broader symbolism, it was installed by relatives of 
missing and murdered women and its focus is the gender-based violence crisis 
in the country. 

16	 “In memory of all the women murdered because of their gender. Not one more.”

Figure 11: La Antimonumenta, Mexico City, 2025  
(photo by key-informant, used with their permission) 
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Ritual aspect of anti-monuments 
Drawing on the theoretical perspectives outlined above, but also highlighting the 
unique socio-political conditions of Mexico, this section explores how anti-mon-
uments function not just as commemorative installations, but as ritualized spaces 
of political resistance and collective mourning. In the framework of Diana Taylor 
(2003), these sites belong to the repertoire of cultural memory, which means, that 
their meaning is continuously enacted through embodied, performative acts. 

Anti-monuments are activated through repeated rituals – monthly gather-
ings, annual anniversaries, and spontaneous visits – that can be analytically 
situated within Victor Turner’s framework of liminality (2004). Following van 
Gennep, Turner conceptualises liminality as a transitional, indeterminate phase 
in which actors are symbolically separated from the structures of ordinary 

Figure 12: 
Antimonumento 
Cruz de Vida, 
Mexico City, 
February 2025  
(photo by the author)
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social life and temporarily enter a threshold condition characterised by ambi-
guity, suspension, and potentiality. In the case of anti-monuments, liminality is 
enacted both spatially and performatively: urban space, conventionally organised 
around commerce and state authority, is periodically reconstituted as a ritualised 
area oriented toward mourning, political denunciation, and public memory. At 
Antimonumento +43, for example, the regular anniversary meetings on the 26th 
of the month interrupt the quotidian routines of the city and instantiate a lim-
inal timespace in which the boundary between private grief and public protest 
becomes permeable. We often see grief and grieving as a private act, but in this 
case, grief is not privatizing (Butler 2020). Sites around the anti-monuments serve 
as altars for offerings, including the Day of the Dead offerings, which reinforces 
the ritual hybridity, blending institutionalized commemorative traditions with 
political protest. Participants often transform the anti-monument into a living 
altar by leaving flowers, candles, and banners, and in some cases writing the 
names of the murdered women directly on its structure. Many mothers have 
already expressed in interviews that rituals, such as lighting candles, chanting 
names, placing offerings are meaningful for them and they offer sense of belong-
ing and shared purpose in the face of loss17 and how these collective rituals around 
anti-monuments produce a sense of solidarity and belonging by reinforcing shared 
values and identity (Durkheim 1995 [1912]; Butler 2020). Through these recurring 
actions – writing names, lighting candles, painting slogans, the Glorieta is ritually 
redefined as a feminist sanctuary, a sacred site of memory that challenges state 
neglect. The repetition and embodiment of grief here constitute what Judith Butler 
(2020) might call public assemblies of vulnerability, where the act of gathering 
and grieving together itself becomes a ritual of resistance. Moreover, the symbolic 
elements—candles, flowers, banners, and photos—recreate traditional forms of 
Mexican mourning, especially those related to the Day of the Dead. These acts 
blur the lines between political protest and cultural tradition, reinforcing the 
hybrid nature of anti-monuments as both civic and sacred. Taylor’s distinction 
between the archive and the repertoire is evident here: while the state builds 
archives of official history in stone and bronze, collectives inscribe memory in 
bodily gestures. Each repetition inscribes the memory anew (Taylor 2003). 

Feminist anti-monuments such as La Antimonumenta or the Glorieta de las 
Mujeres que Luchan function both as memorials and as altars. They incorporate 
gardens of names, ritual performances, and spaces for collective storytelling. 
The repeated acts of inscribing names or lighting candles at these sites becomes 

17	 Interviews with mothers of victims are published in the book Antimonumentos: Memoria, 
Verdad y Justicia (2020). 



Pe t r a  Pono c n á

Cargo 2/2025, pp. 27–51	 49

what Butler might describe as a public assembly of vulnerability, where collec-
tive presence defies institutional silence. The Glorieta also serves as a meeting 
point for feminist demonstrations. It is also a regular gathering place for marches 
and commemorations – particularly on March 8th (International Women’s Day 
and November 25th (International Day for the Elimination of Violence Against 
Women). In this sense, anti-monuments embody what Taylor (2003) describes 
as a “repertoire of resistance,” sustained through embodied actions that defy 
forgetting. They not only commemorate the dead or disappeared but also affirm 
the presence, persistence, and dignity of the living who remember them. These 
ritualized enactments also generate what Turner terms communitas: a tran-
sient, affective mode of sociality that emerges within liminal contexts through 
the temporary attenuation of established hierarchies and social distinctions. At 
anti-monuments, communitas manifest not only as emotional solidarity among 
relatives and activists, but also as a shared epistemic stance that challenges domi-
nant narratives about violence and accountability. Moreover, the anti-monumental 
rituals correspond to Turner’s later notion of the liminoid (Turner 2004): volun-
tary, recurrent, and emergent practices characteristic of complex, plural urban 
societies. As such, anti-monuments function as contemporary liminal sites in 
which ritual action reconfigures public space into a sacralised and politically 
charged domain of memory and collective presence. 

Conclusions

This article has examined the emergence and significance of anti-monuments in 
Mexico City as a grassroots response to state violence, impunity, and systemic for-
getting. Anti-monuments operate as liminal sites (Turner 2004), where ritualized 
practices—such as vigils, offerings, chants, and commemorative gatherings—tem-
porarily suspend ordinary social hierarchies and urban routines, transforming 
public space into a domain of collective mourning, memory, and political engage-
ment. Through these embodied and performative acts, anti-monuments generate 
communitas, fostering emotional and political solidarity among participants 
and affirming shared values of justice, resistance, and dignity. By disrupting 
conventional monumentality and state-sanctioned narratives, anti-monuments 
constitute a living form of memory from below, where grief and trauma are 
continually voiced rather than resolved, and where public space becomes both 
a stage for remembrance and a site of civic contestation. These practices also 
highlight the ways in which cultural tradition and political resistance intertwine, 
producing a language of collective presence that transforms grief into visibility 
and collective action.
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Taken together, anti-monuments exemplify how contemporary urban inter-
ventions can mediate memory, resistance, and public discourse. In future work, 
I will further develop this line of inquiry by conducting extended ethnographic 
research on the experiential and affective dimensions of the anti-monuments 
in Mexico City, examining how participation in anti-monument rituals shapes 
collective identities, solidarities, and forms of civic engagement.
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Abstract: The policy of Russia towards the peoples within its borders follows 
a consistent trajectory. The strategic goal of this policy is to neutralise the poten-
tial for the independent national development of those peoples, to transform 
them into loyal Russian subjects, and to turn the whole Russian realm into 
a homogeneous entity, while paying lip service to its multiethnicity. Not only 
was this the policy of the last Russian tsars but, contrary to popular myth, 
it was also the original view of Russian communists. The Soviet leadership’s 
abandonment of permanent mass repression in the USSR after Stalin’s death 
reduced the intensity of this policy and led to the emergence of an unstable 
model of nationality policy. It was at that point that Yulian Bromley’s dualist 
theory of ethnos emerged in Soviet science. Bromley’s theory sought to over-
come the contradictions of Soviet policy, but it eventually turned out to be 
at odds with the nationality policy of the Russian state, which therefore led 
to its abandonment in the post-Soviet period. This article describes how the 
post-Soviet Russian establishment, reverting to the paradigm of the national-
ity policy of the late Russian Empire, is shedding the legacy of enforced Soviet 
multinationalism, and how key pro-state Russian ethnologists are providing 
theoretical justifications for this process.

Keywords: Russia’s nationality policy, multinationality, multiethnicity, Yulian 
Bromley, Valeriy Tishkov
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Russia’s nationality policy: from late imperial times to the end 
of the USSR

At the start of the 20th century, the Russian Empire encompassed not only almost 
all the territory later held by the Soviet Union, but also most of modern-day 
Poland and Finland. Nevertheless, it could hardly have been called a nation-
state for two main reasons. First, the nation, in any sense, was not the source of 
the empire’s sovereignty. Instead, absolute power resided in the ruling dynasty 
(Russian Empire 1906),  which itself was of foreign origin (Durasov 1906). Second, 
the people who would eventually be classified as ethnic Russians under Soviet 
nationality policy – known in the empire as Great Russians – made up only 
44.31% of its population. Taken together with Belarusians and the so-called Little 
Russians (the ancestors of modern-day Ukrainians), this figure rose to 66.12% 
(Russian Empire 1897). Officially, these groups were considered a single ‘triune 
Russian nation’ (Sidorov 2023), though, as later events made clear, strong move-
ments towards national self-determination led to Ukrainians and Belarusians 
forming separate national identities – something Vladimir Putin now seeks to 
challenge (ibid.). 

From the second half of the 19th century, the imperial authorities followed 
a policy of what Benedict Anderson called ‘official nationalism’ (Anderson 1991: 
83–113) in an effort to ‘Russify’ the empire’s various ethnic groups and transform 
them into loyal Russian subjects. At the same time, the empire imposed a system 
of religious and quasi-ethnic restrictions, prompting resistance and struggles for 
national liberation. This, in turn, forced the emerging Russian political society to 
clarify its own position on the question of national self-determination. 

Despite differences in approach and rhetoric – largely stemming from various 
domestic political strategies – the majority of Russian political forces supported 
preserving Russia’s territorial integrity. Supporters of the absolute monarchy 
wanted to maintain the existing order (Union of the Russian People 1905). Liberal 
opposition groups called for an end to discrimination based on religious and 
quasi-ethnic criteria and for non-Russian ethnicities to be granted the right to 
cultural autonomy (Constitutional Democratic Party 1905). Among the Russian 
revolutionaries, there was an ongoing debate over whether nations had the right 
to self-determination and whether Russia should be restructured as a federation 
or allow the secession of nationalities that wished to separate. 

However, it is important to note that, contrary to a popular myth, the Russian 
Bolsheviks were initially opposed to any form of national autonomy (Stalin 1913) 
– both territorial and cultural (Lenin 1913) – even though they opportunis-
tically played up the issue of the oppression of non-Russian peoples in order 
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to gain their support. Methodologically, the Bolsheviks’ view of the nationality 
question was shaped by a socialist-progressivist approach, arguing that a ‘cen-
tripetal’ form of development fosters progress: under capitalism it leads to the 
emergence of bourgeois nations, and under socialism it leads to international 
solidarity among the working class. By contrast, ‘centrifugal’ nationalism was 
deemed reactionary (ibid.). This set them apart from the Socialist Revolutionaries 
(SRs) – the long-dominant group of Russian revolutionaries – who, as heirs to 
the populist tradition (the nationally-oriented Russian socialists), took a more 
national-romantic stance (Lenin 1894). Politically, the SRs promoted national 
autonomy and sought alliances with non-Russian national movements, which 
the Bolsheviks, by contrast, viewed as adversaries (Congress of Russian National 
Socialist Parties 1907). 

Nevertheless, once the Bolsheviks became the leading revolutionary force in 
1917 and seized power – sparking a civil war – they had to revise their stance on 
the nationality question. Although they continued to oppose genuine national 
self-determination and actively worked to suppress it, they decided to court the 
support of those parts of the non-Russian peoples who were undecided. Unlike 
their Russian adversaries in the civil war (the ‘Whites’), the Bolsheviks prom-
ised these peoples the right to national self-determination by establishing Soviet 
national republics (Avtorkhanov 1988). 

However, once Soviet power was firmly consolidated under Stalin, this initial 
courtship of non-Russian nationality sentiments gave way to a wave of repres-
sion targeting those who expressed a strong sense of national identity (ibid.). 
Non-Russian intellectuals who had joined the Bolsheviks found themselves 
widely persecuted. In 1939, numerous national districts and national councils 
were disbanded (All-Union Communist Party 1939). Entire ethnic groups were 
then uprooted and deported as ‘unreliable’, and their national autonomies were 
abolished (Campana 2007). At the same time, beginning in 1939, the Russian 
language was made compulsory in schools across all national republics (Council 
of People’s Commissars of the USSR and Central Committee of the All-Union 
Communist Party 1938),  and the Russian cultural and historical canon was 
enforced as the norm throughout the Soviet Union (Brandenberger 2009: 57–80). 

Stalin’s death and the subsequent denunciation of Stalinism meant the Soviet 
leadership could no longer rely on widespread repression to suppress separatist 
leanings in the non-Russian republics. As a result, the post-Stalin period ush-
ered in what historian Richard Pipes called ‘the permanent Soviet dilemma 
between centralism and multinationalism’ (Pipes 1958: 15). During this era, 
Yulian Bromley’s ‘dualist theory of ethnos’ emerged, which sought to make 
sense of the Soviet Union’s contradictory ethno-national policies. At the same 
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time, a contrasting anti-ethnic, statist viewpoint gained ground as a reaction 
– especially in the late Soviet and post-Soviet academic sphere, where it was 
championed by Valery Tishkov. This perspective effectively helped justify the 
nationality policies pursued by both the Russian tsars and the Russian commu-
nists, all designed to quell the ethno-national ambitions of non-Russian peoples 
and forge a politically homogeneous state. 

The Dual ethnopolitical reality in the late USSR and Yulian 
Bromley’s dualistic theory of ethnicity 

Both the original view of ‘national question’ adopted by key Russian Bolshevism 
ideologists and the actual policies pursued by the Soviet central authorities effec-
tively aimed to ‘Russify’ the diverse peoples of the USSR and mould them into 
a single Soviet people defined by Russian cultural and historical norms. Yet, 
formally, the Russian Bolsheviks were forced to abandon their Jacobin leanings 
and accept the creation of a ‘state of nationalities’, an idea they had once opposed. 
As a result, a dual reality emerged: on the one hand, there was a policy of cultural 
Russification and a declared goal of creating a unified Soviet people; on the other, 
the state officially recognised multiple nationalities, with membership based on 
a citizen’s ethnic origin (in mixed-heritage cases, an individual could choose one 
parent’s nationality). The theory of ethnos by Yulian Bromley, the director of the 
Institute of Ethnography at the USSR Academy of Sciences from 1966 to 1989, 
was used to justify this setup. 

It is therefore no coincidence that this theory is known today as the ‘dual-
istic’ theory (Dondokova 2006: 7). As part of the Soviet formational doctrine, 
it was believed that a specific type of social community corresponded to each 
type of socio-economic formation: kin and tribe to tribal societies, nationality 
(‘narodnost’) to feudalism, and the nation to capitalism and, partly, to socialism 
(Alekseev 1962). Within Marxist-Leninist discourse, there were notions about the 
merger of nations under socialism, which were subject to various interpretations 
and discussions.1 

In the aforementioned formational scheme, however, there had been hitherto 
no concept of ethnicity as a constant that exists regardless of different social 
conditions and their changes. It was Yulian Bromley who introduced and legit-
imised this idea in official Soviet science. Although similar ideas had existed 
among various scholars before, Bromley, as the head of the leading ethnological 

1	 See Lenin’s positions (Lenin 1894) and Stalin’s response to some of their interpreters (Stalin 
1949: 333–355). 
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institute of the Soviet Academy, managed to make them dominant during the 
described historical period. Earlier attempts to conceptualise ethnicity were made 
by Pavel Kushner, whom some researchers consider the father of Soviet ethnol-
ogy (Alymov 2006). However, in the works of prominent ideologists of Russian 
Bolshevism, such as Lenin and Stalin, the concept of ethnic groups as independent 
from social formations was absent. When they discussed nations, nationalities, 
tribes, and clans, they did so in the context of analysing corresponding socio-
economic relations. 

Neither Lenin nor Stalin had a conceptual understanding of ‘primordial eth-
nicity’ as existing through different epochs and social formations. This concept 
became dominant in Soviet science thanks to Yulian Bromley, which is why 
British scholar Ernest Gellner attributed the conceptual revolution that occurred 
in the Soviet scientific/academic world to him (Gellner 1977). To achieve this in 
the conditions of an ideocratic state, Bromley had to solve the complex task of 
legitimising ethnological notions that lay outside the scope of the formational 
approach, yet, at the same time, without rejecting the latter and its conclusions. 

To address this, Bromley posited that there are two aspects to every ethnic 
community. The first aspect is social, shaped by corresponding formational, socio-
economic, and political conditions. The second aspect is purely ethnic and is 
independent of these conditions. Bromley termed the first aspect the ‘ethno-social 
organism’ (ESO) and the second aspect, which essentially equates to ethnicity, 
‘ethnikos’ (Bromley 1983: 57–63). As practical examples of his theory, Bromley 
pointed to members of the same ethnicity integrated into different ethno-so-
cial organisations: Soviet Ukrainians and Canadian Ukrainians, West and East 
Germans, and even the Hellenes of Athens and Sparta. Although these groups 
belonged to different political communities, categorised in Marxist-Leninist terms 
as socialist nations, bourgeois nations, or slave-owning demes, from Bromley’s 
perspective, they shared a common ethnicity, which within the framework of the 
Soviet system was referred to as ‘nationality’ (ibid.: 57–58). 

It is evident that Bromley, the leading Soviet ethnologist in an ex-officio capac-
ity, not only introduced a new conceptual dimension that was absent from the 
works of Russian Bolshevik ideologists – who considered communities solely 
within specific social contexts – but also directly contradicted them. In the view 
of Lenin and Stalin, a nation emerges under the influence of external factors 
such as centralised power politics or market relations (and are thus essentially 
constructed). In contrast, Bromley’s ethnikos is a self-reproducing community 
from generation to generation (ibid.), primarily characterised by its members’ 
shared memory of a common ancestry and an awareness of their distinction from 
other such communities. While Stalin emphatically argued that groups lacking 
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a common territorial and economic life would assimilate into the nations with 
which they shared a social and economic life (Stalin 1913), Bromley contended 
that parts of a unified ethnikos living in different locations and conditions would 
still maintain their ethnic unity (Bromley 1983: 59–61). 

To substantiate his views, Bromley also employed biosocial arguments, or 
sociobiology, a discourse absent from Lenin and Stalin but present among their 
ideological opponents. By postulating the biosocial nature of humanity (ibid.: 
28), Bromley argued that ethnikos is a product of social relations in a broad 
sense, distinguishing them from socioeconomic relations in the narrow sense 
(ibid.: 31) – the sense in which Lenin and Stalin analysed relations in their 
studies of the nature of nations. Bromley asserted that ethnic communities 
do not require a shared economic life (ibid.: 57) or territorial residence (ibid.: 
50), directly contradicting the concept of a nation espoused by both Lenin and 
Stalin. Although earlier Stalin had explicitly stated (Stalin 1913) that a nation is 
not a tribal or racial community, and Lenin had criticised (Lenin 1894) views 
suggesting that nations arise from the merger of clans, Bromley, question-
ing the actual common ancestry of all members of an ethnikos, asserted that 
the perception of such an ancestry is an essential characteristic of ethnicity 
(Bromley 1983: 186). 

Demonstrating a good understanding of the various views on ethnicity from 
both Soviet and Western scholars (ibid.: 11–12), Bromley sought to formulate 
a scientifically valid perspective on its nature as much as was possible under 
a dogmatic and ideocratic regime. Essentially, his theory of ethnicity aligns well 
with the views of some prominent Western scholars on this phenomenon, whose 
perspectives, as evidenced by his works, he was familiar with. If we set aside 
Bromley’s discussions of the ‘ethno-social organism’ (ESO), his views on the 
nature of ethnicity (‘ethnikos’) (ibid.: 57–58) did not fundamentally differ from 
those of his renowned Western colleague Fredrik Barth (1969).2 Regarding the 
relationship between ethnicity and modern nations, Bromley’s views (1983: 63) 
were also quite similar to those of Anthony Smith, who believed that nations 
emerge based on pre-existing ethnic groups (Smith 1991). 

2	 Anatoly Kuznetsov, a Russian researcher who studies ethnological concepts, believes that 
the works of the Russian émigré ethnologist Sergey Shirokogorov influenced Frederik 
Barth’s views on ethnicity (see Kuznetsov 2023). Bromley was undoubtedly familiar with 
Shirokogorov’s works, but he rejected the holistic-idealistic notions of ethnicity charac-
teristic of the Shirokogorov and developed these ideas in a more instrumentalist direc-
tion, which is also characteristic of Barth. It is also noteworthy that Kuznetsov points out 
the genealogical intertwining of the Swedish and Russian ethnological schools, with St 
Petersburg as their point of intersection.
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However, some Soviet scholars criticised Bromley’s ideas from the stand-
point of ‘orthodox’ Marxism-Leninism. For instance, Ivan Tsemeryan criticised 
Bromley’s view that Ukrainians in the USSR and Ukrainians in Canada belonged 
to the same national community (nationality), despite lacking a common eco-
nomic life and living in different socio-economic conditions (Tsemeryan 1979). 
One of Bromley’s main theoretical and scientific-political opponents in the 
context of the state control over and ideologisation of science in the USSR was 
Mikhail Kulichenko, head of the sector of the theory of nations and national 
relations at the Institute of Marxism-Leninism under the Central Committee 
of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU). In 1985, in a letter to the 
new General Secretary of the CPSU Central Committee, Mikhail Gorbachev, 
Kulichenko expressed concern about the spread of the ‘ethnic disease’ in the 
scientific community of the USSR, blaming Bromley for it (Alymov 2021). 
Translating these accusations into contemporary scientific language, one could 
argue that Bromley was effectively accused of espousing primordialist views, 
which contradicted Marxist-Leninist doctrine. 

The triumph of Bromley’s theory in the USSR, which adapted pre-Soviet 
Central-Eastern European ethnological principles (Golovnev 2018) to Marxism-
Leninism, became possible once the Soviet regime was nearing its demise and its 
ideological grip was weakening. It is notable that towards the end of his life and 
of the Soviet regime, Bromley proposed an alternative to the crisis-ridden Soviet 
model of nation-state organisation, which was reminiscent of the Austro-Marxist 
concept of a ‘state of nationalities’ (Alimov 2021). Just as the Austro-German 
Social Democrats wanted, on the one hand, not to tie federal autonomous regions 
to specific nationalities and, on the other, to guarantee these nationalities broad 
extraterritorial autonomy, Bromley, in his project, proposed not to limit national 
autonomy to the union republics, with their large nations, but to extend it to all 
nationalities, including the smallest ones, that were interested in maintaining 
the cohesion and unity of the country. This distinguished his proposal from the 
ideas of the academician Valery Tishkov, who called for abandoning the ethnic 
understanding of the nation and beginning to view all Soviet citizens as a single 
nation (Tishkov 1990). 

Both perspectives, however, reflected an exclusively Russia-centric view of the 
fate of the unified state within the USSR’s borders, while national movements in 
its union republics were already fighting for the creation of their own fully fledged 
nation-states. This opportunity was provided by Boris Yeltsin, who, in his struggle 
to grant the Russian republic a status equal to other union republics, managed to 
secure his election as its president in 1991. On 8 December 1991, together with 
the leaders of Ukraine and Belarus – the two other republics that, along with 
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the Russian republic, were the nominal founders of the USSR in 1922 – Boris 
Yeltsin signed the Belovezha Accords, which declared the cessation of the USSR’s 
existence and the transformation of its union republics into independent states 
(Belarus, Russian SFSR, and Ukraine 1991). 

Russia after the USSR: from Soviet multinationalism to Russian state 
nationalism

What was called the ‘parade of national sovereignties’ did not end at Russia’s bor-
ders but continued within Russia itself – in the republics that were autonomous 
within the Russian Soviet Republic (RSFSR). On the brink of the USSR’s collapse, 
some of these republics sought to elevate their status to union republics, aiming 
either to exit the USSR with other union republics or to remain in a reformed 
Soviet Union on equal terms with Russia, not within it. Yeltsin adopted a strategy 
of concessions and pressure towards these republics. He invited them to ‘take 
as much sovereignty as they could swallow’ (Volk 2015) but warned them ‘not 
to strain themselves’ (Yeltsin undated). To this end, he initiated the signing of 
the Treaty of Federation on 31 March 1992. Article three of this treaty declared 
that ‘the republics within the Russian Federation possess full state (legislative, 
executive, judicial) authority on their territory, except for the powers transferred 
to the federal government of the Russian Federation under this Treaty’ (Protocol 
1992). Essentially, this echoed the tactical approach of the Russian Bolsheviks, 
who, in a weakened state, had to temporarily recognise the national republics 
that accepted their rule. 

The resulting national-federal structure of post-Soviet Russia was markedly 
asymmetric. On the one hand, the republics within it were established on an 
ethno-national basis and mostly confirmed and strengthened their national 
character during what was known as the ‘parade of sovereignties’. On the other 
hand, within the rest of Russia, the leadership and political class operated not 
on behalf of its titular ethno-nation – i.e. the ethnic Russians – but on behalf 
of a community similar to the ‘Soviet people’, though now limited to Russian 
citizens or ‘Rossiyane’. This ambiguity regarding the status of ethnic Russians 
and the predominantly ethnic Russian–populated non-republican territories of 
the Russian Federation (the krais and oblasts) quickly became a problem for 
Russia’s state structure. Operating within an ethno-national paradigm that effec-
tively recognised the existence of autonomous national units within Russia, this 
issue could theoretically have been resolved by either declaring that Russia as 
a whole was created by ethnic Russians and other peoples united with them or 
by granting krais and oblasts with a Russian ethnic majority the status of one of 
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the ethno-national autonomous republics, alongside the autonomous republics of 
non-Russian peoples. Each option had its strengths and weaknesses. The main, 
and retrospectively the most obvious, weakness was that in the end neither of 
them was adopted. However, the main problem seems to lie elsewhere: unlike the 
leaders of most former Soviet republics, who positioned themselves as represen-
tatives of both their entire population and their titular ethno-nations specifically, 
the leaders of post-Soviet Russia during Yeltsin’s time did not want to position 
themselves primarily as representatives of ethnic Russians. This would have placed 
them on (morally) equal footing with the authorities of the national autonomous 
republics, whereas they wanted to be seen as the all-Russian (‘Rossiysky’ and not 
just ‘Russky’, which relates just to ethnic Russians) government and political class, 
representing all the peoples and all the citizens of Russia. To this end, they used 
the quasi-national concept of ‘Rossiyane’, which was meant to encompass all of 
Russia’s population. 

The main theoretical question arising with regard to the concept of ‘Rossiyane’ 
was its meaning in a political and legal sense. The Russian Constitution clearly 
defines it as ‘multinational people’, which legally corresponds to the fact that the 
Russian Federation comprises many distinct nation-states.3 However, Valery 
Tishkov, who, with the demise of the USSR, replaced Yulian Bromley as head 
of the Institute of Ethnology of the Russian Academy of Sciences and became 
Minister for Nationality Affairs in Yeltsin’s administration in 1992, entered the 
doctrinal discussion during this period. Alluding to his earlier argument that 
‘throughout the world’ a nation is understood in a civic rather than an ethnic 
sense, and that all the citizens of a state constitute a single nation, Tishkov began 
insisting that Russians (‘Rossiyane’) are not a ‘multinational people’ but a ‘mul-
tiethnic nation’ or a ‘multiethnic Russian nation’.4 This concept, bypassing the 
Russian constitution, then began appearing in various legal acts adopted by the 
Russian government. 

This was more than just a change in terminology. In the Russian-Soviet his-
tory of the 20th century, the concept of a nation was firmly associated with the 
recognised right of nations to self-determination. Initially, the Russian Bolsheviks 
believed that such a right could only be realised by nations that were creating their 

3	 In Article 5 of the Russian Constitution, the autonomous republics within Russia are 
referred to as ‘states’, just as they are referred to in their own constitutions, many of which 
were created with their establishment being linked to the self-determination of their tit-
ular nations

4	 ‘As Ivan Alexandrovich Ilyin said in the 1920s, we are a multiethnic nation. And in 1992, 
while I was a minister, I proposed to Shakhrai during the preparation of the Constitution 
to include Ilyin’s term in the main law’ (Tishkov 2007b).
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own states, whereby they were against federalisation and national autonomies. 
However, after seizing power in Russia, they changed their approach and claimed 
that nations could exercise their right to self-determination within other states, 
transforming those states into federations comprising autonomous national units. 
While the republics of the former Soviet Union realised their right to self-deter-
mination by becoming independent states, the republics that remained within 
Russia saw themselves as nation-states with limited sovereignty, having exercised 
their right to self-determination within the multinational state of the Russian 
Federation. Thus, for them, the term ‘multinational people’ or ‘multinational 
state’ meant that Russia comprised various nation-states. 

In contrast, proponents of a unified Russian (‘Rossiyskaya’) nation argued 
that if Russia was a single state, then the nation within it should be one civic 
nation, ‘in line with the understanding of the matter all over the world’ (Tishkov 
2007b). According to them, the various ethnic communities within Russia were 
not nations but peoples (ethnicities or ethnic groups). These views were increas-
ingly expressed in both political and academic circles in Russia. Academically, 
these views were supported by critiquing ethnic notions of the nation in gen-
eral and Bromley’s theory in particular, framing the debate as though ethnic 
concepts of the nation in Russia were a Soviet-era construct (Tishkov 2013). 
Additionally, there was a growing belief that the Russian Bolsheviks had inten-
tionally (rather than out of necessity) promoted ethnic notions of the nation 
and thereby divided the former Russian Empire into national republics, which 
ultimately led to the Soviet Union’s collapse and planted a time bomb under 
post-Soviet Russia.5 

With Vladimir Putin’s rise to power in 2000, this ‘bomb’ began to be ‘defused’ 
in a manner reminiscent of Stalin’s approach to national autonomies in the 1930s. 
As of 2025, at the time of writing this article, despite constant and repeated 
calls from Russian unitarists, the republics within Russia, originally established 
on an ethno-national basis, have not been formally abolished yet.6 Abolishing 
them twenty-five years ago would have been unrealistic anyway without risking 
uprisings in a dozen other republics alongside the war in Chechnya, the second 
round of which began with Putin’s ascent to power. Therefore, without formally 

5	 ‘...the leaders of October 1917 planted a time bomb under the structure of the unitary state 
called Russia. What did they do? They divided our Fatherland into separate principalities 
that had never existed on the world map before, endowed these principalities with gov-
ernments and parliaments, and now we have what we have’ (Putin 1991).

6	 Plans to dissolve the national republics within larger regions are being regularly discussed 
by government representatives, including those within these republics (Galin 2023). 



Pro-State Et hnolog y in Late Sov iet a nd Post-Sov iet Russia

62	 Cargo 2/2025, pp. 52–73

abolishing these republics, Putin began to limit their political powers and effec-
tively strip them of their national character, much like Stalin did in the 1930s. 

The linguistic sphere became one of the main avenues for this denationalisa-
tion. Almost immediately after coming to power in 2002, Putin enacted a law 
requiring the alphabets of all the peoples within Russia to be converted to Cyrillic 
script (Russian Federation 2002). Prior to this, some of these alphabets had used 
the Latin script, which was more suited to their phonetic characteristics. This 
echoed the processes in the USSR during the Stalin era, when the alphabets of 
several Soviet peoples were converted from Latin (and before that, for historically 
Muslim peoples, from Arabic) to Cyrillic in the 1930s. What Putin did in 2017 
was reminiscent of Stalin’s actions in 1938, when he made Russian language 
education compulsory in all the national republics of the USSR. However, Putin 
went even further in the Russification of non-Russian peoples. By the time of 
Putin’s decision, the absolute majority of Russia’s non-Russian citizens were 
already being educated in Russian and, in many cases, no longer knew their 
native languages. Education in Russia, including for non-Russian peoples, as 
a rule had long been conducted in Russian, and the only difference was that, 
until 2017, schools in the national republics were also required to teach the lan-
guage of the titular ethno-nation several times a week. In 2017, Putin abolished 
this mandatory language instruction (e.g. of the Tatar language at schools in 
Tatarstan, the Yakut language at schools in Yakutia, the Chuvash language at 
schools in Chuvashia, etc.), making all compulsory education entirely in Russian 
and turning the ‘native language’ subject into an optional one. Commenting on 
this decision, Putin said: 

‘The languages of the peoples of Russia are an integral part of their unique 
culture. Studying these languages is a constitutional right, which can be exercised 
voluntarily. Forcing someone to learn a language that is not native to them is as 
unacceptable as reducing the level and time devoted to teaching Russian. Russian 
is our state language, the language of interethnic communication, and nothing 
can replace it. It is the spiritual framework of our multinational country. Everyone 
must know it.’ (Interfax 2017)

Since Vladimir Putin’s third presidential term, this policy has been ele-
vated to a new ideological level. Putin’s article ‘Russia: The National Question’ 
(Putin 2012) marked a new era and ideology in the nationality policy of the 
Russian government. In it, Putin condemned the isolationist attitude of Russian 
ethno-nationalism, which advocated the creation of a nation-state for ethnic 
Russians (‘Russkiye’). He proclaimed that ethnic Russians form the foundation 
of a multiethnic community and that historical Russia encompassed the entire 
Soviet Union. Since then, Putin has frequently asserted that the Soviet Union 



Va d i m Sidorov

Cargo 2/2025, pp. 52–73	 63

was historical Russia. From 2014, amid the national-democratic revolution in 
Ukraine, he began claiming that Ukraine is not only a part of historical Russia 
but also an artificial state and even an artificial ethno-national entity that has 
divided the ‘greater Russian nation’ (Sidorov 2023). 

Thus, during Putin’s third presidential term, the Russian government and 
political class clearly reverted to the national-state conceptions of their predeces-
sors from the late Russian Empire. One of the significant steps in this direction 
was the shift from the term ‘Rossiyane’ (Russians in a civic sense) to ‘Russkiye’, 
which, during the Soviet period and until recently, was typically used to refer to 
ethnic Russians. Now, however, it began to signify all subjects of Russia. A new, 
overarching Russian national identity began to be actively promoted among all 
Russian citizens, especially since the full-scale war against Ukraine in 2022. The 
militaristic song ‘I Am Russian’ (‘Ya Russkiy’) effectively became the country’s 
unofficial anthem in that period and was widely promoted across all ethnic groups 
in Russia (Idel.Realii 2023a). High-ranking members of the Russian establishment 
have openly called for abandoning the term ‘Rossiyane’ and declaring all Russian 
citizens ‘Russkiye’ (Idel.Realii 2023b). 

This policy aligns with the Russian imperial paradigm, which has persisted 
since the 19th century and continued through the Soviet and early post-Soviet 
eras. In this context, Stalin’s ethnicisation of the term ‘Russians’, equating it with 
the pre-revolutionary concept of ‘Great Russians’, was as reactive as Yeltsin’s 
extraction of the Russian republic from the USSR. Just as Yeltsin did not intend 
to separate ‘core Russia’ from ‘greater Russia’, which he saw as the post-Soviet 
space, Stalin did not want to separate Russians from other Soviet peoples. He 
feared isolationist Russian nationalism and viewed Russians as the unifying force 
of the USSR. 

The distinction between ethnic Russians and non-Russians in the USSR was 
driven more by the desires of the latter and the practical impossibility of assim-
ilating them into the former. Therefore, soft Russification in the late Soviet era 
required more flexible but contradictory approaches, such as declarations about 
creating a new historical community – the Soviet people – within which national 
convergence would occur. Under Putin, the Russian establishment decided that 
in a country where ethnic Russians now make up about 80% of the population, 
compared to 50.79% in the USSR, it could afford an open policy of Russification 
for the entire population of Russia, as well as for the territories it manages to 
bring back under its control, both de jure and de facto.
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Academician Tishkov: forget the nation, or forget all nations except 
the Russian one? 

The main theoretical foundation of the views of Russia’s leading pro-state eth-
nologist, Valery Tishkov, can be considered his article ‘Forget About the Nation’, 
published in Russian in 1998 (Tishkov 1998); a slightly different version was also 
published in English in 2000 (Tishkov 2000). This article serves as a characteris-
tic example of the manipulation of scientific arguments and concepts to justify 
the nationality policy of the Russian state. In it, Tishkov attempts to portray the 
ethnic notion of nations as a Soviet anachronism, while drawing on Western 
scholars who aim to deconstruct the concept of nation, thereby aligning his 
ideas with theirs. 

Moreover, he frames discussions about the right of nations to self-determination 
as ‘the language of the so-called Marxist-Leninist theory of nation and national 
question’, labels the ‘ethno-cultural meaning’ of the ‘concept of nationality’ as 
‘Soviet’ (Tishkov 2000: 637), discusses ‘communist ethnophilia’ (Tishkov 2000: 
642), and claims that ‘as to the former USSR area, scholastic rhetoric on ethno-na-
tions as biosocial or ethno-social organisms (Bromley 1983, 1987; Gumilev 1989, 
1990) served for several decades as the basis for (post-)Soviet ethnic engineering 
and for nationalist entrepreneurship as well’ (Tishkov 2000: 631). 

Tishkov promotes among his English-speaking readers the dominant 
post-Soviet Russian myth that ‘it is precisely the Bolsheviks who constructed, 
institutionalised, and sponsored ethnic nations in the country. It is also because 
of them that all major non-Russian ethnic groups used to have and possess today 
a growing level of ethno-territorial autonomy with their own constitutions, state 
symbols, languages, legitimate governments, and strong representation in federal 
power structures’ (Tishkov 2000: 634). 

Of course, the claim about the ‘growing level of ethno-territorial autonomy’ in 
Russia is long outdated. Among other things, thanks to Tishkov and like-minded 
individuals, the push for Russia’s political mono-nationalism has replaced the 
once diverse national landscape.7 However, it is noteworthy that in the Russian 

7	 ‘In the USSR, the appealing but potentially self-destructive formula of “multinationality” 
emerged and nowadays it is strongly present in Russia’ (ibid.: 643). ‘This problem persists 
in the new Russia. Take, for instance, the opening line of the current Constitution: “We, 
the multinational people of the Russian Federation.” These old clichés of “multination-
ality” (instead of the widely accepted “multi-ethnicity”) from Soviet declarations, when 
there was no need to pay the price of implementation, have migrated into a completely 
new political context with more responsible meanings and advocates liberated from those 
meanings...’ (Tishkov 1998: 10)
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version of his article, Tishkov does not claim that ‘it was precisely the Bolsheviks 
who constructed, institutionalized, and sponsored ethnic nations’ (ibid). Instead, 
the Russian version includes an interesting remark not found in the English one 
about how Lenin originally understood the concept of a nation. Advocating that 
the term ‘nation’ can be used in a civic-political sense and not just ethnically, 
Tishkov writes in the Russian original: ‘The (post)Soviet understanding of the 
word nation does not have a long history. Not only for Struve and Berdyaev but 
also for V. I. Lenin, it was characteristic to understand the nation in multiple 
ways, predominantly in a civic-political sense’ (Tishkov 1998: 15). Tishkov thus 
acknowledges that the founder of the Soviet state did not initially share the ‘ethno-
philic’ views he attributes to Soviet communists. Tishkov must also be aware that 
Lenin and Stalin initially opposed not only ethnic federalism but federalism in 
any form. However, for his English-speaking audience, he propagates the opposite 
myth – that the Bolsheviks allegedly preferred ethnic federalism over territorial 
federalism out of conviction and that the nation-state formations in the USSR 
were created by them purely for ideological reasons rather than out of necessity.8 

In short, Tishkov tries to portray the communists as the malicious creators 
of ‘ethno-nations’ and ‘internal nation states’ within the former Russian Empire, 
where they did not previously exist. He has to concede, however, that the ‘eth-
nic understanding of the nation’ was also espoused by many respected Western 
authors, not just the Soviet ‘primordialist’ Bromley. This is understandable, given 
that the latter is not very well-known among English-speaking readers, whereas 
the former is. Thus, he acknowledges that ‘within this framework, little difference 
can be found between the ethnic tree of nations drawn by Anthony Smith (1986), 
the ethno-historical interpretation of Miroslav Hroch (1985), John Armstrong’s 
nations before nationalism (1982), and the ethnogenesis constructions and nation-
alities studies of Russian scholars (Bromley 1983, 1987)’.

To combat this approach, Tishkov seeks to ally with some Western scholars, 
especially Rogers Brubaker. He writes: 

‘However, not all is hopeless with the study of nationalism. Recently, Rogers 
Brubaker’s work on European nationalism has provided a significant break-
through in understanding nationalism. According to him, the explosion 
of nationalism should not lead us to view nations as something material. 
“Nationalism can and should be understood without reference to ‘nations’ as 

8	 ‘It was more because of the polemic with “bourgeois federalism” based on territoriality 
than for any other reason that the principle of internal “national statehoods” became estab-
lished in the USSR’ (ibid.: 17).



Pro-State Et hnolog y in Late Sov iet a nd Post-Sov iet Russia

66	 Cargo 2/2025, pp. 52–73

objective entities. Instead of focusing on nations as real groups, we should turn 
to the national (nationhood and nationess), to ‘nation’ as a practical category, 
as an institutional form and a contingent event. ‘Nation’ is a practical category, 
not an analytical one. To understand nationalism, we need to understand the 
practical use of the category ‘nation’, how this category structures understand-
ing, fills thought and experience, organizes discourse, and political action” 
(Tishkov 2000: 638). 

Justifying his stance that a large, unified space is better than centrifugal tenden-
cies, Tishkov cites German professor Hans-Rudolf Wicker: 

‘The resurgence of national identities and the ethnicization of various social 
sectors are side effects of transformation, which inevitably weakens the state, 
reduces social rights, and liberalizes the economy. The cumulative effect of 
these processes quickly erodes the last remnants of social solidarity. Although 
it is strange to see new nationalisms looking to pre-communist times for 
meaningful concepts, it should not be forgotten that the structure of this 
nationalization is ultimately conditioned by the communist legacy ... In real-
ity, the decline of central power facilitated the rise of regional elites. Many 
nationalizations and ethnicizations at the regional level, initially aimed at 
creating independent statehood, are used by regional elites to gain their share 
of the bankrupt communist estate. Similar processes of regionalization and 
the increased weight ascribed to ethnicity have unleashed ethnic wars in the 
former Yugoslavia and the Caucasus region’ (Wicker 1997: 31).

However, today, after academician Tishkov cited these lines in his article, we can 
state the opposite. The largest war in Europe over the past seven decades was 
not instigated by the numerous ‘internal nation-states’ that Tishkov lamented 
had arisen as a result of ‘state weakening’. Instead, it was launched by a highly 
centralised state that has, over the past three decades, managed to suppress 
centrifugal processes, including the ‘revival of national identities and ethnicisa-
tion’. Yet at the same time, modern European history provides many examples 
of simultaneous democratisation, regionalisation, and the expansion of national 
autonomy, as seen in Spain with the Basque Country and Catalonia or in the 
United Kingdom with Scotland. In contrast, the war in Yugoslavia was triggered 
by the central leadership’s attempt to forcefully counteract these processes. 

Tishkov concludes his article with the following: ‘My final words are: forget 
the nation to save states, peoples, and cultures, even if future scholars may ques-
tion these definitions as well’ (Tishkov 2000: 647). However, it seems that in his 
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attack on nations, by equating states with peoples and cultures, Tishkov was not 
entirely sincere. Unless, of course, he meant only one people and one culture – 
the Russians – whom he essentially recognises as having rights that he denies 
to other peoples under their hegemony. This is theoretically justified by the idea 
that only the state, and specifically the Russian state within the territory of the 
former Russian Empire and present-day Russia, can form a nation. Thus, the same 
Tishkov who in 1998 called for forgetting nations as a theoretical category soon 
turned into a fervent apologist for the Russian (‘Rossiyskaya’) nation, created by 
the Russian state (Tishkov 2013). 

However, Tishkov does not grant all internationally recognised states the right 
to form a nation from their citizens. For example, the Russian nation, according 
to his views, has one language – Russian (‘Russkiy’) – which is also the state 
language. He argues that the resulting ‘voluntary linguistic assimilation (i.e. the 
shift from an ethnic language to the commonly used one) is normal’, as ‘adopting 
the state language is a natural process’ (Tishkov 2019).9 He bolsters his argument 
by noting that ‘this is precisely how our emigrants behave when they move to 
France, Germany, or America’ (ibid), conveniently overlooking or intentionally 
ignoring that the peoples who have self-determined in the respective republics 
of Russia are not immigrants forced to accept the host country’s rules. These are 
peoples whose republics were recognised as ‘states’ within Russia at the moment of 
post-Soviet Russia’s formation, with the constitution guaranteeing them ‘equality 
and self-determination’ (Russian Federation 1993). 

In contrast, Tishkov views Ukraine’s implementation of Ukrainian as the state 
language as justification for Russian military aggression (Tishkov 2022) under 
the guise of protecting Russian speakers.10 Thus, it turns out that all the scholarly 

9	 ‘In our country, more than 200 languages are spoken. However, practically the entire pop-
ulation, 99.4%, knows and speaks one language – Russian. It is the first language learned in 
childhood for the majority of the non-Russian population as well. Traditionally, however, 
we consider the native language to be the language of one’s nationality. This is incorrect. 
Languages should be equal in rights, but they cannot be equal in their usage, opportunities, 
and status. A significant portion of the world’s cultural heritage, such as the works of Leo 
Tolstoy, Anton Chekhov, and Fyodor Dostoevsky, is created in Russian. Therefore, Russian 
will always have a privileged position in our country. Voluntary linguistic assimilation (i.e., 
the shift from an ethnic language to the commonly used one) is normal and an inherent 
human right. Adopting the state language is a natural process. This is precisely how our 
emigrants behave when they move to France, Germany, or America.’ (Tishkov 2019)

10	 ‘...it makes sense to support the demands of the eastern regions of Ukraine to grant Russian 
the status of a second official language. Guided by international legal norms and concerns 
for the Russian language, Russia should not abandon the issue of official bilingualism 
in former Soviet states such as Kazakhstan, Ukraine, Latvia, Moldova, and Kyrgyzstan’ 
(Tishkov 2007). 
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appeals to post-national concepts were meant to justify a reality where, in Russia, 
the state should form one nation based on the ‘state-forming’ people and culture, 
while denying the right to full national development to other peoples. At the same 
time, neighbouring Ukraine is denied the same right to form its own nation on 
its territory, as this supposedly infringes on the interests of a people whose priv-
ileged rights Russia feels entitled to defend by military force. In Vladimir Putin’s 
decree of 8 May 2024, this inequality was conceptualised in the Russian public 
space through the idea of a ‘civilisational state’ (Sidorov 2024), which Tishkov 
(2024) effectively supported. 

It is important to note that Tishkov is not the only one to have attacked the 
‘ethnos theory’ in general and Bromley’s version of it in particular, while also 
promoting Russian imperialist narratives. Various Russian or Russia-affiliated 
scholars are pushing these ideas within academic circles. A notable example is 
Vasily Filippov, a fierce critic of the ‘Soviet ethnos theory’. As a senior researcher 
at the Center for Sub-Saharan Africa at the Institute for African Studies, Russian 
Academy of Sciences, Filippov writes books exposing French colonialism in Africa 
(Filippov 2016, 2023). Recently, Russia has been trying to harness anti-colonial 
sentiments in Africa (Russian Federation 2023) to displace France and take its 
place, making Filippov’s books seem less like pure academic interest and more 
like strategic propaganda. However, while condemning colonialism and support-
ing national movements in Africa, Filippov takes a completely different stance 
regarding the struggle for national self-determination within Russia. He labels 
the ‘self-determination of “nations” (in the ethnic interpretation) up to the point 
of their separation into independent states’ or even just ‘subjects of a federal state’ 
as an ‘erroneous and dangerous ideology’ (Filippov 2010: 31). All of this is based 
on his theoretical opposition to the ‘ethnos theory’ in general and its Russian-
Soviet variant in particular, including the so-called ‘Bromley theory’ (Filippov 
2010), which has in the meantime become a bugbear. 

Unlike state-affiliated Russian scholars such as Tishkov and Filippov, Yuri 
Slezkine, posing as an American scholar with Russian roots, accuses the West 
of refusing to ‘deal with Russia on equal terms’, echoing one of Putin’s favourite 
narratives (Slezkine 2023). It is particularly noteworthy that Slezkine was one of 
the first in the English-speaking world to promote the idea that it was the com-
munists who created nation-states in Russia, that Soviet nationality policy was 
carried out by nationalists, that it was based on ethnophilia, and that this policy 
paved the way for the dissolution of a unified Russia (Slezkine 1994). 

These examples illustrate that, at the end of the day, the post-Soviet criticism 
of ‘Soviet ethnophilia’ and Bromley’s ‘Soviet ethnos theory’ by many Russian 
scholars has transformed into an ideological struggle against nation-building in 
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post-Soviet states or Russia’s republics. Thus, the calls by academician Tishkov 
and his like-minded colleagues to ‘forget the nation’ in theory imply, in practice, 
the need to retain only one nation – the state and culturally Russian one– in 
Russia and the territories it claims.
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With Dr Vanda Jiřikovská on Ethnography 
and Makeshift Settlements
The interview was conducted by Martin Dolejský  
and David Platil
https://doi.org/

PhDr. Vanda Langrová, later married Tůmová, and then Jiřikovská, is a prom-
inent Czech ethnographer. She was born in 1933 and worked at the Institute of 
Ethnography and Folklore of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences from 1962 
to 1972. She focused on research into workers’ housing and lifestyle, and in the 
1960s, she made a significant contribution to discussions on the possibilities of 
ethnographic research into contemporary workers in Czechia (Tůmová 1964). 
One of her important topics was the makeshift workers’ housing, where she com-
bined historical perspectives with a mapping of the current situation. During 
her research, she conducted numerous interviews with residents of makeshift 
housing estates that still existed at the time. Her work also included questionnaire 
surveys, drawing up building layouts, and taking photographs. The result was, 
among other texts (namely Tůmová and Štěpánek 1965), the publication of the 
book Pražské nouzové kolonie (Prague Makeshift Housing Settlements) in 1971 
(Tůmová 1971). During the period of so-called normalisation that followed the 
occupation of Czechoslovakia by Soviet troops in 1968, she was forced to abandon 
her academic career. After leaving the Institute of Ethnography and Folklore, she 
worked in various museums, devoting herself partly to folk architecture and folk 
customs (Jiřikovská 2012). The interview focused on her research on Prague’s 
makeshift settlements. 

I N T E RV I E W |  ROZ HOVOR
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How did you get into ethnography? 
I always tell everyone that it was completely by chance. Because at the high school 
in Mělník,1 where I graduated, I tried my hand at drawing. And I was very good in 
our class. So, I thought I’d try for the School of Applied Arts. But there it became 
pretty clear to me then that I was not so great at it. There were a lot of us, of course, 
so I did not pass the entrance exams. However, the committee that evaluated us 
discussed the results with everyone. And because I showed them drawings from 
the folklore festival in Strážnice,2 where I tried to capture the dancers, costumes, 
and so on, they said: “Well, why don’t you try ethnography?” I had never heard 
the word ethnography before; I had no idea what it was. So, I tried it, and they 
accepted me (at the Department of Ethnography and Folklore, Faculty of Arts, 
Charles University – note of editors), which is how I started studying this field.

What was the field actually like at the time when you entered college? Who 
taught you? What was the composition of the student body, and what was 
the focus of the teaching? 
There were only a handful of us. There were always four or five people in each 
cohort, so it was quite pleasant, and we always got along well. At that time, the 
department was headed by Professor Pertold (Otakar – note of editors), a won-
derful person whom I greatly admired. He lectured on exotic ethnography. I was 
more interested in Czech ethnography because, like many ethnographers, I was 
a member of a folk ensemble in Mělník during my youth. I imagined that ethnog-
raphy would be about songs, costumes, and folk art, but there was no mention of 
that at the beginning, so I was terribly disappointed. However, Pertold lectured so 
interestingly that I became fascinated by his topics. It was great. He was a pleasant 
person, inviting us to his home and making us very strong black tea. 

Then there was an important figure, Nahodil (Otakar – note of editors), but 
you have surely heard a lot about him. We quite liked him because he was a good 
speaker and young, but his lectures always revolved around one thing: the various 
Siberian peoples, their family relationships, and their complexities. I must admit, 
I did not find it very interesting. Associate Professor Stránská (Drahomíra – note 
of editors) is truly a historical figure, one of the classics of ethnography. Her 
lectures were comprehensive and interesting, but impossible to remember. It was 
particularly tedious for our male colleagues when she lectured on head coverings, 
and many of them failed their exams as a result. Associated Professor Pražák 

1	 A district town approximately 40 kilometers north of Prague (note of editors).
2	 The Folk Music and Dance Festival in Strážnice was founded in 1946 and has gradually 

become the largest and most famous festival in the Czech Republic (note of editors).
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(Vilém – note of editors), I loved him very much. He lectured on architecture, 
and those were perhaps the best lectures I can remember. Chotek (Karel – note 
of editors) was also a unique personality. At that time, he began to think that 
ethnographers should focus not only on villages but also on towns and their 
surrounding areas. However, it remained just a plan. He chose the village of 
Nebušice,3 so the students went there. Unfortunately, I wasn’t with them because 
I got married early on and had a small child at the time, so I couldn’t go. However, 
from what I have heard from my friends, it was not particularly beneficial. They 
did not learn much. For the time being, it was just an idea in his head about how 
it could be, and nothing came of it. Then, once, we were in the Ostrava region 
with Robek (Antonín – note of editors), but nobody was particularly interested 
in it either. 

What did you focus on in your thesis? 
I wrote my thesis on living in a cooperative village. We were simply guided 
towards the present. And everyone usually chose a topic that was a few steps 
away from home, because we did not have any money and no one gave us any. 
I lived in Mělník with my mother, so I chose the village of Kly,4 a pleasant village, 
and titled my thesis Housing in the Cooperative Village of Kly near Mělník. But 
the fact is that the cooperative aspect actually had a simple meaning. People no 
longer needed farm buildings if they worked in a cooperative, so they were often 
converted into dwellings or repurposed for other uses. But I admit that even at 
that time then, I was more interested in traditional architecture: gates or houses 
with preserved black kitchens, all of which I found incredibly interesting. And 
besides, Kly is such a beautiful area on the banks of the Labe River, so I enjoyed 
the fieldwork there. 

What did you do after college? And how did you end up at the Institute of 
Ethnography and Folklore?
After graduating, I started working at a museum in Zábřeh na Moravě, and then 
a year later, I moved to Šumperk,5 as the districts were being merged. It was 
a really interesting place to work. I did what museum curators do when they 
arrive at a museum and are unsure of where to start. I could do whatever came to 

3	 A village near Prague that became part of Prague in 1968 (note of editors).
4	 A village with a population of approximately 1,700, located 26 kilometres north of Prague 

and 7 kilometres from the district town of Mělník (note of editors).
5	 Zábřeh na Moravě and Šumperk are Moravian towns (approximately 13,000 and 25,000 

inhabitants) in the Olomouc Region (note of editors).
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mind. It was great. The town of Šumperk is interesting. A group of people my age 
who worked in the cultural centre, the library, and the theatre got together there. 
So, I really enjoyed being there. But after three years, Dr Skalníková (Olga – note 
of editors) appeared, who headed the so-called Department of Contemporary 
Studies at the Institute of Ethnography and Folklore. She was well-versed in the 
world and, together with Dr Fojtík (Karel – note of editors) and Dr Syrovátka 
(Oldřich – note of editors), they became interested in studying the urban environ-
ment. And somehow, she had the opportunity to accept a post-graduate position 
in her department. Some friends recommended me to her, so she came to see 
me in Šumperk. I admit that I didn’t really want to leave, as I was interested in 
what I was doing there. However, I eventually made up my mind and joined the 
Institute. I think it was in the fall of 1962. 

I joined Dr Skalníková, and those makeshift housing settlements were not my 
choice; I was simply assigned to them. This was because Dr Vařeka (Josef – note 
of editors), who specialised in folk architecture, knew that it was also necessary 
to focus on the city and the workers. So, he began documenting the buildings 
of workers and the city. And Ladislav Štěpánek worked for him. Štěpánek was 
not an employee of the Institute. He was an older gentleman, but an excellent 
documentarian, so he gathered a lot of material. Well, Skalníková thought that 
this could be followed up on. And that’s how it happened. 

Did you build on any previous research in the case of makeshift housing 
settlements? 
I was definitely following in Štěpánek’s footsteps, using the materials he had left 
behind. He even personally introduced me to it, taking me with him—I do not 
remember which settlement it was—and showing me what it was like there. 
You asked why I chose Slatiny and Krejcárek. I admit that chance played a role 
here again, because my husband and I lived with my grandmother in Bohdalec 
for a short time, which is not far from Slatiny. And we took the children to 
kindergarten in Slatiny.6 So, I knew the area a little, and it caught my attention. 
And Krejcárek, I do not really know. I recently visited there, and I was aware of 
it; I had read about it, which piqued my interest. Because the environment was 
extremely interesting, on that steep slope, those rows of houses. So, both were 
coincidences. I visited some other settlements just out of curiosity, but I only 
focused more deeply on these two. It wasn’t about getting an overview of the 
makeshift housing settlements in Prague. It was more about everyday life. At that 
time, ethnographers frequently used the term “way of living.” In other words, we 

6	 Slatiny, Krejcárek, Bohdalec are names of Prague settlements (note of editors).
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were not studying buildings, but primarily ways of living. So that was actually 
the core of my interest. 

I even lived at Krejcárek for about four months, which was great. It was due 
to my family situation, a bad situation, where I had nowhere to live. And so, 
I stayed in a room with an interesting lady, Mrs. Žižková from Žižkov. I believe 
I submitted some material to the Institute regarding that. Her husband, Mr. 
Žižka from Žižkov, was a peculiar character. He predicted the future. He had 
devised special graphs, which he used to determine when people’s curves were 
in the rosy stage of success and, conversely, when they were in decline. So that 
lady gave it to me. I think I passed it on to the Institute. So that was an interest-
ing episode. She told me all sorts of things. I admit that I probably didn’t make 
full use of many of those stories and memories, which is a shame. And it’s the 
same in other fields, which makes me unhappy now, because as I have moved 
from one workplace to another, I have brought a box of records from each. Often 
completely unwritten and sometimes even difficult to read. And now I am trying 
to transcribe what I can on the computer, and I am unsure to whom I’ll pass it 
on; probably the Institute.

What was the research method? 
This question makes me smile. There was no team. I went there completely on 
my own. No one else deals with it. Štěpánek had already lost interest in it at 
that point. So, I went there alone. With great trepidation, I must admit. At first, 
I didn’t know what to do. But to answer your question: it was really just that 
I met someone, I saw a lady by the fence, and I stopped. I asked her how long 
she had lived there. If she had been there a long time, that was great. I started 
asking about others. And everything else unfolded from there. Everyone knows 
that when you talk to someone about a place, they will recommend a neighbour 
or an older person, or someone who has lived there the longest and can tell you 
the most. So that’s how it continued. 

Can we pause to consider the practical aspects of recording statements in 
the field and their subsequent processing and storage? Who determined 
the structure of the questions or thematic areas?
I wrote it down. Whatever I managed to do, I then rewrote on cards. Let me 
tell you something about that. This is not slander, but there really was no well-
thought-out archiving system at the Institute. We basically didn’t have to hand 
anything in at all, and many employees didn’t submit anything until their work 
was completed. They simply collected information in drawers and then wrote 
something from it. My colleague Dr Šťastná (Jarmila – note of editors), with whom 
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we often collaborated, and I were fortunate to be sent to Poland for a student 
stay at the “Obóz Etnograficzny” (Ethnographic Field Camp – note of editors). 
The Poles had a perfectly developed method. They had prepared questionnaires, 
“kwestionariusze”, and I copied them all by hand. The students received a ques-
tionnaire for each topic they were to work on. At the end of the camp, which 
usually lasted 14 days or 3 weeks, I don’t remember – in a selected location, they 
had to submit the material, transcribed in a similar manner. They even had to 
write a summary report about what they had learned. We were excited about 
it, so we decided, without anyone telling us to, that we would start doing the 
same thing at the Institute. So, we began transcribing and storing the material 
as much as possible. 

Did you encounter any mistrust from the locals, or how did they perceive 
you in the field? 
I must say that I was fortunate. Most of them were pretty happy to talk to me. 
When you start by asking about their memories of the early days, people really 
like that, because the past was not dangerous, and they can confide in you about 
it. It was worse when you asked about their current relationships; they did not 
say as much then. You also must take some things with a grain of salt. It is not 
entirely reliable, but people quite like reminiscing about the early days (how 
they built it, how they sourced materials, what it looked like). They often even 
say more than you ask them. 

I had more personal problems. I admit that I experienced what the Germans 
wrote about in their study Angst des Feldes, fear of the field. I was happy to read 
their German reflections, because I had experienced it and sometimes felt that 
one should not interfere in people’s private lives. It happened to me that I ran 
away early and only returned the next day after calming down. I was not one 
of those researchers who could walk anywhere and ask anything without any 
problems or stress.  

Can we return to Ladislav Štěpánek? He accomplished a great deal of com-
mendable work in the field of settlement research. 
He did everything possible that was assigned to him. This was probably assigned 
to him by Dr Vařeka as part of his studies in construction. Štěpánek also enjoyed 
writing and wrote extensively, publishing numerous articles that covered not 
only the urban settlements but also folk architecture in Central Bohemia and 
beyond. He had a vast knowledge. But it is true that sometimes, when he ven-
tured into certain issues, such as social ones, he did embellish things a little. 
I experienced this later, after I left the Institute of Ethnography and Folklore, 
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when he wrote about the situation in the Slaný area.7 At that time, he embellished 
things a little, or when he wrote about this open-air museum in Třebíz,8 he 
wrote that it was the only open-air museum that showed social relations, which 
is nonsense. So, he was quite unreliable in such minor details, but otherwise an 
interesting personality. 

What was your work assignment? 
I had to write my thesis. That was the basic task. I was supervised by Dr Fojtík 
and Dr Skalníková. Fojtík even took me to Brno once to see what the makeshift 
housing settlements there looked like. Furthermore, he showed me how to take 
photographs, because he was an enthusiastic photographer. I wasn’t very good at it. 

How many years have you been working on the topic of makeshift housing 
settlements?
Four years. Or five. Well, something like that. So about five years. Well, it is not 
much. 

I  mentioned Dr Šťastná. We also travelled to the Ostrava region with 
Dr Skalníková. And there, in the Ostrava region, it was supposed to be a mono-
graph that never came out. And we liked to go out into the field together the most. 
That was a different kind of work. Because one of us talked and the other observed 
and took pictures. So, when there are more people, it is a different kind of work. 

What was the atmosphere like at the Institute? Did you encounter any 
ideological pressure that would influence your work?
I am not aware of any pressure until 1968. At that time, a peculiar management 
style prevailed. The director was Dr Jech (Jaromír – note of editors), but then 
the leading persons of the Institute came forward to suggest that he would not 
be the sole director, but rather a member of a triumvirate. The management 
consisted of Jech, Skalníková, and Scheufler (Vladimír – note of editors), which 
I think was a pretty good solution. And they really did not have any ideological 
pressures. They chose the topics, so the fact that they focused on the study of 
the city and the workers was, in a way, designed to suit the regime, which it did. 
And, there was no need to get too involved in political issues. In connection 
with the makeshift housing settlements, I had to read all kinds of newspapers, 

7	 Slaný is a town in Central Bohemia, about 17,000 inhabitants, approximately 40 kilome-
tres north-west from Prague.

8	 Třebíz is a village in Central Bohemia, with about 200 inhabitants, approximately 45 kilo-
metres north-west of Prague (note of editors).
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old communist leaflets and so on, but that was not the essence of the matter, and 
no one forced us to do it. It was only when Robek arrived that things changed 
significantly after 1968. 

Can you describe how this affected you specifically? 
Yes, it affected me. I admit that I belonged to a very naive generation. Being part 
of the folklore ensemble had a big influence on people. So, I naively believed in 
the ideology of the time. We danced in the ensemble and wore blue shirts. If you 
have seen the film Žert (The Joke),9 it was similar, with the girl standing there 
singing. So, I experienced that kind of silly enthusiasm. When you saw through 
it, it made it worse. For those who had been clear about it from the beginning, 
it wasn’t so difficult. For us, it was a terrible blow when the crimes, trials, and 
things like that began to be revealed. Before 1968, I was the chairwoman of the 
Revolutionary Trade Union Movement organisation at the Institute. And I expe-
rienced some quite interesting moments, because the trade union organisation 
at the Academy was extremely active in 1968.10 I remember the whole-academy 
assemblies, where very harsh criticism of the current situation was voiced. These 
were experiences that cannot really be conveyed. I did what many others did, 
which was to throw away my party membership card.11 That was a serious offense, 
so I was expelled. Expelled party members had to leave their jobs. So, I had to 
quit completely. 

I haven’t mentioned one employee. Dr Mišurec (Zdeněk – note of editors) 
was the head of the documentation department. He was a wonderful person and 
understood the situation perfectly. He saved me, because I was alone with two 
children. He knew that leaving immediately would mean financial hardship for 
me. So, he took me into his department. So, I worked for him at the Institute for 
the last two years or so. I wrote cards about literature and similar things. But 
it was a good situation, so I was able to stay there longer. So, I experienced the 
beginning of Robek’s rule. 

9	 Vanda Jiřikovská refers to a film shot in 1968 by Jaromil Jireš and released in 1969, based 
on a novel written by the well-known Czech-French writer Milan Kundera (1929–2023). 
The novel was first published in Czech in 1967 and in English in 1969. Its fully autho-
rised English version dates back to 1982. The novel is about young people in communist 
Czechoslovakia in the 1950s who believed in the communist regime and whose naivety 
backfired on them and ruined their lives for many years (note of editors).

10	 In protests after the occupation of Czechoslovakia by the Warsaw Pact troops (note of 
editors).

11	 The narrator is referring to the Communist Party (note of editors).
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How has the atmosphere at work changed? 
A lot has changed, and I admit that I felt it was a terrible insult to the profession, 
and I was ashamed of what Robek wrote in Český lid (Czech People).12 Those 
editorials, political and ideological, were quite awful. Well, during the purges 
that followed after 1968, many people sensibly kept their mouths shut and spoke 
cautiously, but I could not be cautious, so I said what I thought straight out. And 
it turned out as it did. Robek apparently had a guilty conscience towards me.

So, when I finished at the Institute, and the opportunity arose to join the 
museum in Slaný, he even drove there and told the local Communist Party group 
that, although I was ideologically misguided, I was employable. And so, they 
accepted me. 

Let us return to the urban settlements and your book Pražské nouzové 
kolonie (Prague Makeshift Settlements). How was the book received, and 
what do you think of it in hindsight? 
I had to look it up again. When I read it now, and if I were to criticise it from 
the outside, it seems like the work of a beginner. And it’s far from systematic 
work. A lot of things are random. I realised that an ethnographic study of the 
makeshift settlements would be ideal if it could build on something you had 
done. A historical overview with lots of facts. And only then go to people and 
ask them about their everyday lives. What I did could be described as the history 
of everyday life, as it is now known. 

You later turned your attention to other topics, but have you ever felt the 
desire to return to the subject of workers’ settlements? 
I didn’t return to it, nor did I want to. But I was curious to see what was hap-
pening. So, when Dr Viktorínová organised the exhibition Poor Prague, I was 
thrilled. I went on an excursion with her when she was showing people around 
Slatiny,13 so I sometimes added my own personal memories to the story. I was 
very interested in the exhibition, which I think was last year, in Vršovice14 at the 
Vzlet Gallery (Take off Gallery – note of editors). It is a tiny little gallery. So, 
I went to see it, and it was great. There were lots of photographs on loan from 
people, which I was seeing for the first time. And I went to see the monument 

12	 The journal that was published by the Institute of Ethnography and Folklore Studies and 
now by its successor, the Institute of Ethnology of the Czech Academy of Sciences (note 
of editors).

13	 Prague former makeshift settlement (note of editors).
14	 Prague quarter (note of editors).
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commemorating Slatina gardens at Vršovice station. So, it’s not that I wasn’t 
interested, but I never returned to it professionally. 

What did you study then? 
I simply had to do other things. I worked here in Třebíz for a long time, which 
is an open-air museum. So, I had to learn a great deal about folk architecture. 
I worked with conservationists, with Dr Bureš (Pavel – note of editors), and 
I conducted a comprehensive documentation of village settlements for him, which 
I found really interesting. In a small museum with only one ethnographer, you 
have to do everything. I also devoted a lot of time to customs, and I tried to 
organise many exhibitions on this topic. And when I finished in Třebíz, I was 
contacted by the Central Bohemian Museum in Roztoky,15 where they were look-
ing for someone part-time, so I started working there. Dr Procházka (Lubomír 
– note of editors) also started there, having left the Institute. He focused on folk 
architecture, and we agreed that I would work on customs. And since then, that’s 
what I’ve been doing most. Then I left Roztoky and a friend, Dr Hobl (Dalibor – 
ed.) from the Kolín Museum,16 who worked intensively at the Kouřim17 open-air 
museum, contacted me again. He was also looking for someone there because 
they were establishing a workplace for folk culture, which was in every region. 
So, from 2005 to 2010, I worked in Kouřim. I had a free hand there, so I again 
devoted myself mainly to customs. And I have a lot of material on this topic. 
To this day, I still collaborate with the Ethnographic Society’s commission for 
folk customs and attend seminars. Most recently, I was in Uherské Hradiště18 
this year. 

15	 Roztoky is a little town, approximately 9,000 inhabitants, about 10 kilometres north to 
Prague (note of editors).

16	 Kolín is a district town with a population of approximately 33,000, located about 65 kilo-
metres east of Prague (note of editors).

17	 Kouřim is a little town in Central Bohemia, with about 2,000 inhabitants, not far from 
Kolín, and about 60 kilometres east of Prague (note of editors).

18	 Uherské Hradiště a district capital in Central Moravia, approximately 25,000 inhabitants 
(note of editors).
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Keith Hart 1943–2025: Manchester Man 
in World Society
Chris Hann
https://doi.org/

Keith Hart was a Cambridge-trained social anthropologist who had considerable 
influence on the discipline in Britain and elsewhere for more than half a century. 
Born and raised in Manchester, the city which exemplified industrial transfor-
mation and the market ideology which grew with it, Keith was proud of these 
roots. But in the course of a productive career on both sides of the Atlantic, he 
transcended academic anthropology (including its fieldwork methodology) to 
develop a humanist philosophy of history that was truly cosmopolitan. Keith was 
enthusiastic about the digital technologies that were transforming capitalism itself 
in the late twentieth century. An excellent stylist, no anthropologist was more 
active in the new social media. Keith’s long rumbustious life, from cocky hellraiser 
in Cambridge to internet recluse who connected with the entire world via his 
laptop, is retold in his extraordinary ‘auto-ethnography’ (Hart 2022). This weaves 
intimate personal detail together with the most diverse materials from popular 
culture and his principal sources of inspiration in European intellectual history. 

Numerous famous anthropologists have built their careers on their first field 
research, often undertaken within the constraints of a doctoral degree. Unusually, 
Keith never published his ethnography, judging his data from a slum in Accra in 
the mid-1960s to be too sensitive. He lived with migrants whose home commu-
nities in the north were well known in the literature through the publications of 
Meyer Fortes, his head of department at Cambridge. The day-to-day challenges of 
the fieldwork were frequently evoked in later Hart papers. The most influential of 
these was Hart 1973, which led directly to the concept of the ‘informal economy’ 
(also ‘informal sector’) and legendary status for its author in the emerging field 
of development studies. Job offers and consultancies piled up. However, when 
a series of affiliations in North America ended in fiasco, personal and professional, 
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Keith returned to Cambridge in 1983 to resurrect his career. We were appointed 
together as Assistant Lecturers in 1984, the year that Ernest Gellner took over 
from Jack Goody as William Wyse professor. 

Keith’s first monograph addressed West Africa as an underdeveloped region 
(Hart 1982). Adapted from a report he prepared for USAID, its arguments were 
the antithesis of the ‘bottom up’ implications of his pioneering work on the 
informal sector. Some diagnosed a definitive conversion to Marxism at this point. 
Keith was indeed infatuated for a few years, but in the 1982 book he preferred the 
mercantilist political economy of Sir James Steuart to both Adam Smith and Karl 
Marx. By the time he came to assess ‘the contribution of Marxism to economic 
anthropology’ (Hart 1983), his initial enthusiasm had waned. He appreciated 
Capital (Volume 1), but he remained too steeped in the values of Manchester 
liberalism (and the conservatism of the British lower middle classes) to join the 
neo-Marxists. Keith also admired Weber and Durkheim, while recommend-
ing Engels for his ethnographic descriptions of the condition of the Manchester 
working classes – and Lenin for his revolutionary acumen. 

While never repudiating the trademark concept he launched in 1973, Keith 
(a classics scholar before he switched to anthropology) grew tired of interacting 
with economists and found no intellectual satisfaction in the world of ‘devel-
opment’. He therefore expanded his interests to intellectual and world history. 
A two-year secondment in Jamaica and personal acquaintance with C. L. R. James 
in London led him to see the Caribbean as a crucible in the formation of modern 
capitalism – the vital hinge between Northwest Europe, Africa, and the Americas. 
(Eastern Europe and Asia were never really on his radar.) Keith’s theorisation of 
money in his Malinowski Lecture of 1986 (the ‘two sides of the coin’, i.e. both the 
political community and economic exchange) was later extended into a treatise 
that analysed money as central (together with language) to our communication 
as humans (Hart 2000). Individual human beings could seize the emancipatory 
potential of the internet to create new forms of currency and thereby undermine 
states and bureaucratic domination in general. These were the years in which 
Keith cultivated a huge following (at least by academic standards) on Facebook 
and Twitter. He initiated the Open Anthropology Cooperative, while continuing 
to lecture, write new papers, and contribute editorials to Anthropology Today. 

In Cambridge Keith co-launched (with Anna Grimshaw) and edited the Prickly 
Pear pamphlet series. He was an innovative director of the African Studies Centre 
and he won a university prize for his lecturing. Cambridge is not the kind of 
place that tenured staff move away from, but Keith eventually followed my exam-
ple. Affiliations in Aberdeen (a sinecure arranged by his economist friend John 
Bryden), London (Goldsmiths and the LSE), and Pretoria disguised the fact that 
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he spent the last three decades of his life domiciled in Paris, with his second 
wife, Sophie Chevalier, and his laptop for company. Marcel Mauss became an 
obsession in this period. He reinterpreted The Gift (Mauss 2016) in the light of 
Mauss’s political writings of the 1920s, which had been overlooked in Anglophone 
scholarship until David Graeber came along. Keith linked up with the MAUSS 
community initiated by Alain Caillé and worked closely with Jean-Louis Laville 
in developing new visions of the ‘human economy’ (Hart, Laville and Cattani 
2010). This produced concrete results in the work of excellent students recruited 
to the Human Economy Program, which Keith directed with John Sharp at the 
University of Pretoria from 2011.1 

In economic anthropology, in part due to the American years, his range was 
huge: from the domestication of animals and plants in prehistory to community 
currencies in the era of the internet. We agreed that Mauss and Karl Polanyi were 
the two seminal figures for modern economic anthropology; personal factors 
tipped the balance towards Mauss in his case and Polanyi in mine. In June 2006 
we co-organised a conference on Anthropological Approaches to ‘the Economy’ 
at the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology in Halle. This generated 
an eclectic conference volume (Hann and Hart 2009) and also an introductory 
textbook that has sold well over the years (Hann and Hart 2011). I learned a great 
deal during this cooperation, just as I had when playing the role of younger 
brother in Cambridge in the 1980s. 

Interaction with David Graeber in the new century provided fresh stimulus. 
The brash American wrote big books and had the outreach and international 
impact that his senior also craved. But Keith was generous in his support, even 
when they disagreed.2 Both deplored the current state of the world. Graeber 
responded as an anarchist. Keith would not disavow what he interpreted as the 
democratic-liberal-cosmopolitan ideals of the European Enlightenment (notably 
the trio of John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Immanuel Kant). 

The concept of national capitalism was a major contribution of his later years 

1	 See the Berghahn series The Human Economy, edited by Keith: https://www.berghahn-
books.com/series/human-economy.

2	 See Hart 2012 for indications of how Graeber pushed him to clarify his own positions. They 
had many affinities. Both were academically precocious and won scholarships to accelerate 
their progress in the educational treadmill. In their brilliant writings, both saw anthropol-
ogy as a vehicle with which to celebrate the human spirit. Both inspired fierce loyalties. At 
the same time, neither shied away from ruffling feathers in his immediate environment 
(see below). I think the main difference stemmed from the fact that David’s parents were 
left-wing political activists while Keith’s immediate family was characterised by the aspi-
rational values of the lower middle-classes. 
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and an integral part of a broader historical vision (Hart 2024). Having aban-
doned the competitive markets of industrial society for a financialised capitalism 
that rewarded only rent seekers, our globalised monopolistic bureaucratic world 
resembles that of ‘agrarian civilisation’, characterised by precapitalist scales of 
social inequality. This analysis is becoming ever more persuasive in the second 
presidency of Donald Trump. 

In his personal life, Keith was successful in accumulating property, sometimes 
through gambling as well as prudent investments and real estate transactions. He 
could be abrasive, opinionated, and egotistical; but at the same time he was good 
company and generous with his time as well as his advice. When my young family 
was moving house in Cambridge using self-help methods (we had no money to 
pay professionals), Keith was the friend who came around to help lift the washing 
machine and large items of furniture. He was fortunate to find love and stability 
with Sophie Chevalier, a professor of anthropology at Université de Picardie Jules 
Verne. Together with his two daughters, born on the same day twenty-eight years 
apart, Sophie was his anchor in the last three decades of his life. 

Keith Hart was both a hard-nosed empiricist and a romantic idealist, a field-
worker and a  theoretician, an outstanding editor and a  mentor to several 
generations of students, including many who only knew him online. Though he 
could read and converse in several languages, Keith taught and wrote exclusively 
in English. His spoken English was very different from that of most Cambridge 
undergraduates. The Manchester accent with the hint of an American drawl 
(which weakened in later years) combined to great effect in public performances 
everywhere. Research seminars were always an opportunity for inimitable chutz-
pah. But the irrepressible, irascible Mancunian was not an easy colleague. Beyond 
prickliness and banter, he had a short fuse. Depending on his mood, he could 
be downright rude to everyone, from nervous undergraduates to his friends and 
peers, including his head of department. Ernest Gellner was deeply bruised by 
Keith’s aggression. No one found him easy, not even Jack Goody, who was respon-
sible for welcoming him back to Cambridge. But Keith repaid that trust with 
unflinching loyalty and worked with his former supervisor in preparing several 
Goody publications for the press.3 

3	 He performed a comparable service for his Michigan friend Roy (‘Skip’) Rappaport, whose 
posthumous magnum opus on ritual and religion would not have been published without 
Keith’s editing (Rappaport 1999). 

	 Keith visited Jack Goody in a Cambridge nursing home not long before his passing (2015). 
He also had a deep personal attachment to Esther Newcomb Goody, reflected in his con-
tribution to her posthumous festschrift (Hart 2025).
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Keith enjoyed writing poetry and sometimes presented himself as a novelist 
manqué. He also dreamed of completing big academic books, like those of his 
mentors and several friends. That did not work out. But he knew how to engage 
readers (especially younger readers) and he could provide more food for thought 
in a few pages than other academics manage in hefty tomes. For those who still 
like to read books, the volumes he published in 2000 and 2022 are complementary 
(partly overlapping) cornucopias. They include fragments of his poetry as well as 
non-academic prose. Numerous essays deserve to be read by future generations.4 
Despite health setbacks, in the months before his death the congenital wordsmith 
was still posting vigorously and hoping to complete two books: a biographical 
study of Mauss and a collection of his own Africa-related papers. 

I shall always associate Keith Hart with the Cambridge social anthropology 
department of the 1980s, where he was one of a quartet of scholars striving to 
shift the discipline in the direction of long-term history (Jack Goody, Ernest 
Gellner, and Alan Macfarlane were the others). I shall miss him. 
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Ageing with Anthropology1

Petr Skalnik 
https://doi.org/

Abstract: The paper will argue that social anthropology, as an intellectual 
discipline, is ageing alongside its practitioners. In my case, I have been ageing 
with social anthropology since my university years (1962-1967). My teachers 
were Ladislav Holý, Milan Stuchlík, and Dmitri A. Ol’derogge. However, at 
the same time, I formed myself as a social anthropologist through self-study, 
specifically in the library of the Institute of Ethnography of the Academy of 
Sciences in Leningrad. Another factor was criticism of dogmatic Marxism, 
particularly the renewed discussions about the Asiatic Mode of Production. 
That was long before the arrival of anthropological Marxism in the West. The 
critical approach to the problematic of the state, in fact, the early state (the 
term I have coined in discussions with my Dutch older colleague, Henri (nick-
named Hans) Claessen), was derived from both firsthand experience with the 
communist state dictatorship and the study of African state formation. The 
paper discusses the vicissitudes of my anthropological career as they developed, 
reflecting both theoretical shifts in social anthropology and world politics during 
the decades of my life.

Ageing is maturing, bringing wisdom but also decay. When I was only 17 years 
old, I was lucky because, despite growing up in a communist dictatorship, one 
of my university teachers was Ladislav Holý, who, together with museologist 
Milan Stuchlík, became converted to social anthropology. After all, they were 
interested in non-European studies, namely Africa and Indonesia. Most of the 
literature they had to digest was social and cultural anthropological. Moreover, 
that was non-Marxist primarily. At the same time, home ethnographers were 

1	 This contribution was presented at the biennial conference of the Czech Association for 
Social Anthropology, which took place on November 6–8 in Pardubice, Czech Republic.
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mandatorily instructed to absorb and apply Marxist historical materialism; 
Holý and Stuchlík only paid lip service to the Marxist dogmas and used data 
from anthropological field studies collected only recently. Also, my ethnogra-
pher mother, Olga Skalníková, was a fan of Holý and recommended Holý’s first 
Darfur fieldwork in 1961 (financed by the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences). 
By coincidence, my mother conducted some urban fieldwork in Conakry in the 
same year (cf. Skalníková 1964; a letter exchange between the two fieldworkers 
still awaits publication). Both African sojourns inspired me to study Africa, and 
1962 can be considered the beginning of my social anthropology. Not only did 
I start my Africanist studies along with history at the Philosophical Faculty of 
Charles University, but I also volunteered at the Náprstek museum during the 
summer vacation (under Stuchlík’s supervision, I inventoried Oceania items from 
the museum collections). One of the courses I read was Holý’s ‘The Evolution of 
Culture in Africa’, which was based on social anthropological literature.

Another influence during my first study year was Dr Josef Wolf, author 
of numerous textbooks dealing with anthropology in general and specifi-
cally in Africa. In 1962, the Permanent Council of the International Union of 
Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences (IUAES) met in Prague. Africanist 
anthropologists such as Melville Herskovits, Daryll Forde, Meyer Fortes, Vinigi 
Grottanelli, Antonio Dias or Dmitri Ol’derogge were among the delegates, and 
my mother was one of the organisers of the meeting. Holý was the secretary. 
Thanks to my mother, I met Herskovits and informed him about my Africanist 
studies. To attend Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois, and study with 
Herskovits was then an impossible dream. Ol’derogge was another attractive 
contact for me, and in 1963, the Czechoslovak Ministry of Education selected me 
to join the African studies program at Leningrad State University (1963-1967).

In 1964, one of my Prague teachers, the historian of Antiquity Jan Pečírka, 
arrived in Leningrad for a  conference and during our discussions, Pečírka 
informed me about the renewal of discussions about Marx’s concept of the Asiatic 
mode of production (A.M.P.). The discussion started in the 1930s but was sup-
pressed by the Stalinists. The concept allowed for a reappraisal of non-European 
history and the dedogmatisation of historical materialism. I was fascinated and 
soon read No. 114 of La Pensée, where Godelier, Chesnaux and others explained 
their ideas about the A.M.P. Following the discussions about the A.M.P. led me 
to a critical approach towards historical materialism and critical Marxology. In 
1964, I was a student participant at the International Congress of the IUAES in 
Moscow. Besides meeting and watching world leaders of social anthropology, 
I had a decisive meeting with Ladislav Holý. Holý asked me what direction in 
anthropology I would like to specialise in.
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I retorted that it was “spiritual culture” and African anthropology. I had 
been privileged to study social anthropological literature on African political 
systems. During my vacation in Prague, I attended the seminar conducted by 
Holý and Stuchlík in the Department of Ethnography and Folklore at Charles 
University. I presented my findings about state formation in West Africa, namely 
in northern Ghana. In 1966, I participated in an archaeological expedition in 
Tuva, Soviet Central Asia and collected more than 100 items of material culture 
for the Náprstek Museum. It was my first field experience. In 1967, just before 
finishing my stay in the Soviet Union, I joined the Department of Ethnography 
of the Caucasus at the Georgian Academy of Sciences in their expedition to the 
Kurtat Valley in Northern Ossetia. I collected field data about the religious life of 
the Ossetians. My diploma thesis in Leningrad was entitled ‘The Political Systems 
of Five Voltaic Societies (An Attempt to Make a Comparative Analysis)’. D. A. 
Ol’derogge was the scientific supervisor. My previous coursework on state forma-
tion in the Voltaic area in West Africa, written in Russian, was rejected for lack 
of a Marxist approach. When I wrote my diploma thesis in English, it received 
the highest accolades. The thesis, provided with a Czech summary, was accepted 
as a PhDr. dissertation by Charles University in 1968. Starting in October 1967, 
I embarked on the so-called aspirantura to be crowned with the Candidate of 
Sciences (CSc.) title. It was in the Department of Sciences of Asia and Africa in 
the Faculty of Philosophy at Charles University in Prague. My supervisor was 
Karel Petráček, an eminent Arabist and Ethiopianist, who supported my social 
anthropological specialisation without mentioning it. Nonetheless, hoping to 
profit from the liberalising Prague Spring, I planned to study at Northwestern 
University in the U.S.A. Therefore, I joined the Czechoslovak Army for a man-
datory year of service.

Mere three weeks after I enlisted, the Prague Spring, which promised ‘social-
ism with a human face’, was suppressed by the invasion of Soviet and other 
‘friendly’ armies in August 1968. When I returned to Prague in the summer 
of 1969, the political situation changed, and although I was invited for a six-
month ‘post-Master’s’ study at Northwestern, the new pro-Soviet Czechoslovak 
Minister of Education cancelled my departure. My later applications for study 
at Cambridge or Bergen were already thwarted at the faculty level by then Vice 
Dean Robek. The plan to go to Northern Ghana to study the Nanumba chief-
taincy became a chimaera. I managed to finish my CSc. thesis, ‘The Dynamics 
of Early State Development in the Voltaic Area (West Africa)’ in early 1973, but 
the defense of it was officially disallowed. My freelance lecturing of ‘general eth-
nology’ at Comenius University in Bratislava, Slovakia, turned into a full-time 
specialist worker (odborný pracovník) employment. In fact, it was a semi-exile 
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because in Prague, I was told that I could not become an assistant professor for 
political reasons.

Some Czech colleagues joked that I am the only Czech orientalist who reg-
ularly commutes to the Orient. Luckily, my Slovak job not only allowed me to 
teach social anthropology under the guise of ethnology but also to carry out 
intensive social anthropological fieldwork in the villages of Nižná Šuňava and 
Vyšná Šuňava (today Šuňava). I used Forde’s Habitat, Economy and Society in 
my teaching. I prescribed reading of Parsons’ Societies and Wolf’s Cultural and 
Social Anthropology, both of which came out in Czech in 1971, just in time 
when a ban on liberal literature was imposed. Holý’s teaching text on Africa and 
Stuchlík’s on Oceania were also helpful. In 1972, I presented an explicitly social 
anthropological paper, ‘Social processes in present-day village communities in 
Czechoslovakia’, at an international conference. It was included in the volume 
prepared for publication but eventually excluded from it. It was published in 
Slovakia 17 years later! In 1973, I was allowed to attend the 9th International 
Congress of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences in Chicago, where I pre-
sented the conclusions of my CSc. dissertation and field report from Šuňava. I met 
Henri Claessen of Leiden University, with whom we found common interest in 
state formation and agreed on further cooperation. In Bratislava, a malicious 
colleague reported me for prescribing Parsons, a ‘bourgeois’ sociologist (sociology 
was forbidden in ‘socialist’ Czechoslovakia). In addition, some Soviet ethnogra-
phers informed my Bratislava employers that I published an ‘enemy comment’ 
in Current Anthropology. The Communist Party committee of the Faculty of 
Philosophy invited me to their session. I proved that it was slander. The com-
mittee concluded that I am not ‘against’ but still needed to show that I am ‘for’ 
meaning the Communist regime.

Meanwhile, Claessen invited me to the Netherlands to work with him on 
a volume on early states. The ‘complex evaluation’, which, in fact, was a politi-
cal probation, that followed in Spring 1976, concluded that my employment at 
Comenius University would be terminated and that I could not work any longer 
in higher education. Also, I was told that I was not allowed to accept the Dutch 
invitation. I was close to my 31st birthday, faced with the end of my academic 
career.

In this existentially crucial situation, I decided to defect. I travelled through 
Romania, Yugoslavia, Austria, and from there to the Netherlands. I applied for 
refugee status but was granted asylum status. I was issued a Dutch passport for 
foreigners, which required a visa to all countries except Benelux. In October 
1977, I became a half-time member of the Department of Cultural Anthropology 
at Leiden University. The coedited book The Early State was published in 1978. 
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Also in 1978, I got a research grant from the WOTRO Foundation and started 
fieldwork in Northern Ghana. (Up to 2003, I visited the field site several times, 
totalling more than two years, cf. Skalník f.c.) The publication of the volume 
and intensive fieldwork in Ghana marked my recognition as a social anthropol-
ogist. I became a regular contributor at the congresses of IUAES (Skalník 2025). 
The appointment as senior lecturer at the University of Cape Town in 1983 was 
a coming of age as a social anthropologist. The nine years in South Africa turned 
a learner into a teacher. When the communist dictatorship in Czechoslovakia 
ceased to exist in 1989, I decided to return to my native country with a plan to 
launch social anthropology as a university specialisation there. Although social 
anthropology encountered stiff resistance from the conservative národopis/eth-
nography/ethnology establishment, by the turn of the century, social anthropology 
became a university subject in Pardubice and subsequently in Prague, Brno and 
Olomouc. The academic press described my role in this struggle (Skalník 2002; 
cf. Balaš 2025), and here I shall leave it at that. I was among first collaborators of 
French Research Centre in Humanities and Social Sciences (CEFRES) in Prague. 
In 2006 I was made a chevalier dans Ĺ ordre des palmes académiques (Bedřich 
and Retka 2015). 

I started my work at Pardubice in 2000 as a recognised specialist. While a fellow 
at the Netherlands Institute of Advanced Study in Humanities and Social Sciences 
(NIAS), The Czech Grant Agency approved my application for a three-year grant 
to restudy Dolní Roveň. This village community was studied by a rural sociologist 
in the 1930s. Pardubice lecturers and students had a unique fieldwork opportu-
nity, mere 15 kilometres from Pardubice. The ten years I spent in Pardubice were 
happy. I enjoyed being part of the teaching collective, which shared the enthu-
siasm of introducing social anthropology to one student cohort after another 
(Retka et al. 2021). One of numerous Erasmus exchanges, which I initiated from 
Pardubice, led me to Wroclaw, where I became an extraordinary professor after 
I left Pardubice in 2010. I got support for the restudy in Dobrzeń Wielki with 
colleagues and students from Wroclaw and Pardubice (Skalník 2018). In 2019, 
I became a fellow at the Stellenbosch Institute for Advanced Study (STIAS), where 
I compared populism in Central Europe and South Africa. By then, I became 
an ‘independent researcher’ who writes essays and book reviews ever since (cf. 
Skalník 2022). Social anthropology was ageing along with me, and I aged with 
anthropology. After all, it has been 63 years of a parallel run in which life became 
a permanent fieldwork.
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Mählck, Paula. 2024. Domestic Work in Postcolonial Tanzania: Gender, Learning 
and Unlearning. New York: Bloomsbury Publishing Plc.

Paula Mählck’s Domestic Work in Postcolonial Tanzania: Gender, Learning and 
Unlearning is a sociological study of the domestic work of women in Tanzania. 
Although the title refers to the postcolonial period, it includes a lengthy discussion 
of the colonial period as well. In fact, the themes are numerous and broad; they 
range from the history and political economy of domestic work to postcolonial 
critical thinking, and from gender, intersectionality, and pedagogy to learning 
and unlearning. In this review I shall first follow the structure of the book as the 
author has conceived it and present the main arguments, show the merits of her 
discussion, and offer some critical thoughts on the book in general. 

The book has seven chapters. It begins with lists of figures and tables, acknowl-
edgements, and a preface, and it closes with notes, the appendix (on the research 
method and participants’ profiles), references, and the index. Altogether it has 
189 pages. In the acknowledgements we read that two main groups of persons 
collaborated with the author in the research. One key person is her own domestic 
helper, who introduced her to a network of other domestic workers. Her respon-
dents were then recruited using the snowball sampling technique. The other group 
is made up of a network of diplomatic spouses (from expatriate households) like 
herself, some of whom took part in individual and group interviews. The total 
of 35 individual and group interviews were conducted among both networks, as 
explained in the appendix (p. 164). 

B O OK R E V I E WS |  R E C E N Z E 
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Mählck sets out her approach in the brief preface, arguing that domestic and 
care work deserves more research attention than it has received to date, as it relates 
strongly to debates in major social theories on development, gender, class, and 
postcolonial continuities and change. The author also engages with ‘prefigura-
tive politics’, which is about ‘imagining a future we do not know’ (p. xiv). These 
themes are central and elaborated on in each chapter. 

The introductory chapter begins with an autoethnographic vignette, where 
the author overhears a conversation between two white women in their late 
thirties, who, like the author, are watching their children’s football game at the 
international school in Dar es Salaam. The women talk about needing a new 
domestic care worker and one of them describes such a woman and what she 
does. The conversation goes on to discuss ‘how much she costs’, whether it is 
possible to ‘make her work for less’, and how ‘she really loves to work’ (p. 1). 
To Mählck these words sound colonial and reminiscent of the slave trade. She 
feels uncomfortable, but at the same time gets involved in the conversation with 
the two women, who probably became her research interlocutors later on (but 
we do not know this for certain). The themes of the vignette unfold into her 
main questions: how is the exploitation of female domestic work naturalised, 
how is it nevertheless intersectionally construed (i.e. differentiated through gen-
der, class, and race), and how do these relationships of exploiting and being 
exploited involve learning and unlearning? These two latter questions deserve 
some attention here. Mählck broadly defines learning in the field of domestic 
work as involving ‘meaning-making processes of domestic and care work’ (p. 3). 
A similarly broad definition is used for unlearning, where it ‘means seeing or 
doing things in ways they are not usually understood or done’ (ibid.). Throughout 
her chapters the author comes back to these concepts and processes, when she 
shows for instance how the domestic worker ‘learns’ that written work contracts 
may be fake, and that they do not really protect the worker from exploitation. She 
aims to illustrate not only how learning and unlearning are decolonised by her 
interlocutors but also that qualitative research should also be decolonised (p. 4). 
Her framework for analysing connections highlights three dimensions: first, 
continuity and change (especially in relation to the organisation of household 
labour and to loans) are to be interrogated; second, the ‘connections between the 
everyday and wider societal structures and institutions for processes of learning 
domestic and care work’ (p. 7) are to be explored; and third, social reproduction 
theory will be expanded to include and strengthen the decolonial take on this 
theory (p. 8). These ambitious theoretical points are revisited in the ensuing 
chapters and fleshed out with varying degrees of empirical support, a point I will 
come back to later. 
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The next section of the introductory chapter, titled ‘Situating the Research’, 
covers a broad range of statistical and general information about Tanzania, but 
it also more specifically describes the research group the authors focuses on. 
She cites ILO (2016) figures for domestic workers worldwide. She writes that in 
Tanzania there were 1.8 million domestic workers (the year and source of this 
information remain unclear) (p. 9). Drawing on an ILO study of domestic workers 
in Tanzania from 2016 (her research stay in Tanzania and Kenya – as a diplomatic 
spouse – was between 2017 and 2020; pp. 27, 29), the author presents figures in 
a rather unstructured way (a table would have improved the presentation) and 
notes that at that time there were 883,779 domestic workers in the country (5% 
of the national work force); however, we do not know what percentage of the 
population the work force forms (p. 9). She writes that 67% of these domestic 
workers were women and girls (aged 14 to 19), and 68% of these women and girls 
were internal rural-urban migrants. Nearly 72% of workers were in the informal 
economy (World Bank 2020) and, according to the Human Development Report 
2020, around 82% of total employees had precarious employment, but the author 
does not explain what this differentiation implies (p. 9). The domestic workers 
she studied seem to be in the category of waged workers (fn. 5, p. 9), from which 
one can conclude that they belonged to the more privileged minority category 
of workers in Tanzania. When describing the city neighbourhoods in which the 
domestic workers she studied were working (using barely legible maps on pp. 10 
and 11), Mählck in fact acknowledges that her research subjects belong to the best 
paid and most prestigious category of employees (p. 10). Nevertheless, her inter-
locutors have all ‘described harsh working conditions and hierarchical relations’ 
(ibid.). The author only examines working relations along the employer–employee 
axis, but she does not elaborate on what the domestic workers thought about the 
conditions and salaries of other employees, either in expatriate households or 
in other local middle-class households. This information would have enriched 
her arguments and reduced the bipolarity of the focus on employer–employee 
labour relations. After all, she is describing exploitation as a subjectively defined 
phenomenon and employees surely compare their own situation not only with 
that of employers but also with that of other employees. 

The rest of the first chapter provides the theoretical background to the main 
concepts that the author works with. She explains why the process of learning 
is relevant for examining domestic work, how continuity and change can be 
studied through the materiality of labour relations, and why attention should be 
devoted to the variegated nature of social reproduction and the relevance of the 
intersectional approach in her research. After mentioning important works and 
theorists in these fields, the author notes that ‘there is a shortage of research into 
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the everyday and the naturalized and taken-for-granted mechanisms of learning 
and doing domestic work and the perceptions of women who perform this’ (p. 20). 
The reader’s expectation then is that this missing perspective will be covered and 
analysed in the book. Although the author promises to fill this gap, she does 
not quite succeed in exploring in depth domestic workers’ emic perspective on 
their own labour. Readers would have benefitted from longer excerpts from the 
interviews and more engaging references to the biographical narratives. 

The next major subsection of the introduction outlines the content of the book 
and its individual chapters. The author notes (p. 21) that although each chapter is 
structured to cover a different focus of learning and unlearning domestic work, 
each one is nonetheless designed to be read as a stand-alone piece. Although this 
organisational strategy is reasonable for examining different aspects of domestic 
work, it is somewhat irritating, as individual chapters repeat the same arguments 
about the main concepts of learning, unlearning, continuity and change, the 
colonial and postcolonial exploitation of domestic labour, and the class and gender 
dimensions of these concepts. 

Chapter 2 is titled ‘Tales of the Field’. It addresses the methodological reflex-
ive issues of being aware of the power relations in research, which also involve 
global and historical dimensions of coloniality and postcoloniality, as well as 
intersectionality. The author explains her Marxian framework and methodol-
ogy of aiming to trace power relations back into history, but also forward into 
a future of unlearning coloniality and racism (p. 24). She reminds readers that 
oral history is intersubjective and should not be read as testimony (p. 25).  She 
also explains how she situates herself in her research as a middle-class, mixed-
race person, which gives her a ‘complex, dual and trans-local insider-outsider 
positionality’ (p. 28). Mählck became more aware of her privileged everyday life as 
an expatriate, but she also felt disempowered, as she had to give up her own work 
life in Sweden and during the time of the research was primarily responsible for 
the household, a disempowerment she also observed among the other expatriate 
wives and her interlocutors. In the subsection on ethics, the author explains her 
efforts to overcome the barriers of differential power and positionality between 
the domestic workers who are her research partners and herself, and how ano-
nymity and rapport were established during her research.

Chapter 3, ‘Pedagogies of Unlearning’, begins with another vignette, in which 
the author describes an encounter with her domestic worker in her home on a very 
hot day. The worker, Rusi, is sitting on the ground outside, taking her break while 
also sorting the laundry. The author asks her to come inside and shares food with 
her in the dining room. After some time, during which the author tried to make 
conversation, the worker asks to be excused so she can return to work: ‘I am here 
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to work’, she reminds the author. This incident illustrates how domestic workers 
‘learn’ to use various spaces and not to use others. For instance, Rusi tells her 
that domestic workers are commonly told that they should not remain in the 
main house during their breaks and should not use the sofas or chairs without 
permission (p. 33). For the author, this type of learning signals how gender, race, 
and class are learned and how they change along the lines of decolonial social 
reproduction. On the one hand, this is partly a repetition of the general theo-
retical frameworks and their analytical models (which the author engages with 
again in the rest of the chapter). On the other hand, it is a missed opportunity 
to flesh out the possible meaning of the incident. We are not told how or when 
Rusi learned about or experienced these unwritten rules of conduct for domestic 
workers in expatriates’ households or what she thought of them. Other possible 
explanations for her comment, ‘May I go now?’, also remain unexplored: Was she 
bored? Did she want to finish her work and go home to attend to other things? 
Such mundane relational tensions, which are, after all, a part of everyday life, may 
be hard to integrate into an analysis of decoloniality, but they remain significant 
in everyday life and social reality. Mählck finds postcolonial resistance in her 
refusal ‘to chat with me over lunch as friends’ (p. 35). One wonders, if this inter-
action had occurred between an employer and an employee in Europe, would it 
have been explained as related to race, gender, and class, or simply attributed to 
a consciousness of work time (or maybe cited as an example of capitalist time)? 

The chapter continues with a discussion of theoretical concepts and writings 
on social reproduction, the relations of production in Marxist and feminist writ-
ings, the ontological origins of these theories, and the contribution of African 
feminisms. We read another ‘example’ from her research (the author’s empirical 
data consist mainly of examples), in which she aims to explore the ‘interface 
between bodies, the built environment and space’ (p. 46). Mählck describes the 
spaces where domestic workers spend time, which are often hot, without air 
conditioning, and designed for people to move around in while cooking, ironing, 
and working. She contrasts these spaces with those of the employers, which are 
generously designed to be spacious, pretty, and comfortable. She explores these 
contrasts further in Chapter 5, which also includes several pictures of the spaces. 

Chapter 4 is titled ‘Learning from the Archives’, which is somewhat misleading. 
In this chapter Mählck discusses how to learn from history and postcolonial the-
ory as well as reflecting on Tanzania’s history, but most of her discussion is based 
less on her own archive research and more on secondary sources – with helpful 
analyses by historians and social scientists, such as Bujra (2000) on labour and 
domestic work in Tanzania and Kiaga (2007) on internal migration and domes-
tic work in Tanzania). The main idea of this chapter seems to be to highlight 
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the importance of engaging with the historical and economic dimensions of 
domestic work and to reflect on the various historical and economic events that 
caused a crisis and changed Tanzania’s economy and society. The review of the 
country’s colonial and independent eras is sometimes too general but is still 
useful. For instance, we learn that in Tanzania, like in many other countries in 
the developing world, employing a domestic worker is necessary to enable urban 
educated women to obtain paid employment in industry and administration. This 
has given rise to internal rural to urban and urban to international migration. 
Mählck notes that this is not exactly what happened in Tanzania. Citing Bujra 
(2000: 38), she explains how industry did not provide urban women there with 
labour-saving devices (such as electric kitchen gadgets), and imported goods 
were too expensive. It was therefore cheaper to hire internal migrant women 
as domestic help than buying household appliances (p. 66). During the 1990s, 
Tanzanian women became increasingly engaged in paid employment and like 
in other countries they needed female domestic workers for their own eman-
cipation and integration into the formal economy, a point long highlighted by 
feminist writers. The question is whether the author could have explored these 
different economic periods more systematically and in greater depth, instead of 
focusing on the general continuity of labour conditions between the colonial and 
postcolonial periods. Her argument that even the work contracts applied in the 
colonial period have not changed much in the contemporary times (being only 
‘paper constructs’ in both periods) needs much more evidence than is provided 
in this chapter (p. 70) and later on in Chapter 5 (pp. 96–98). 

In the rest of this chapter, we read about domestic workers’ organising during 
the colonial period and after independence. The discussion includes non-domestic 
workers as well. The trade unionisation of domestic workers is interesting because 
it contradicts the common expectation that unionising individuals in private and 
separate households would be difficult. The author notes that domestic workers 
were among the first to be unionised in Tanzania, but this was during the colonial 
period, and their trade organisation included also hotel workers (p. 79). Around 
the end of the colonial period, the fight for better wages and improved working 
conditions was considered to be in line with the anticolonial struggle (p. 79f.). 
Mählck draws on Bujra’s work (2000) to describe developments after indepen-
dence, and while she mentions nationalist struggles, there is no clear evidence of 
trade union activities among domestic workers (p. 81). The author then abandons 
her chronological approach and discusses colonial discourses of domesticity (pp. 
81–84). She ends the chapter with an illustration of ‘economic violence’ using 
a fictional text and novel by author and 2021 Nobel laureate Abdulrazak Gurnah 
(2012: 84–85). 
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Chapter 5 is titled ‘The Racial Grammar of Paid Domestic Work’. This chapter 
and the next one cover more of the empirical data. Following the same organi-
sational structure as the previous chapters, the author starts with a vignette. She 
describes visiting a house with a real estate agent and that the woman was sur-
prised when the author said of one small, dusty, windowless room that she might 
make it into her office. Mählck  ‘later found out that it was supposed to be used as 
servants’ quarter for a live-in domestic worker’ (p. 89). The focus in this section is 
on the ‘cheapening’ of domestic labour and how this is racialised and learned. The 
real estate agent’s reaction of surprise illustrates, according to the author, how the 
value of a domestic worker’s work is a learned and internalised type of thinking 
and behaviour (p. 93). She explains that the ‘cheap value’ of domestic work and 
domestic workers is inscribed in the space and in the specific organisation of 
the house. For unlearning this ‘racial grammar’ she notes how in her house the 
domestic worker was ‘invited to dwell in the living room during her breaks’ (ibid.). 
As well as learning and unlearning, the chapter also discusses strategies of coping, 
where coping is defined as the ways in which domestic workers (and victims) learn 
how to make meaning out of and during oppressive labour conditions (p. 93). 
As noted above, the domestic workers the author talked to belonged to an elite 
stratum and earned nearly ten times more than ordinary domestic workers in 
local middle-class households (p. 95). Nevertheless, the lack of written contracts 
in expatriate households is an issue for them, and one interlocutor said that her 
salary was lowered when she asked for a contract (p. 95). The author notes that 
these workers have to ‘learn’ how to cope with oppressive work, and she traces 
the roots of such informal work arrangements back to colonial times. In the next 
subsection, Alice, one of the author’s interlocutors, explains how some employers 
manipulate existing contracts to create ‘fake contracts’. Alice recounts how she 
and her friends discovered a ‘fake contract’ when they looked at the contracts 
they had received. Mählck adds that ‘reading’ these contracts requires that the 
workers know English and are able to read between the lines. Domestic workers 
then also have to cope with such contracts, which apparently do not offer any 
guarantees of regulated and fair working conditions. One might ask, then, what 
happens when domestic workers have ‘real’ contracts. If employers break them, 
are there any cases of legal complaints? We do not know, but it is interesting that 
domestic workers are concerned about not having written contracts, which puts 
them at a disadvantage. 

The next subsection of Chapter 5 examines the ‘built-in instructions of cheap-
ening’. This is about the spaces designed for domestic workers to occupy and 
live in. The author provides a picture from a house in Nairobi, Kenya. She notes 
the low standards of domestic workers’ living quarters, where any problems are 
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left unaddressed. We read examples of how domestic workers try to cope with 
such living quarters. One example is the case of Fatuma, whose employer gave 
her a wooden trolley as a bed to sleep on, and when Fatuma’s daughter saw the 
‘bed’, she cried and brought her mother something proper (p. 102). Fatuma also 
recounts being unable to limit her hours of work, especially when living with 
her employer’s family and caring for their children, who would come to her late 
in the evening to play and be with her, which she could not resist (p. 103). These 
are examples of ‘inhuman treatment’, a lack of respect, all of which lies at ‘the 
core of the process of cheapening [a female domestic worker’s] labour’ (p. 103). 
The emotional labour involved in working with children is highlighted (but not 
dwelled upon here in any depth). Instead, the author moves on to discuss the rela-
tionship between a worker’s skills, the acknowledgement of those skills, and the 
relations of dependency that exist through loans provided to a domestic worker 
by her employer. We read that it is very common for domestic workers to ask their 
employer for a loan; workers’ salaries are barely enough for to survive on and not 
enough to support a family (p. 104). Loans are provided informally, and bank 
loans are not an option for people working without a written contract. Mählck 
refers to James Ferguson’s (2013) work in South Africa, which discusses how loans 
can be part of personal networks which can then help constitute personhood. For 
the author, while she acknowledges Ferguson’s point, the dependency of a poor 
person on others with greater resources should primarily be read as a lack of 
independence and autonomy (p. 105). She dwells on the dimension of learning 
and unlearning through the colonial past to the post-colonial era, and notes 
that debt and dependency should be analysed within the context of ‘change as 
a multilayered and complex phenomenon’ (p. 106). In the colonial period, debt 
was like indenture in relation to the state and it underlined dependency, whereas 
in the post-colonial era loans are understood as something domestic workers 
are entitled to, as they have ‘unlearned [their] position of dependency’ (p. 107). 

The third example of domestic workers’ efforts to cope concerns the process 
of unlearning and is presented in the next subsection titled ‘Unlearning the 
Selective (De)Valuation of Diplomas’. Here Maria describes how she learned about 
acquiring qualifications for various professions, but this did not necessarily lead 
to a better salary. The labour required to acquire these qualifications may still be 
considered invisible and showing certificates to employers can be a delicate matter, 
as they may then be scared off by expectations of a high salary (p. 108). Alice, 
another interlocutor, mentions another skill that domestic workers need: learning 
and deciphering what an employer expects from them as work. This indicates 
how unclear the definition of domestic work is and the desires and imaginations 
it involves (p. 111). The author interprets these processes of learning for domestic 



Re c en z e |  B o ok Re v ie w s

Cargo 2/2025, pp. 97–107	 105

workers as ‘assimilative’ and ‘accommodative’, ‘which implied learning the per-
sonalized and situational aspects of the family and adjusting the domestic work 
accordingly’ (p. 111). Although this sounds obvious, Mählck emphasises that it 
involves a ‘highly complex process’, which means it includes many unspoken and 
invisible aspects of knowledge acquisition (p. 112). This can even lead to domestic 
workers losing their job, if, for instance, they cook food the wrong way (p. 113), 
though we do not know whether there were any cases of this in reality. 

Chapter 6, titled ‘Can the Oppressor Be Oppressed’, turns the focus on expatri-
ates themselves. This chapter is about the expatriate wives who are the employers 
of domestic workers. In her vignette, Mählck tells of how the group of diplomatic 
spouses her interlocutors belonged to is sometimes referred to as the ‘nail polish 
group’ by members of the group themselves. In the author’s view, this shows 
how the work of this group is de-valorised, and how they can come to be repre-
sented as women who care only for their physical appearance. Despite this overall 
depiction of the women in this group as privileged yet subordinate, she argues 
that there are ‘intersecting circles of inclusion and exclusion’, and that expatriate 
women ‘learn, cope with and unlearn domestic work in the everyday’ (p. 116). 
Their learning process is ‘shaped by processes of migration, graded citizenship, 
gender power dynamics in expatriate households and (…) the regulations and 
cultures of international diplomacy and international business’ (p. 117). The author 
then discusses the major works dealing with how colonialism and housewifisa-
tion worked together in this context, and how international diplomacy can turn 
a woman into an ‘incorporated wife’ (p. 119). She examines the pamphlets in 
which newcomers are introduced to life in Dar es Salaam and are offered advice 
on practising a ‘racialized division of labour’ (p. 122). Drawing on her interviews, 
she cites Doris, an expatriate wife with three children, who prefers to homeschool 
her eldest children and employs ‘an extra nanny to take care of the pre-school 
ones’ (p. 122). Mählck interprets this as an instance of the ‘racialized division of 
domestic labour’, where her interlocutor Doris, as a privileged white woman from 
the West, prefers to teach her own children, while a local black woman can take 
over the task of ‘cleaning the floor and toilets’ (ibid.). This is an unconvincing 
argument that reduces labour to a one-dimensional phenomenon. The argument 
is constructed as privileged work versus demeaning work and done by a white 
woman versus a black one. These dimensions are indeed present, but we have no 
information about the availability of local teachers for homeschooling and read 
nothing about the expatriate wife’s motivation other than what she says: ‘I love 
homeschooling!’ (ibid.) Would this not be a legitimate reason for taking on this task 
and seeking help with other tasks? My objection here is to calling this ‘racialised 
work’ without knowing whether there were alternatives and how realistic they were. 
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In the next example we read about Josephine (pp. 122–123), an experienced 
expatriate wife who grew up in an expatriate household. She learned from her 
mother how ‘to respect staff and value people more than things’ (p. 123). She 
reasons that by respecting and caring for domestic workers, ‘they will work harder 
to please [one]’ (p. 123), Mählck highlights the ‘colonial’ aspect of this exchange 
and how it overshadows the humanistic aspect. She describes this as ‘a colonial 
discourse of naturalization’ (p. 124). Although the author acknowledges that the 
positionality of these privileged expatriate women is ambivalent and complex, she 
primarily wants to underline the colonial and racialised learned attitudes of her 
interlocutors. Nevertheless, the merit of this chapter is that it includes the fullest 
descriptions of and discussions with her interview partners, making altogether 
satisfactory ethnographic reading, even if the analysis remains limited at times. 

The final section of the chapter contains a discussion of gifts and loans that is 
reminiscent of the anthropology of gift exchange. Here the author adheres to the 
Marxist framework that views loans and gifts first and foremost as exploitative, 
class-based, and indenture-like (p. 140). However, her expatriate interlocutors 
were seeking to bring about ‘change’, for example, by investing in the domestic 
worker’s education and future plans. The author nevertheless concludes that these 
good intentions still need to be seen as ‘pedagogical practices of reproducing the 
colonial state’ (p. 140). 

Chapter 7, the final chapter, discusses how to envision a different future for 
domestic work and work relations that breaks free from the colonial, racialised, 
and gender-discriminatory state of affairs in this field. The chapter partly engages 
with related philosophical writings and at the same time summarises the author’s 
contributions to the existing literature on domestic work, learning and unlearning 
coloniality, and social reproduction. 

To conclude, Mählck’s book is written with a convincing voice, but its theoret-
ical points are partly overdrawn given the limited empirical evidence offered in 
support of them. Although readers learn a good deal about the theoretical frame-
works the author uses, the characters she portrays are lacking in ethnographic 
depth. The passages from the interviews with the domestic workers are relatively 
thin, giving readers the impression of a missed opportunity to understand and 
learn from domestic workers in Tanzania. We hear too little from the domestic 
workers in their own words as individuals with their own histories, dreams, 
lives, families, failures, successes, and opinions, and not enough about them as 
migrants from the countryside or about their everyday lifeworld. However, readers 
interested in theoretical discussions on learning and unlearning coloniality and 
postcoloniality will find the book very helpful, especially if they read the chapters 
individually without looking for connections between them. 
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