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Per Anders Rudling’s The Rise and Fall of Be‐
larusian Nationalism, 1906-1931 is a new study
that offers valuable insights into the history of Be‐
larusian nationalism. Often overlooked, Belarus
occupies a special place in Eastern European stud‐
ies: between the second half of the nineteenth
century and World War II, the nation did not con‐
form to common historical patterns of national‐
ism

and

statehood.

The

Belarusian

nation

emerged between other, stronger political forces,
namely, Russia and Poland, while Belarusian
lands were divided and re-divided between differ‐
ent states. Roughly speaking, Western Belarus was
incorporated into Poland while Eastern Belarus
was incorporated into the Soviet Union. Rudling’s
study shows how wars, territorial divisions, disin‐
tegration of the Russian Empire, and emergence
of new states shaped the formation of Belarusian
nationalism between 1906 and 1931. The author
points out that this time period “marks the inven‐
tion of a Belarusian nation, the beginning of Be‐
larusian nationalism—and the establishment of
Belarus as a political unit—but also the division of

the Belarusian-speaking lands between two antag‐
onistic states” (p. 9).
The book is eight chapters long. In chapter 1,
the author explains key concepts like nation, eth‐
nicity, class, and collective memory, while chapter
2 clarifies the historical context of the early stages
of Belarusian nationalism that preceded the cru‐
cial 1906-31 period. Chapters 3 through 8 offer a
detailed analysis of political events and their na‐
tionalist intellectual interpretation on both West‐
ern and Eastern sides of Belarusian lands. This in‐
cludes six declarations of Belarusian statehood,
the Belarusification politics in Eastern Belarus
during the early Soviet years, suppression of Be‐
larusian nationalism in the Second Polish Repub‐
lic, and the deconstruction of the Belarusian na‐
tionalist movement during Joseph Stalin’s repres‐
sions in the USSR in the 1930s.
Rudling offers a scrupulous investigation of
historical data involved in the nation-building
politics of every state that took over different
parts of Belarus at different times. His thorough
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approach clarifies why certain political groups

Rudling looks at the development of Belarusian

and nationalist ideas were more successful than

nationalism, compares it to the “neighbour” na‐

others, and why many nationalist innovations did

tionalisms in Lithuania or Ukraine, and calls at‐

not take root as expected. At the same time, such

tention to what did not happen; he shows, for ex‐

attention to detail can be overwhelming for non-

ample, where Belarusian nationalism “failed” to

historians or political scientists: some humanities

produce traditional nationalist features. This ap‐

and social sciences scholars might get lost in the

proach is problematic because many markers of

long lists of names, places, events, political de‐

traditional nationalism do not apply to Belarus or

crees, and nationalist publications that represent

were expressed differently there. For instance, it

at least four different ethnicities and were pub‐

is difficult to talk about the territory and borders

lished in the four state languages of then-Belarus

of Belarus because different parts of Belarusian

—Belarusian, Polish, Russian, and Yiddish. How‐

lands were included and excluded in various

ever, this study is a great resource for specialists

states. As well, Belarusian as the only “mother

in regional history.

tongue” is questionable—so many Belarusian peo‐
ple were (and still are) polylingual, or could mas‐

The strength of the book comes from the au‐

ter another language if necessary, that the notion

thor’s attention to social actors involved in vari‐

of “native language” is understood differently in

ous political events. Rudling connects “historical

context. It would be beneficial to clarify whether

evidence” to larger social strictures. For example,

the “altered” characteristics of Belarusian nation‐

every “new” political rule that took over Belaru‐

alism served a different purpose in the border‐

sian lands privileged the official use of some lan‐

lands and whether various Belarusian nationalist

guage over Belarusian. The author traces the

groups understood nation building the same way.

repercussions of language politics in education re‐
forms, in other words, what kinds of schools were

Rudling’s study makes an important contribu‐

open and closed in Belarus under a given govern‐

tion to the field of Belarusian studies. The book

ment. Rudling also analyzes which newspapers, in

features important archival data together with in‐

which languages, emerged in response to such lin‐

sightful interpretation of events that happened in

guistic reinforcements and how Belarusian na‐

dynamic and complicated times in Belarusian so‐

tionalist groups reacted to them. Therefore, the

ciety.

author sees political parties, ruling governments,
nationalist media, and social institutions in rela‐
tion to each other and more importantly as an en‐
tity that took an active part in the production of a
specific type of social agency and political subject
in Belarusian lands.
Rudling seems to follow “established” models
of nation building, such as the stages A, B, and C
suggested by Miroslav Hroch (one of the key fig‐
ures in nationalism studies), and applies them to
Belarus. This approach forces the scholar to
search for the specific, “recognizable” blocks of
nation building, including territory, borders, lan‐
guage, mass media, consolidation of nationalist
elites, and manifestation of national belonging.
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