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Introduction

he Chernobyl disaster has given rise to numerous analyses and 
reports, both scientiic and journalistic, as well as to ilms and doc-
umentaries.1 It has been the subject of widespread and unresolved 
debate as to the number of victims, current medical efects, and the 
impact of low-level radiation on people’s health. Above all perhaps 
it has relected a rit between what one might term “the scientiic 
community” and popular writing and inquiries. It has receded from 
world attention over time – indeed it is only commemorated on sig-
niicant anniversaries in the western world – but its efects are still 
with us. In some respects, partly as a result of natural decomposition 
of radio-nuclides and partly as a consequence of economic factors, 
they have worsened rather than improved over time. In Belarus, for 
example, the contaminated lands have mostly been re-cultivated; in 
truth, farmers have lived of the land since the 1986 accident with 
scant attention to what they are eating. 

In September 2005, a consortium called the Chernobyl Forum, 
including a number of UN organizations headed by the International 
Atomic Energy Agency, as well as certain selected branches of the 
Ukrainian, Belarusian, and russian governments, issued a report, 
totaling some 600 pages in length, which purported to ofer a “deini-
tive” account of the disaster and its consequences.2 he report’s main 
conclusions were as follows: up to 4,000 people could eventually die 
from radiation exposure, but by mid-2005, the death toll from Cher-
nobyl-induced radiation stood at less then 50; 2,200 deaths could be 
expected among 200,000 liquidators working at the site in 1986-87; 
because of the changing pattern of radio-nuclide breakdown, the 
emergency zones designated in the 1980s need to be redeined; and 
the worst health impact to date has been the outbreak of thyroid 
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gland cancer among 4,000 children, but this has resulted in only 9 deaths.3 he Forum 
report maintained that the greatest enemies today to those living in areas contaminated 
by Chernobyl are poverty and the diiculties caused by relocation. In turn, the stresses in-
duced by the events had led to a decline in mental health, and the chief dilemma currently 
is the psychological toll. he feeling that Chernobyl is the cause of all problems had also 
led to a dependency on the state rather than self-help and local initiatives, and prompted 
the Forum to criticize those Chernobyl-related programs that it considered enhance rather 
than reduce this dependency. Overall, said spokesperson Michael repacholi: “he sum to-
tal of the Chernobyl Forum is a reassuring message.”

In April 2006, Greenpeace issued an alternative report that disputed virtually all the 
indings of the Chernobyl Forum, and which was based largely on contributions from sci-
entists at government institutions of Ukraine (primarily) and russia, and one contributor 
from Belarus. his account focused exclusively on health efects. Concerning the CFr total 
of 4,000 additional deaths from Chernobyl, it claimed that in Belarus, russia, and Ukraine 
alone, the accident had caused “an estimated 200,000 additional deaths between 1990 and 
2004.” It added that cancers were frequent in the afected areas and among the liquidators, 
including leukemia. In Belarus, it cited a 40% rise in cancers between 1990 and 2000, but in 
the contaminated regions, such as Homel Oblast, the increase was over 50%. he incidence 
of thyroid gland cancer in the highly irradiated Bryansk region doubled that in russia as 
a whole over the decade 1988-98 and by 2004 was triple the national average. Overall, it 
stated that there would be a possible 60,000 additional cases of this form of cancer (as well 
as other related diseases of the thyroid among thousands of victims) in the three most 
afected countries and that children under the age of 4 at the time of the accident were 
particularly susceptible. It documented cases of signiicant increase of incidence of dis-
eases of the respiratory, digestive, blood vascular, musculo-skeletal systems, abnormalities 
of the immune system, including a study of 4,000 men in Belarus exposed to small doses 
of radiation over a long term, as well as congenital infections, genetic abnormalities and 
premature ageing. he Greenpeace report commented that the reasons for the discrepan-
cies between the CF report and its own should be investigated with some urgency and that 
research into the impact of Chernobyl 20 years on needed to be increased.

How could such discrepancies exist between teams essentially examining the same 
database? he interesting factor is the wide participation of well-known scientists in the 
Greenpeace report, and the disavowal of the CF report by the same scientists, despite its 
claim to have approval from the governments of russia, Ukraine and Belarus. Science is not 
monolithic, and in the case of Chernobyl there is no one set of correct and simplistic an-
swers or forecasts. he most signiicant aspect of the disaster is surely the secrecy surround-
ing it during the initial, crucial stages. In order to comprehend this situation better, this 
paper will examine the background to the accident, before explaining how it was interpreted 
and the initial steps taken both at the national and international levels. It began as a Soviet 
event that within ive years became a national one in Ukraine and Belarus in particular, but 
the two republics, as well as russia, approached Chernobyl in very diferent ways.
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he Beginnings

he Soviet nuclear program focused on two main reactor types. Its favored choice 
was the rBMK or graphite-moderated reactor, which had been diverted from its use in 
the atomic weapons program from the mid-1950s – hence the predominance in the early 
accident days of oicials from the weapons branch, the so-called Ministry of Medium 
Machine Building. he rBMK can be refueled online, thus saving valuable time but suf-
fers from numerous defects (over 30 according to Ukrainian KGB reports), two of which 
might be considered critical: it has a positive void co-eicient, meaning that it becomes 
unstable if operated at low power, and it has no signiicant containment above the reactor 
as, for example, the Canadian graphite reactor, the CANDU. Its prototype was the station 
at Sosnovyi Bor near the city of St. Petersburg (then called Leningrad). Subsequently, 
stations were also constructed at Kursk and Chernobyl, with a new generation starting 
up at Ignalina in Lithuania, and under construction in Smolensk in western russia. he 
alternative reactor, and the one used for export as well as domestic electricity production 
was the water-pressurized VVEr, which can be found across Eastern Europe, as well as 
in Vietnam, Mongolia, Cuba, and Finland, and for which the Soviet prototype was No-
vovoronezh.4 

he site for Chernobyl was chosen in 1970 on the let bank of the Pripyat river, and 
the irst reactor came on line in October 1977. In the building of the irst two reactors, 
partly as a result of the haste of the program and its adoption to a rigid timetable, there 
were frequent problems. In the year 1978 alone, the time when unit two came into ser-
vice, 170 workers were injured in accidents at the site.5 Between 1981 and 1985 there were 
over 1,000 emergency shutdowns, including 381 at rBMKs, and including over 100 at the 
Chernobyl station.6 At the rivne station, there was no adequate disposal site for low-level 
nuclear waste, while the containment over the reactor was said to be insuicient to con-
tain the release of radioactive substances in the event of an accident.7 In general, most of 
these problems were blamed on the factories manufacturing the equipment. Four reactors, 
each 1,000 megawatts in size were in service by 1984, with two others at diferent states of 
completion: unit 5 (the subject of heightened anxiety in KGB documents and the subject of 
a famous and alarmist article by the Pripyat journalist Lyubov Kovalevska in Literaturna 
Ukraina on 27 March 1986) was at 80%, and unit 6 at 15%. he reactors were built in twin 
sets, but units 5 and 6 were some distance from the main station. 

On 9 September 1982, a serious accident occurred at Chernobyl’s irst unit prior to a 
scheduled shutdown. he exact causes are not known, but one of the reactor channels rup-
tured when power was raised to 20%. At irst the authorities, led by Soyuzatomenergo of 
the USSr based in Moscow, saw no cause for panic. he accident had been contained and 
no one had been afected. within several days, however, the reports became more alarming 
and it was revealed that signiicant amounts of radiation had escaped the plant’s conines. 
A top-secret report from the KGB noted that areas had been contaminated at a distance 14 
kms northeast of the plant and 5 kms to the southwest. Among the settlements badly af-
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fected was Chystohalivka, which was to be one of the villages evacuated immediately ater 
the accident nearly four years later.8 he documents on this 1982 accident soon fell silent. 
A Government Commission was appointed to investigate it, but its conclusions – and in-
deed whether it even met – are not known. Neither the Soviet public nor the international 
community was informed. By 1982 the USSr, a founding member of the IAEA, had never 
invited scientists from the organization to inspect Soviet nuclear stations and secrecy was 
ingrained. he 1982 accident was to set the precedent for behavior and actions ater the 
one in April 1986. 

he Chernobyl Accident of 26 April

he intricate details of the accident will not be elaborated here. It is well known that 
a repeated experiment occurred at the time of shutdown, to see how long a spinning tur-
bine could continue to generate power before emergency turbines came into operation. 
An inexperienced operator tried to raise the power of the reactor, causing a power surge 
that blew the roof of the fourth reactor unit at 0123 on 26 April. he resulting radioactive 
debris reached a height of around one kilometer, and for the next two weeks radiation 
continued to escape through the gaping hole, with an estimated 260 million curies enter-
ing the atmosphere before the hole was plugged on 10 May. he initial explosion released 
only a few hundred kilograms of particles; the rest of the releases – initially believed to be 
3% of the contents of the reactor core – were released over the following days as a result 
of the graphite ire.9 he radiation cloud that had been formed was transported by wind 
in a northwesterly direction so that major fallout occurred on the territory of Belarus, the 
border of which is only 10 kms from the station. he initial danger was the spread of a 
graphite ire to the roof of the third reactor unit. he safety test had been conducted by two 
operators, neither of which was expert in nuclear physics, and altogether 17 shit workers – 
but not the plant manager or chief engineer – had been present for the test.10 

Informing both the public and the outside world, however, occurred very slowly. he 
irst announcement came on 28 April on radio Moscow, but only ater workers at the Fors-
berg nuclear plant in Sweden were detected with high levels of radiation on their shoes 
before they entered the building. he Swedes thus realized that an accident had occurred 
somewhere in the USSr. he Politburo set up an operative group under two of Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s associates: Egor Ligachev, his ideology secretary, and Nikolay ryzhkov, his 
Prime Minister.11 hese leaders began to set up links with several ministries of key import 
for a nuclear accident, particularly the Union and republican ministries of health, and the 
State Committee for Hydrometeorology and Environmental Control. Meanwhile the irst 
more detailed reports appeared in the printed media on 29 April, three days ater the disas-
ter occurred, repeating the igure of two dead, but giving no other details. he graphite ire 
continued to burn, eliciting the arrival of ire crews both from Pripyat and from Kyiv, 137 
kms to the south, all of which had to travel via the one, oten very narrow, road northward. 
Helicopters began to drop lead, boron, and sand into the reactor to quash the ire. 



8

David R. Marples

Initially an evacuation area had been designated at 10 kms radius around the reactor, 
meaning that the town for reactor workers Pripyat (population 45,000) and Chernobyl 
(population 10,000) were the main settlements to be evacuated. Up to that point in the 
town of Pripyat – especially on 26 and the morning of 27 April – life had continued as nor-
mal. Men went ishing and at least two weddings were held outdoors on the 26th. Farmers 
sometimes burnt their feet on the soil and no health warnings or even the advice to stay 
indoors were ofered to the local residents. A Government Commission was established 
under Borys Shcherbyna, which took control at the Chernobyl site. On 2 May, Ligachev 
and ryzhkov lew to Chernobyl, and promptly expanded the evacuation zone to 30 kms. 
Some 60,000 people were reportedly evacuated between 2 and 4 May. he early and most 
serious victims were transported to the specialized Moscow Clinic No. 6, while others were 
taken to hospitals in Kyiv. By 4 May, it was reported by the Politburo that 1,882 people had 
been hospitalized, including 204 who were seriously alicted with radiation sickness.12 
hese totals soon increased substantially. On 1 May, over the reactor, radiation levels were 
reportedly 80 roentgens per hour and in Pripyat, 200 micro-roentgens per hour.13 hree 
days later, a change in the direction of the wind led to a dramatic rise in the radiation 
background in the city of Kyiv (population 2.5 million). By 8 May at the reactor site, levels 
were still rising, reaching 1,000 roentgens per hour, which was 77,000 times higher than 
the background norm.14

KGB accounts comment on two explosions, the second of which was the most power-
ful and destroyed all the ire extinguishing equipment. As the radiation cloud formed over 
the reactor, the lack of Geiger counters rendered it impossible to take accurate readings 
of radiation levels – raising suspicion of course concerning all reported totals during this 
period. he KGB’s role was to investigate the causes and assign responsibility for the ac-
cident but it also concentrated on the need to control traic in and out of the zone, and 
on the busy road from Kyiv. All vehicles had to be identiied.15 By late May, the key prior-
ity was the construction of a temporary roof – the Sarkofag – over the destroyed fourth 
reactor unit and the construction of a cable pathway for the delivery of building materials. 
A key concern was that the dropping of materials on the graphite ire had served to push 
the reactor downward toward the water table. Coal miners were brought in to construct 
a concrete shelf underneath the reactor, which might otherwise contaminate the Pripyat 
and linking Dnipro rivers, as well as the Kyiv reservoir, the main water supply for the 
Ukrainian capital. Other priorities were the collection and burial of radioactive deposits – 
starting with the roof of units 3 and 4 – and the removal of the so-called red Forest close 
to the site, which was critically irradiated.16 

he contaminated zone was divided by the Government Commission based only on 
one of the radionuclides, Cesium-137, into four zones. he evacuated area was designated 
as the Zone of Alienation, and projected to remain empty for several decades; a zone of 
compulsory evacuation was that with between 15 and 40 curies of cesium in the soil; the 
zone of permanent control with the right to evacuation was that with 5-15 curies; while 
all territories with more than one curie in the soil had to be constantly monitored. In the 
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early period, about 118,400 people were evacuated from the zones, but oten to areas that 
fell into the path of the radiation cloud and subsequently had to be evacuated in turn.17 he 
zones were inevitably somewhat arbitrary since even a single farmer’s ield could fall into 
all four categories depending on where the measurement was made. By 2000, over 350,400 
people had been evacuated, with the largest portion moved in the period 1991-2000. About 
163,000 were evacuated from Ukraine, 135,000 from Belarus, and 52,400 from russia.18

he Question of Soviet Responsibility

he above events might constitute a “normal” response to a nuclear emergency. How-
ever, the Soviet Union was not a normal society and in several respects the Communist 
Party’s reaction to Chernobyl leads to several questions. he cleanup operation, for ex-
ample, which eventually involved some 600,000 people, was conducted in appalling condi-
tions, with terms in the zone extended without warning, lifetime levels of radiation ex-
ceeded at random, overexposure to radiation, especially on the reactor roof,19 and a lack 
of facilities that could have been alleviated with a better response to ofers of assistance 
from abroad. Geiger counters simply did not work beyond a level of 25 rems but workers 
remained in the zone long ater this scale was reached. Initially, volunteers from all parts 
of the Soviet Union carried out the main cleanup operation, and remained in the zone for 
the irst month. when military reservists took over, the volunteers simply “disappeared” 
and did not appear on any monitoring list of victims. hat many subsequently died seems a 
foregone conclusion – ater all they were in the zone at the very height of the tragedy – but 
in most cases there was no follow-up investigation. he Ukrainian ilm director Volody-
myr Shevchenko was one of the early victims ater ilming in the area during the irst 
days. Health data in any case were classiied, and once the reservists arrived, the USSr 
Ministry of Defense controlled all access to information. when deaths occurred they were 
attributed to manufactured illnesses like “vegeto-vascular dystonia.” No mortalities that 
occurred during this period were attributed to Chernobyl.20 

By the spring of 1989, partly as a result of the progress of “Glasnost,’” maps appeared in 
the Soviet media indicating that the area of radiation fallout was much broader than irst 
reported. Hundreds of Soviet families suddenly discovered that they were living in a radio-
active zone, particularly in Belarus.21 he reaction can be imagined and it led to demands 
for further – and much more controversial – evacuations. However, essentially the damage 
had been done, as radioactive food had been consumed, delivered locally and at distance, 
and even exported for the previous three years. his combination of secrecy and distor-
tions, at a time when the Politburo knew all the details about the impact of the disaster but 
chose not to disclose them, has been termed by Alla Yaroshinskaya, former Soviet deputy 
and aide to Boris Yeltsin, as “the big lie.” She was to rescue many of these documents for 
posterity in late 1991.22 Even the acclaimed Soviet report to the IAEA in Vienna in August 
1986 about the causes of the accident went no further than to cite human error, ignoring 
the well-known defects in the rBMK reactor. In fact, the isolation of all decision-making 
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for the nuclear industry in Moscow, and Gorbachev’s decision to use Chernobyl as a form 
of state propaganda for his anti-nuclear weapons program, had led to paralysis in Kyiv and 
Minsk. In turn by the late 1980s the USSr faced a inancial and political crisis that under-
mined its eforts to deal adequately with the atermath of Chernobyl. 

In addition to Soviet culpability for many of the problems that arose, one should recall 
that journalists began to speculate wildly about the real consequences, and one documen-
tary ilm purported to show genetic abnormalities caused by a rise in background and soil 
irradiation among livestock as early as 1988.23 No doubt “radio-phobia” led to many uncor-
roborated reports, and stories such as the application of red wine and vodka as a cure for 
radiation sickness. In turn, however, such beliefs were a result of oicial silence and lack of 
information from the authorities. here were very few political scapegoats: the Minister for 
Medium Machine Building was dismissed; 67 plant workers were ired or demoted, along 
with 27 members of the local Communist Party organizations; in the summer of 1987 the 
plant director, Viktor Bryukhanov, along with his chief engineer and two operators were 
put on trial in the town of Chernobyl (including the deputy chief engineer who had super-
vised the experiment). Bryukhanov received a sentence of ten years of hard labor, a par-
ticularly harsh punishment given his powerless role as plant manager and absence during 
the major events.24 Glasnost’ also spawned political opposition in Ukraine, most notable 
the nascent environmental movement, Zelenyi Svit, led by medical doctor Yurii Shcherbak, 
initially formed in late 1987. By early 1989, Ukraine had its own Popular Movement for 
Perestroika (its founding congress was held in September of that year), inluenced in part 
by secrecy over the efects of Chernobyl, and led by three members of the Union of writers: 
Dmytro Pavlychko, Ivan Drach, and Volodymyr Yavorivsky. rukh soon began to demand 
an end to the nuclear power program in Ukraine, as well as Ukrainian sovereignty over its 
industrial installations and economy (achieved in the summer of 1990).25 

Chernobyl devastated Ukraine and Belarus, contaminating respectively 8 and 22% of 
the land masse,26 25% of the forests in Belarus, and also polluted a very large area of russia, 
including Smolensk and Bryansk oblasts. More than 5 million people currently reside in 
areas with more than one curie per square km of Cesium in the soil. In Ukraine, the long-
term impact of Cesium, Strontium, and Plutonium (half-life of 24,000 years) will continue 
in perpetuity in Kyiv, Zhytomyr, and Chernihiv regions, as well as parts of Volyn and rivne 
oblasts. In Belarus, the most afected regions of Homel, Mahileu, and Brest. Many of the 
villages of Homel region have been depopulated; others subsist in abject poverty but virtu-
ally no young people remain. During harvesting, university students are dispatched here to 
assist as an obligatory part of their curriculum. hough the fourth reactor unit was covered 
by the fall of 1986 – the so-called Shelter – it began to erode ater 15 years and initially a 
German-French consortium designed a new roof of more permanent construction (the 
Shelter Implementation Plan).27 Later a rival bid emerged from a US-Ukrainian consor-
tium. he structure was in danger of a partial collapse, particularly as the heavy reactor cap 
that was lung of by the explosion overhangs the reactor. he environmental movement 
that was inspired by Chernobyl led to an anti-nuclear backlash across the Soviet Union and 
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the abandonment of various half-completed projects, including reactors at sites in Chyhy-
ryn and the Crimea. In 1990, the Ukrainian government introduced a 5-year moratorium 
on commissioning of new reactors. Belarus belatedly imposed a 10-year moratorium in 
1998.28 

he Health Efects Question

he casualty levels from Chernobyl may never be accurately known. he igure of less 
than 50 dead (or earlier 31 dead) is clearly understated. A so-called Chernobyl AIDS has 
reduced immunity and resistance to disease in the contaminated zone, where morbidity 
rates have risen signiicantly over the past 20 years. he number of healthy children— re-
ported as 80% in the mid-1980s, in the zones later afected by radiation fallout—was less 
than 20% by the early 21st century, and considerably lower than in clean zones. In Belarus, 
as a result of Chernobyl, 1.5 million people came under medical observation by this same 
time, over 15% of the population, including over 330,000 children.29 Liquidators have suf-
fered a variety of ailments. Many committed suicide. At least 5,000 were dead by 1990, 
and at least two sources have cited over 10,000 within ive years of the accident.30 he dif-
iculty here is corroborating the results. A central register is lacking and as noted there is a 
plethora of oten conlicting medical studies and an incomplete source base. what is plain 
is that liquidators, evacuees, and current zone residents face a variety of health problems 
that have resulted from Chernobyl, a fall in living standards, lack of nutrition, as well as the 
sort of psychological stress cited in the Chernobyl Forum report. Overall, the number of 
people declared to be sufering from the Chernobyl accident in the territories of the former 
Soviet Union in December 2000 was 7.1 million. Of this igure, 4.5 million were living in 
contaminated regions, 566,402 were liquidators on the scene in 1988-89, with a further 
292,244 in 1986-87, 350,400 were evacuees, and 148,274 had been designated as “invalids.” 
Breaking down these igures between the republics, the number of victims in Ukraine was 
3.18 million, with 2.09 million in russia, and 1.82 million (easily the highest proportion) 
in Belarus.31

hyroid gland cancer began to surface among children—it was practically unknown 
in that age-group hitherto—from 1989, a result of the release of radioactive Iodine-131, 
with a half-life of 8 days. In Belarus, 19 deaths were reported among those on whom sur-
gery was performed.32 he levels of leukemia rose throughout the contaminated zone ater 
the accident though they were within the European norms. However, the onset of new 
diseases, such as childhood diabetes, is oten attributed by local doctors to the rise in ra-
diation levels or radiation in the food chain. he impact of low-level radiation is a matter 
for sustained debate. In Belarus, Dr. Yuri Bandazhevsky, a nuclear specialist and the former 
rector of Homel’ Medical Institute, carried out a study of the incidence of cardio-vascular 
sickness among children in Homel’ oblast. It concluded that relatively low subjection to 
Cesium-137 could cause cataracts, heart disease, and other maladies. He was also critical of 
sale of radioactive vegetables and maintained that the contaminated region around Cher-



12

David R. Marples

nobyl was increasing over time. In July 1999 he was jailed by the Lukashenka regime under 
anti-terrorism laws, and subjected to a further sentence in 2001 for an alleged bribery case 
at his institute, and released only on 5 August 2005, with his health broken.33 

he serious health dilemmas that have resulted from Chernobyl led local scientists 
to question igures from the IAEA-led team. According to scientist Aleksandr Yablokov, 
the number of thyroid gland cancer cases among children, for example, was over 10,000 
rather than the 4,000 cited in the Chernobyl report, which has implications for the long-
term mortality rate.34 hough the report had acknowledged a signiicant rise in various 
types of cancer among liquidators and of breast cancer among women living in the zone, 
it contained nothing about the apparent lack of immunity to diseases among the popula-
tion generally categorized as Chernobyl victims. here was, however, information about an 
apparent link between radiation and the increase of newborn children with abnormalities 
and with Downs Syndrome. he serious critique of the report by Yablokov took issue with 
a number of the Forum’s conclusions. He noted, for example, that the report had declared 
that the total number of deaths resulting from Chernobyl will never be known exactly 
and yet proceeded to state, with absolute precision, that an additional 4,726 additional 
deaths were expected in russia. He believed it was incorrect to state that the rise in mor-
tality cannot be attributed to Chernobyl since it had occurred in all areas of the former 
USSr. while true, the irst signiicant rise occurred ater 1986 and the Chernobyl explosion 
could well have been the key factor. In additional, the most signiicant rise in mortality 
levels occurred in the Chernobyl-afected regions. Perhaps above all, Yablokov objected to 
the nebulous language of the report, with the frequent use of phrases like “not altogether 
clearly,” “it is possible,” “not deinitively,” and “not corroborated by statistical data,” that are 
deployed essentially to conceal statistically credible data. He cited studies that indicate di-
rect links between radiation and increased stress and the fact that the report ignored the 
impact of Chernobyl outside the three major countries of concern: Belarus, Ukraine, and 
russia.35 He might have added also the fact that the report takes no account of the intrica-
cies of the Soviet system, which had already successfully concealed past disaster such as 
the Kyshtym tragedy of 1957, as well as other accidents of signiicance.

he Disaster in Transition

In 2000, the Ukrainian government of Leonid D. Kuchma closed the Chernobyl station 
permanently, in the hope that the output of the two remaining reactors could be ofset by 
the commissioning, with western aid, of two new reactors at the Khmelnytsky and rivne 
stations (both VVEr-1000s). here are over 100 radioactive waste burial sites in the zone, 
many of which cannot be described as safe or permanent. As described by Mary Mycio, the 
zone has efectively become depopulated and a virtual wildlife park, but scientists are now 
in dispute over the impact of the disaster on wildlife.36 Ater nearly 25 years there is no 
consensus on health efects of the accident and the “rit” between the scientiic establish-
ment represented by the IAEA and the popular media has not been healed. It is one of the 
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most unfortunate elements of the disaster because it hinders an open discussion. As noted, 
the accident had a profound impact on Ukrainian national development and in raising na-
tional consciousness and concomitant anti-Moscow sentiment. According to a 2005 survey 
by the razumkov Centre in Kyiv, Chernobyl was not the main issue preoccupying residents 
of Ukraine—the main issues of concern were low income, unemployment, and crime—but 
nevertheless it ranked fourth, and was of special concern to those over 40 who could best 
recall the accident. According to the same poll, over 64.6% believed nuclear power to be 
a dangerous or very dangerous form of energy production. Almost 55% of respondents 
opposed a proposed new expansion of Ukraine’s nuclear program, which had become in-
creasing possibility because of the gas war with russia, and 26.8% were in favor. Only 7.4% 
displayed trust in the government concerning nuclear safety, and over 40% preferred that 
a decision on building new reactors in Ukraine be subjected to a national referendum.37

In Belarus, Chernobyl has been identiied primarily with the platforms of the politi-
cal opposition. In April 2006, the Chernobyl March, a traditional event that draws large 
crowds in Minsk, followed angry protests at the manipulation of the presidential elections. 
Independent studies of the disaster have been stiled, it is virtually impossible for non-
government organizations to hold conferences and meetings on the efects of Chernobyl, 
and in 2008, the president cancelled visas for children traveling to European countries for 
periods of recuperation.38 he government revamped the entire program for summer trips 
by Belarusian children abroad when a girl visiting California, Tanya Kazyra reportedly 
refused to return home with other children in August 2008. Her date of birth was cited as 
1991.39 Although she eventually returned to Belarus, the Belarusian authorities justiiably 
wanted assurances that the incident would not be repeated. he Belarusian government 
has taken credit for all recuperation programs introduced since 1990, but has consistently 
advocated the cultivation of contaminated land, and families living in the Chernobyl-af-
fected regions have lived of the land for the past 23 years. In the 1990s, a health crisis 
developed in Belarus, which elicited the convocation of the First Congress of Doctors in 
1998. he Congress speakers cited a rise in the incidence of sickness by 32% between 1990 
and 1997, and a 50-fold increase in the number of children with thyroid gland cancer.40

Today, the legacy of Chernobyl lives on in Ukraine and Belarus in particular. Newly 
independent states succeeded the Soviet republics but faced overwhelming economic 
problems. whereas Ukraine was let to overcome a disaster, the costs of which were esti-
mated at US$128 billion by the year 2000,41 Belarus under Lukashenka, facing even higher 
costs, opted to maintain that the major problems caused by Chernobyl had been over-
come. Ukraine has continued to rely on nuclear energy for its power needs, and its 15 
reactors produced 47.5% of the country’s electricity in 2007.42 By the summer of 2009, 
russia had agreed to inance Belarus’ irst nuclear power plant, which is to be constructed 
in the Hrodna region.43 here is considerable opposition within the country to this venture. 
Twenty-three years on, over 10,000 young people have sufered from thyroid gland cancer; 
and thousands of liquidators have died prematurely. he populations of the two republics, 
like those of russia, are in steep decline. Belarus has “lost” over half a million population 
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since 1985, Ukraine over 5 million. he lack of fertility among these populations and mass 
migrations from contaminated regions, are both linked directly to the Chernobyl disaster. 
he world has moved on to new crises: war in Iraq, famine in Africa, the danger of nuclear 
weapons being manufactured in North Korea and Iran. And yet there is no closure on 
Chernobyl, no foreseeable end to the debate, and little relief from the profound medical, 
social, and psychological burden placed on the millions living with its efects in the soil 
and in the food chain today, and perhaps exempliied by the gloomy and impoverished 
villages of Belarus’s Homel’ region, as well as by the empty Ukrainian city of Pripyat, now 
overgrown and with its once bright apartment now empty, their contents ransacked by 
thieves, extracting the last vestiges of the former lives of the residents.
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2011 marks the 25th anniversary of the reactor explosion at the 
Chernobyl nuclear power plant. hus, an entire generation was born 
which has no memories directly connected with the events that 
happened on 26th of April 1986. In this regard the danger emerges 
that the 25th anniversary might be the last occasion when the mass 
media turn their attention to the Chernobyl catastrophe and its con-
sequences, along with a low of publications, ilms, exhibitions etc., 
before inal Chernobyl is inally buried in oblivion.  

At the same time, the reactor explosion at the nuclear power 
plant of Chernobyl on 26th April 1986 afected almost all peoples 
in Europe and beyond. In many people, Chernobyl caused “an an-
thropological shock”1, which mad evident to them the omnipresent 
threat to human life posed by modern technology. hus, the majority 
of people in Europe who consciously survived the reactor explosion 
still remember about what they were doing when the disaster was 
reported. In subsequent years initiative groups have been established 
in almost all European countries. Until now these groups render as-
sistance to people in Belarus, Ukraine, in a less degree in russia to 
mitigate the consequences of catastrophe. hat is why, at irst, the 
Chernobyl catastrophe seems to be destined to become an essential 
part of the European culture of remembrance.  

To determine whether the Chernobyl catastrophe can make a 
contribution to the formation of the European culture of remem-
brance we should focus on two main questions: 

1. what is the European culture of remembrance?
2. How was the Chernobyl catastrophe perceived and what are 

the memories of its consequences? 

Astrid Sahm

the Chernobyl Catastrophe  
in the Context of european Culture  
of remembranCe
Updated version of a lecture presented at the University of 
Gießen (Germany) on the 15th of December 2009
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To answer these questions irstly public mass media were analyzed as well as the policy 
of remembrances by political and social actors. Unfortunately this article cannot address 
the remembrances in the private sphere (in family, etc.). hese forms of remembrances 
require a separate research.  

What is European culture of remembrance? 

In recent years, a number of European politicians and social actors made statements 
about the development of European culture of remembrance. his is associated with ex-
pectations that common remembrances of past events will strengthen the foundation of 
the European Union as a political project. 

From the perspective of content attempts to develop the European culture of remem-
brance focus on the events of the Second world war and especially on the extermina-
tion of European Jews. herefore, the Holocaust is oten denoted as negative fundamental 
myth of Europe2. Already at this point one can see an important complication arising 
during the formation of the European culture of remembrance, which not only aimed 
at the creation of transnational view on history but also requires a deinite change of 
paradigms in relection of historical events and contexts. Traditionally, national identity 
before and partly ater 1945 was based on the perception of national acts of heroism and 
heroic events in national history. By contrast, common remembrance in Europe extends 
beyond national borders mainly in the remembrances about pan-Europe catastrophes of 
the XX century and their victims3. On the one hand, this irst of all makes possible, the 
further coexistence of various national historical narratives. However, on the other hand, 
the question arises as to whether the remembrances of the Holocaust are enough to de-
velop a strong sense of interrelation and common historical meaning in Europe. Certainly, 
the 20th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin wall and the Iron Curtain expanded the base 
for the European culture of remembrance in a positive dimension. Besides there are also 
other events important to the whole European continent which can be integrated into 
the European culture of remembrance and partially make it possible to refer to a heritage 
in the spirit of freedom and emancipation. his refers to 1789 (French revolution), 1848 
(Democratic revolution), 1914 (First world war) and 1968 (students’ unrest). As a rule 
these events are widely celebrated by public only on the big anniversaries while the Holo-
caust remembrance is always present.

Common transnational remembrance still bears conlict potential. Moreover, cer-
emonies and the public debate devoted to the 60th anniversary of the beginning of the 
Second world war and the 20th anniversary of the velvet revolutions in the countries of 
the former socialist camp in 2009, have shown to what extent the remembrances about 
these events in the countries of Europe were heterogeneous and conlicting in European 
countries. hus, dividing lines between East and the west still manifest themselves until 
now - which is not surprising due to the various political and social contexts which have 
inluenced or still inluence the formation of remembrance of people in the East and the 
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west. At the same time, further diferentiation is possible, as Stefan Troebst tries to do by 
deining western, Central western, Central-East and Eastern Europe as four zones with 
speciic cultures of remembrance. In addition, he singles out the dictatorial experience of 
Southern Europe lasting up to the 1970s4.

 Key lines of conlicts include the assessment of Stalin’s repressions and the issue of its 
relation to the national-socialist mass extermination.

On the one hand, the dividing lines are drawn between old and new members of the 
EU. In western countries due to the dominating thesis about the singularity of the Holo-
caust, critical conceptualization of the Stalinist repressions, as a rule, was either forced out 
or used to minimise the scale of national socialist policy of  mass extermination. However, 
in contrast to people in western Europe who - including the Federal republic of Germany 
since 1985 – consider the year 1945 as the year of liberation, to people in Central European 
countries, it means a transition from one dictatorship to another5. 

For example, those diferences became evident in 2007 when the relocation of a So-
viet monument in Tallinn resulted in a real international conlict between Estonia and 
russia, and the EU in general took a demonstrative neutral position. Nevertheless there 
are signiicant distinctions between russia and the EU countries. while in the EU coun-
tries the culture of remembrance is primarily based on victims, in russia and Belarus 
irst of all the heroic aspects of the victory are emphasized. he conlict potential mani-
fested itself especially clearly in the discussion of the 60th anniversary of the signing of 
the Molotov–ribbentrop Pact. he fact that this anniversary attracted much more public 
attention in the west, than the Munich agreement of 1938 a year before, was considered 
by russia as an afront, which was, for example, articulated in the open letter of russian 
Prime-Minister Putin in September 2009.  hese comparisons show that historical dis-
course there are still moments of recriminations connected with the questions of histori-
cal responsibility6.

he second key line of conlicts is the perception of 1989 as year of freedom which re-
sulted in the inal overcoming of the system of block-driven confrontation and the break-
up of the socialist camp. Likewise, in this case the asymmetry in the historical experience 
and remembrances can be observed. he year 1991 became a crucial caesura for russia, 
Belarus and other CIS countries. he disintegration of the Soviet Union has been perceived 
as the catastrophe connected with the loss of the status of the world power and economic 
decline in the CIS countries. his made the positive experience of expanded freedom re-
cede into the background.

Considering the existence of such conlicting cultures of remembrance many sceptics 
make the assumption that a common European culture of remembrance is impossible in 
long-term prospect and remembrances will be connected with the national context in the 
future. he debates about the preamble to the EU Constitutional Treaty seem to conirm 
this assumption.  he inal version of the drat of the Constitutional Treaty does not men-
tion explicitly such historical turning points as the world wars, the Holocaust or the Gulag, 
and has only a vague note about the «now united Europe ater such a painful experience. 
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he Lisbon Treaty which has come into force at the beginning of 2010 does not even men-
tion this7.

Nevertheless, sceptics have ignored not only the fact that national events within the 
national context are also interpreted in very diferent and contradicting ways. First of all, 
they have not considered that the concept of common culture of remembrance is general 
aimed at the culture of joint handling of various memories rather than at common memo-
ries. According to the deinition of the historian Hans Günter Hockerts, «the culture of 
remembrance” represents “the broad general concept denoting all the forms of not purely 
scientiic use of historic events by the public” 8.

To ensure that this way of “use” does not result in acute conlicts the culture of remem-
brance should include an ability to understand the various perspectives when considering 
historical events from the viewpoints of various participant´s diferent contexts without a 
contraposition of these perspectives. hus, instead of a black-and-white picture there is a 
picture with various grey tones, which on the one hand reveals objective impact of political 
systems, and on the other hand makes evident challenges and opportunities of individual 
choice in extraordinary historical situations. Corresponding processes of a more diferen-
tiated perception of history could be observed at the national level of the majority of west 
European states ater 1990.

In fact, this was a time of a critical rethinking of history, thanks to which cases of 
collaborationist activity and participation in National Socialist policy of deportation and 
extermination of Jews were admitted for the irst time. herefore the «black-and-white 
tone», which created «a picture of nation united by the uprising against external and in-
ternal enemies» has been broken9. his fact facilitates compatibility of national and Euro-
pean cultures of remembrance, i.e. the development of «European-style opened national 
cultures»10.

In this case, the culture of remembrance primarily means learning lessons from his-
tory to avoid crimes against humanity in the present and in the future rather than con-
demnation of historical actors at that time. In this respect the concept of culture of remem-
brance is closely connected with the concept of political culture. he common culture of 
remembrance can exist only if the participants share common democratic values which 
admit the pluralism of remembrances and give the opportunity to correlate these remem-
brances to appropriate contexts. herefore, such culture of remembrance is closely linked 
with the existence of functioning democratic governance structures.

According to Konrad Jarusch, a common culture of remembrance can be formed only 
out of a variety of decentralised initiatives, understanding of the past as commitment to 
learn to preserve the peace and human rights in the framework of civilization rather than 
progress11. Taking into account the fact of existence of various authoritarian and hybrid 
political systems in Europe, the crucial question in this case is whether the common Eu-
ropean culture of remembrance assumes the existence of a common political culture as 
something in place or the development of a common culture of remembrance to a certain 
extent contributes to the formation of a common political culture. he second assumption, 
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in my opinion, relating to dialectic understanding of the interrelationship between politi-
cal culture and the culture of remembrance, is more appropriate.

Due to the conlict potential which is connected with the Second world war and the 
Holocaust, the following question arises: what historical events except abovementioned 
can contribute to the formation of the European culture of remembrance? To verify if the 
theme of Chernobyl catastrophe can be appropriate for this purpose we should ask the 
question as to how this catastrophe is part of memories in diferent countries, and what 
various conditions and prerequisites for remembrance exist in countries and among them. 
his will enable us to identify conlict potential which might complicate or make impos-
sible the inclusion of the Chernobyl catastrophe in the European culture of remembrance.

Perception of Chernobyl catastrophe  

in the East and in the West 

when the reactor exploded at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant, the system of the 
international relations had been still divided into western and East blocks. In the USSr the 
policy of publicity and perestroika had just been proclaimed by General Secretary of the 
Communist Party of the Soviet Union Mikhail Gorbachev and the catastrophe accurately 
outlined its limits. Only ater the detection of the increase in background radiation in the 
Scandinavian countries the Soviet government admitted the fact of an “accident” at the 
Chernobyl nuclear power plant. In the following weeks, people in western Europe learnt 
that in fact the reactor had exploded and the worst ever design-related accident had oc-
curred. In the Soviet Union some three years passed before people learnt about the actual 
scale of the catastrophe and newspapers published maps of the afected areas12.

he reactions relating to this fact were diferent in diferent countries. In the Federal 
republic of Germany with its strong antinuclear movement the catastrophe was perceived 
as the conirmation of long-standing concerns. Canned food was sold out, crops were 
eliminated, sandboxes were dug over, and children were forbidden to walk on the street 
to reduce radiation exposure. Just in 1986 sociologist Ulrich Beck published his book on 
risk society. He considered Chernobyl as «the end of all our high-precision opportunities 
to distance ourselves»: «On the one hand there were fences, camps, military blocks, on the 
other hand – our own four walls - real and symbolic borders beyond which those who 
seemed not to be afected could remain neutral. All this still exists, but ater Chernobyl it 
ceases to exist”. 13

Although the public response to Chernobyl catastrophe in Germany was probably the 
strongest and radioactive fall out seemed to have stopped on the border with France, Cher-
nobyl caused public concern in other west European countries as well and necessitated 
national measures. For example, hundreds tons of meat of a reindeer were exterminated 
in Sweden, sheep slaughtering was forbidden on several hundreds farms of England wales 
and Scotland during 15 years ater Chernobyl14. However, over all, Chernobyl caused  insig-
niicant and short-term damage to every-day life in western Europe. 
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By contrast, in the Soviet Union people did not have a notion about the risks of the use 
of “peace atom». Some 100 thousand people which were evacuated during the irst days 
and weeks ater the catastrophe had no idea that they had to leave their houses for ever 
and hundreds thousands people would share the same destiny in the years to come. hey 
thought that the evacuation would last some days and they let all their property includ-
ing domestic animals. Many people associated these evacuations organized by military 
soldiers in a short term with the escape ater the attack of Germany on the Soviet Union 
in the summer 1941. In subsequent years the “heroic” struggle of disaster ighters (liquida-
tors) was compared with the war, the scale of the catastrophe was compared with the war 
victims: every fourth inhabitant of Belarus sufered from the disaster like during the war 
years. Even the let villages in which wooden houses burnt down reminded the Second 
world war. Ater that there were only stone chimneys which is associated with well-known 
memorial complex Khatyn constructed in memory of villages destroyed during the Sec-
ond world war15.

while in western Europe the Chernobyl catastrophe was perceived as a disaster of a 
new type which concerns the future global risks of a modern technological society, in the 
Soviet Union it was interpreted as a local accident with easy-to-overcome consequences. 
his has been masterly shown by Svetlana Aleksievich in her book «he Chernobyl prayer. 
he chronicle of the future» in which the witnesses interviewed by her caught in this ca-
tastrophe something especial but they were at a loss for a word and described the reality 
through comparisons with war16. when the irst open meetings between Germans and 
Belarusians were conducted in the framework of so-called «public diplomacy» in 1988 and 
1989 Belarusians could not understand why Germany had been taken more precaution-
ary measures than their own country, which had sufered several times more from high 
radioactive pollution. Moreover, people in Germany and western European countries had 
much more opportunities to act on one’s own: they could buy dosimeter, and there were 
independent institutes such as the Ecological Institute in Darmstadt. 

In spite of the distinct diferences between the west and the East in the perception 
of Chernobyl catastrophe during their meetings people found out that the catastrophe 
has caused the same fears and anxiety concerning health of children etc. he Chernobyl 
catastrophe had caused special fears of mothers and women. For that reason initiative 
groups were created in diferent countries in order to contribute to the reduction of the 
consequences of the catastrophe in Belarus and Ukraine. his movement was especially 
manifested in Germany where the assistance oten motivated by an aspiration to expiate 
in practice German fault for the crimes committed during the Second world war. he 
widespread comparisons in Belarus of the catastrophe with the war contributed to that17.

hese initiatives invited children for health improvement, organised assistance and 
rendering of medical services, supported resettlements, ofered opportunities of rehabili-
tation in the afected countries and did many more things. In 1995 the amount of the hu-
manitarian aid delivered to Belarus was estimated at 700 million dollars, however, in 2005 
it was worth some 75 million dollars. he aid came from 101 countries. Additionally, about 
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50 thousand children have been invited for health improvement abroad every year: about 
10 thousand of them - to Germany, and more than 20 thousand children-to Italy18. his 
wide movement of assistance could not exist without conlicts which are classically con-
nected with the scheme “donor – recipient”. hus, the question arose whether the vacation 
abroad is in efect rehabilitation with a beneicial health efect or it is in a greater degree 
connected with a cultural shock. his question provoked disputes between the initiatives. 
In this context, some initiatives deliberately selected the path which forced on ofering re-
habilitation opportunities, as well as on other structural projects in the afected countries. 
Since the 1990s, many initiatives have managed to become real partner initiatives which 
developed and implemented projects on equal term. However it is necessary to investigate 
whether the question about the assessment of the catastrophe consequences is still the 
central focus of the dialogue between various initiatives or whether Chernobyl has turned 
out to be a rather formal starting point for joint projects.

In addition to the categories of the past and the present for perception of Chernobyl 
it is important to answer the question whether it is a disaster due to the Soviet system or 
should it seen as a global disaster which could happen at any nuclear plant regardless of 
political structure. As the Soviet management of the Chernobyl catastrophe with its three-
year policy of silence has deeply undermined the trust of the Soviet citizens to the existing 
political system, the new alternative political forces formed in the Soviet Union, used this 
catastrophe to discredit the dominating Soviet system. In Belarus and Ukraine national 
forces initiated even something like the “Nuremberg Trial” by organising “public tribunals” 
in Minsk and Kiev in April 199119. hus they remained within the framework of the domi-
nant public discourse which explained the Chernobyl catastrophe in the categories of the 
Second world war or they tried to use it to attain their goals.

In contrast, in western Europe it was clear to most of the public that in case of the 
catastrophic design accident the catastrophe management system would be desperately 
overloaded and the same policy of concealment would be used to avoid a panic. For this 
reason the catastrophe in public debates in many countries served as an argument for the 
abandonment of the use of atomic energy for public purposes as it had been determined 
by the referendum in Italy in November 1987. In response to the catastrophe the CDU-FDP 
coalition of Germany has created the Federal Ministry for Environment, Nuclear Safety 
and Preservation of Nature. In spite of the fact that the public consensus which considered 
atomic energy as transitional had been reached at that time the oicial decision on the 
abandonment of the use of atomic energy was adopted only by the SPD-Green govern-
ment elected in 1998. In other countries, for example in France the use of atomic energy 
for public purposes was not questioned whereas in other countries such as Sweden or 
Switzerland, Chernobyl became the additional argument for acute disputes concerning the 
use of atomic energy. In public debates opponents of nuclear power put the fundamental 
problems of the use of atomic energy for public purposes into the forefront all over the 
world. On the contrary representatives of the nuclear lobby emphasised that Chernobyl 
catastrophe was caused by the Soviet management system and happened only due to dei-
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ciencies of Chernobyl-type reactors designed for military purposes. In this argument they 
agreed with the position of the political opposition in the Soviet Union. In this sense the 
conlict lines in the perception of the catastrophe are global and they are not attached to 
concrete political systems. In fact the whole range of political conlict lines is relected in 
the public discourse of each country 20. 

Ater the Chernobyl catastrophe anti-nuclear movements were gradually formed both 
in the Soviet Union and in other Eastern European countries entering into the socialist 
camp and exploiting nuclear power stations. hese processes occurred faster outside the 
borders of the Soviet Union because there were more intensive direct contacts with west-
ern Europe. hat was also the case in the German Democratic republic where people had 
access to more information because they could watch west German television.

Members of independent initiatives for peace and environmental protection and peace 
spread s statement headed «Chernobyl efects everywhere» in June 198621. he govern-
ments of some Eastern Europe countries abandoned or changed vainglorious plans con-
cerning the development of the use of atomic energy in the second half of the 1980s22. Due 
to the development of the antinuclear movement in Eastern Europe the abovementioned 
contrast of perception in the categories of the future and the past has been smoothed. 
However, the environment protection movement has lost its importance in the Post-Soviet 
countries in the 1990s, especially due to the dramatic economic crisis. However, in the new 
millenium debates about climate changes has given all Europe new arguments in favour 
of the further development of the use of atomic energy. herefore, the public conlicts 
connected with operation of nuclear power stations became again topical in all European 
countries.

How do they remember? 

Perception of the disaster was not the only diference. A marked diference can also be 
traced in the forms of remembrances which had been established for the last 20 years. he 
main places of remembrance – the suspended nuclear power station and abandoned ghost 
town of Pripyat – are located in Ukraine. hus, the Chernobyl catastrophe is primarily re-
membered as technical disaster. he restricted one, as well as the suspended nuclear power 
station with the concrete shelter called “sarcophagus” over the third destroyed block of the 
reactor is used for commercial purposes as tourist object. Additionally, a Chernobyl mu-
seum has been opened in Kiev due to initiatives united in «the Union of Chernobyl» and 
other organisations of disaster ighters. he course of the catastrophe, rescue operations as 
well as the destinies of let villages and people were reconstructed here23. russia also has a 
Chernobyl museum, initiated by representatives of civil defence carrying out a huge scope 
of decontamination works near the destroyed reactor and in polluted areas. herefore the 
remembrance about Chernobyl as technical disaster prevails here as well. 

On the contrary, Belarus does not have signiicant central memorial places compa-
rable with Ukraine. here is only a small church in the park of Friendship in the capital. 
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he monuments located in selected contaminated areas don’t distinguish from the monu-
ments to victims of the Second world war. Chernobyl is primarily remembered as a daily 
catastrophe which has destroyed centuries-old national culture of Polesye. Ethnologists 
collected items during the expeditions to let homesteads and exposed them in the half-
open museum at the Academy of Sciences. he museum of icons situated on the edge of 
exclusion zone in Vetka became a special place of remembrance. Folk musicians collected 
national songs of this region and presented them at festival “Kvetka-polyn” in Minsk on the 
3rd of May 2009. Some Ukrainian musicians working at this theme were also invited for 
this festival. he authentic places let ater the catastrophe have almost disappeared by now. 
hey were razed to the ground or settled again. Abandoned villages have been transformed 
into reserves in the proper sense of the word.

However, it is diicult to convey the invisible disaster with feelings. he fact that this 
problem was at least partly recognised became evident in terms of support to projects on 
«Culture and Upbringing, Transfer of Memories» in the framework of the COrE program 
which was inally closed in 2009. In addition, by the 25th anniversary of the Chernobyl ca-
tastrophe the church of remembrance of the catastrophe in the park of Friendship should 
be transformed to a more signiicant place of remembrance24.

he discourses of remembrance in Belarus and Ukraine are united by the attitude 
towards the Chernobyl catastrophe as a national history of suferings. he experience of 
war prevails in Belarus, though in 1990 the Belarusian writer Ales Adamovich included in 
the historical chain «Kuropaty, Khatyn, Chernobyl» the experience of Stalin’s repressions25. 
On the contrary, the Ukraine in particular clearly emphasises the responsibility of Moscow 
for the Chernobyl catastrophe, which became another justiication of the country´s na-
tional independence. Chernobyl was included in the same chain with the Holodomor, i.e. 
the huge famine deliberately organised by Stalin in Ukraine which resulted in the deaths 
of some millions of people in the early 1930s. It is obvious that compared to that disaster 
Chernobyl will fade in public mind26.  

In other European countries, the memory Chernobyl is mainly focused on anniversa-
ries and is supported primarily by the Chernobyl aid initiatives and anti-nuclear organisa-
tions such as Green Peace. On the one hand, they use the Chernobyl disaster anniversaries 
for conducting protest campaign against the nuclear power use in their country or all over 
the world. On the other hand, they organise local, national or international exhibitions 
devoted to Chernobyl where the children’s drawings and photos are exposed. However, ac-
cording to my data there is a lack of permanent places of remembrance. Chernobyl could 
be integrated in permanent exhibitions of history of technics, etc. To date, only the French 
philosopher Paul Virilio has publicly declared about the idea of setting up a museum of 
technical catastrophes. He made an attempt to realize this idea during the Parisian exhibi-
tion in 2002-200327. Until now the most pretentious exhibition from the perspective of an 
European culture of remembrance had been conducted to commemorate the 20th anni-
versary of the Chernobyl catastrophe in the Center of Modern Culture in Barcelona. Along 
with the progress of the disaster and the rescue work described as “Chernobyl battle”, that 
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exhibition, organised in the framework of a Basque-French cooperation, also presented 
the destinies of the liquidators as forgotten heroic saviour of Europe, the living conditions 
of people in contaminated areas, relocated people, etc. he aim was irst of all to relect on 
understanding human existence in a technical society with its immanent risks. he idea of 
«extreme anthropology» to preserve “the Ukrainian Atlantis» in the form of rural culture 
in Polesye was presented as well. In doing so, the exhibition used the central element of the 
perception of Chernobyl which is characteristic for the post-Soviet space. In contrast, the 
aspect of the European solidarity movement remained untouched28.

Starting with the 20th anniversary of Chernobyl, one can trace back enhanced focus 
on the topic of Chernobyl in university courses. he Free University of Berlin ofered an 
interdisciplinary set of lectures devoted to the consequences of Chernobyl in 2006. he Eu-
ropean Humanities University in cooperation with Cohen University and the Shevchenko 
Kyiv University carried out a summer school devoted to Chernobyl in russian and French 
languages from the 28th of August till the 3rd of September 2006. he phenomenon was 
considered from the philosophical, social-anthropological and political science perspec-
tives29.

In part, the Chernobyl topic is also covered, irrespective of anniversaries, at events 
dedicated  to common issues of remembrance. hus, the University of Munich conducted 
the course “remembrance Carriers” in the framework of the discipline “Eastern Europe” 
for its students from October 2006 and other events till July 2007. Chernobyl together with 
the uprising in Hungary in 1956 and other events were analyzed in the framework of this 
course and presented in the shape of brochure30. he Institute of German researches at the 
ruhr University in Bochum organized of lectures on «European places of remembrance 
of the ХХ century» in which one lecture was devoted to Chernobyl along with Osventim, 
Danzig, Sarajevo in the winter semester 2008/200931.

For all European countries it is characteristic, that Chernobyl has become a metaphor 
to denote other terrible or emergency events. hus, the Belarus opposition spoke about 
“legal Chernobyl” during the controversial referendum concerning the change of the Con-
stitution in 1996. Sometimes the whole regime established by president Lukashenko was 
described as «political Chernobyl». In France, this term is used in connection with the Le 
Pen’s success on the elections. Famous French ilm director Ariane Mnouchkine and other 
French intellectuals used the notion of “cultural Chernobyl» for the description of negative 
inluence of “Eurodisney” on the French culture32. he concept of a Chernobyl syndrome 
is used in France in cases, when the country allegedly remains unafected by global crises, 
as opposed to neighbouring countries, as was the case during the global economic crisis in 
200833. One can refer to a similar variety of metaphorical statements used in other coun-
tries34. 

Chernobyl was highlighted in almost all mass media. For example, the abovemen-
tioned exhibition in Barcelona also presented modern works of art – ilms were demon-
strated, and music was performed, including a requiem for Chernobyl victims by roman 
Gurko. In April, 2006 students of the weissensee School of Art and the State academy of 
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design and arts of Kharkov exhibited their joint works in Berlin. During the project se-
mester posters, animations, advertisements were created and events were conducted in 
the city. An exhibition entitled ‘Visual energy. Ater Chernobyl: resources, energy and we” 
conducted with the inancial assistance of the Ministry of Environment in Germany was 
illustrative for the discussions about Chernobyl in Germany35.  

In addition, Chernobyl is relected in novels, comic books and computer games. Enki 
Bilal published his satire in a format of comics “Sarcophagus. Exchange of letters” in 2001. 
he novel of horsten Gyun “Chernobyl virus” appeared under the inluence of the epi-
demic of a pork lu in 2009. Also, at the Amazon Internet store, the popular horrors com-
puter game “Stalker - a shade of Chernobyl” developed in Kiev is sold and enjoys high 
popularity. According to the game scenario a new explosion of the reactor occurs, mutants 
appear etc. Overall, the keyword search for “Chernobyl” at Amazon results in 320 matches 
in German, at Amazon.com, 18072 in English, though a lot of names are mentioned several 
times. Anyway ater 1996, the 10th anniversary of Chernobyl one can state that there was a 
considerable decline in publications and novels released ater 2006, the 20th anniversary of 
Chernobyl can be counted on ingers of one hand. 

hat is just one indicator of the fact that the Chernobyl catastrophe is moved to the 
background by other catastrophes and the protracted transformation process in Belarus 
and Ukraine. he relegation process occurs at various levels. his also relates to Belarus 
which is country most contaminated with radioactive fallout. while in the mid 1990s 
president Lukashenko was active in promoting himself as the politician who in fact ad-
dresses overcoming the disaster efects, in recent years those efects have been thematic 
to a noticeably lesser extent. In addition, for the political opposition, Chernobyl has long 
become an ostensible topic, since annual Chernobyl marches are based on other relevant 
political issues such as the relationship with russia rather than on Chernobyl-speciic top-
ics.  However, it is the wish of people to relegate the invisible but omnipresent threat to the 
background and when coupled to their unwillingness to constantly live in “the world of 
interdictions”, these are then the important causes of gradual oblivion36. 

Why should Chernobyl be irreplaceable part  

of European culture of remembrance? 

Like many other events, the Chernobyl catastrophe is not an uncontroversial topic 
and it is perceived diferently in various countries. At the same time, the threat of political 
instrumentalization of that topic further complicates its inclusion into the European cul-
ture of remembrance. However, it seems impossible to ind a historical phenomenon about 
which a conlict-free memory could be constructed on the European level. he use of 
Chernobyl as a metaphor as well as its rethinking in diferent mass media shows that Cher-
nobyl became a solid part of remembrance. And this is so despite of the fact that concrete 
events and efects are more frequently relegated to the background, thus complicating the 
self-relective understanding of Chernobyl by society. On the one hand, active involvement 
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of the Chernobyl catastrophe in the developing European culture of remembrance which 
is obliged to the project of “cosmopolitan Europe»37 means that it is a catastrophe with the 
capacity of global threat, which is an equal concern for people in Europe and all over the 
world. On the other hand, there is the fact that a number of European countries, as well as 
some others, for example, Japan´s Hiroshima and Nagasaki, both afected by atomic bomb-
ing, formed solidarity initiatives which have been active for a very long time.   

Indeed, one can only conditionally speak about the European solidarity movement 
ater Chernobyl, since most initiatives exist at a national level and are not interrelated with 
each other at the European level. One of the most important Belarusian-German projects, 
the Children’s rehabilitation Health Center “Nadezhda” (Hope), which realized more than 
20 international projects on health improvement in 2009 in cooperation with initiatives 
from six European countries and Japan. Unfortunately, those initiatives hardly maintain 
direct contacts with each other. 

Nevertheless, initiatives established in response to Chernobyl can potentially make 
a signiicant contribution to the formation of European civil society. he special achieve-
ments of these initiatives are the ability to achieve mutual understanding and to pursue 
common goals. herefore the 25th anniversary of Chernobyl should be used by politicians, 
scientists and actors of the civil society to analyse and document the destiny of people 
afected by Chernobyl and the history of the European solidarity initiatives in order to 
contribute not only to the formation of a European culture of remembrance uniting East 
and the west, but also to of as well as to support the establishment of a strong European 
civil society which is an integral part of the political culture of Europe. 
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Key concepts: 
Humane discourse is a discourse of scientiic discussions and 

concepts of the efect of the consequences of the Chernobyl disaster 
on a human being and the environment, based on a hypothesis of ad-
missible risk and nonthreshold impact of radiation on human health.

Technogenic discourse is a discourse of scientiic discussions 
and concepts of the efect of the consequences of the Chernobyl di-
saster on a human being and the environment, based on a hypothesis 
of a doze inluence of radiation on human health and possible habita-
tion on the territories with an excessive level of radioactive contami-
nation.

Introduction 

he Chernobyl disaster on April 26th, 1986 and its long-term ra-
dioecological consequences generated a number of threats for the 
environment and human health caused by radioactive contamina-
tion along with new threats to the development of science both as 
a way of thinking and a combination of knowledge and institutions 
producing it. he uncertainty, discrepancy, and incompleteness of 
knowledge about Chernobyl became an additional source of alarm 
and risk. he knowledge about Chernobyl is a source of risk earlier 
used in the BSSr and currently used in Belarus as the foundation 
for the formation of the state policy aimed at liquidating the conse-
quences of the disaster at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant (CNPP). 

he state Chernobyl policy to liquidate, overcome and minimize 
the consequences of the CNPP accident has been realized since the 
accident. However, one should keep in mind that this policy is based 
on speciic knowledge in technical, medical, biological and humani-
tarian ields. In other words, scientiic institutions and scientists en-
gaged in the research of Chernobyl’s consequences, especially the im-
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pact of radiation, serve as the actors of the Chernobyl policy because the knowledge they 
produce forms the basis of political practices needed to construct the post-Chernobyl real-
ity. Studying the practices of the production of the “Chernobyl knowledge” or the knowl-
edge about the disaster consequences is a part of the research of the Chernobyl policy. How 
was the Chernobyl disaster and especially its consequences managed by diferent scientists 
and scientiic institutions whose scientiic decisions laid down the basis of the policy of 
liquidating, overcoming and minimizing the consequences of the Chernobyl accident irst 
in the USSr and BSSr and later in Belarus? 

he formation of directions and priorities of the Chernobyl policy depended on how 
the consequences of the problem were understood and how the problems which this 
policy was supposed to resolve were deined. herefore, at diferent stages the Chernobyl 
policy was determined and carried out diferently depending on the actors involved in the 
process of deining the phenomenon “Chernobyl”. In order to trace the formation and to 
analyze the displays of various Chernobyl concepts in the Chernobyl policy, one should 
know how Chernobyl was portrayed in the discourse of public actors, speciically, of vari-
ous scientists and scientiic institutions. hus, it is necessary to show how the concepts of 
the Chernobyl policy mobilizing various scientiic discourses are formed.

In the Context of the Sociology of Knowledge 

Ulrich Beck in his book “risk Society. Towards a New Modernity” (1986) draws a pic-
ture of a new society where the individual is compelled to build the protection indepen-
dently and to struggle against uncertainty. Modern science becomes an area of a multi-
tude of opinions and judgments where everyone can ind his own suitable explanation 
and where expert knowledge that has been monopolizing the ield of “the unknown” for 
an extended period of time becomes inconsistent and creates even a greater situation of 
uncertainty and ambiguity. Science itself pretending to provide an explanation of reality 
and submission of the surrounding world to natural phenomena turns into a complex 
phenomenon subject to the inluence of numerous social actors such as media, politicians, 
and protest movements demanding a comprehensive explanation.

hus, according to Beck, the feeling of safety and security is overcome by the feeling of 
danger, anxiety and fear. One cannot insist that such moods were absent in industrial soci-
ety; they just had a latent character. when speaking about the transition from the “old” to 
the “new” modernity Beck points out the aggravation of the perception of danger, the over-
coming of latency and more complicated actions of actors involved in the modernization. 

Beck describes a new reality using such terms as “danger” and “threat” to make every-
one feel the emotional component of the new diferent modernity where fear and anxiety 
move to the foreground in social reality. Beck reduces the feeling of fear and anxiety to 
the category of “risk”, which deines or can deine both the condition of the individual in a 
political, social and natural environment and the attitude to him. Beck believes that a dan-
ger is becoming less and less predictable because, no matter how strange it may seem, it 
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exists in the structure of knowledge. hough “new threats are expressed in the language of 
chemical formulas, biological interrelations and medical and diagnostic concepts” (Beck, 
2000, p. 34), it is not the knowledge itself that generates danger but the knowledge about 
the ignorance of full consequences of this or that phenomenon that is more oten than not 
produced by science itself. In this case, Beck does not actually describe the real threat that 
is speciic and materially expressed but rather “the threatening possibility” of something 
that will necessarily occur.

he German philosopher Guenter Anders (Anders, 1986, ed. 2006) writes that in mod-
ern society neither risk nor danger consists of the overcoming of the danger latency. It is 
much more important to realize that this danger can be or is invisible, i.e.; it cannot be 
judged either visually or sensually. his is what creates the danger of modernity represent-
ing the reduction of the importance of the sensual (as a contact with the environment) 
and social experience of the individual (Beck, 2000, p. 36). hus, Beck calls into question 
scientiic rationality conirming it with his thesis about “the democratization of natural 
sciences” which have learnt to consider the society’s right to express its own opinion. Beck 
believes that in this case scientiic rationality acts as a legitimate cover of scientiic and 
technical progress. 

According to the concept of Beck’s “risk society”, the development of science leads not 
only to the production of some new knowledge but also to a new uncertainty and unpre-
dictability which do not give in to the calculations and probability of scientiic tools. How-
ever, Borraz argues that such an approach has essential drawbacks such as the complex-
ity of the empirical proof and a certain diiculty in studying such aspects as the display 
of risk in practices and discourses (Borraz, 2008, p. 11). Borraz suggests considering the 
transformed concept of risk as “a result of the process of quality investment promoting 
the reduction of uncertainty and ambiguity which surround an activity, a chemical sub-
stance, or an industrial target” (Ibid, p. 13). hus, by dividing two processes and ascribing 
quantitative (quantiication) and qualitative (qualiication) values to risk, Borraz initiates 
the investigation of not only risks but also the study of the risk creation process or, more 
speciically, the social and political designing of risks.

In modern society, risk is deined by the degree of knowledge or representation about 
what danger or threat is born by this or that object or this or that phenomenon. here-
fore, the sociology of knowledge or the sociology of science moves to the forefront in risk 
studying, especially if it is a technogenic risk. he study is aimed mainly at analyzing the 
role of science in the creation of scientiic facts and social designing of risks. Accordingly, 
the knowledge of natural, social and other phenomena is created and produced in the 
conditions of not only indeiniteness but also uncertainty that the given reason will lead 
to the given consequence that in its turn will not lead to the new reason and absolutely 
unpredictable consequence. he gap between the uncertainty and knowledge increases 
and in science “known unknowns” gives way to “unknown unknowns” (Borraz, 2008, p.15). 
To reduce the gap science should ind new forms not only in the methodology of studying 
unknown phenomena but also in relations with society. 
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Jasanof uses the concept of a “regulating or controlling science”, which “constantly 
retrieves the necessary legitimating from the name “science” though sociologically it is 
a kind of activity that is absolutely distinct from basic research” (2005, p. 108). Unlike a 
regular science the promotion mechanisms of which include “indeiniteness, uncertainty, 
convention and unexpectedness”, a “regulative science” requires mechanisms of protection 
and closeness such as  limited expert communities because it should remain in the “black 
box” and maintain its certain and unconditional status. Jasanof expands not only the role 
of science in politics but also provides it with characteristics of power, namely, as an area 
of not only the development of scientiic knowledge as substantiations for making these 
or those political decisions but also as a way to inluence the making of some speciic po-
litical decisions. Science as the knowledge about technologies and a means of its produc-
tion is not only entered into the context of separation of power on the basis of exclusive 
competence but also aspires to become a political actor whose characteristics include  the 
struggle for resources, imperious relations and ways of domination.

Callon, in particular, speaks about the emergence of new actors capable of combining 
a political strategy with scientiic innovations in an uncertain environment produced by 
new technologies. First of all, a state is a set of administrative agencies and institutes and 
not in a condition to evaluate the innovative introduction from a technical and political 
point of view as, for example, the history of electricity shows, “he state possesses practi-
cally no ability of analysis which would be peculiar to it. (...) this absence of analysis con-
cerns both technologies and social system. (...) he administration is not capable of trans-
lating technical distinctions which appear in a situation of innovations into the language of 
politics” (Callon, 1979, p. 445-446). In this case one deals not so much with the helplessness 
and powerlessness of administrative bodies but rather with the impossibility of converging 
technical substantiations into a political choice resulting either in a “superpoliticized” or 
“supertechnical” way of administrating innovations, “… administration inds itself in a dif-
icult condition torn between politics and technics passing from one to the other without 
having any possibility to establish mutual understanding  between them” (Ibid, p. 446). At 
the same time one needs to remember that science is characterized by competitiveness in 
the political space and also a high competition inside the scientiic community leading to 
the exclusion of some actors, scientiic judgments and assumptions from the process of the 
political decision legitimation.

As far as the question regarding the legitimacy of the scientiic knowledge is con-
cerned, one might ind it useful to study the division described by Clark and Majone. hey 
prefer the categories of the “supernatural” and “civil” legitimacy of the scientiic research. 
In the former, we deal with the question of legitimacy that is “a derivative of the higher 
authority which cannot be asked questions” while in the latter one comes across “some 
free arrangement or contract or obligation to follow certain rules and the consent to some 
procedures” (Clark, Majone, 1985, p. 16). Clark and Majone understand civil legitimacy as a 
modern constitutional system and as economic systems. In other words, one deals with the 
irmness, indivisibility and indisputability of the scientiic knowledge while on the other 
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side it is the knowledge based on the discussion and debate and certain rules of acceptance 
of this knowledge both by the academic community and society on the whole.

In their works, Callon and Latour concentrate not so much on the sociological analysis 
of scientiic facts. hey are more interested in the emergence of a possible new paradigm 
or a research direction of “technoscience” allowing to consider and explain the creation 
of a scientiic fact through a combination of conditions and practices, processes and dis-
courses, technics and technologies producing “science in action” (Latour, 1989). he cre-
ation of a scientiic fact represents a process caused by various circumstances, material 
objects, scientiic toolkits, institutions, other researchers, environment, and the place of 
knowledge production. Latour believes that all of the abovementioned makes the network 
created by a scientist and used by a scientist as a dispositive for fact designing. his process 
is not only the process of social designing but it also includes previous practices which are 
diicult to trace, “… we do not claim that the facts are socially designed. we would like to 
say as well that the process of designing involves some dispositives which in many respects 
complicate the detection of traces of their production” (Latour, woolgar, 1988, p. 180).

he research of a scientiic fact as a process of designing does not eliminate the ques-
tion that the deining element is the context in which the given fact is produced. he con-
tent, meaning and variables might also be the determining factor if the scientist uses them 
to ill in the scientiic fact. he above-mentioned authors believe that the deining element 
is a binding element between the context and the content of the scientiic fact production 
with the fact becoming expressed in the process of translation. It is not a simple transi-
tion from something diicult and unclear to something that is simple and clear, namely, 
a combination of all variety of factors, actors and the network creating conditions for the 
advancement of the scientiic fact through the whole combination of opinions, judgments 
and other scientiic facts and physical circumstances. In other words, when creating a the-
ory a scientist should be able to consider the most diverse but not purely scientiic interests 
for the scientiic fact to acquire the form of such. hat is why some modern tendencies of 
the sociology of science aspire to the sociology of the social fact allowing, irst of all, to 
disclose the scientiic activity or an activity for the production of a scientiic fact as a social 
phenomenon explained by other social phenomena.

Borraz asserts that this concept allows to apply progressive, regressive and interac-
tion dynamics to science, “… the researcher inluences his objects of research which in 
their turn inluence the researcher and the network that surrounds him and that also co-
operates with the researcher. At the same time it structures and models scientiic objects 
and provides them with meaning. hus, a complex scheme of interactions and movement 
of resources, various means and scientiic objects which deprive the gap between the ex-
ternal and internal environment of the laboratory of any sense” (Borraz, 1990, p. 143) is 
emerging.

he above identiied modern tendencies in the sociology of science and knowledge 
pay attention not so much to the relation between power and knowledge but to the re-
deinition of the image of society and form of democracy. In particular, Callon, Lascoumes 
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and Barthe (2001) call into question the essence of representative democracy based on the 
critical analysis of the examination used by politicians. he moving to the foreground of 
the experts’ opinion not only strengthens science democratization (Beck, 2000) by giving 
everyone a chance to operate using scientiic facts while maintaining one’s own scientiic 
judgment but it also allows to lead the scientiic debate from laboratories to the public 
scene. here is a certain substitution by the public debate of scientiic disputes and struggle 
of opinions which lose their importance. he authors believe that such a substitution can 
only be avoided by the creation of new dialogue procedures involving various actors on the 
one hand, which strengthen a pluralistic component, and creating the environment for a 
scientiic dispute and struggle of opinions on the other hand.

According to the concept of “political ecology” ofered by Latour (Latour, 2004), lately 
the humankind has been making attempts to expand the gap between society and nature 
assigning science the role of the arbitrator. herefore, if one is to reconcile man and the 
environment it is necessary to overestimate the role of science and knowledge in this sys-
tem or become free from that concept of “nature” which has been generated for centuries. 
Using the methods of the sociology of science, Latour analyzes how in modern conditions 
the development of politics and science came to the present understanding of nature and 
the present democratic form.1 For this purpose one needs to distinguish the practice and 
theory of “political ecology” where the latter is a process of creation of representations 
about nature while the former is science, morals, law and politics but not nature. hus, 
ecological crises have no relation to nature or the world around but are related only to the 
society which provided natural things with meanings of “risk”, “danger” and “threat”. what 
was “simple” in nature became dangerous in society.2 he problems of ecology are not what 
happens to nature and the world surrounding us but what happens to society in the given 
environment. 

Such reconsideration of the “ecological” and “political” reality forces Latour to con-
clude that because of a false opinion about nature there formed a false opinion about the 
arrangement of the society which is called democratic and in which an individual possess-
ing fundamental rights and freedoms seems to be deprived of the freedom to think and 
be himself in the world surrounding him. his principle of society’s existence is predeter-
mined, and a multitude of incurable ecological crises, natural disasters, dangerous viruses 
and illnesses cannot shake the settled order of things. hus, Latour suggests thinking about 
it and participating in the creation of a new policy where the “political ecology” will no 
longer be a simple form of the policy including questions of nature into the democratic 
functioning of the society. It will change not the nature but the social system.

Scientiic Institutions and Societies

Institutes or centers developing the scientiic solution of post-Chernobyl problems are 
original centers for the production of the scientiic knowledge necessary for making politi-
cal decisions in the ield of the Chernobyl policy. hese institutions include the republican 
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research Centre for radiation Medicine and Human Ecology, the Institute of radiobiol-
ogy, the Institute of Forest, and the Belarusian Scientiic research Institute of Agricultural 
radiology.

he role of scientiic institutions and societies in the Chernobyl policy is expressed, 
irst of all, in working out and accepting scientiic concepts such as the concepts of “35 
rem”3, the concept of residing on the territories polluted with radionuclides as a result of 
the accident at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant4, the concept of keeping the alienation 
zones5; the concept of protective measures during the rehabilitation period for the popula-
tion living on the Belarusian territory radioactively contaminated as a result of the Cher-
nobyl disaster6; the concept of residing of the population on the territories polluted with 
radionuclides and the development of towns and villages located on such territories7; the 
concept of rehabilitation of the population and territories afected ater the accident at the 
Chernobyl nuclear power plant.8 

he development and acceptance of such concepts had an exceptionally great impor-
tance for the political decision making because the data of the scientiically proved con-
cepts of consequences of the Chernobyl accident served as the base for the main standard 
documents regulating the status of polluted territories and the rights and duties of the 
population living there, “he preparation of such concepts in general consisted of groups 
of experts at academies of sciences or at the corresponding commissions of the Supreme 
Councils of russia, Belarus and Ukraine getting ready the documents which were dis-
cussed at the sessions of the Supreme Councils and served as the foundation for laws 
regulating the legal regime of the territories radioactively contaminated as a result of the 
disaster at the CNPP” (Barjahtar, 1995).

It is possible to say that the scientiic justiication represented certain frameworks for 
the actions of political actors. It also equipped political actors with a certain system of 
perception (values and indicators) of Chernobyl problems needed for the decision-making 
and political action realizing. his principle of the organization of a cognitive semantic 
matrix of Chernobyl problems was then adopted in the government programs of the re-
public of Belarus for the overcoming of disaster consequences with one of the most essen-
tial tasks being the working out of a scientiic justiication of the political decision making 
in order to solve Chernobyl problems.

Such concepts were adopted at diferent stages of the Belarusian political system form-
ing. hey demonstrate the degree and level of the scientiic approach used to solve Cher-
nobyl problems along with its political application. Besides, these concepts contain a vary-
ing scientiic discourse and diferent perceptions of Chernobyl problems and ofer ways 
of their solving. he discussions devoted to scientiic concepts relect contradictions and 
opposition of the discourses expressing a diferent logic of the Chernobyl policy vision, 
namely, a technogenic and humane scientiic discourse. 

First of all, we should identify the periods of the adoption of concepts and the develop-
ment of scientiic discussions. he irst period lasted from 1988 till 1991. During that time, 
two main conceptions were adopted, speciically, the concept of the Academy of Sciences 
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(АS) of the USSr called “35 rem” and the concept of the Academy of Sciences of the BSSr 
about residing on the territories polluted with radionuclides as a result of the disaster at 
the Chernobyl nuclear power plant.  his period is characterized by the opposition be-
tween the scientists of the USSr, in particular academician L.A. Ilyin, and the scientists of 
the AS of the BSSr who developed the “Belarusian” concept. he discourse of the “35 rem” 
conception was especially important during that period as it was forming a technogenic 
scientiic discourse and developing certain discourse elements which would later be re-
produced by Petryaev’s group that presented the “Concepts of protective measures during 
the rehabilitation period for the population living on the Belarusian territory radioactively 
contaminated as a result of the Chernobyl disaster”. he adoption of this concept in 1995 
was accompanied by extensive scientiic discussions and debates from 1993 when the con-
cept was about to be elaborated. he next period includes an interval between 1995 and 
2002. his period is characterized by scientiic discussions (before 1998), the adoption of 
the “Concepts of residing of the population on the territories contaminated with radionu-
clides and the development of towns and villages located on those territories” ater which 
up to 2002 and until the adoption of the “Concept of rehabilitation of the population and 
territories which were afected as a result of the  accident at the Chernobyl nuclear power 
plant” there were no more scientiic discussions and two scientiic discourse-coalitions of 
the Chernobyl policy were inally formed. 

he technogenic scientiic discourse consists of the discourse “35 rem” of the AS of the 
USSr; the discourse of scientists from Petryaev’s group who developed the “Concept of 
protective measures during the rehabilitation period for the population living on the Be-
larusian territory radioactively contaminated as a result of the Chernobyl disaster” (1995) 
along with other concepts up to 2002. 

he humane scientiic discourse consists of the discourse of scientists who developed 
“Concepts of residing on the territories contaminated with radionuclides as a result of the 
disaster at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant” in 1990 as well as the discourse of scientists 
who resisted the adoption of the subsequent concepts of 1995, 1998 and 2002. One can also 
assume that the main opposition was most active from 1988 till 1995 because the scientiic 
discourse of two various coalitions was formed exactly during that period.

 Technogenic Scientiic Discourse 

he forming of a technogenic scientiic discourse is connected with the working out 
by the Soviet scientists of the concept of a safe life of the population on the contaminated 
territories with the concept of “35 rem”9 serving as the basis of it. he development of that 
concept presupposed its further adoption and application on the contaminated territories 
and relied on the principle of intervention  into the life activity of a human being depend-
ing on the degree of the radiation level, “In each speciic case it is necessary on the basis of 
the knowledge of radiation levels and the character of radionuclide contamination to form 
a certain strategy of behavior which will provide the maximum positive efect of these or 
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those interventions directed to the limitation of dozes. his strategy of behavior visible 
in the introduction of certain intervention measures is based on a certain general idea 
called the concept of a safe life activity of the population on the contaminated territories. 
In general, it means that the measures of intervention into a human life should provide 
the decrease of the received radiation dose to the radiation level before the disaster”.10 he 
intervention measures reducing the dose of radionuclide contamination include such pro-
tective actions as the provision of shelter, prevention by using stable iodine, the evacuation 
and resettlement procedures as well as the control of the food consumed. 

As it has already been noted, the concept of a safe ability of the population to live on 
contaminated territories was originally based on the concept of “35 rem” developed only 
in 1988 two years ater the accident. Till that moment all the decisions regarding both the 
liquidation of consequences and the residing of the population on the contaminated ter-
ritories did not have any scientiic ground. he main reason for it was that all the data and 
results of radioactive monitoring necessary for a scientiic analysis were classiied. 

he irst step towards the concept adoption was the approval of the individual dose 
limit based on the assumption that there is a certain lifelong accumulated top doze safe for 
a man or for a period of 70 years. In 1989 this indicator was ofered as an additional reason 
for the resettlement. he chairman of the National Commission on radiation Protection 
of the USSr professor L.A. Ilyin, the main sanitary inspector of the USSr A.I. Kondrusev 
and his assistant A.I. Zajchenko determined the numerical value of the doze equal 350 
mSv.11 he main argument was the data of the research carried out ater the explosions in 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki where the dependence between the irradiation of less than 500 
mSv and both oncological and genetic consequences was not established. Another argu-
ment used was the economic feasibility of the measures aimed at the liquidation without 
any further re-settlement from the contaminated territories. 

his concept was presented as obligatory for adoption in all afected republics and 
had an imperative character, “we have included into the life dose all doses received during 
the emergency period. his is essential. his is the concept of the National Committee on 
radiation Protection. we have established this limit at 35 rem and not higher. his is our 
main rigid and categorical requirement”.12 he adoption of this concept represented the 
interests and strategy of political and scientiic high-ranking oicials which consisted of 
the declaration of a certain order and vision of consequences of the Chernobyl accident 
prohibiting any doubts about the existing political and scientiic system.

he discourse of the concept “35 rem” introduced a certain number of discourse ele-
ments which relect the inluence on the forming of Chernobyl. First of all, it is a question 
of the discourse of risk and safety expressed in the concept in the following way: the efect 
of radiation on a human body and the environment inds its expression not in the concen-
tration of radionuclides but in the received irradiation dose. “It is important to remember 
that there exist elementary bases and positions according to which a measure of dangerous 
radiation impact is not the concentration of radionuclides. I would underline that it is the 
total dose of irradiation”.13
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his principle assumes that the main danger of residing on the contaminated territo-
ries lies in the total irradiation dose of a person rather than the concentration of radionu-
clides in a body, food, and territory. If one is to follow this principle then it is possible to 
live on the contaminated areas if the total irradiation dose does not exceed the established 
norm. hus, the inhabitants of the territories with the density of contamination of 15 Ci 
per square kilometer and higher are not subject to resettlement. he foundation of the 
concept is the principle of an economic gain. If we use the non-threshold principle as the 
basis, namely, the fact that even the smallest radiation dose can afect the health and life 
ability of a person then there is a need for the adoption of additional decisions about the 
resettlement and use of additional measures of the population protection, “when ofering 
and developing diferent concepts it is necessary to take into account the economic feasi-
bility such as how much it may cost to move 20 thousand, 50 or 200? Besides, why re-settle 
only from the territory with 15 Ci/km? here is “contaminated” milk on the territories with 
the radioactive contamination of 5 Ci/km while there is “clean” milk on the territories with 
40Ci/km?”14

Hence, the main argument of the “35 rem” discourse is, irst of all, the economic evalu-
ation of the subsequent political decisions about the resettlement or introductions of ad-
ditional intervening measures. One should also remember that this concept is accepted as 
the decision-making should have its scientiic legitimacy, “hat is why the National Com-
mission on radiation Safety takes a huge responsibility upon itself and sets the admissible 
limit of 35 rem for life. It does not mean that we provide health protection bodies and other 
organizations the indicator of health which they are obliged to adhere to and which they 
are obliged to fulill. At the same time it is not some kind of a norm. rather, it is a limit and 
a criterion for decision-making”.15 hus, it is possible to say that the discourse of the Soviet 
scientists who developed the given concept of “35 rem” treats the dose limitation not as a 
limit but as a level of the political decision making though the exceeding of the dose may 
lead to various consequences. 

he discourse “35 rem” uses scientiically conirmed data and is based on a consider-
able amount of research the results of which objectively relect the existing reality and 
deny the inluence of small radiation doses on the health of a man unlike other results 
which represent a fact manipulation, “he base of the 35 rem concept is the analysis of a 
huge volume of material. (…) I declare with full responsibility that obvious changes arise 
only when the dose is from 25 rem per year or 75-120 rem per life. here were no devia-
tions found at lower doses. we cannot reject this experience. It is an objective reality”.16 “I 
have been examining the children as a pediatrician since the very irst days of the disaster. 
Neither me, nor my colleagues managed to ind any direct impact of small radiation doses 
on a child’s organism which could lead to serious consequences. Data about a sharp in-
crease in the number of illnesses is a manipulation of facts”.17

Summarizing the aforesaid, it is necessary to point out that the “35 rem” discourse 
consists of a number of arguments. here is a certain radiation limit. If one follows it then 
it one will be able to avoid health consequences. It is not the concentration of radionuclides 
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that is dangerous for a man but the received dose. Doses of less than 35 rem are not dan-
gerous. his has been proved by a scientiic research. hus, the forming of the concept of 
the consequences of the CNNP disaster relecting a certain construction of the post-Cher-
nobyl reality starts. It includes the scientiic legitimating of the already taken measures 
of the state intervention and safe living on contaminated territories without a dramatic 
change in the population’s way of living along with the forming of representations of Cher-
nobyl consequences as those which are not dangerous and which can be liquidated within 
a certain period of time through the use of speciic means. 

we should also say that the adoption of this concept is in a certain way an imposition 
of a certain image of Chernobyl as an ordinary accident that did not lead to any signiicant 
changes, “hey have probably run out of scientiic methods of struggle for the preservation 
of their concept. hat is why the main argument used was the government administrative 
pressure” (Yaroshinskaya, 2006, p.160). his has to do with decree #587 of the National 
Commission on Liquidation of Consequences of the Accident at the Chernobyl NPP which 
promoted the ofered concept of “35 rem” of the AS of the USSr and which ofered to use it 
as the basis for the development of the State Program for the liquidation of consequences. 
his concept produced another obvious beneit for the existing political system as it didn’t 
initiate any noticeable changes in the established normative political and ideological or-
der.  Its implication was actually the unacceptance of certain state measures such as the 
discontinuance of re-settlement, carrying on agricultural activities on the contaminated 
territories, etc.

“he basis of this policy carried out by central ministries from the very irst days of 
the Chernobyl disaster, namely, from the end of 1987 was the concept “35 rem per life” that 
was supposed to solve a number of problems. Among them was the task to reassure the 
public opinion, to remove the responsibility for the disaster consequences from the party 
and state bodies and speciic individuals, to reduce the amount of compensation to the 
people who were afected and dwellers of the contaminated areas for the damage done 
as well as to present the groundlessness of the anxiety about life (from the speech of the 
people’s deputy of the USSr and a member of the Committee on Ecology and rational Use 
of resources during Parliamentary hearings).18

However, the “35 rem” concept though used as the basis of several decisions of the 
Ministry of Health of the USSr was not adopted by the Supreme Council of the BSSr to 
a great extent due to the resistance of the scientists from Belarus, Ukraine and russia, in 
particular, during the First All-Union radiobiological congress in 1990. Other concepts 
appeared only in 1990-1991 and were based on a lower personal radiation dose19 such as 
the concept of residing on the territories contaminated with radionuclides as a result of 
the catastrophe at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant approved by the Presidium of the 
Academy of Sciences of the BSSr in 1990.

In spite of the fact that the concept “35 rem” did not serve as the base upon the devel-
opment of  the “Concept of safe living” (1990) the scientiic discourse which became the 
foundation for this concept was later used by scientists when they worked out the “Concept 
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of protective measures during the rehabilitation period for the population residing on the 
territories of the republic of Belarus that was contaminated as a result of the Chernobyl 
accident” (1995). Discussions about that concept found their relection in the press, scien-
tiic community and civil society. his concept became the dividing line which showed the 
opposition and contradiction of two diferent scientiic discourses (technogenic and hu-
mane), “In 1995 there appeared a “team” in Belarus though a number of most respectable 
scientists did not join it. he team revived the 35 rem concept. Only the old name was sub-
stituted to a new “Concept of protective measures during the rehabilitation period for the 
population residing on the Belarusian territory radioactively contaminated as a result of 
the Chernobyl accident”. Among those who identiied their authorship were prof. Petryaev 
E.P. (Director of the Institute of radiobiology), doctor of biological sciences Kenigsberg 
Ya.E. (Deputy Director of the Scientiic research Institute of radioactive Medicine), Ter-
nov B.I. (Head of the National Commission on radioactive Protection) and a few others”.20

It should be added that the discussions of this concept actually started a little bit ear-
lier than in 1993 when in accordance with the instruction of the Council of Ministers 
#57p from 25.01.1993 a temporary creative team (ТСТ) was set up with E.P. Petryaev as 
the head. Using the available dose indicators the team was supposed to develop the proj-
ect of the concept of the rehabilitation of the contaminated areas and life conditions of 
people residing on those territories. In 1995 ater several projects the concept was irst 
approved by the National Commission on radioactive Protection (NCrP) and then by the 
Council of Ministers. However, in February 1993 deputy head of the Council of Ministers 
I.A. Kenik issued an instruction to form a working group including, among others, prof. 
V. B. Nesterenko to prepare the concept of the main protective measures for the popula-
tion living on contaminated Belarusian territories. he concept was later approved at the 
meeting of the NCrP of Belarus in May 1993. “Petryaev’s group supported by the Institute 
of radiobiology of the BSSr and the NCrP of Belarus was forming the discourse of “liq-
uidation” while an alternative group of scientists consisting of V.B. Nesterenko, G.F. Lepin, 
and M.V. Mal’ko among others and represented by the Institute of radioactive Safety run 
by I.N. Smolyar followed the discourse of “overcoming”. Accordingly, from 1993 to 1995 a 
competitive space was formed between diferent groups working on the same problem but 
representing absolutely opposite views on Chernobyl.

he scientiic discourse of Petryaev’s group is built practically around the same prin-
ciple of “35 rem” such as “a further reduction of radioactive risk determined by the ra-
dioactive contamination as a result of the Chernobyl accident by gradually decreasing 
individual and collective dozes of population irradiation. Protective measures should be 
optimized to produce more use than harm. he realization of the optimization principle 
should be based on the calculation of the prevented collective dose from the moment of 
introduction of protection measures”.21 his means that the dose received before the use of 
protection measures or the accumulated does is not accounted for. hus, this concept in-
troduces certain logic of the limit existence, namely, an annual average equivalent irradia-
tion dose which is 1 mSv per year. his limit sets the level of intervention and application 
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of the measures of radioactive safety. In other words, there is no need to carry out protec-
tive measures on the territories where the radiation level does not exceed the given limit 
at the same time not paying attention to the level of contamination of the territory and the 
ability to lead a normal life. Hence, the use of the degree of radioactive protection is tied 
to the dose received by a man per year but not to the level of contamination of territories 
where a man lives, “he authors of the concept referring to the fact that irradiation doses 
deine medical efects propose to reject the use of the criteria for the use of protection 
measures based on the contamination level”.22

One more important element of the concept’s discourse is stating that the rehabilita-
tion period ater the Chernobyl disaster started in Belarus, “he rehabilitation period has 
been continuing for a period of time necessary for the gradual cancellation of the activities 
for radioactive protection and creation of conditions required for the return to the normal 
way of life of the population residing on the territories contaminated with radionuclides. 
he concept was formed on the basis of the start of the rehabilitation stage of development 
of the Chernobyl accident”.23 his period can also be deined as a period of transition to 
the normal living conditions. In other words, according to this concept already in 1995 the 
afected population and territories were already at the stage of returning to the normal 
conditions of life and activities.

In later concepts in 1998 and 2002 the technogenic scientiic discourse takes more 
and more deined forms and is expressed, irst of all, in the understanding of the annual 
average efective dose as the criterion for the use of protective measures as well as the 
continuation of the development of the contaminated territories. For example, the concept 
introduced in 2002 uses the principle of rehabilitation through the transformation of the 
territories into areas suitable for living.

At present the oicial scientiic discourse is dominated by the elements of the tech-
nogenic discourse. Ya.E. Kenigsberg (Head of the National Commission on radioactive 
Protection at the Council of Ministries of Belarus) believes that the main problem solved 
by the Chernobyl policy is the decrease of irradiation doses of the population to the mini-
mum level which does not lead to any medical consequences, “As a result of the Cher-
nobyl accident the conditions of life were destroyed but from the radiological point of 
view positive perspectives for the future health of the majority of the afected people have 
been reached. So this is a paradox. It is a catastrophe, terror, a zone of an ecological di-
saster but people live there, eat contaminated food. what happens there is horrible. Here 
are the objective data. How and why? But this is not a paradox because we started work 
aimed at the protection of the population. Unlike others, for instance, a number of other 
former Soviet republics we started this work April 30th, 1986. we began the irst wave of 
the population resettlement from the 30 km zone and farther areas already on May 2. we 
spent more than 27 million dollars from the budget of the republic of Belarus and sent 
the money to provide the radioactive protection. he main goal of our work was to lower 
the irradiation dose to the level where it could not do any harm for the people’s health. 
we did it. But when the question arises that the level of social protection is lower than in 
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russia and Ukraine in a monetary equivalent then it is true. we spent all this money on 
the radioactive protection.”24 It should also be mentioned that carrying out the radioactive 
protection activities became the main and distinctive direction of the Chernobyl policy in 
Belarus where the major goal is lowering the dose of population irradiation. In Ukraine, for 
example, the leading direction of the Chernobyl policy is the social protection of citizens 
who sufered from the consequences of the Chernobyl nuclear power plant accident. hus, 
the development of scientiic ways to reduce the radiation doses and thus the inluence of 
radiation on the people’s health will allow to move the Chernobyl policy into the direction 
of settling the contaminated areas.

he main feature of the Chernobyl policy at the current stage is the development of 
the afected territories and the decrease of radiation impact on the people’s health, “here 
are oicial data of the Ministry of Defense of the republic of Belarus showing that the big-
gest number of dratees who are healthy and it to serve in the army are from the Gomel 
region. Is it a paradox? No, it isn’t. I have already told you about social protection and health 
improvement… No, I can’t tell you that there are no problems, they do exist but they are 
solved in a right way within the frame of the national programs and within the frame of 
the union state (…) so, there is one goal and that is rehabilitation and a steady develop-
ment. he same aim was set by the head of our state25: to move from rehabilitation to the 
steady development of the territories which were afected as a result of the consequences 
of the accident at the CNPP. Our task is also to assist in the correct understanding of the 
Chernobyl policy”.26 we can see the intertwining of the political and scientiic discourse 
about Chernobyl and the forming of the common concept of Chernobyl in the given con-
text.

Humane Scientiic Discourse

An alternative scientiic discourse, namely, humane, began to form already during the 
existence of the BSSr and is connected with the resistance of Belarusian scientists to the 
adoption of the “35 rem” concept. In this context it is important to see that the concept 
“35 rem” became an example of opposition among the scientiic community and laid the 
foundation of the discourse that became an alternative to the oicial discourse of “liquida-
tion”. Even now the opposition of the oicial scientiic concept is revealed in the discourse 
or language of resistance to “35 rem”.

First of all, we ind it important to remind that the scientiic discourse of Belarusian 
scientists at the end of the 1980s was institutionally supported by the Supreme Council 
as a discourse of the concept alternative to “35 rem” the validity of which was doubted, “A 
group of scientists consisting of 92 people has just recently sent a letter to M.S. Gorbachev 
regarding the issues connected with the residing on the contaminated territories. he let-
ter was used as an attempt to convince the Supreme Council of the USSr with the help of 
scientiic degrees and titles that there is no danger for the people and the contaminated 
land is almost a paradise place. who and when gave them the right to decide everything 
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including our fate even though they’ve got degrees? why is the 35 concept being justi-
ied so actively now? I was present at the meeting of the Presidium of the AS of the USSr 
when this concept was being discussed. Academician Anatoly Petrovich Alexandrov told 
us, “Let’s not argue about this concept. Let’s just accept 35 rem. Time will pass, and later we 
will see whether it is harmful or harmless. Maybe this igure will change here, maybe this 
indicator will change in the International Atomic Energy Agency.”27

On April 25, 1990 during the session of the Supreme Council of the USSr the decree 
about the liquidation problems of the consequences of the Chernobyl disaster which in-
cluded a number of statements allowing to develop scientiic and public discussions about 
the concept of residing on the contaminated territories was signed. First of all, this decree 
approved but not adopted the program of the BSSr aimed at the liquidation of conse-
quences of the accident at the CNPP based on the conception of Belarusian scientists but 
not on the “35 rem” concept showing certain institutional support of the Supreme Council 
of the USSr. Secondly, the decision was made to develop a complex approach to the liqui-
dation of consequences for all afected republics. hirdly, the decree was used to create a 
working group of the AS of the USSr, BSSr and USSr for the development of an alterna-
tive “humane” concept. he results were to be presented in October 1990. he president of 
the AS of the USSr academician B.P. Platonov supported the concept of Belarusian sci-
entists having characterized a new approach to Chernobyl consequences in the following 
way, “he fallacy of the opinion is that the accident at the CNPP is an accident the conse-
quences of which can be liquidated. he scale of the disaster is such that we can speak only 
about the possibility of minimizing its consequences”.28

he institutional support of Belarusian scientists allowed the Belarusian concept of 
safe residing to take a strong position against the “35 rem” concept. he Belarusian concept 
also turned into a political challenge for the Soviet system. For instance, the Concept of 
residing on the territories contaminated with radionuclides as a result of the accident at 
the CNPP approved by the Presidium of the AS of the BSSr in 1990 identiied a number 
of scientiic norms and indicators such as the limit of irradiation29 for the people residing 
on the contaminated territories and the division into zones.30 It also contained general 
principles forming the Chernobyl policy. his concept was named the “humane” concept. 
It states that, irst of all, any, even the smallest radiation dose, afects the health of a person 
and that, secondly, a step by step re-settlement of the population from the contaminated 
areas is required. To support the irst principle the scientists introduced the term “accept-
able risk” that changed the principle of absolute safety of the exploitation of nuclear energy 
along with the principle of the threshold value of the impact of the radiation dose on man’s 
health, “Any, even the smallest additional radiation dose is not safe for a life organism and 
it requires the using of measures aimed at its reduction (it is an internationally recognized 
principle of ALArA). So we cannot speak about an absolute safety. we should speak about 
an acceptable risk.”31

hus, it was established that radiation presents a danger for man’s health and that any 
radiation level should not be treated as an absolutely safe one but as a situation possessing 



46

Andrei Stepanov

a certain degree of risk. he approval of these principles of understanding the Chernobyl 
accident consequences did not only deine the forming of the Chernobyl policy but also 
inluenced the understanding of Chernobyl problems by public actors themselves.

he acceptance of this concept was preceded by the discussions which showed the 
diference in the value and science approach towards the explanation and solving of post-
Chernobyl problems. Discussions mainly dealt with the principle of survival meaning that 
it is impossible to live there where it is impossible to produce clean food/goods. Such an 
approach did not only dramatically change the Chernobyl policy at the current stage de-
manding the adoption of urgent measures for the resettlement but also the perception 
of Chernobyl transforming Chernobyl problems from short-term into long-term ones. 
However, this does not exactly correspond to the present political conception of the Cher-
nobyl policy. he approval of this principle also presupposed a change in the concept of 
radiation impact, more speciically, the necessity to measure its efects judging not by the 
level of land contamination but by the accumulated doses. his principle also changes the 
approach to the Chernobyl policy as it changes classiications and categories of the popula-
tion, degrees and ways of intervention along with the kinds of radioactive protection of the 
afected population. Hence, the population should be classiied not according to the place 
of residence but according to the accumulated dose. A liquidator who participated in the 
activities in 1986 and a person living on the territory with the contamination of more than 
40 CI/sq km form one and the same “Chernobyl” group.32

he humane scientiic discourse is formed in opposition to the technogenic discourse. 
It becomes especially obvious during the period of the discussion and adoption of the 
“Concept of protection measures during the rehabilitation period for the population resid-
ing on the Belarusian territory radioactively contaminated as a result of the Chernobyl ac-
cident”. he approval of this concept was also forerun by scientiic discussions and the de-
velopment of alternative conceptions including the conception of prof. Nesterenko in 1993. 
hat conception continued the introduction of the principle of the humane discourse. A 
group of scientists headed by prof. Nesterenko  emphasized the discourse dealing with the 
inluence of protection measures according to which positive results may be combined 
with negative consequences, “he realization of protection measures is an intervention 
which along with a positive efect of the reduction of the irradiation level may lead to the 
economic and ecological damage as well as psychological efect due to the change in the 
way of life of the population and risk of a negative inluence on health. hat is why when 
making an intervention decision one should consider not only its presumed positive efect 
but also the negative consequences of the protective measure itself (irradiation of liquida-
tion participants, radioactive contamination, economic damage).33

Another argument of the present scientiic discourse is the denial of the rehabilita-
tion period of the Chernobyl policy at the beginning of the 1990s, “we did not manage 
to decrease the share of food and agricultural products containing radionuclides with the 
level higher than rPL-92 (republican permissible level), we didn’t manage to decrease a 
signiicant further growth of the collective irradiation dose. (…) Lately due to an insuf-
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icient amount of the used mineral fertilizers in public and individual agriculture in the 
areas afected by the Chernobyl disaster there is  a large number of products containing ra-
dionuclides such as Cs-137 with the level higher than rPL-92. (…) he analysis of the dy-
namics of the condition of the population health in 1993 in comparison with 1992 shows 
that there is no stability.”34 his argument is important for the humane scientiic discourse 
because, irstly, it opposes the oicial discourse of the concept of protective measures dur-
ing the rehabilitation period and, secondly it emphasizes that the essence of the scientiic 
humane conception of the consequences of the Chernobyl accident is to recognize and 
establish consequences and their inluence on the territory and its population in a long-
term perspective.

At the present stage the human scientiic discourse forms Chernobyl to a smaller ex-
tent within the frame of the scientiic discourse. Chernobyl is more visible in the frame-
work of the discourse of enlightenment and the discourse opposing not so much the sci-
entiic knowledge but the activities of the authorities, “Everybody is trying to know less as 
the less you know the better you sleep. If all people were educated… here we are going to 
educate people and to show them what it is, what it is for, to teach people to survive in the 
conditions in which it is possible to survive as not everything is fatal. (…) he authorities 
believe that they will stay and that it doesn’t concern them. Strontium will strike everyone, 
there are no other variants. I have recently published an article in “Narodnaya Volya” saying 
that there is no system for the radioactive protection of the population. But we have cre-
ated this system and we will introduce it. It needs to be put into operation and to protect 
Belarus. here are ice skating palaces, the library but for whom? (…) here are hollow 
programs, Gomel Institute of Agricultural radiology, a medical center. here is a sign post, 
there is equipment, there is a building but there are no people and no specialists.”35

he scientiic humane discourse is founded, irst of all, on the scientiic substantia-
tion of the consequences of the radiation impact on man and environment. Hence, the 
scientiic knowledge moves to the forefront in the construction of the discourse about 
Chernobyl consequences and measures of the Chernobyl policy expressed, as it has been 
said above, in scientiic conceptions. A value-oriented approach is also important in this 
scientiic discourse as it places the care about man, his safety and health into the center 
of the discourse. he discourse about an acceptable risk and the principle of survival are 
also among the major arguments of the humane scientiic discourse. we should also say 
that this discourse was formed speciically within the frame of scientiic discussions and 
had meaning only in a certain opposition. As an independent scientiic discourse it does 
not possess any crucial importance for the forming of the Chernobyl policy as up to date it 
hasn’t obtained any institutional support. Due to the state monopolization of the scientiic 
knowledge about Chernobyl an alternative scientiic discourse has no possibility of an ad-
ditional scientiic research. hat is why the humane scientiic discourse inds great support 
among political parties.
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Conclusion

he interpretation of the consequences of the accident at the Chernobyl nuclear power 
plant led to a certain division among the scientiic community. he Chernobyl policy is 
based on a complex and complicated scientiic knowledge. hat is why it is essential for 
the Chernobyl policy to not only make scientiically grounded decisions but to rely on 
the body of institutions producing scientiic knowledge. In the present context, the “pro-
duction of scientiic knowledge” is nothing but a combination of institutes, laboratories, 
expert groups, and research projects working out the legitimate knowledge about the con-
sequences of the accident at the CNPP used both to take measures in the ield of the Cher-
nobyl policy and to conirm the measures already taken in the same area.

Scientiic practices consist not only of the research of facts and revealing of the depen-
dence of some factors on others but also of the creation of a certain idea matrix explain-
ing the functioning and interconnection of diferent elements and phenomena of both 
the physical and social world. Scientiic knowledge is produced within the framework of 
the paradigm or constructs a new paradigm. when researching the CNPP consequences 
scientists from diferent areas (physics, chemistry, biology, radiology, medicine) tried to 
identify and explain interconnections between radiation and life ability, a life threat and 
a safe living. he scientiic research of the consequences of the CNPP disaster lies in the 
ield of the identiication of the efects of radioactive contamination on health and life abil-
ity of people, animals and plants. In such a context scientiic knowledge about the CNPP 
accident consequences forms only two paradigm types such as “safety reversibility” and 
“acceptability and non-reversibility” of consequences. hese paradigms use the notion of 
“risk” and, more speciically, the situation of uncertainty and a potential threat. hese con-
ditional scientiic paradigms deal, irst of all, with the aspect of impact of radiation doses. 
In the irst case a safe human activity is possible in certain conditions if there are relatively 
small doses (threshold and normative) while in the second case any and even the most 
insigniicant dose is harmful for any life being and leads to consequences for a safe living.
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I.A. Kenik 06.07.94.

6 It was accepted by decree N 650 of the Cabinet of Ministers of the republic of Belarus Novem-
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9 It was approved by the Head of the Committee on Problems of Consequences of the Accident at 

the Chernobyl NPP at the Council of Ministries of the republic of Belarus V.G. Tsalko in 2002.
10 An of-system unit to measure efective and equivalent doses. 1 rem = 0,01 Sv.  A biological 

equivalent of an x-ray.
11 Ilyin L.A. radiatsija: chto bylo, chto budet // Gomelskaja Pravda. 13.04.1989. S.3.
12 A unit to measure an efective and equivalent dose in the system Sv. he most commonly used 

submiltiple unit of Sievert is its one thousandth or millesievert. 1 sievert (Sv) = 1000 mil-
lesieverts (mSv).

13 Interview of A.L. Ilyin “radiatsija: chto bylo, chto budet” (Gomelskaja Pravda. 13.04.1989. S.3).
14 Interview of A.L. Ilyin “Chernobyl i budushchee” (Chyrvonaja zmena. 12.08.1989. s.7).
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USSr (Chyrvonaja Zmena.12.07.1989).
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Supreme Council of the BSSr of the 11th convocation October 25-27 1989 about the State Pro-
gram of liquidation in the BSSr of the consequences of the accident at the Chernobyl NPP for 
1990-1995”, p. 167-168.
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S.T. Belyaev. he main aim of the commission was to work out “principles and criteria in sup-
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Chernobyl accident for the health of the population and compensation for the damage caused”. 
In 1991 the government of the USSr approved a new “Concept of residing of the population 
in the regions afected by the accident at the CNPP”. In accordance with this concept the mini-
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was set for all territories that were radioactively contaminated. Protection measures are taken 
if the interval of doses is from 1 mSv to 5 mSv per year and dwellers have the right to a volun-
tary relocation from this territory. Chernobylskaja katastrofa / Main editor academician of the 
National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine B.G. Barjahtar. K., 1995.
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29  “…the limit of irradiation which cannot exceed 0,1 rem (1 mSv) per year. he identiied limit of 
irradiation should be reached step-by-step: in 1991 0,5 rem (5 mSv) per year; in 1993 0,3 rem 
(3 mSv) per year; in 1995 0,2 rem (2 mSv) per year; in 1998 0,1 rem (1 mSv) per year.” he con-
cept of residing on the territories contaminated with radionuclides as a result of the accident at 
the Chernobyl NPP approved by the Presidium of the Academy of Sciences of the BSSr in 1990.

30 A zone of alienation is the zone of resettlement in 1996 surrounding the territory of the CNPP; 
the zone of mandatory resettlement is the territory with the density of soil contamination with 
caesium-137, strontium-90 and plutonium of 40,3 and 0,1 Si/sq km accordingly; the zone of 
resettlement is the territory with the density of soil contamination with caesium-137, stron-
tium-90 and plutonium from 15 to 40 and from 2 to 3 and from 0,05 to 0,1 Si/sq km where the 
irradiation dose of a man can exceed 0,5 rem/5 mSv/ per year; the zone with the right for reset-
tlement is the territory with the density of soil contamination with caesium-137, strontium-90 
and plutonium from 5 to 15, from 0,5 to 2 and from 0,01 to 0,05 Si/sq km where the permissible 
level of population irradiation exceeds 0,1 rem/1 mSv/ per year; the zone of living with a peri-
odical control is the territory with the density of soil contamination with caesium-137 from 1 
to 5 Si/sq km while the permissible irradiation level cannot exceed 0,1 re/1 mSv/ per year. he 
concept of residing on territories contaminated with radionuclides as a result of the accident at 
the Chernobyl NPP approved by the Academy of Sciences of the BSSr in 1990.

31 he concept of safe living, 1990.
32 Interview with Astrid Zam. Minsk, 16.11.07.
33  “Concept of main protection measures for the population residing on the Belarusian territories 

contaminated with radionuclides” developed by a group of scientists headed by prof. Nest-
erenko. From the personal archive of Astrid Zam.

34 he review of prof. Nesterenko V.B. (without the date), comments of the group of scientists 
(Zbarovsky, Lepin,   Mal’ko, Nesterenko) on December 21, 1995 (from the personal archive of 
Astrid Zam).

35 Interview with Nikitchenko. Minsk, 17.10.07. 
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Almost a quarter of a century has passed ater the accident at 
the fourth power unit of the Chernobyl nuclear power plant. In the 
course of time the consequences of the event that occurred on April 
26th, 1986 showed that it is the largest technogenic catastrophe in 
the history of mankind. he necessity to study the accident’s lessons 
is obvious. However, these lessons take root not only in the failure 
that turned into a humanitarian accident for certain regions, but also 
in various social and political preconditions that generated technical 
problems which in their turn led to the disaster. he reader is ofered 
the irst ever historiographic attempt to understand the accident’s 
preconditions.

he social development in the second half of the 20th century 
in the USSr was characterized by a number of diferent processes 
including those which later received a rather ambiguous evaluation. 
Among them one could name the rapid development of nuclear 
physics. Its achievements were used both for military and peaceful 
purposes not only in the USSr but also all over the world. It is clear 
that over the past decades the attitude to this branch of scientiic and 
technical progress and results of its embodiment into the economic 
life has changed drastically and become mostly negative. However, 
there was a period in the history of the Soviet state when the Soviet 
propaganda machine instilled the feeling of conidence and absolute 
exclusiveness of such achievements in the population. he country’s 
main pride was putting into operation the Obninsk nuclear power 
station (nowadays it belongs to the russian Federation).  he plant 
in Obninsk became the irst-ever pilot industrial nuclear power plant 
with the capacity of 5 thousand kw.  he irst nuclear power station 
in Great Britain was put into operation only two years later in 1956 
while a similar plant in the USA was brought into service in 1957.1

Natalia Baranovskaya

soCial and politiCal preConditions  
of aCCident at the fourth power unit  
at the Chernobyl nuClear power plant
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Since the 70s of the 20th century almost all technologically developed countries of the 
world focused their national programs of nuclear power development on the use of certain 
types of a nuclear power plant. Today there are about ten basic types of nuclear reactors in 
the world. In the USA, for example, the main types of nuclear power stations are equipped 
with boiling reactors and water reactors with water under pressure while Canada prefers 
to use nuclear power plants with heavy hydrogen reactors etc. All of them have got a high 
safety level. he USSr chose to follow a diferent path by saving on safety.

he construction of the Chernobyl nuclear power plant began in 19702 in quite pecu-
liar conditions. hey were assessed later ater the plant failure during the session of the op-
erative group of the CPSU Central Committee Political Bureau on March 16th, 1987.  when 
reporting to the main state party body branch experts who analyzed the work dealing with 
the creation of a new generation of safe nuclear reactors emphasized that the majority of 
countries pay primary attention to the safety features of such reactors. A detailed analysis 
of design and speciications of operating and prospective nuclear steam generating instal-
lations was thus carried out. Measures to increase the reliability of such stations were being 
worked out while necessary research and design work were also being carried out quite 
intensively. All these measures allowed to start the designing of essentially new equipment 
which thanks to its physical and heat engineering characteristics had a high safety level. 
he document issued stated that no similar analysis had ever been made in the USSr while 
the development plan for 1987 was not executed. Attempts to organize such work had a 
one-time unilateral character. here was no branch program developed. he experimental 
base of the scientiic, design and project organizations did not meet modern requirements. 
he document also contained another conclusion stating that it was possible to move to 
the regular construction of nuclear plants of a new generation only ater the completion of 
their design and equipment development. A negligent attitude to this requirement resulted 
in the commissioning in 1987 of power units with water-moderated water-cooled reactors 
(wMwC-1000) the re-design of which demanded urgent completion.3

Such was the situation ater the failure at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant (CNPP) 
while it was even worse before 1986.

During the construction of the CNPP the rBMK-1000 reactor (a high power channel 
reactor) was used. he developers of this reactor type highly praised positive character-
istics of their “child” emphasizing essential advantages of channel reactors in compari-
son with tank-type reactors (wMwC). At the same time the creators of the rBMK model 
stressed that uranium-graphite reactors have certain drawbacks, in particular, they require 
both high labor and material input during the construction and installation phases. he 
reactors should also have a bigger main case. At the same time rBMK creators did not even 
mention the issues of reactors’ reliability and safety level.4 

On the whole, the attitude to rBMK-1000 safety before the accident was quite care-
less. he oicial assessment of the energy giant was as follows, “reactors do not explode”, 
“rBMK is a samovar”, “Nuclear power plants with rBMK can be placed in the city centre”. 
At the same time there existed quite an opposite opinion. Ivan Zhezherun, a Soviet physi-
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cist and former employee of the Institute of Atomic Energy named ater Kurchatov, warned 
about the possibility of an accident at rBMK reactors in general and, hence, at the CNPP 
due to the drawbacks in its design 11 years prior to the disaster. Zhezherun’s understand-
ing of “the achievements of the Soviet science” led to his being forced out from the team. 
He was also declared a mentally inadequate person.5

However, despite the aversion at the state level of the alternative points of view regard-
ing the design features of rBMK along with a departmental approach and closeness for 
criticism of state and scientiic bodies called upon to solve the problems of quality and 
safety of nuclear engineering some industry experts continued their analysis trying to un-
derstand the problem. So, in 1985 A.A. Jadrihinsky, the inspector of the State Nuclear En-
ergy Supervision Department of the USSr at the Kursk nuclear power station,  published 
the work “Nuclear safety of rBMK reactors”. He sent it out to the industry top supervising 
bodies. His work described dangerous situations which could arise during the operation of 
rBMK-1000 in connection with their constructive and technological features. A.A. Jadri-
hinsky came to the conclusion that “design documents and oicial reports of the Scientiic 
Supervisor and the Main Designer contained no clear substantiation of the nuclear safety 
condition of rBMK reactors”.6

he Soviet Union realized its nuclear program, in particular, the program of nuclear 
engineering, being a member of the world community of nuclear states. In 1957 the In-
ternational Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) was created by the decision of the General As-
sembly of the United Nations Organization. It was the irst international organization in 
the world that dealt with the issues of the peaceful use of atomic energy. According to its 
statute the main task of the organization was the achievement of a fast and wide use of 
atomic energy. Nevertheless, the IAEA and its head Hans Blix, guided by branch patrio-
tism and departmental interest, when assessing the disaster and its possible consequences, 
played an extremely negative role in the destiny of the population.

As it has already been noted, the USSr used uranium-graphite channel reactors at the 
irst generation nuclear power stations. he energy of such reactors is released during the 
division of kernels and is then turned into heat and, subsequently, into electric energy. he 
general designer of the Chernobyl nuclear power plant was the Institute “Gidroprojekt” 
(that should immediately arouse suspicion as hydro and nuclear power stations cannot 
be similar in designing!). he main designer of the reactor installations was the scientiic 
research design institute of energy techniques while the scientiic supervisor of the project 
was the Institute of atomic energy named ater Kurchatov. he construction and instal-
lation of the CNPP fourth power unit were supervised by the Ministry of Energy of the 
USSr. he plant consisted of the irst and second modules (two power units per each) 
having a common ventilating block and a block of auxiliary systems of reactor equipment 
under one roof. Experts stated that the coniguration of the plant’s second module that 
included the notorious CNPP fourth power unit was executed in an absolutely diferent 
way in comparison with the coniguration of the station’s irst module and similar blocks 
of other nuclear power plants.7
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rBMK reactors similar to those at the CNPP were also in use (and are still being used 
though ater the reconstruction) at the Leningrad, Kursk, Smolensk and Ignalina nuclear 
power stations. According to the data collected at the beginning of 1995, there were 15 
power units with the reactors of this type operating in russia while the construction of 
one more was being planned.8

In connection with the fact that world atomic engineering has chosen other reactor 
types the question arises why the USSr preferred rBMK reactors. when answering it, ex-
perts always emphasize that uranium-graphite systems using the water cooling function 
are the simplest and most technologically accessible. Certainly, rBMK reactors or as the 
developers called it, “the Soviet national type of the reactor”, had certain advantages highly 
praised in the conditions of the Soviet economic model allowing to get the maximum ef-
fect at minimum investments. For example, this type of reactor required less enriched fuel. 
hat was economically advantageous. It was also possible to reboot the heat producing as-
semblages (ТВС) without stopping the reactor. At the same time the reactor did not require 
a heavy case. he former chairman of the State Committee on the use of atomic energy of 
the USSr А.М. Petrosyants claimed that the absence of a heavy case frees the factories of 
heavy mechanical engineering from manufacturing steel products weighing up to 200-500 
tons.9 Experts also believed that the absence of a steel protective case was another great 
advantage as it allowed to eliminate the restrictions on the capacity of a separate block. he 
common opinion was that it was possible to standardize the reactor’s sections and to erect 
reactors of any capacity using blocks. he approach began to be implemented. he reactor, 
2-4 times more powerful than the Chernobyl one, was developed while they also started to 
develop a reactor that was from 4 and up to 8 times more powerful than the CNPP. Fortu-
nately, these projects were not realized.10 However, the pursuit of economic gain and sim-
pliied exterior design also had its underside, namely, the absence of a uniform case which, 
in fact, meant the absence of an additional barrier vital for the protection against the emis-
sion of radionuclides during accidents. he gigantomania during the reactor designing 
process led to the creation of huge active zone sizes of the modern rBMK. Its diameter 
is 12 meters while its height is 7 meters.11 hus, it excludes the possibility of building an 
external protective cover. No other powerful reactor in the world has been built without it.

Another seemingly positive rBMK characteristic turned out to be negative as well. 
his feature allowed to operate on smaller amounts of enriched fuel that was received 
ater the regeneration (restoration) of used fuel elements from power stations using water-
moderated water-cooled reactors (wMwC). Due to the speciic physical design features 
operational emissions of rBMK radioactive noble gases are almost 40 times higher than 
those of wMwC.12

In the light of the above-stated the experts’ opinion that none of known industrial 
objects has ideal characteristics seems to be true. he creation and operation of an indus-
trial construction including nuclear power stations are always in competition with the 
achievement of a desirable efect and means needed for its achievement. Such a competi-
tion proves to be harmful in a long term prospect. Saving on the research on safety and 
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safety means in the design of the nuclear power plant with an rBMK reactor did lead to 
the global consequences in April 1986.13

hough the top ranking state and industry oicials did not doubt the safety of achieve-
ments of scientiic and technical progress at the end of the 70s and the beginning of the 
80s of the 20th century. For this reason even before the accident at the CNPP the Ministry 
of Energy of the USSr and the Council of Ministers of the USSr discussed the necessity 
to build the second module of the Chernobyl nuclear power plant just 11 kilometers away 
from the existing one. Naturally, ater the events of 1986 this idea met strong resistance 
in Ukraine. However, a formal reason to refuse the construction was that the designing of 
new atomic power stations is done by the Ministry of Energy of the USSr but the Ministry 
does not have the approved prospective scheme for the placing of atomic power stations. 
Such a scheme should take into account a whole complex of ecological and economic ques-
tions connected with the development of nuclear power engineering.

he certiicate provided by the Academy of Sciences of Ukraine regarding the poten-
tial construction of the Chernobyl atomic power station ІІ near Kiev with its population of 
more than one million contained a long list of arguments against the project. In particular, 
the document describes a complicated water economic situation in the pool of the river 
Dnieper. It was also speciied that the placing of the station in this area would require 
removing about 3,5 thousand hectares of woods while the construction of a pond-cooler 
with the area of about 3 thousand hectares could cause looding including the reclaimed 
territories. he document also emphasized that the construction of a new station was 
planned in the area that already had a surplus of electric power. At that time the world 
practice had no examples of a nuclear power plant built with more than four power units 
on one platform. he document contained a number of reasons as well as the conclusion 
about the extreme inadvisability of the CNPP – ІІ construction and the inadmissibility of 
carrying out such an experiment near the city of Kiev. It is remarkable that this document 
was dated March, 1986, and was registered in the general department of the Administra-
tive oice of the Council of Ministers of the USSr on May 29th. his serves as an evidence 
of attempts of the Ukrainian experts to resist that course of nuclear engineering develop-
ment which was forcefully imposed on by the central authorities.14

An integral component of the social and political preconditions of the events at the 
fourth power unit of the Chernobyl nuclear power plant on April 26th, 1986 is the work-
ing life of the personnel which actually began with great hopes in 1986. Four power units 
of the irst and second modules operated at a high capacity. he construction of the third 
module (blocks 5 and 6 with reactors rBMK-1000) was being completed and the construc-
tion of the fourth module (blocks 6 and 7 with reactors rBMK-1500) began. Soon the sta-
tion was to have become the most powerful in the world.

However, operating engineers were concerned about blocks 3 and 4 which lagged be-
hind the blocks of the irst module in their electric energy production. he problem to 
increase the energy production to the planned level was not solved. Obviously, it was for 
this reason that the Ministry made a decision to carry out an experiment at block № 4. he 
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experiment was aimed at solving the problem of the increase of energy production in the 
active zone without changing the parameters of the block. It was a pure physical experi-
ment in the reactor itself; therefore, all the data about it in the existing and functioning 
system were classiied as secret. Such state of things in the branch was absolutely normal 
and did not raise any objections.

Due to the fact that at the end of April block № 4 was supposed to be stopped for the 
planned repair, the preparation and carrying out of the experiment in the active zone were 
connected with this event.15

On April 1st, 1986, when block № 4 worked at the designed capacity of 104,7 % and 
nominal 102,6 %, the preparation for the experiment in the active zone (АЗ) began. he 
fact sheet about the fuel reboot in the reactor and change of parameters of the active zone 
throughout April 1-23rd allowed technical experts to identify the purpose of the experi-
ment and the methods for its carrying out. hey calculated that the preparation period 
ended April 23rd when the capacity was made 102 % nominal, and parameters in the active 
zone (АЗ) corresponded to the experiment program. A group of scientists appointed to 
carry out this experiment arrived at the CNPP from Moscow that same day. Due to the se-
crecy of the work, the experts were present at the station incognito, communicating with a 
limited number of the personnel. Nevertheless, in the memoirs published in 1998 in Mos-
cow the employees of the Institute named ater Kurchatov speciied who came and when, 
where each visitor stayed, what the visitors did and when they let (the date of departure).16 
his fact refutes the oicial statement that the personnel had not co-ordinated the actions 
with the reactor designers who themselves were present at the CNPP and would not allow 
the personnel to do anything without their permission.

However, the plant was not ready for the stopping of block № 4 and experiment and 
test on April 25th. Not all the process participants arrived at the plant while some of the 
technical issues remained unsolved. he director of the plant V.P. Brjuhanov* spent two 
days trying to convince the Ministry to move the date of the stopping of block № 4.17 But 
the experiment in АЗ was more important and thus the director signed the order on April 
24th which was not even typed in time.18

Conclusions about the justiication of claims against the plant director and personnel 
in connection with the accident at the fourth power unit can be made on the basis of the 
work of experts who analyzed the project documentation of the second module of the 
Chernobyl nuclear power plant. he analysis showed that there were serious drawbacks in 
the creation of a reliable and highly efective automated control system of the management 
of the power units of the nuclear power plant equipped with rBMK. It is quite diicult to 

* Ater the accident V. P. Brjuhanov was continually accused. His former colleague G. Medve-
dev supported the oicial policy writing about it in his “Chernobylskaja tetrad’” (“Chernobyl 
Notes”). However, in his long short story “Ekspertiza” (“Examination”) written before the ac-
cident he said, “he director of the Chernobyl NPP is my good old friend, my former boss and 
colleague. He could in any situation pull himself together and like the most powerful computer 
produce the only correct decision”.
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speak about a high reliability of the general control system of the power units. he volume 
of the automated managerial processes was extremely low. ОPB-88 (General provisions 
of maintenance of safety at nuclear stations) deine the requirements to monitoring sys-
tems and management of the nuclear plant block as follows: it should be constructed in 
such a way as to provide favorable conditions for the personnel to make correct decisions 
regarding the management of the nuclear plant and to minimize the possibility of wrong 
decisions. So the main function of management, especially that of decision-making, is del-
egated by the major branch standard document to the personnel with the introduction of 
the concept of “the minimum amount of wrong decisions”. 19 hus, the developers of the 
principles of management of the block and its safety, obviously, without realizing it placed 
all guilt in an extreme situation on the plant’s personnel.

when summarizing some of the results of the analysis of the social and political precon-
ditions that generated technical problems which in their turn inally led to the largest tech-
nogenic accident of the 20th century, we should, irst of all, mention the totalitarian political 
system in the USSr that created absolute power and ideological monopoly of the centre. he 
feature of ignoring alternative ideas, knowledge, ofers and thoughts that is inherent in the 
totalitarian system, led to the feeling of conidence and being absolute correct in some peo-
ple and indiference in others who understood the impossibility to inluence this or that situ-
ation. Formation of negligence and paternalist moods in society was a logical component of 
this chain. Extrapolation of similar moods and attitude among all components of public and 
industrial life regarding such a diicult and dangerous problem as the development of nu-
clear science and techniques, and in particular atomic engineering, caused constructive and 
technological defects during the designing and construction of the rBMK nuclear power 
plant. Some defects were identiied during the preparation of the standard documentation 
while certain drawbacks became obvious during the training of the operational personnel 
all predetermining the accident at the fourth power unit of the CNPP.

In fact, the information about it that has become accessible recently provides ground 
for more speciic conclusions. It is essential to speak about the extreme closeness of nu-
clear science and practice, departmental monopoly on truth, aversion of criticism and al-
ternative points of view. It is clear that the judgments in this sphere should be made by 
branch experts. Tragic experience of the CNPP showed that there are discussions among 
experts and the majority is not always right. he following conclusion may seem banal 
but only specialists should be engaged in atomic engineering. CNPP designers included 
experts in hydro constructions. he construction, installation and operation were assigned 
to the Ministry of Energy of the USSr which dealt with thermal and hydroelectric power 
stations. Experiments during the designing of the irst and second modules, gigantomania 
and a pursuit of economic gain to the detriment of safety along with the division of func-
tions between various departments during the process of designing, building and operat-
ing in such a complicated branch as atomic engineering along with many other things 
require a thorough analysis as it led to the epoch-making event the consequences of which 
mankind will still feel for many years to come.
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Introduction

Public activities of the Belarusian National Front (BNF) as well 
as “Chernobyl marches” which have been and are being organized by 
it in Minsk, the capital of the BSSr/Belarus, are both considered to 
be examples of public mobilization processes in Belarus and abroad. 
he present article is used to analyze the development of public mo-
bilization processes ater the Chernobyl accident in 1986-1991 in the 
province. he Gomel region has been chosen as an example to be 
compared with Minsk on the basis of citizen appeals and oicial state 
documents.

First of all, it is necessary to deine the role of appeals in the 
Soviet Union. According to the Soviet legislation the concept of the 
appeal included ofers, written requests, and complaints. Ofers were 
understood as citizens’ recommendations not connected with the in-
fringement of their rights. requests were treated as petitions for the 
satisfaction of legitimate rights and interests which did not concern 
the rights of the applicant. Finally, complaints were seen as messages 
about the infringement of the rights of the petitioner.1 his article 
considers only those letters which are connected with the infringe-
ment of rights and interests, namely, requests and complaints.

Appeals should be seen as an important element of the USSr 
state system. hey had a multifunction signiicance in the Soviet 
legislation. For instance, the decree of the Presidium of the Supreme 
Council of the USSr from April 12th, 1968 stipulated, 

“[...] appeals of citizens to the state and public bodies with 
ofers, requests, and complaints are an important means of 
realization and protection of the rights of a person, strength-
ening of the relations between the state machinery and the 
population; it is also a valuable source of information neces-
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sary to solve current and perspective questions of state, economic and social and 
cultural  construction”.2

he Communist party attached special signiicance to the organization and develop-
ment of the appeal system of the Soviet citizens to state and public bodies. he Soviet 
institute of appeal underwent dramatic changes from a simple right to present a complaint 
to the developed system of appeals on the legislative level and found its proper place in 
the Constitution. he overall objective of the given institute was to regulate the conlicts 
between the state and its citizens. writing an appeal provided Soviet citizens with a legal 
possibility to solve various conlict situations in a non-public way.3 At the same time it pro-
vided the state with an additional opportunity to control society and anticipate the emer-
gence of critical publicity. It is possible to assume that such a system hiding the problem 
questions of the Soviet system and preventing them from becoming widely known played 
an important role in forming idealized notions about the Soviet system and beliefs in the 
absence of conlicts of the Soviet system among the USSr citizens.

his article analyzes appeals as an important source of information as well as their 
quantity and requirements stated in them are treated as indicators of public mobilization, 
formation of protest and transition from a passive to an active protest. he underlying 
thesis of the article runs as follows: the accumulation of appeals and unresolved problems 
described in them led to an active mass protest. his thesis will be examined on the ex-
ample of the Gomel region which sufered the most in comparison with Minsk, the capital 
of the BSSr. Main issues to be analyzed include such questions as how the population self-
organized itself, what goals it pursued, who/what was the driving force, and inally, how the 
state reacted to those processes and how it responded.

State Chernobyl Policy in 1986-1991

what processes deined the state Chernobyl policy and which ones did not do that 
and why?

In his speech at the extraordinary plenum of the CPSU Central Committee on March 
11th, 1985 and one year prior to Chernobyl accident M.S. Gorbachev expressed his opinion, 

“he better people are informed, the more consciously they operate and the more 
actively they support the party, its plans and program goals”.4

It is obvious that the informing of the Soviet population was co-ordinated with a new 
policy of acceleration of the country’s social and economic development. Despite it already 
in his irst public statement on the Soviet TV in connection with the Chernobyl accident 
on May 14th, 1986 M.S. Gorbachev declared:
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“As far as the “lack” of information is concerned and all the hype surrounding 
it, especially that of political content and character then this is a non-issue”.5

he second statement of the glasnost’ proclaimer in the irst speech made two weeks 
(!) ater the Chernobyl accident causes justiied disappointment. M.S. Gorbachev goes on 
business trips to diferent cities of the Soviet Union to carry out an advertising campaign 
of a new perestroika policy. He makes speeches and meets workers and peasants in vari-
ous regions of the USSr but does not visit the regions which sufered ater the Chernobyl 
accident. How can one explain such inconsistency? Gorbachev explained his ignoring the 
Chernobyl accident and its consequences by referring to the lack of information connected 
with the typical Soviet secrecy surrounding atomic engineering. However, such interpre-
tation only partially explains the absence of glasnost’ there where it was supposed to be 
expected.

Perestroika started with the acceleration of the country’s economic development. 
Glasnost’ was initially assigned an economically predetermined and fragmented role. All 
other forms used to present the policy of openness frequently turned into undesirable 
accompanying efects. Glasnost’ opening the truth about the accident at the CNPP (Cher-
nobyl Nuclear Power Plant) could threaten the new acceleration policy. hus, from the 
point of view of the economic development acceleration strategy the policy of concealing 
the Chernobyl accident and its consequences should be considered caused by economic 
reasons. hus, the Chernobyl accident was instrumented by the state both in its internal 
and foreign policy. while for the sake of the country’s internal policy the mobilization and 
liquidation of accident consequences with the help of considerable manpower resources 
was presented through heroic deeds and as an advantage of the Soviet socialist system by 
propaganda then the foreign policy strategy used the Chernobyl accident to stop the race 
of arms with the purpose of acquiring the inancial assets necessary for the policy of eco-
nomic acceleration through the reduction of military expenses.

Finally in 1989-1991 the results of the new policy turned out to be opposite to the set 
goals. he economic goals of perestroika were not reached; moreover, perestroika led to the 
crash of the Soviet Union economic system. Glasnost’ became an uncontrollable process 
which to a great extent caused the political and ideological collapse of the USSr. he Cher-
nobyl accident thus became a perestroika’s litmus piece of paper while at the same time 
it also served as a certain catalyst that accelerated the disintegration of the Soviet Union.

Formation and Activity of Groups of Appeal Writers in 1986–1989

he analysis of appeals connected with Chernobyl issues allows to identify three 
groups of appeal writers during the period from 1986 till 1989, namely: 1) a group of the 
evacuated population; 2) a population group from the radioactively contaminated territo-
ries, and 3) a group of regions with “a favorable radiation background”. 



63

State Chernobyl Policy and Written Protest of Belarusian Population in 1986–1991

1. he irst group of appeal writers included the evacuees and temporarily evacuated 
population taken away during the state evacuation activities from May till October, 1986. 
he group consisted mainly of the agricultural population. he conducted evacuation 
identiied the existing real threat to the health of the evacuees which they could probably 
hardly recognize and/or understand independently. It generated diferent problems which 
served as a reason to write numerous appeals. he chairman of the KGB of the BSSr in 
the report “About the situation with the population on the territories of the BSSr which 
were radioactively contaminated” for the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 
Byelorussia July 30th, 1986 reported, 

“[...] the situation among 20 thousand persons temporarily resettled remains quite 
complicated. he uncertainty about the permanent place of residence, the terms of pos-
sible re-evacuation and returning of children, the incomplete household well-being gen-
erate various negative moods and cause a number of complaints including collective 
appeals to diferent bodies”.6

he problems of the evacuated population also included inding the members of the 
families remaining on the contaminated territory, the fear for the future of the families 
along with accommodation issues connected with the evacuation.7

he collective evacuation, frequent joint placing and residing in various sanatoria and 
camps in the course of evacuation activities accelerated the process of this group’s quick 
self-organizing needed to solve the arisen problems with the help of a legal written protest. 
A great number of letters during that period was written on behalf of mothers and par-
ents. Collective complaints mentioning legal infringements became a symbolical means of 
communication with the authorities in 1986.

Addressees of appeals included every possible state body from a regional, district, and 
republican executive power agency and a party committee to such state institutions of the 
whole Union level as the Committee of the Soviet women and children, national newspa-
pers, and Secretary General M.S. Gorbachev. he choice of republican and all-Union insti-
tutions was quite frequently explained by the growing population distrust of the district 
and regional heads. So, the district management was represented in a negative light and 
deined as incompetent. It did not evacuate all members of the family, and irst of all, men. 
It also forced men to take part in agricultural activities as well as in the construction of 
houses on the radioactively contaminated lands.

writers of appeals also expressed their distrust of mass media. he reason for it was 
the discrepancy between the presented information and real events. In other words, the af-
fected population caught mass media lying. For instance, those not having a possibility to 
be evacuated and leave the workplaces were presented as volunteers and members of the 
Communist party and Komsomol by the regional radio.

he women, being the moving force of this group, were ready to act and showed it. 
hey threatened to appeal to such international organizations as the International Atomic 
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Energy Agency, and warned the addressees about the group’s unwillingness to move with 
the children to the new houses if the houses were constructed on the contaminated ter-
ritories. he women were ready to re-settle independently in the areas with a favorable 
radiation situation following the examples of other families.

Harvesting on radioactively contaminated territory of the collective farm “Star” of Elsky district, 
Gomel region in 1986 (Source: BGAKFFD, О-131312).

we shall treat the mainly rural evacuees who became self-organized for the legal writ-
ten protest, namely for the writing of appeals as one of the irst forms of post-Chernobyl 
mobilization. his group possesses the authorship of the overwhelming majority of ap-
peals concerning Chernobyl problematic in 1986. he evacuated population formed an 
unstable critical group focused on solving speciic material problems while political goals 
were not pursued then. It was characterized by the belief in the highest party elite and 
strong state capable of solving all the problems. It was this belief that at that time was a 
barrier for the people’s active protest.

Due to the active catastrophe management the state managed to solve the general 
problems of the evacuees. his group received payments, indemniications, and new lats. 
Consequently, the number of complaints sent in 1987-1988 considerably decreased. he 
problematic of appeals in 1987-1988 mainly dealt with an insuicient compensation, low 
quality design work of new houses/lats, and unemployment in new places of residing.

2. he second group of appeal writers was formed by the population residing on the ra-
dioactively contaminated territories that was not evacuated and lived outside of the 30-ki-
lometre re-settlement zone. he biggest part of Gomel and a number of Mogilev and Brest 
areas were among the most afected areas.

he second group was formed under the inluence of a number of external factors such 
as  the evacuation by the regional heads and doctors of their own children; the above men-
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tioned mass evacuations in May – September in 1986 both in Byelorussia and Ukraine; the 
inlow of the evacuated population, and the overcrowded hospitals, etc.

he irst collectively organized authors of appeals of the second group wanted the state 
to pay attention in 1986 to their problems. hey also wanted to be recognized as a victim 
group justifying their demands and mentioning their life and work on the radioactively 
contaminated territories, the ofers of the military men to expand the zone of evacuation, 
considerably higher numbers of the evacuees in Ukraine etc. he female representatives 
of this group were especially active. he female/parental topics expressed in their care of 
children and their food were present in many letters.

Appeal authors presented themselves as being well informed about the radioactive 
level. Not completely excluding the possibilities of the population being informed by mili-
tary men and doctors we shall nevertheless treat this information as a tactical method 
used by the appeal authors to convince the addressees of their having the knowledge of the 
real situation and thereby push the addressees to solve the identiied problems. At the same 
time the writers of letters were frequently under the inluence of various gossip caused by 
lack of information due to the oicial policy of hiding the consequences of the Chernobyl 
accident. he petitioners also expressed their mistrust of mass media in view of the dis-
torted description of the accident consequences.

he presence of numerous state commissions and justiied loyalty in relation to the 
highest Union bodies gave this group the hope of the coming improvement and attention 
of the state to the emerged problems.

Member of the bureau of the CPSU Central Committee E.K. Ligachyov during his visit to the town  
of Bragin in the Gomel region in 1988 (Source: BGAKFFD, О-131314).

he group was watching the situation expecting the state to take measures and waiting 
for the promised normalization.

In 1987-1988 due to new external and internal factors (the aggravation of the economic 
situation; the long-term non-solving of supply problems; the light of experts; payments to 
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the people with “a favorable radiation level” going to the regions with a high radiation level 
for short-term employment; the deterioration of the health of children and adults caused 
or not caused by the consequences of the Chernobyl accident) one could observe further 
self-organizing of the population on the contaminated territories. Labor collectives served 
as the basis for such self-organization. hose collectives represented the interests of such 
professional circles as collective farmers, teachers, doctors or even whole cities. hat could 
be treated as the public mobilization on the basis of trade and place of residence. Still the 
purpose of mobilization was a legal written protest. Petitioners wrote collective complaints 
to various regional, republican, Union bodies and newspapers making diferent social and 
material claims. Some of them wanted to be evacuated, while others demanded monetary 
compensation, improvement of food supply, and increase in the duration of holidays as a 
form of indemniication for residing in radioactively contaminated areas. Political goals 
were still not pursued.

3. he third group of appeal authors was made of the population of the regions with “a 
favorable radiation level”, i.e. the least afected ater the accident at the CNPP. Minsk could 
serve as an example of such a group. In 1986-1988 this group mainly emphasized national 
and historical aspects. Chernobyl problematic was of secondary importance and was men-
tioned only by separate intelligentsia representatives. It is necessary to name writer Ales’ 
Adamovich addressing M.S. Gorbachev and the Central Committee of the Communist 
Party of Byelorussia. hose addresses should be seen as a private struggle of the writer 
against the Soviet bureaucracy and clannishness in science during a speciic time period.

Authors of Minsk appeals raised such issues as the preservation of environment. hey 
spoke against the construction of a nuclear power plant near Minsk positioning them-
selves as Minsk public. Minsk population letters also addressed the issue of additional 
remuneration for working in the radioactively contaminated regions. Such requirements 
were put forward by students and soldiers in the summer of 1986. Upon the failure to fulill 
the given requirements some refused to continue work or even returned to Minsk. Such 
reactions should be interpreted as the determined participation in the state mobilization 
processes to liquidate the consequences of the failure at the CNPP. here were also frequent 
appeals not to send young people to radioactive regions. Petitioners tried to receive lats in 
Minsk for their relatives from the radioactive regions putting pressure upon the addressees 
by threatening to write to such international organizations as the International Atomic 
Energy Agency and the United Nations.

his group was in general indirectly familiar with the problems of both the evacuated 
and the population living on the radioactive territories. his group’s representatives expe-
rienced no problems with food supply but they were afraid to use the agricultural products 
from the radioactively contaminated areas. his group frequently saw the state mobili-
zation for the liquidation of the accident consequences as an opportunity of additional 
earnings. At the same time there were cases of civil disobedience among those working in 
radioactive zones. A special anxiety was caused by the construction of the nuclear power 
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plant near Minsk. In 1986-1988 Minsk appeals were written both individually and collec-
tively and were devoted to solving speciic material or environmental problems.

On the whole, all three groups formed spontaneously as a reaction to this or that situa-
tion. hey were characterized by the absence of a permanent organizational structure and 
existence for the collective written protest. when the goal was achieved the groups came 
apart.

Groups of Appeal Writers in Active Protest in 1989–1991

During the period from 1989 till 1991 the number of appeals increased and could 
be compared with the amount of letters sent by the evacuated in the irst months ater 
the Chernobyl accident. he Supreme Council, deputies, various republican and all-Union 
newspapers, and television became the main addressees. he letters contained such words 
as glasnost’, public control, deputy, etc. he majority of appeals of that period were written 
by the representatives of the second group, namely, the population non-evacuated from 
the radioactive zones. his group felt deceived as many promises of various state commis-
sions and experts were not kept. he group ceased to be loyal to the highest state institu-
tions. Collectives of employees from the contaminated regions formed strike committees 
demanding to make public all the information about the consequences of the Chernobyl 
accident, social justice, public control, and making higher party oicials responsible, etc. 
he demand of the population to declassify the information about the consequences of the 
accident served their purpose of legitimizing their material claims to the state.

Chernobyl problems which had been accumulated and not solved through legal writ-
ten protests became the topic of public discussions. he written protest was combined with 
an “illegal” public protest in the form of meetings and strikes.

Among others the reasons for the active protest include the deterioration of the chil-
dren’s health8 in the conditions of limited possibilities of health improvement; economic 
problems connected with the aggravation of the situation with food supply; the fear of 
local agricultural production as well as the light of ordinary people and experts from the 
contaminated regions, etc. he complex of problems characteristic of 1986-1988 became 
even more acute in 1989 due to the publication of the map of radioactively contaminated 
regions, the irst partially free elections, the forming of a public discourse about the con-
sequences of the Chernobyl accident, the removal of security classiication from accident 
consequences, and numerous critiques in mass media. In 1989 Chernobyl meetings and 
strikes took place in Narovlya, Hoiniki, Bragin and other regional centers. he irst “Cher-
nobyl March” was organized in Minsk by the BNF on September 30th, 1989.

he Belarusian National Front became more active in Gomel area as well. In 1990 
Gomel became the main protest centre of the regions which sufered most from the Cher-
nobyl accident. A considerable part of Gomel’s industry went on strike which became the 
main form of protest.

hus, it is possible to draw the following conclusions.



68

Alexander Dolgovsky

Mass appeals in 1986 did not lead to any active protest because through legal written 
protest the evacuated and mainly rural population managed to resolve conlict situations.

Procession “Chernobyl March” along Lenin Avenue in Minsk September 30th, 1989  
(Source: BGAKFFD, О-137909.)

Unresolved material problems, satisied demands of the evacuated population, remu-
neration to the personnel working in the radioactive zones led to the self-mobilization in 
1987-1991. It was done by the population of the contaminated areas by working collectives 
united by professional and residential principles with the determination and promotion of 
a wide complex of social and economic, ecological and political demands to the state by 
giving it a wide publicity through an active protest.

here was no written protest in Minsk during the period from 1986 to 1988 which 
could be compared with that of the contaminated regions. he active protest in 1989-1991 
was the result of the articulation of Chernobyl problematic and its use by the Belarusian 
National Front for political purposes as well as the deterioration of the economic situation.

Notes
1 Compare: organizatsija i dokumentirovanie raboty s predlozhenijami, zajavlenijami i zhalo-

bami grazhdan. T.V. Kuznetsova i dr.: M., 1982. S.3-4.
2 From the decree of the Presidium of the Supreme Council of the USSr “About the order of 

considering ofers, appeals and complaints of citizens” April 12, 1968. Yadevich N.I. “About the 
order of considering ofers, appeals and complaints of citizens”. Minsk, 1983. S.5. 

3 he system exists and is being improved in modern Belarus.
4 he speech at the extraordinary session of the Central Committee of the CPSU March 11, 1987:  

Gorbachev M.S.  Izbrannye rechi i statiji. M., 1987. T.2. S.131.
5 he address of the Soviet television May 14, 1986: Gorbachev M.S. Izbrannye rechi i statiji. M., 

1987. T.3. S.395.
6 NArB, f.4p., op.157, d.57, s.117-118.
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7 Many appellants saw evacuation as a real chance to obtain a lat in diferent towns of Belarus 
and other republics of the Soviet Union.

8 In this sense the children were seen as biological measurements of radiation as the deteriora-
tion of the health of children was an indicator of increased radioactivity. 
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he delay with the notiication about the dangers of the Cher-
nobyl accident and the ignorance of the party and state management 
had far-reaching consequences not only for the health of the popula-
tion but also for the further political development in Ukraine ater 
the declaration of its independence in 1991. Even ater the receipt of 
sovereignty by Ukraine Chernobyl did not turn into a smaller “social 
catalyst”. It was quite the opposite. he newly created free space which 
did not exist in the days of the Communist party management now 
became opened for communication and mobilization. he concern 
and involvement of citizens into the process of solving environmen-
tal problems became the driving force in the destruction of the state 
controlled monopoly of policy in the former Soviet Union through 
the mobilization of social movements at the beginning of the per-
estroika period (СР Sahm, 1999; Arndt, 2008). he accident at the 
Chernobyl nuclear power plant led to an earlier unknown sensitiv-
ization and mobilization of big groups of people, especially in the 
USSr that was greatly afected. “he environment degradation ag-
gravates social resistance and social movements.”1 In their turn these 
social movements acting as agents of changes later inluence the so-
ciety development on the whole and the environment in particular. 

“Immediately ater the failure and during the irst years ater 
Chernobyl the mass consciousness” was infected by Chernobyl’s hys-
teria. Everything that occurred to the people or around them was in-
terpreted as a consequence of the Chernobyl disaster. In the course 
of time since the second decade ater Chernobyl the acuteness of that 
tragedy gradually decreased, irst of all, due to the economic diicul-
ties, the deterioration of the well-being, the unemployment and other 
problems of the transition period... he consecutive decrease in the 
importance of the Chernobyl issue was not so much the result of the 
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successful liquidation of the consequences of the act of nature but the result of actualiza-
tion of other social problems”.2 It is important to analyze how this tendency is relected in 
the activity and development of the ecological civil movement in Ukraine. 

Post-Chernobyl Society:  

Sociopolitical Context for Development of Ecological Movement 

It is symbolic that “Chernobyl is associated with slyness, crash, and, in essence, a full 
bankruptcy of the Soviet system. It became a unifying push to mobilize the people against 
that system”.3 he major factors inluencing the development of a civil society in general and 
the Ukrainian ecological movement in particular include the following: (a) the compulsory 
change of a way of life of the population caused by the Chernobyl accident, (b) the growing 
discontent of the population with the social system, and (c) the political novelty in the form 
of mass political protests, glasnost’ and creation of a new multi-party political system. 

Smelzer believes that a structural pressure or contradiction arise as a result of the 
social conlict of interests. Civil movements appear when the discontent with the social 
system reaches a certain level. Smelzer states that this discontent is the result of an objec-
tive event or situation which can drastically change the way of life of the population or gen-
erate new standards used by the people to evaluate events or situations.4 he compulsory 
change of the population’s way of life occurred due to several reasons, mainly, due to the 
deterioration of health and quality of life, the growing radiation risks, and a very low level 
of people’s knowledge about how to survive in new sociopolitical and ecological conditions 
ater the accident. 

Ater the disaster at the CNPP the people faced physical and psychological problems 
of adaptation to the new environment such as congenital defects, be it cancer or radiation 
sickness as well as a posttraumatic stress disorder. he social and economic conditions 
also worsened because of the economic stagnation, the decrease of the standards of living, 
the economic liberalization and disintegration of the state inancial system. According to 
Janitsky, in a post-totalitarian society the concern of the population about the environ-
mental condition, a dense settling on ecologically risky territories and an obvious threat to 
health and way of life play an important but not a critical role in the emergence of the eco-
logical movement.5 Despite the fact that Janitsky critically assesses the role of these factors 
in the formation of the ecological movement, some public igures when talking about the 
social movement origin noted that it is exactly the fear of spreading of a peaceful atom and 
the desire to save oneself and a young generation from ecological accidents that became 
the basic motives in the self-organizing of the public around ecological issues. 

he absence of truthful information about the environment condition on the whole 
and consequences of the Chernobyl accident in particular were causing indignation and 
stimulated individual and collective actions focused  on the acquisition of the access to the 
information concerning its consequences for the people and environment, as well as the 
pressure upon oicials to solve local environmental problems. 
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During perestroika the new standards of glasnost’ were introduced. It essentially af-
fected the activization of the civil activity “from below”. Solchanik speciies that “the irst 
appeal to form a mass civil organization to spread the ideas of perestroika which reached 
a wide audience was made by Pavlychko at the ecological meeting in Kiev organized by 
several “informal groups” in 1988.6 In 1991 “Zelyony Svit” (“Green Light”) organized an 
independent civil Chernobyl investigation which provided a legal evaluation of the rea-
sons, circumstances and consequences of the Chernobyl accident. he conclusions of this 
investigation were opened for the public. he policy of glasnost’ created space for heated 
discussions and public campaigns regarding various ecological issues. his new experience 
of a public discourse became a key mechanism in the forming of “green networks” and 
structural diferentiation of the movement”.7 

Changes on the political arena did not go unnoticed for the ecological movement. “he 
mass political protest created a mass ecological movement which was quickly becoming 
politicized.”8 Ater the Chernobyl failure green slogans became very popular; therefore, 
many democratic leaders used them in their political struggle. he movement for inde-
pendence, the political novelty of a “green” ideology and a new multi-party system were 
important factors in the ideological and institutional development of the ecological move-
ment. 

Ater the disintegration of the Soviet Union and disbandment of a considerable 
quantity of scientiic research institutions earlier inanced by the state a whole army of 
unemployed specialists illed the labor market. hese intellectuals became the founding 
environment for the development of new social movements. Many of them became the 
key assets necessary to ensure a long-term institutional development of nature protecting 
non-governmental organizations. In the mid-eighties, except for the “state” society of en-
vironment protection students’ nature protection teams were created with the purpose of 
improving the protection of environment and ecological monitoring. Stegnij9 believes that 
the volunteer experience in such teams was crucial for the acquisition of the administra-
tive skills necessary for the setting up of the irst ecological NGOs. “he mental potential 
accumulated in the Soviet society demanded social actions”.10 his need for a social action 
poured out in the form of mass protests, new political movements and waves of the civil 
activity “from below”. 

Ecological Movement: Dynamics of Development 

he sources of the ecological civil action in Ukraine originated in 1946 when the irst 
Ukrainian society of wildlife management as a branch of the all-Union society of wildlife 
management was created.  Initially, the members of the organization included well-known 
representatives of intelligentsia while later oicials of diferent levels from diferent oicial 
bodies were also involved in the agency’s activity. As the public participation in the mak-
ing of ecologically signiicant decisions was impossible it was presupposed that the role 
of the wildlife management society was reduced to the carrying out of information cam-
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paigns and the struggle against poaching. he membership in such societies was formal 
and the members had to pay scanty membership dues. However, this allowed to report a 
considerable amount of members providing the basic reason to recognize the organization 
as legitimate and public. It is necessary to keep in mind that the administrative positions 
were ofered only to the high level ministry oicials. he so-called public associations de 
facto operated under the full control of the authorities. Such format of a public association 
greatly disappointed the general public. 

It is impossible to receive descriptive oicial statistics about the existing ecological 
non-governmental organizations as the Ministry of Justice does not classify organizations 
by their activity. Oicial statistics classify NGOs by the criterion of the organization’s re-
gional registration be it international, all-Ukrainian, regional, city, district and registered 
by means of notiication. Having analyzed all the catalogues of NGOs published by ІСАР 
and Creative Centre Counterpart Stegnij11 ofered to use the available statistical data about 
the chronology of the creation of non-governmental organizations. he main bulk (84 %) 
of ecological non-governmental organizations created before 2000 were actually founded 
during the irst decade ater Chernobyl (1986-1995). he irst big ecological organizations 
included the UЕА “Zelyony Svit” (“Green Light”) (1987), “Ekologia i mir” (“Ecology and 
the world”) (1988) and “Mama86” (“Mummy86”) (1990). he heart of two main political 
movements (later they were turned into parties) is the National Movement of Ukraine and 
the Green Party based on the activity and personnel of “Zelyony Svit”. “Zelyony Svit” as a 
public association and the Green Party as a political force functioned on diferent local and 
legislative levels. 

Andrusevich12 provisionally divided the post-Chernobyl ecological non-governmental 
organizations into two groups: (a) a small group of active members whose activity has 
been directed towards the solving of real problems on the local or regional levels, and (b) 
organizations for the reform of the government and ecological management. Andrusevich 
believes  that ater a certain period of organizational construction and development it is 
possible to divide the organizations into the organizations of a political and lobbyist char-
acter (policy organizations), analytical centers (think tanks) and organizations of local 
action (grassroots organizations). 

he model of the group organizational development developed by Tackmann for the 
analysis of group dynamics can be used for the description of the development stages of 
the community of Ukrainian ecological NGOs.

1. Formation (roughly 1985-1995). his stage is characterized by the organization of 
situational meetings aimed at solving speciic problems or promting concrete interests, 
using available resources of volunteers implying a high level of cooperation and interac-
tion between diferent groups. At that time the practice of organizing mass campaigns and 
protest actions against a speciic decision or project such as forbidding the construction of 
new nuclear stations was wide spread. A series of such protests and confrontations created 
a rather hostile context in the relations of the movement with the authorities. Accordingly, 
both the movement as a whole and separate organizations in particular needed new ap-
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proaches to their work aimed at the survival and self-provision in a long-term prospect. 
One of the experts emphasized that it was a period of a spontaneous formation of groups 
of active members and organizations.

2. Storming (or collision) (roughly 1995-2003). he so-called “new wave” of NGOs 
emerged in reply to the growing streams of the international and technical assistance 
which helped organizations not only to realize projects but also to expand their institu-
tional potential. “Not mass protests but rather information, administrative skills and politi-
cal technologies became the end-products of the public activity revival.”13

Despite the fact that donors aspired to work more and more with professional orga-
nizations which were able to supervise grants and introduce projects during that period 
there were many “one-day” organizations created for the purpose of the development of 
donor inancing. At the same time strategically focused organizations started to actively 
expand their institutional potential as well as to develop administrative structures and 
professionalize their activity. Janitsky explained this dynamics in the following way, “while 
some active members became engaged in their political career, political movements pre-
ferred to remain professional”.14

On the one hand, it allowed organizations to prevent “the brain drain”, while on the 
other hand, high salaries did not always attract those whose personal aims and values 
coincided with the organization’s goals and values. Some NGOs started to look more like 
consulting agencies than groups of activists. In order to bring the organizational history 
into accord with donor requirements many NGOs began to be involved in numerous di-
verse projects. It allowed members of the organization to receive operational experience in 
diferent spheres but at the same time it prevented organizations from deining and adher-
ing to long-term strategies and a thematic focus in the organizations’ work.

he main wave of inancing nature protection projects ended in 2001 when Bush’s 
administration made a decision to re-distribute technical assistance to cover social issues. 
he level of pressure among ecological community grew due to a tight competition in 
the market of grants. Many NGOs preferred to carry out projects individually instead of 
exchanging information or working out network projects with the attraction of other orga-
nizations. Some organizations undertook some attempts to create a unique organizational 
network or structure but they failed mainly due to the absence of clear common goals, 
internal disagreements, a competition among organizations and leader ambitions. In the 
conditions of a competition one could observe a number of tendencies as some organi-
zations started to build closer relations with the oicial bodies, enterprises and political 
forces while there appeared a number of short-term ephemeral organizations created for 
the use of the grant money. At the same time the cases of corruption and abuse in the non-
governmental sector and donor environment were becoming more and more frequent. It 
created restrictions for the development of a powerful uniform ecological movement.

Internal squabbles became especially noticeable among Chernobyl organizations. In 
essence, some Chernobyl organizations were similar to pocket organizations being parts 
of public authorities (named GONGO by A. Fowler). hey were oten headed by people 
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close to oicials. hey more oten than others received special privileges in the form of 
state inancing and beneits. “when trying to split the unity of Chernobyl organizations 
the authorities relied on the activities of the movement of “the ith column” or the so-
called “Associations of Chernobyl organizations”. here are about 180 of such formations in 
Ukraine including various funds, associations, unions or, to be more exact, little unions as 
their majority consists only of several people. Many of them receive tons of diferent kinds 
of humanitarian assistance and make business out of it, have beautiful oices, and solve 
their private problems. hey are also “very far” from the problems of 3,5 million Chernobyl 
victims. It is clear that following the orders from above these misters unanimously support 
any decisions of the authorities directed to the undermining of the social protection of 
Chernobyl victims. However, their voices get lost in the general chorus of protest.”15

he level of social communications between NGOs as well as their relations with other 
interested parties, including the state, are the deining characteristics of the social move-
ment. Oberschall16 believes that a fast mobilization is impossible if the organization is 
formed of individual members. It (fast mobilization) becomes possible only when well or-
ganized associations of people ready to operate are involved. At the collision stage a num-
ber of ecological organizations did not have a suicient potential for a fast mobilization 
and well organized activities in the context of the ecological movement.

3. Normalization and performance (approximately from 2004 - till present). Many ex-
perts believe that it is the period of professionalization and bureaucratization of ecological 
NGOs. Others call it the period of “westernization” as Ukrainian NGOs were more and 
more aspiring to create working contacts with organizations in the west. A lot of training 
programs for activists from the NGO management were inanced and organized. Some 
organizations started to apply western approaches to the management of NGOs.

During the interview of ecological activists conducted by Stegnij17 in 1995 more than 
half of the respondents noted the informal nature of their organizations while a similar 
research in 2005 showed that the quantity of such informal organizations decreased by 
almost two times. Many of the “old” Post-Chernobyl organizations created during the “for-
mation” established cooperation with donors or budgetary institutions, and it opened pos-
sibilities for receiving a more stable long-term inancing. At the same time more and more 
situational activist groups focused on the solving of speciic local problems were being 
created. For example, many such groups got united when ighting against the construction 
of buildings on the territory of green zones or yards. In his interview one of the experts 
emphasized that simultaneously more and more youth and student organizations began to 
initiate ecological projects.

Such dynamics positively inluenced the ecological movement as a whole. In the pro-
cess of evolution the organizations decided to focus their work on a speciic problem and to 
ind a niche in the ecological community unlike the earlier spread “universal approach” in 
their activity. As a result, the level of professionalism of organization members and employ-
ees grew considerably while the competition for grants somewhat decreased. Consequently, 
wider opportunities were created for the uniication of eforts of diferent organizations in 
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solving certain problems, carrying out wide campaigns, fulilling national projects, creating 
networks and activating information exchange between the organizations.

Despite certain positive shits in the development of the ecological movement in 
Ukraine, the transition to the stage “Performance” is still going very slowly. he listed prob-
lems interfere with the institutional expansion of the movement and its transition to the 
stage “Fulillment”. 

he main obstacles hindering the general organization and movement for the transi-
tion to the “Performance” stage include a defragmentation, an insuicient focus and the 
politicization of the nature protection activity. hese tendencies can be analyzed using the 
example of the UЕА “Zelyony Svit”. 

he association “Zelyony Svit” became a signiicant platform for a democratic discus-
sion of the most diverse issues starting with environmental problems and inishing with 
political ideas. It certainly became a new experience for many activists; however, this plat-
form and the organizations which worked within and outside its frameworks lacked a 
thematic concentration, a professional approach and an organizational sequence. “Zelyony 
Svit” generated many demanding and critical resolutions on various questions. he insuf-
icient thematic concentration of discussions and a wide spectrum of documents damaged 
the organization’s reputation from within and negatively afected the image of the associa-
tion among external stakeholders.

“Ukraine’s civil society has many problems in achieving public recognition and sup-
port because of the agency’s tricky following important values.”18 According to the report 
of Civicus Index Ukraine, the majority of the population considers the role of civil society 
in the preservation of the environment insigniicant, limited or moderated and only 25% 
of respondents consider it essential.19 Janitsky believes that “as a result, purposes and val-
ues determine the organizational structure of the movement”.20 Hence, unclear purposes 
and dispersed values to a certain extent explain a high degree of an internal decomposition 
and the absence of coordination in the ecological movement. 

In spite of the fact that in the middle of the ecological movement there appeared dif-
ferent internal conlicts regarding who had to be a formal and informal leader of the move-
ment it is necessary to recollect that various associations and coalitions began their work 
exactly during this period.

Due to the absence of a clear split between the political activity and ecological activ-
ism in the work of “Zelyony Svit” as an ecological movement, and the Green Party faced 
many diiculties of a strategic character and generated inconsistent representations about 
their work and eiciency. Moreover, a low productivity of work and lack of a real progress 
in solving ecological problems during the presence of the Green Party in the parliament 
negatively afected the reputation of the green movement as a whole. As a result of the 
absence of consistency in the diferentiation between a political activity and a public activ-
ism ordinary citizens oten associated the Green Party with ecological NGOs.21 his could 
be conirmed by the results of the population survey conducted in 1999. he survey re-
sults proved that every ith respondent believed the Green Party to be an ecological NGO. 
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In Ukraine “social movements were formed in the conditions of the inability of political 
institutions of the socialist times to comprehend the essence of an independent politi-
cal activity thus creating favorable conditions for an independent development of these 
movements. However, the emergence of new political institutions allowed to integrate the 
leaders of the social movements into new bodies, and, as a consequence, the mentioned 
movements lost their own political dynamics”.22 

It should be noted that the election of the Green Party to the parliament during the 
elections in 1998 became a strong stimulus for the expansion and formalization of all-
Ukrainian associations, as, for example, the all-Ukrainian Ecological League and Mama86. 
On the other hand, Stegnij speciies that the ecological movement did not have any signii-
cant inluence on “the ecologization of political consciousness and electoral orientation of 
voters”.23 It is relected in the tendencies of the development of the Green Party itself. Ater 
its success at the parliamentary elections of 1998 the party failed to meet the expectations 
of the voters and continued to lose their trust. Despite the oicial growth of membership 
by 41 times (from 2000 members in 1991 to 82000 in 2007) the results of the party at the 
parliamentary elections continue to worsen (from 5,43 % in 1998 to 0,4 % in 2007).24 How-
ever, it is necessary to keep in mind that the majority of nature protection NGOs during the 
last three elections deliberately and publicly separated themselves from PZU.

Conclusions

he article analyzes the development of ecological NGOs starting with the time of the 
Ukrainian society of wildlife management and inishing with the emergence of hundreds 
of organizationally developed non-governmental agencies. Using Tackmann’s model the 
author follows the development of ecological NGOs at the stages of formation, collision, 
rationing and performance. Despite certain positive shits in the development of the eco-
logical movement in Ukraine, the transition to the “performance” stage is still going very 
slowly. Among the basic problems interfering with the transition of the organizations and 
movements, one can see a certain defragmentation, an insuicient concentration and the 
politicization of the nature protection activity.

he decades of one-party discipline and concealment of the Chernobyl nuclear power 
plant disaster led to an earlier unknown sensitivization and mobilization of big groups of 
people. he movement for independence, the political novelty of the “green” ideology and 
a new multi-party system became crucial factors in the ideological and institutional devel-
opment of the ecological movement. 

he major factors inluencing the development of a civil society on the whole and 
the Ukrainian ecological movement in particular, include the following: (a) a compulsory 
change of the population’s way of life caused by the Chernobyl accident and disintegration 
of the USSr, (b) a growing discontent of the population with the social system, and (c) 
a political novelty in the form of mass political protests, glasnost’ and creation of a new 
multi-party political system.
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A compulsory change of the population’s lifestyle was connected with the deteriora-
tion of health and quality of life and the growth of radiation risks. he social and economic 
conditions worsened as well due to the economic stagnation, an increase in the level of 
poverty, an economic liberalization and disintegration of the state inancial system. 

he absence of truthful information about the environmental condition and conse-
quences of the Chernobyl accident led to the feeling of indignation and stimulated indi-
vidual and collective actions directed to receiving the access to the information about the 
consequences of the Chernobyl disaster for the people and environment and the pressure 
upon oicials to solve local environmental problems. his new experience of a public dis-
course became a key mechanism in the formation of “green networks” and a structural 
diferentiation of the movement.

he author expresses her gratitude to Melanie Arndt, Natalia Baranovskaja, 
Anna Golubovskaja-Onisimova, Dmitry Skrylnikov and Alexander Stepanenko for 
their invaluable contribution and support in the preparation of this article, and also 
to Volkswagen Fund and to the Potsdam centre of historical research for their support 
of the present research.
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Since the times when the power took upon 
itself the function of managing life <…>
the former right to make die or save life
has been replaced by the power to make live 
or reject into death.

Michel Foucault

For almost a quarter of a century the Chernobyl accident has 
not ceased to be the object of numerous and inconsistent interpreta-
tions concerning both its cultural and sociopolitical value as well as 
its physical, biological and medical consequences. In order to see this 
it is enough to look through  the evaluations of these consequences 
presented in numerous reports of various international organiza-
tions and groups of scientists published in diferent countries on the 
occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the accident at the Cher-
nobyl nuclear power plant. For example, the report of the so-called 
Chernobyl forum1 insists that the previous estimations of human 
losses as a result of the Chernobyl accident presented by diferent 
mass media, scientists and politicians, have been greatly exaggerated. 
It is a question not of dozens and hundreds of thousands of victims 
as it has been stated before but signiicantly smaller numbers. An in-
ternational commission of experts cites data about 28 participants of 
the emergency works who died in 1986 due to acute radiation sick-
ness (ArS) and 15 patients who died of thyroid cancer. According 
to the commission’s estimations, the number of those who died of a 
radiation-induced cancer out of 600 thousand people who received 
considerable irradiation doses (liquidators working in 1986-1987, 
the evacuated and inhabitants of the most contaminated areas) can 
make up to four thousand people.2 At the same time the international 
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ecological organization “Green Peace” gives absolutely diferent numbers in its report  pre-
dicting that about 93 thousand deaths from cancer are connected or will be connected 
with the inluence of Chernobyl radiation.3

without setting the task of inding out whose expert estimations more adequately 
relect the post-Chernobyl reality we ind it important to pay attention to the aspects of 
reality which are taken into consideration in the course of the evaluation of the gravity 
of the accident’s consequences. In particular, when analyzing the situation in Belarus, we 
shall identify the variable that has not been explicitly articulated but that, however, in one 
way or another is taken into account in all calculations of the damage caused by the ac-
cident as well as when assessing the safety of residing on the contaminated territories. he 
meaning of this variable is the position taken in relation to the value of human life and 
human health. 

Modern scientiic knowledge does not provide us with reliable ways of exact measure-
ment of risks connected with the efect of radiation on a human body. he perception of 
the damage for health and human life and “human expenses” connected with the ionizing 
radiation inluence, is developed within the limits of a corresponding political and cultural 
system and a fortiori depends on it. he same can be said about scientiic norms and prin-
ciples serving as the basis of the post-accident policy.

Today most experts on radiation safety agree that there can be no guaranteed safe dose 
of radiation and one cannot neglect the probability of the impact of negative biological 
consequences on a human body of any and even the smallest radiation dose. It allows to 
speak about the so-called Linear non-threshold concept (LNC). he international com-
mission on radiation protection (ICrP) consisting of independent experts recognized in 
this area unequivocally insists that as any inluence of radiation can be connected with 
some risk level, it is necessary to try to avoid any unjustiied inluence while any justi-
ied inluence should be as minimum as reasonable and practically achievable4 taking into 
consideration economic and social factors. At the same time norms and limits underlying 
the principles of radiation safety in a concrete context cannot be based exclusively on sci-
entiic knowledge about the inluence of radiation on the health of a person but also on the 
calculation of economic and social expenses and beneits from this or that action taken for 
radiation protection.5 

he problem of the political power thus consists in evaluating a considerable amount 
of factors and risks connected with this or that level of irradiation and beneits from a cor-
responding intervention measure. Moreover, the deining of intervention threshold means 
the recognition of an admissibility of a certain risk level and potential negative efects of 
radiation on a human body. his level depends on the economic and technical capabilities 
of the state to provide protection against radiation, against political and social priorities 
as well as how valuable human health and human life are for a speciic society. hus, dis-
cussions about an admissible threshold of irradiation directly reveal speciic features of 
the modern political power that, as Foucault asserted, is the biopower, namely, the power 
which object of inluence is the life of man as a biological being. 
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Value of Human Life in the Context  

of Post-Accident Emergency Situation

More oten than not political authorities aspire to set the norms the observance of 
which they are capable of enforcing. At the same time one should take into account avail-
able political, economic, social, technical, scientiic and other resources as well as the desire 
to use them to provide the maximum safety of life and health of the people. his condition-
ality of norms is most distinctly observed in emergency situations and crises the presence 
of which is characterized by the fact that the political and social system in its attempts 
to preserve the integrity and relative stability experiences diiculties in opposing various 
sorts of threats and dangers.6 

As the legitimacy of any power to a great extent depends on its prospective ability to 
protect the community then it becomes important in crisis conditions to support, at least, 
the image of the power capable of taking necessary and fast decisions and keeping the situ-
ation under control. hat is why the norms and principles established in the post-accident 
period should promote the transformation of a crisis situation into an apparently super-
vised and controlled one. his visibility can be created more successfully and with smaller 
expenses for the state if the already existing social and cultural representations about the 
values of human life and health can assist in this and if the state control of scientiic in-
stitutions is efective while there are fewer possibilities and resources for an independent 
expert appraisal.  

he evolution of the norms established by the Soviet authorities directly ater the ex-
plosion at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant allows to trace the development of similar 
strategies of crisis management. As Adriana Petrina demonstrates in her analysis of the 
irst measures taken to deal with the accident consequences the basis for the made deci-
sions was not so much understanding the danger of radiation’s impact but rather the avail-
ability or absence of technical means for the measurement and prevention of this inluence 
and readiness to use them.7 During the irst months ater the accident the threshold of 
the admissible irradiation dose was accepted as a rather high one both for the population 
living on the contaminated territories and for those urged to participate in the so-called 
“liquidation” of the disaster consequences. Irradiation risks for the health of a person were 
considered to be insigniicant or even absent for lower irradiation doses. whatever the ob-
jective scientiic reasons brought by the eforts of the Soviet scientists were used to justify 
those norms the main task of the norm setting was to provide the Soviet authorities with 
a possibility “to ensure the provision of technical solutions to the problem of the politi-
cal disorder”.8 he authorities managed to signiicantly decrease the scale of intervention 
relying on those norms. hey managed to limit the number of evacuated people and to 
change the terms of evacuation. At the same time in the conditions of sharp deiciency of 
the necessary technical equipment the authorities did not hesitate to use human resources 
in their struggle against the spreading of radioactive contamination. In other words, the 
norms allowed to turn people into “bio-robots” as liquidators oten called themselves as 
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they were subjected to a high radiation dose in the irst months ater the accident and their 
bodies and lives were used for the solution of technical problems.  

By the end of 1988 oicial experts responsible for the scientiic substantiation of the 
post-accident policy ofered to consider as an oicially admissible total dose of irradiation 
of 35 rem accumulated during 70 years. he dose was deined within the frame of work 
done by the experts when they were trying to solve the tasks of the medium-term manage-
ment of the consequences of the CNPP accident. he radiation levels not exceeding this 
limit did not require any special measures of intervention directed on the protection of the 
population from radiation. he experts from the International Atomic Energy Agency who 
came to the Soviet Union to render scientiic and technical assistance to the Soviet scien-
tists approved the 35 rem conception referring to the absence of scientiically conirmed 
data about the efects of radiation inluence with levels lower than 35, 50 and even more 
rem accumulated over the period of 70 years that corresponds to an average life expect-
ance. Taking into consideration business factors and, in particular, the cost of resettlement 
of hundreds of thousands of people, the setting of a 35 rem threshold was believed to be 
reasonable. when justifying the 35 rem conception, academician L.А. Ilyin heading the 
National Commission on radiation Protection in the USSr declared:

“If we start to search for theoretical predictions of future deviations from the 
spontaneous levels of illnesses at the expense of radiation impact then we will see that 
be it 50, 35 or 20 rem it will not be possible to identify diferences between them. I have 
already spoken about it. hat is why, when ofering and developing any concepts, it is 
still necessary to remember the economic feasibility or how much it will cost to move 
20 thousand, 50 or 200?”9 

hresholds and norms imposed by the oicial Soviet science were not exposed to any 
public criticism until the second half of 1988. hen during  the period of Gorbachyov’s 
reforms, the declaration of glasnost’ and expansion of protest movements in the republics 
of the Soviet Union, a group of scientists of the Academy of Sciences of the BSSr sharply 
criticized the oicial 35-rem conception. he insuicient respect to the value of human 
life was used as one of the main arguments against the oicial norms. So, the scientists 
from Belarus insisted on taking into consideration not only the scientiically proved ef-
fects of radiation but also possible though not precisely identiied efects. he scientists 
asserted that in the conditions of scientiic uncertainty concerning the consequences of 
inluence of small radiation doses it is morally inadmissible to use the inhabitants of the 
contaminated territories as objects of research experiment. hat is why, regardless of the 
expensiveness of resettlement and large scale measures of radiation protection for the state 
the Belarusian scientists insisted that it is crucial to do it for the sake of life and health of 
the people living in the afected regions. M.V. Mal’ko, one of the authors of the Belarusian 
concept of residing on the contaminated territories instead of the oicial 35 rem explained, 
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“… In general, science for the irst time faced the case of chronic irradiation of 
millions of people with small doses. Accordingly, now there is no possibility for an 
exact estimation of the harm to the health of the population of the afected areas. To 
make such estimations one needs a long-term research in the areas which sufered 
from the accident. […] what is to be done? To carry out a long-term observation of the 
life of the population of the afected territories without using any active measures of 
radiation protection as the concept of “dose limit for life” demanded or to go into huge 
expenses to take various actions as demanded by the Belarusian concept. It seems to 
me that only the second approach has the right to life. It is impossible to make experi-
ments on people.”10

hese arguments of the scientists have formed the basis for the legitimating of re-
quirements put forward by the protest nationalist movement led by the Belarusian Popular 
Front opposing the communist country leaders. he nationalist movement leaders pointed 
to the three-year concealment of the true scale of Chernobyl consequences identifying it as 
“radio-genocide” of the Belarusian people. hough Belarusian nationalists could not come 
to power the ruling elite of Belarus was compelled to begin the realization of a number of 
reforms which the opposition insisted on. In particular, it was seen in the acceptance of the 
conception of the Belarusian scientists and in the establishment of much stricter norms in 
the sphere of radiation and social protection of the population and the norms which were 
considered to be really respecting the value of a human life and health. 

Ater the disintegration of the USSr the republic took the path of nationalization, de-
mocratization and market transformations. Expensive reforms were accompanied by huge 
expenses connected with the resettlement of the people from the contaminated territories 
and the payment of indemniications to the victims along with the economic losses caused 
by the radioactive contamination. However, in due course when as a result of presidential 
elections in 1994 A. Lukashenko came to power the reforms were noticeably slowed down 
and even partially suspended. It should be said that even before the presidential elections 
the country’s executive bodies undertook attempts though generally unsuccessful to re-
consider the Chernobyl legislation and earlier accepted humane norms of residing on the 
contaminated territories. he attempts were aimed at the  acceleration of the return to the 
normal life in the areas which sufered from the accident consequences and cutting down 
the budget expenditure for the realization of Chernobyl programs on the whole and the 
payment of allowances to the victims in particular. 

Soon ater the elections A. Lukashenko ofered a new approach to the management 
of consequences at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant. hat approach drastically difered 
from the former state policy. he measures taken in the early nineties were declared to 
have been excessive, rash, violent and even harmful. he oicial post-Chernobyl discourse 
now appealed to the restoration of Chernobyl lands and return of the people to their native 
places. A new turn in the post-Chernobyl policy allowed the state to leave the deadlock in 
which the state had found itself trying to solve the problems connected with the contami-
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nation of a considerable Belarusian territory with radioactive deposits. In fact, the state 
turned out to be incapable of providing worthy conditions of living to the moved popula-
tion and to pay the whole amount of indemniications to those living on the contaminated 
territories as well as to other categories of the population who sufered from the Chernobyl 
accident. For example, during the period between 1991 and 1995 the expenses to solve the 
problems caused by the accident’s consequences made no more than 15 % of the total sum 
of the social and economic damage connected with the disaster for the same period.11 

when justifying the necessity to introduce a new approach to the solving of the Cher-
nobyl problems Alexander Lukashenko managed to ind a positive interpretation of the 
state’s inability to properly protect those who sufered from the accident. Henceforth, the 
Belarusian people were urged to cease to be passively reconciled with the accident’s con-
sequences and loss of land, dwelling and work. Belarusians had to become the owners of 
their own life and ight for the overcoming of the tragedy. he revival of Chernobyl lands 
became a slogan of the new policy the underside of which was the neglect of numerous 
risks for the health and life of the people living and working in the contaminated regions. 

As far as the scientiic explanation of a new policy is concerned since 1995 a number 
of documents which justify a gradual reduction in the protective measures for the popula-
tion and underline the necessity of the strengthened economic and social rehabilitation of 
the sufered territories have been signed. Among the most important ones we could name 
“he concept of protective measures during the regenerative period for the population liv-
ing on the territory of Belarus radioactively contaminated as a result of the Chernobyl ac-
cident” approved by the National Commission on radiation Protection in April, 1995, “he 
concept of residing of the population on the territories contaminated with radionuclides  
and development of the settlements located on those territories” approved by the Academy 
of Sciences of Belarus in November, 1998, and “he concept of rehabilitation of the popu-
lation and the territories which were afected as a result of the accident at the Chernobyl 
nuclear power plant” developed in 2002 by the Committee on Problems of Consequences 
of the Accident at the Chernobyl nuclear power plant. 

he policy of the revival of Chernobyl lands received active support from the represen-
tatives of the United Nations and the International Atomic Energy Agency which, appealing 
to the demographic statistics, insisted that the previous estimations of the consequences of 
the CNPP accident were inadequate. Actually, if one looks at the main indicators of death 
and illness rate in Belarus that sufered most from the accident the risks connected with 
the residing on radioactively contaminated territories look insigniicant in comparison 
with the damage caused by the consumption of alcohol and smoking, unhealthy eating 
style and poverty. How does the demographic approach to the post-Chernobyl reality de-
ine the attitude to the value of an individual human life? 
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Individual Lives versus  

Demographic and Social and Economic Safety

As Michel Foucault demonstrated in his analysis of biopolicy the modern power treats 
a separate individual, irst of all, as a population element. he biopower is carried out at 
the level of the whole population and is aimed at the optimization of collective chances for 
the survival and the greatest possible increase in the collective labor seen as the common 
riches. If the power of a traditional sovereign is the power to execute or pardon the citizens 
then the modern power is the power to support and control life. It is the power that aspires 
not so much to kill but to regulate death rate.12

How does the political economy of the population that sufered from the Chernobyl 
accident in Belarus look from this point of view? 

he post-Chernobyl policy carried out by the authorities when deining the admis-
sible risk and, thus, the value of life of separate individuals takes into account two groups 
of variables.

 he irst group of variables can be found in the statistical information about the de-
mographic situation both in the afected territories and in the whole country. he concern 
about the “demographic safety” is oten expressed in numerous oicial performances. It 
found its relexion in such important documents as two national programs on demo-
graphic safety and the Law on demographic safety. we should remind that since 1994 the 
country population has not stopped to decrease as a result of a high death rate and a low 
birth rate. he National report on the accident consequences published before the acci-
dent’s 20th anniversary, states that between 1994 and 2004 Belarus lost about 3 % of the 
population or about 300 thousand people. he most depopulated areas were those which 
were afected by the accident. For instance, the Gomel region lost about 9% of its inhabit-
ants as a result of death and migratory processes during 20 years (150,6 thousand people) 
while the Mogilev area lost about 7 % (88,1 thousand people).13 

Even a brief analysis of the illness and death rate structure of the Belarusian popu-
lation gives us a chance to better see not only the perception of Chernobyl risks by the 
Belarusian authorities but also how these risks are perceived by the afected population. 

Aspiring to regulate the population at the set level, the power as a rule searches for an 
admissible average, trying, irst of all, to afect those processes and tendencies which bring 
the most negative contribution to statistics. So, for example, the Belarusian authorities are 
extremely concerned about a high death rate of the population (especially among men) of 
the able-bodied age. Among the most frequent reasons are violence and accidents as well 
as the excessive use of alcohol. Unlike the countries of western Europe Belarus has got a 
much higher level of illnesses and death rate connected with a way of life (tobacco smok-
ing, unhealthy eating habits and a lack of physical activity). So, from the point of view of 
an allowable average it is not the radioactive risks that are the most dangerous problem for 
the population of Belarus. 



87

Body, Population and Human Life in Post-Chernobyl Policy in Belarus

One of the most vivid examples of the biopolitical logic practical embodiment is the 
analysis of the contribution made by oncological diseases to the death rate statistics along 
with the conclusions about the risks connected with the living on the contaminated ter-
ritories which can be made on the basis of such statistics. 

It is well known that an increased number of cancer is considered to be one of the 
most probable displays of the radiation impact on the population. However, when com-
paring the structure of the death rate in Belarus and Ukraine which sufered from the 
Chernobyl accident and the structure of the death rate in the countries of western Europe 
we have to admit that the death rate from malignant new growths is higher in the latter. 
In fact, both parts of Europe have got two similar  signiicant causes of death including 
the illnesses of the blood circulation system (BCS) and malignant new growths (MNG) 
but their correlation difers greatly in the west and in the East. he countries of Eastern 
Europe have got considerably higher indicators of the death rate from the BCS than in the 
countries of western Europe while in comparison with them oncological diseases have a 
smaller relative density. For example, in 2004 the indicator of the death rate from the BCS 
and the MNG was accordingly 671,67 and 170,51 deaths per 100 000 of the population 
in Belarus, 831,55 and 186 in russia, 807,98 and 162,67 in Ukraine, 145,41 and 177,07 in 
France and 262,82 and 169,81 in Germany.14 If at the same time we consider the fact that 
in the countries of Eastern Europe the age of people dying from the BCS (as well as from 
accidents) is much lower and cancer is usually the illness of the older population then it 
turns out that the inhabitants of Belarus have more “chances” to die earlier than “to have 
time” to fall ill with a radiation induced cancer. herefore, the biopolitical logic in this situ-
ation leads us to the assumption that even if we admit that certain individuals living on the 
contaminated territories are exposed to a more serious risk to die from a radiation induced 
oncological illness then at the level of the whole population these risks appear not to be 
as signiicant and more than admissible. hese few hypothetical individuals “are rejected 
into death” for the sake of returning the population to the contaminated territories which 
brings economic gain to quite a big number of other individuals.

he second group of variables used as the basis of the post-Chernobyl policy of pop-
ulation management includes those which correlate with the social and economic well-
being. he improvement of the latter is oten seen as an efective way of ensuring positive 
dynamics of the development of the population resources. On the other hand, the demo-
graphic safety is considered to be one of the major components of the social and economic 
safety, and demographic threats are deined as “demographic phenomena and tendencies 
the social and economic consequences of which have negative inluence on the sustain-
able development of Belarus”.15 As A.Lukashenko once expressed it during his trip to the 
Vitebsk region, being the least populated area in Belarus, “we should increase the popula-
tion. Otherwise, there will be factories but there will be no people to work there”.16 

How do the Belarusian authorities aspire to increase “the population – riches”17 on the 
scale of the whole state taking into account the consequences of the accident at the CNPP? 
“he national strategy of the steady social and economic development of Belarus for the 
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period till 2020” adopted in 2004 gives a clear vision about the logic to which the political 
economy of population in the post-Chernobyl context adheres,

“he strategy of the sustainable development of the radioactively contaminated 
territories should be built with the account of the need to improve the well-being of 
the population living there on the basis of a complex ecological and radiological and 
social and economic rehabilitation of the contaminated regions. To reach this goal it 
has been planned:

– to overcome poverty, unemployment, to increase incomes, rationalize the social 
protection of the afected population on the basis of the economy restoration on the 
contaminated territories, to activate an investment activity, to create conditions for the 
development of small and medium-size business and farming;

– to improve the living and social and cultural conditions of the people residing 
on the contaminated territories (especially in the countryside), to preserve a historical 
and cultural heritage;

– to monitor the radiation level of land, water, wood and mineral resources and to 
preserve the natural ecosystems;

– to introduce new information technologies providing an efective carrying out 
of the monitoring and a wide access of the population and legal bodies to the infor-
mation about the radiation situation, to conduct economic activities and to follow the 
rules of behavior at work  and in daily life in the conditions of the continuous inlu-
ence of small radiation doses;

– to gradually restore the economic potential of the afected regions and, irstly, 
of the agriculture and forestry with the provision of radioactively safe working condi-
tions and manufacture of “clean” competitive production;

– to carry out fundamental and applied scientiic research the results of which will 
allow to decrease the efect of radiation on a human being and an ecological system;

– to improve the existing normative and legal base for the protection of the af-
fected population and the development of the contaminated regions.”

It is obvious that such a sustainable development strategy is, irst of all, aimed at the 
repopulation of the contaminated territories while the minimization of the radiation ef-
fect is not seen as a priority of the long-term policy concerning the areas which sufered 
from the accident. he undoubted importance of actions for the radiation and social pro-
tection of the population living in the contaminated areas is constantly emphasized in 
the oicial discourse; however, they always seem minor. hese measures do not anticipate 
repopulation and are not its preliminary condition but rather accompany it a posteriori. 
As the above given citation states, radiation monitoring is preceded by the poverty and 
unemployment overcoming, the improvement of conditions of life and even the preserva-
tion of a historical and cultural heritage. he social protection of the sufered population 
should be rationalized “on the basis of the economy restoration in the contaminated areas”. 



89

Body, Population and Human Life in Post-Chernobyl Policy in Belarus

So, the people living on these territories still need to “earn” the means they need to ensure 
their own social security as from the point of view of the state it is irrational to pay social 
beneits to the inhabitants of the contaminated areas compensating for the harm caused to 
their life and health as a result of residing in a more dangerous environment. Besides, the 
afected territories’ weaker economic development and the refusal to carry out complete 
agricultural and industrial activities imply huge expenses for the state. herefore, possible 
additional human losses connected with an increased radiation efect on organisms living 
and working in the contaminated conditions are assumed as less signiicant for the popu-
lation on the whole than the economic gains from the repopulation and economic revival 
of the afected territories. Finally, these human losses are considered, irst of all, to be the 
result of the non-observance by the individuals of the rules of a healthy life style and safe 
residing on the territories contaminated with radionuclides. hese rules and instructions 
of various bodies and organizations formally responsible for public health and safety place 
these bodies’ real responsibility for possible negative consequences of the inluence of ir-
radiation on life and health just on individuals themselves. 

Life and Health as a Debt to the State

he policy of the revival of Chernobyl lands does not exclude constant reminders 
about the dangers of radiation for the people living on the contaminated territories. It is 
not so much the risks of radiation that are not talked about but rather the political respon-
sibility for millions of people exposed to radiation on the contaminated territories. Since 
school years they have been explained that:

“Ater the Chernobyl accident the residing of people on the territory with an in-
creased radiation level was inevitable. It is impossible to completely exclude in such ar-
eas the use of products with a higher content of radionuclides. he population should 
know and strictly follow certain measures of radiation protection to decrease the in-
luence of these factors on health”.18

hus, residing on the contaminated territories is not actually treated as someone’s po-
litical or economic decision, but rather as inevitability or even as a display of courage, 
heroism and patriotism. It is impossible to eliminate the inluence of a higher radiation 
level; however, those exposed to it should not do it passively but should ight it by observ-
ing numerous rules and norms. 

he radiation protection basically consists of instructions and imposition of a number 
of disciplinary practices which diferent categories of the individuals afected by the ac-
cident should adhere to. hereby, those living on the contaminated territories turn into ob-
jects of the disciplinary power which subjects them to a constant corporal supervision and 
requires them to follow certain obligatory corporal activities.19 he power carefully regu-
lates what and how should be used as food,  how to prepare and store food products, what 



90

Tatyana Kasperski

rules of hygiene to follow as well as what to grow, how to behave in the wood and where it 
is allowed and banned  to pick up mushrooms and berries. Besides, there are mandatory 
medical inspections including the measurement of the received internal dose of radiation 
from radionuclides acquired through food and breath along with regular measurements 
of the amount of radioactive elements in agriculture and individually produced products 
and environment. 

On the one hand, such a radiation protective normalization promotes the preservation 
of the daily control of the power over each individual living in the contaminated regions 
while on the other,   it allows to hide the political responsibility for the accident and man-
agement of its consequences. Individuals themselves are responsible for the damage that 
radioactive contamination causes as not only experts in the ield of radiation control but 
also doctors, teachers and representatives of local authorities do their best to inform the 
population and explain the rules of radiation safety. Besides, there is a certain change of 
the vector of problems connected with living on the contaminated territories. hese prob-
lems are depoliticized and having lost their social acuteness  they turn into psychological 
and adaptation diiculties. 

Let’s remind that psychological consequences of the accident have been in the centre 
of scientiic and political debates since the end of the 1980s.  Soon ater the Chernobyl 
disaster doctors and scientists began to show their active interest in the research of how 
the psychological health of the population was afected by the condition of uncertainty 
and threat ater the explosion, by various measures undertaken by the Soviet authorities to 
overcome the consequences of the accident (evacuation, resettlement, dezactivation) along 
with the necessity to live in the conditions of radioactive contamination for an extended 
period of time.

In the political discourse the problem of psychological consequences was, irst of all, 
crystallized in the struggle against the so-called “radiation phobia” or a mental disorder 
connected with the fear of radiation impact  not supported by the presence of a real danger. 
Ater the accident at the CNPP this term was oten used as a designation of the reaction 
of the population directly afected by the radioactive explosion. he oicial discourse as-
sumed that the only essential damage to the health of the population as a result of the ac-
cident included psychological anxiety and fear. hose who tried to protest publicly against 
the hiding of the real scale of the catastrophe were oten  identiied as sufering from the 
radiation phobia.

However, the term was substituted by the term “social radiation and ecological stress”. 
he oicial report about the consequences of the disaster published in 2006 identiied 
the characteristic features of this particular kind of stress as “the lowering of the level of 
psychological adaptation, lack of self-conidence, unstable self-appraisal and a pessimistic 
vision of the future”.20 he fact of living on the contaminated territory is not treated as a 
problem as it is not the radioactive contamination but the lack of individual adaptation or 
even desire to adapt to its presence that is a real problem, 
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“…people run away from problems, do not believe in changes for the better, lose life 
activity, do not resort to simple but efective measures of radiation protection. As a result, 
one can see a careless attitude to the existing health risks and this, in turn, decreases the 
efectiveness of the conducted rehabilitation activities”.21

Such psychologization of the problems connected with the residing on the contami-
nated territories quite efectively creates barriers for social and political mobilization re-
quired for their solving as it makes one think that they are mainly of individual and psy-
chological nature and demand changes in the individual behavior and taking of certain 
individual actions aimed at the protection of the people’s health.

At the same time such psychologization of the consequences of radioactive contami-
nation does not actually mean that the strict observance of rules of safe living on the con-
taminated territories is the subject of a free individual choice. Individuals are made aware 
of the following:

“A long-term stress leads to a psychological discomfort, the deterioration of the health 
of the people, social apathy, a dependant position and a lack of desire to make eforts to 
improve one’s own situation. he psychological discomfort has become a real social factor 
inluencing the speed of rehabilitation and region development”.22

In other words, the individuals should help the economic rehabilitation of the dam-
aged territories and thus a healthy life style is seen as a debt one should pay to the state. It is 
also treated as a mandatory element of what one could identify as “biological citizenship”.23 
In his interview devoted to the demographic problems in Belarus deputy prime-minister 
of the republic of Belarus Alexander Kosinets emphasizes that the care about one’s own 
health and birth of children is an obligation of every person to the state and the people,

“Many people are careless when it comes to their health and the health of their chil-
dren and their future. hat is why it is important to form an ideology that is able to awake 
the zest for life and raise the energy of the nation. we are building our state for the people 
but the people should be for the state. we will require that the people start thinking about 
their health. we will not allow the citizens of the country leave life for no reason. Even if 
the death rate annually decreases by 8% and the birth rate increases up to 10-11 persons 
per 1000 it will be possible to stabilize the existing democratic situation. Nobody has ever 
solved such a problem in such a short period of time in the world. But we will!”24

hus, though the oicial Belarusian discourse declares a human life as worthy of care 
and attention and the state positions itself as “a state with a high degree of protection of 
life and health of the people”25 the life of every single individual is not seen as a value per 
se. he analysis of principles and norms serving as the basis of the post-Chernobyl policy 
in Belarus shows that a human life is treated, irst of all, as a life of a body which should be 
made most controllable and productive. Speciic individuals with diiculties and problems 
in life ind themselves in the center of the power’s attention only as units of the population, 
human and labor resources and the combination of human hours. heir life is valuable as 
long as it leads to the improvement of the general well-being the evaluation and measure-
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ment of which are done according to the earlier agreed procedure and criteria correspond-
ing to the structure of power relations.

It should be mentioned, however, that such a position of power or biopower towards 
an individual life can hardly be considered something that is typical only of the Belaru-
sian context though the Chernobyl accident and its consequences undoubtedly made more 
acute the issues connected with the value of a human life by having made them more vis-
ible and accessible for analysis. It would seem that exactly in the post-Chernobyl Belarus 
the social and political understanding of the contradictions and ambivalent attitude of the 
power to a person’s life could become the most actual and needed. However, though it is 
quite paradoxical, such problems almost never become the topic of a public discussion and 
are rarely articulated as problems in general.
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In 1994, the publishing house of Stanford University published 
the book of the American historian of ideas Larri woolf “Inventing 
Eastern Europe. he Map of Civilisation on the Mind of Enlighten-
ment”.1 he research was devoted to one of the most interesting mo-
ments of the European intellectual history. According to woolf, it 
was exactly during the Enlightenment epoch that the rupture with 
the identity of the Christian world took place, and thanks to the new 
mirror that the intellectuals of that epoch, mainly of French origin, 
presented to the continent Europe started to identify itself with the 
ideas of science, progress, and civilisation. Now the new knowledge 
and the light of reason, instead of Christianity, deined the country’s 
place on the civilisation scale while the scale itself was not so much 
a description of reality but rather an ideological ixing of certain 
rights and preferences.

Just at that moment (this thesis is simultaneously both a start-
ing hypothesis and a book conclusion) the European intellectuals felt 
the need for something that was diferent, for the place that was not 
absolutely Other being remote in space (as the East) or considerably 
backward and remote in time (as Africa). It had to be a place that 
would become a peculiar shadow of enlightening Europe and the 
place of semi-barbarity and semi-civilization from where the light of 
reason could look especially advantageous and attractive. 

his need led to the birth of Eastern Europe as an image and an 
intellectual design which was invented by the west and was built into 
the new modern/colonial hierarchy of the world.

his new image of the territories lying to the East from the zone 
of roman-German settlement came to light in a variety of texts 
which became the object of the American researcher analysis. he 
texts difer by genre and discourse as they include diaries of casual 
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travellers, historical treatises, letters, and even private conversations. All of them are united 
by the discourse of “Eastern Europe”.

Having analyzed them Larri woolf came to the conclusion that we face the invention 
or, more speciically, the creation of a new integrated image for the territories which lay to 
the East from the civilization zone of the west.

Soon ater the publication the scheme ofered by woolf became almost a classic in the 
west, and a few attempts to criticize it (mainly in the German-speaking world, and, basi-
cally, for ignoring German-speaking intellectual production), were let unanswered. he 
book came out during a certain moment of the intellectual history of Europe when the 
hopes of the triumphal reunion of the west and the East (Gorbachev’s concept of common 
European home) became a thing of the past. As a matter of fact, it was a turning point 
and the time of the irst critical re-evaluations of the relationship between the west and 
the East of Europe. It was the time when people began to understand that this break has its 
own moment of birth and its genealogy has not been written yet.

Larri woolf was the irst to summarize  general conceptual expectations in the form 
of an academic bestseller but not the only one. Similar work was conducted in  most dif-
ferent areas while corresponding ideas circulated in the second half of the 90s in diferent 
disciplines. Among others classical works include the alternative version of the history of 
Europe by Norman Davis “Europe. A History” in which he ofered such a narrative of the 
continent history where the history of the Eastern part is not only a shadow of the west’s 
history but rather occupies a worthy and, what is more important, conceptually diferent 
own place.

we have also got a variety of works which concern these or those  Eastern European 
subregions and which certainly were prepared and published irrespective of woolf though 
they were based on the same ideas (those of Michel Foucault and Edward Said). he un-
conditional leader among these subregional problems was the problematics of the Balkans 
in the second half of the 90s.

In 1995 Bakic-Hayden raised the question whether the discourse concerning the re-
gion of the former Yugoslavia is a branch of Orientalism. In 1996 Gourgouris wrote about 
Greece and  connection between the Enlightenment period and colonialism. In 1997 the 
work by Maria Todorova  “Imagining the Balkans”was published. he book is a histori-
cal research that aspires to trace the birth and development of the discourse of Balkanism 
where the underlying model is the model of Orientalism ofered by Said. Finally, in 1998 
Goldsworthy published “Imagining Ruritania. Imperialism of Imagination”,  a work in 
which the analysis aspires to pass from regional schemes to a certain cultural and social 
typology.2

he Bulgarian Group on the periphery research started its activity in the second half 
of the 90s. he Group leader Alexander Kyosev in his program text “Self-colonized Cul-
tures” considers Eastern European societies to be the result of a certain colonial trauma.3

All these works do not only have a common research object but also a certain method-
ological similarity. First of all, they all conduct the analysis of the coniguration of knowl-
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edge/power in the region relying on Michel Foucault and Edward Said’s ideas. Secondly, 
they ofer (de)-constructive understanding of these conigurations. Conceptions of imagi-
nation, constructing or inventing traditions, nations, communities, and territories turn 
into key concepts. 

Despite this commonness, ideological accents difer as some authors direct their de-
constructing pathos against the centre, trying to show the power at work and to dem-
onstrate how that position of the intellectual superiority that has been characterizing the 
relation of the centre to the peripheries is born. Others base their ideas on reverse prob-
lems as their de-constructivism is directed on the disclosure of the periphery attempts to 
follow the path once undertaken by the centre. In essence, this de-constructivism should 
underline the weakness and intellectual secondariness of new projects in comparison with 
the respectable old time quality of the old ones. 

But eventually both the former and the latter lead to a zero result as the riches and 
variety of identiications, images, and competition of projects on this or that territory,  both 
in the centre, and on the periphery,  are seen as dreams of intellectuals and as imagination 
work and due to that they are disqualiied.

he weakness of all this research lies (no matter how paradoxical it seems) in its meth-
odological naivety. he basic concepts are not introduced but rather are presented as ready 
made and “understandable for everyone”. Authors refer not to the methodology but to the 
predecessors. As a result, constructivism of this kind becomes methodology for the poor 
when a historian (or the historian of the idea) cannot explain how this or that phenomenon 
appears, how the process of transition from a singular intellectual event to the norm, from 
the individual to the necessary (Foucault) happens, he takes out an invention model out 
of his pocket. hus, what is missed is that the act of the invention or imagining something 
remains at the level of a singular event and as a matter of fact does not explain anything.4

what is not taken into consideration either is that the invention, designing and imagi-
nation are diferent things. he invention and designing are always attempts of rational 
intervention into reality and placing in reality of something that was not there before as a 
whole though it used to exist as some material and building parts. Imagination is usually 
treated as something that was forced out from reality and as something that did not ind an 
appropriate and legitimate place there and that now remains without the basis and is seen 
as something casual. As Lacan would say designing is always the work of the symbolical 
while imagination occurs at the level of the imagined and goes in the opposite direction.

It is insuicient to simply declare today that something was invented, designed or 
imagined. 

One needs to refer to the things themselves.
On the one hand, one needs a new analysis of the epoch’s cultural archive, a combina-

tion of individual intellectual events that happened on this or that territory, and that arose 
on the crossing point of the intellectual, cultural, social, and political.

On the other hand, one should refer to the system things such as the analysis of dis-
courses, intellectual formations, and social mechanisms of idea functioning. 



97

To the East from the Center...

One needs to work with the whole totality of the epoch.
In order to accomplish this one cannot do without the concept of modernness.

***
woolf avoids the concept of modernness5 though he refers to a certain intellectual tra-

dition where it is legitimately present, namely, that of Edward Said and Immanuel waller-
stein.6 woolf disagrees with wallerstein elegantly rejecting his whole model of the Eastern 
European presence in the history of the capitalist world-economy in just one paragraph.7 

he concept of Orientalism bears the main methodological pressure. he concept was 
introduced thanks to the book with the same name written by Edward Said.8 Larri woolf 
writes that the processes of the invention of Eastern Europe could be named half-Oriental-
ization and the invention of one’s own close “East” but only in a soter form. 

Further woolf addresses the analysis of texts believing that the reference to Said is 
suicient for the introduction of the main concept which serves as the basis for the book’s 
structure. It is necessary to keep in mind that the book uses the term invention more as 
a conceptual metaphor than as a concept with certain content: woolf does not explain 
anywhere what the invention of Eastern Europe means and what real problem the corre-
sponding processes managed to solve for the west besides the preservation of the “center’s 
narcissism”.

Let us compare the content of Orientalism conception ofered by Said and half-Orien-
talism of Larri woolf.

Said’s book Оrientalism was published in 1978. As the author states, the inal version 
of the text was written in 1975-76 during his being in Stanford’s centre of the research of 
human behaviour and which was also part of a bigger project within the framework of 
which Palestinian Question was published in 1979 and Covering Islam in 1981.

In regard to the academic localization in the context of its time Orientalism could 
be considered (and it was considered) as the use of Michel Foucault’s ideas (whom Said 
refers to) in a speciic area and could take its place among numerous post-structuralist 
interpretations. But this did not happen. As a result of certain disciplinary and conceptual 
displacement Orientalism took the place of the classical text in the post-colonial research. 
Bgabga wrote that it inagurated the postcolonial ield so it declared the emergence of the 
very space of postcolonialness. Ater numerous discussions and translations into dozens 
of languages (Orientalism even became a bestseller in Sweden) in his epilogue to the 1994 
edition Said was compelled (referring to Borches) to speak about Orientalism not as one 
book but as a number of books. In fact, Orientalism today both as a book and as a project 
exists in numerous intellectual, cultural and academic contexts.

Except for a few cases of categorical non-acceptance of the book (mainly connected 
with the animosity towards the post-colonial project itself) in the west, the reaction of the 
academic world was quite positive. he criticism mainly concerned methodological incon-
sistencies (the combination in one research of a complex of post-structural ideas and con-
cepts (the coniguration power/knowledge, the concept of discourse) and a Post-marxist 
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social and critical prospect (the concept of hegemony formulated by Gramsci). However, 
the value of the project analysis and deconstruction of an imperial/colonial discourse was 
not doubted.

Edward Said’s object of research is Orientalism treated as a discourse and a system of 
thinking. he irst of the possible Orientalism deinitions given by Said is quite academic. 
In this case we deal with an academic discipline (or with a number of disciplines) preoc-
cupied with the East. Irrespective of what aspect of reality this or that discipline studies 
(such as anthropology, linguistics, economy), without any dependence on a speciic coun-
try everything is deined as Orientalism. 

In spite of the fact that in the twentieth century the term looks a little bit old-fashioned 
and loaded with the colonialist connotations of the 19th century being the Golden Age of 
European colonialism, the essence of the phenomenon organically passed to its academic 
successors as in its academic meaning Orientalism is not so much a mechanical sum of 
doctrines and ideas but rather a certain type of thinking  based on an ontologic and epis-
temological distinction between the west (Oxident) and the East (Orient).

he distinction itself does not bear any axiological connotations unlike the dichotomy 
the North - the South based at least on climatic diferences while both the west and the 
East are located on the same horizontal axis and this primary semantic hollowness al-
lows the existence of unlimited semantic eiciency. It also allows to use the opposition 
the west – the East as the basis and matrix of various cultural and anthropological self-
deinitions (on the line we-they, ours-somebody else’s etc.). However, only when we ill 
this distinction with axiological, cultural and other meanings and when we start to ascribe 
certain essence to Orient, only then we enter the power sphere of actual Orientalism.

It means that Orientalism is not based on a simple choice of the East as the object of 
study or space of potential domination, but, irst of all, it is based on the belief that the East 
is appreciably distinct from the west and this intrinsic diference should be investigated, 
exposed and registered. he valid subject of Orientalism is not the real East but only the 
essence of the East. At the same time the attitude of Eastern reality to it is not so important. 
For the one who knows and controls the essence owns the reality as well.

Along and together with an academic discipline the institutional infrastructure of 
Orientalism develops as well. In this context Orientalism sees itself as a set of corporate 
institutions of the west the task of which is to build mutual relations of the control and 
domination over the East. Since the end of the 18th century the quantity of such institutions 
has grown dramatically. hroughout the 19th century the percentage of overseas colonies of 
Europe has grown from 35 % of the occupied territories in the world to 85 %. 

It is clear that if one is to supervise such territories it is  necessary to have not only 
power but also knowledge. Political, ideological, cultural, and metaphysical legitimating 
was needed to legitimize European colonial practices. 

Said’s object of research is exactly that diicult interlacing of power and knowledge 
and colonial and oriental institutions and academical and oriental disciplines. Said named 
this discourse Orientalism. his discourse of Orientalism is not a mechanical combination 
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of power and knowledge, policy and culture, academic texts and practical actions, and a 
combination  in which each of the parts remains separate and diferent. One implies not 
only a tactical alliance and mutual support but rather deep internal mutations of both 
power and knowledge and their combination turning into something else. when dealing 
with the discourse of Orientalism we do not deal with a simple degradation of knowledge 
under the inluence of political factors. we do not deal with the chronicle of racist beliefs 
and ideas ciphered into scientiic terms either. we have to deal with the mutation of base 
principles which till this time deined both a scientiic phenomenon and practical policy. 
Said asserts that as a result of it Orientalism becomes a discourse of imperial domination 
with its own principles and strategy.

One of such principles is the reality principle. It is essential for both science and poli-
tics as they rely on reality, investigate reality, and change reality. However, the East spoken 
about in Orientalism discourse is not the real East, with numerous languages and peoples, 
history and geography. he East is not an empirical reality. he East of Orientalism is an 
idea, a design, a principle of formation and reality generation. he main thing in this idea 
of the East is that it is not the West.

At the same time this East invented by Europe that was invented both for Europe 
and for the East remains inaccessible in its essence. In order to open up this East for the 
west one needs to have it orientalized. It means that it should be put in a situation of such 
opposition to the west in which the west would have a possibility, a right and means to 
dominate over the East.

Images and ideas of the East invented by Orientalism are not only a lie or myths. hey 
certainly concern the reality but the relationship is diicult and ambivalent. Proceeding 
from the colonial status quo and the situation of real preponderance of the west during a 
speciic time interval Orientalism universalizes this superiority and gives it a metaphysical 
timeless character. As a result the orientalized East is a priori below the west and is a priori 
subordinated to the west  for such is its essence. 

hus, if one is to summarise the above-said one comes to a number of conclusions. 
he imperial discourse placed into Orientalism works through the exclusion, localisa-

tion and universalization of time advantages.
One should keep in mind another important feature. Orientalism works through 

knowledge, applies knowledge, and relies on it. In this sense it is not at all connected with 
imagination, fantasies and with everything that according to woolf served as the basic 
materials at the invention of Eastern Europe.

It is exactly this that becomes the main methodological disagreement between woolf 
and Said. Orientalism works through knowledge. Eastern Europe is born in the mode of 
imagination and fantasy. It is the mode of the excluded. 

However, what does “invention” mean with reference to fantasy? How is Eastern 
Europe constructed and what are the purposes of its construction if one can do without 
knowledge upon its designing? woolf does not provide any answers. He does not even raise 
such questions.
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Some suspicion arises that when addressing western imagination, fantasy, and 
travelers’memoirs, woolf chooses inappropriate material. One should refer to knowledge 
and scientiic discourse if one is to analyze the Orientalization process of Eastern Europe. 
One needs to analyze those disciplines and models which were used by the west to de-
scribe and conceptualize Eastern Europe. 

here is one more idea to take into consideration. Both Said and Larri woolf repeat-
edly stress that their research is devoted to the western intellectuals who invented the 
concept or the image of Eastern Europe but not to Eastern Europe as a reality. 

At the same time Eastern Europe was much closer to the center than the classical East 
and it unconditionally reacted to its status changes.

In this respect the reactions of Eastern Europe intellectuals to the irst attempts of the 
west to build a new modern/colonial hierarchy are a part of the intellectual history of the 
whole continent. 

without the analysis of these reactions woolf ’s scheme is not simply incomplete. It 
simply “hangs in the air”. 

***

Still, woolf ’s analysis is immensely important and interesting. It is only that material 
with which woolf works that allows to formulate a reverse hypothesis. 

Eastern Europe is beginning to be seen as a diferent Europe. It is seen as an am-
bivalent space and the place where other conigurations appear from those very (modern) 
components. In this sense Eastern Europe is an original laboratory of modernness where 
within that same logic (transition from a traditional to a new society) modern alterna-
tives emerged.

he theme of modernness inevitably arises upon any attempt to write the intellectual 
history of the region.

At the same time modernness is understood not so much as one of the historical peri-
ods (the New time) but as a certain civilization event that created the Gestalt of the mod-
ern world. Europe or the west occupies the centre place in this Gestalt transforming the 
rest of the world into a province or periphery. 

here is a certain tradition projecting the corresponding scheme to the political. 
economic, social, cultural, and even philosophical spheres. In the political and economic 
projection it leads to the history of the capitalist world-economy (I.wallerstein), with its 
kernel, semiperiphery and periphery, as well as territories which remain (or aspire to re-
main) outside of the capitalist exchange system. In the social and cultural projection the 
problematics of national projects and everything connected with them prevails including 
national states, cultures, and ideologies. he national project together with a correspond-
ing type of society and state represents itself as the basic modern “Utopia” of the west. It 
is this Utopia that is imposed on the rest of the world as universal. Finally, it is the kind of 
Utopia that should be overcome during the epoch of late modernness.
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he greatest problems and misunderstanding occur during the analysis of the mod-
ernness intellectual trajectory, during the identiication and analysis of those modernness 
challenges in the sphere of ideas which the periphery is compelled “to meet and solve”. In 
philosophy there are attempts to identify the intellectual trajectory of Europe and modern 
identity of the west with universality as such and the universal position of critical intellect 
(from Gegel to Habermas).

his simple (and the most widespread) scheme of “modernness coming” allows to see 
Eastern Europe as one of peripheries for which the challenges of modernness became not 
just a political, economic and cultural, but irst of all intellectual shock.

Further logic of peripheralness leads to two variants of periphery reactions to the 
modernness challenges such as pure reception and acceptance of modernness in histori-
cally arisen Western forms or resistance resulting in nativism and conservatism.

his binary scheme brought the following results for Eastern Europe:
First. he creation of the catalogue of absence which should include everything that 

exists in the west and that is not present in the East. his list could explain either the lag-
ging behind or being late of Eastern Europe and actually is a part of the reverse process 
which is the invention of the west as a certain norm. he western canon being invented by 
Eastern Europe for itself is in essence such a standard idea. 

Second. here emerges a certain scheme of placing one’s own content where all arte-
facts of the epoch belong either to the progressive or to the backward (re-gressive) ones. 

In intellectual history (or the history of ideas) the logic of peripheralness leads to the 
reception idea as a universal scheme which allows to explain all local trajectories of ideas.

his whole process could be called the process of intellectual self-colonisation if one 
was to apply Alexander Kyosev’s conceptual metaphor. he scheme itself is a result of cer-
tain structures of cultural colonialism and intellectual dependence. Ater all, as this is ex-
tremely important for the understanding of Eastern European moving through modern-
ness, the ideology of modernness did not simply ix the civilization breakaway of the rest 
of the world from the centre. It designed this breakaway itself.

Hence, in the western imagination the history of Eastern Europe falls to the shadow 
side of modernness.

he European periphery history can be thus told as a part of history of a diferent 
Europe and as a part of the European shadow.

Such history has not been written yet though we observe its fragments in the most 
diferent intellectual movements of the last few decades.

Such history writing creates certain conceptual complexities. It is not so easy to write a 
shadow history or history of non-presence. It is even more diicult to create the knowledge 
about non-presence.

when trying to tell a story about the colonized we face strange de-territorialization as 
there is no such place in the present where this story could be placed.

On the one hand, the shadow history is developed within the same time framework 
as the main history but as a result of certain conceptual substitution it inds out that its 
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truthful place is in the past irrespective of how this past is called (be it before-modernness, 
childhood, primitiveness, backwardness … etc.) and what place it could occupy on the 
mental map (the East, a periphery, a province, or an absence). 

he shadow space history of European modernness is not only the history of the op-
pressed people and unsuccessful nations. his is also the history of nature (?!) which be-
came the irst and main object of colonisation. his is a childhood history, a women’s 
history, and quite possible the old age history. his is the history of the overcome (though 
not surpassed) civilisations and culture types.

***

To describe this double work of modernness walter Mignolo introduced the concept 
of the modern/colonial division of the world.9 

According to it, one of the European modernness results is the re-imagination of the 
world. he universality identiied its borders. European colonies found themselves behind 
these borders. European peripheries emerged on the borderland of the universal and the 
local. One of such peripheries was Eastern Europe. 

when analyzing the peripheries of modernness we come across the fact that the ob-
ject of the analysis is quite paradoxical. As a matter of fact, the European modernness 
re-imagines the world dividing it into the centre and the periphery. Consequently, we can 
speak about the peripheries of modernness not as a natural norm of the epoch but as a 
result of modern practices. 

One of the essential modernness ideology elements was the emergence of the scheme 
the centre – the periphery. he idea of universality develops  in literature (Goethe) and 
philosophy (Kant). Modernness occupies the centre of this imagined universality and sees 
itself as the main engine of progress. Europe (main European nations) aspires to rational-
ise and present as reasonable those elements, forces, and ideas that form it. he designing 
of the periphery and its colonization (the following stage) begin.

Modernness peripheries are not only a geographical concept. All spheres which should 
submit to European intellect turn into peripheries. Emotions and imagination form a close 
periphery of a reasonable soul or human consciousness. he village and traditional cul-
ture form the social and cultural periphery. Non-European (wild, primitive, unhistorical) 
peoples form a spatial and historical periphery. he periphery brings back to the centre 
numerous counter-modern ideas and projects. he intellect in this opposition becomes 
not only an instrument of criticism and rationalisation but also a tool of colonisation oten 
perceived as an alien colonial force. Projects which aspire to call into question the intellect 
itself become opposed to it.

hus, the history of the European periphery is not something external in relation to 
the processes of European modernness. It is their organic part. But at the same time it 
is its conidential hidden part. It is something that has never come to the surface of the 
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European cultural narrative. It is also something that was always absent on the level of 
representation though it was present on the reality level.

his history is only a part of the shadow side of European modernness, namely, of 
internal colonialism.

he reason is not that a part of today’s European nations throughout their history 
were the objects of oppression and colonization from their stronger neighbours. It is not 
connected with the unsuccessful projects of a nation genesis within the borders of Europe 
itself (Provencal, Scottish, welsh and so forth). It is not even about the peripheral nations 
which even today exist in the conditions of dependence.

Colonization processes are inseparable from European modernness but their bases, 
motivations and consequences have never been questioned.

hough European history unequivocally connects the processes of emergence  of New 
Europe (European modernness) and European colonial project, these processes and colo-
nisation subjects are usually moved to the margins of European thinking and are treated 
as an addition to the process of European rationality forming. It is an addition that is over-
come in modern strategies of multiculturalism, tolerances, and respect for the Other etc. 

Both marginal and additional statuses of the colonization phenomenon allowed to 
exclude the topic from classical western theories of rationality from Max weber to Michel 
Foucault and Jurgen Habermas. Despite this widespread stereotype the 80-90s  brought 
understanding that the colonisation phenomenon is inseparable from the formation pro-
cesses of the new European rationality. It is ciphered in its base oppositions and even struc-
tures this rationality. 

As we have already said European modernness has put the rest of the world into the  
situation of colonial dependence. his situation of colonial collision leads to the emergence 
of anticolonial nationalisms. Late uninished modernnesses of the self-colonized cultures, 
namely, the European shadow cultures (according to Kyosev). hese new modernnesses 
approach the moment of appropriation of the universal in the process of overcoming its 
constitutive trauma. At this particular moment they hear from the west that the universal-
ity does not exist and that great narratives have deinitively exhausted themselves along 
with the idea that their modernnesses  should remain provincial, local, and uninished 
projects forever. his is also connected with the fact that the colonial and imperial nations 
consider only themselves as universal and that is why they impose the image of the pro-
vincial, nativist, and anti-modern to all anticolonial nationalisms.

***

hus, our initial preconditions have been cleared up.
First of all, it is the pluralism of modernness trajectories or ways through modernness. 

It is the refusal of its standard content (E.Dussell).
Secondly, there is the ambivalence of the phenomenon consisting of diferent projects 

or diferent promises of modernness (I.wallerstein).
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Still, from where could we see our Eastern European borderland? 
How shall the shadow history be written?
we believe that there are two things which are essential components of any possible 

genealogies.
he deconstruction of oppression codes and the new reference to the cultural ar-

chive are needed. 
he irst problem demands the deconstruction, analysis and decoding of conigura-

tions of power/knowledge in these or those Eastern Europe zones. here is also a need 
to analyze those codes and narratives in which Eastern Europe appears before western 
knowledge. hese codes changed throughout European history.

At the end of the 18th century it was the code of backwardness connected with the 
metanarrative of “progress”. In the 19th century it was the image of “an ethnic person”. In the 
20th Eastern Europe became the kingdom of ideology. 

New re-reading of the cultural archive provides reference to that very speciic intel-
lectual /ideological landscape that began to develop in Eastern Europe with the coming of 
modernness. 

All this work should bring us back to the main questions. 
what happened in the Eastern European laboratory of modernness? where was  East-

ern Europe going? In what direction? Contrary to or towards modernness?!
In the context of these issues the research of local answers to the challenges of mod-

ernness do not have just local importance. hey allow to outline the borders of universality 
and normativeness of modernness ideology, to reveal its hidden eurocentrism and, at last, 
to give a fuller picture of asynchronous modernisation, which results in the economic, cul-
tural and sociopolitical heterogeneity of modern world where modernness has not come 
to an end yet for the majority of societies. 
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When the empire disappears like smoke, 
Where will you be and with whom?

Band “Ulis”

he objective of the present research is to analyze the competi-
tion of neoimperial and postcolonial places of memory under the 
conditions of the development of oicial political projects of Belarus 
and Ukraine using the designing of the city space in Sevastopol and 
Gomel as the basis. Let us conduct a comparative analysis of neoim-
perial symbolical representations of the two cities of the transcultural 
Borderland, namely “the city of  russian military glory” Sevastopol 
and the most “unique in the russian empire” privately owned city of 
Gomel to verify the thesis about the civilization predetermination of 
vectors of development of the former russian colonies [13].

Both cities, despite their geographical remoteness and the exist-
ing cultural and ethnic distinctions inherent in their modern inhab-
itants, have much in common. Both Gomel and Ak-Yar-Akhtiyar-
Sevastopol became a part of the russian empire at the end of the 18th 
century. Indoctrinated by the ideology of the European Enlighten-
ment representatives of russian aristocracy who acquired new ter-
ritories in their possession aspired to realize the utopian projects of 
ideally organized European cities. In the case of Sevastopol the fa-
vorite of Ekaterina ІІ and serene prince Grigory Potyomkin lobbied 
the project of the creation of an empire southern capital in Taurida 
which would put the achievements of the empress regarding “making 
windows to the external world” on the same level with the European 
achievements of Peter І. hough this idea did not come true in the 
subsequent 19-20th centuries the mythologem of being the chosen 
one and the uniqueness of Sevastopol continued to draw the atten-

Mikola Bianko

gomel and sevastopol 
are postColonial antipodes
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tion of russian autocrats to this city. he Minister for Foreign Afairs of the russian empire 
count Nikolay rumyantsev treated Gomel as an original experimental platform for the in-
troduction of innovative architectural decisions. Due to the eforts of Nikolay rumyantsev 
Gomel was turned into an exemplary city of the empire from “an ordinary village on the 
bank of the river Sozh”. Gomel historian Lion Vinogradov was more precise at the begin-
ning of the 20th century and wrote that  Nikolay rumyantsev, “having found Gomel made 
of straw, let one half of it in stone” [17, p. 126]. 

when settling in a new place colonizers both in Sevastopol and Gomel did not take 
into account the universal artifacts testifying to deep historical roots of the two cities. 
For instance, the irst Sevastopol buildings were erected from the well preserved ruins 
of ancient Chersonese under the guidance of Admiral Foma Fomich Mackenzi (homas 
Mak-kenzi) [23, 24]. he new authorities of Gomel, in turn,  disassembled the medieval 
defensive castle to its very basis to construct a fashionable classicism palace in its place at 
the end of the 18th century. hus, in both cases the empire got secured in new places eradi-
cating the traces of the past alien to it. 

he subordinated colonial administrative centers lived according to the mother coun-
try rhythm in the following centuries. he traditional continuity of the domination of the 
universal over the local lasted until 1991 when ater the disintegration of the second rus-
sian empire, the USSr, Sevastopol and Gomel found themselves within the administra-
tive borders of new state formations. he moment of “separation” of these parts from the 
russian civilization continent served as the starting point for the escalation of confronta-
tion of imperial and anti-imperial discourses. he liminal condition of the mother country 
provoked the emancipation of former colonies aspiring to ideologically prove their right to 
an independent narrative. Despite the external similarity of the processes of development 
of national projects in Belarus and Ukraine, the internal logic of the development of these 
two subjects was essentially diferent. 

Belarus, sharply experiencing its identity crisis, could not think of itself outside of the 
colonial frameworks during the initial stage of its independence. he coming to power in 
1994 of the Pro-russian populist Alexander Lukashenko who used the melancholy of the 
Belarus people about the Soviet “antiquity” to the maximum apparently was supposed to 
predetermine the irreversibility of the drit of Belarus to the empire embraces. However, 
the reunion scenario was not realized. he vector of the oicial political project of Belarus 
based on modiied Pan-Slavism with certain elements of ethnonationalism, had the same 
orientation with the russian neoimperialism at the initial stage. he example of symboli-
cal representations allowed to speak about the gradual re-interpretation of the roles of 
the russian cultural heroes who lost imperial “soil underneath their feet” and received “a 
local residence permit” for that. In other words, the local political project provided “the 
enslavement” of “the Other” at the expense of his being entered into the system of sign 
means of the oicial discourse. Paraphrasing Gayatri Spivak, the new political community, 
the Belarusian people, committed acts of epistemic violence over “the Other”, asymmetri-
cally destroying the traces of his doubtful Subjectness.1 he mechanism of appropriation 
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of another culture heroes is the usual practice of the Borderland. he same historical igure 
or symbol, important in the sense of designing the imagined community, can serve as a 
precedent for the explanation of the national project simultaneously for several bound-
ary ethnic groups. he context of this material allows to use the example of the talented 
captain of the russian leet Alexander Kazarsky whose image is used simultaneously by 
three ethnic groups (russians, Ukrainians and Belarusians) to justify the legitimacy of the 
presence in Sevastopol. 

he protracted stage of transition from the subordinated colonial condition to the 
postcolonial subjectness in Belarusian reality did not mean a sudden rupture with impe-
rial practices rather it was their gradual reconsideration. It is quite probable that exactly 
this speciicity of transformation of Belarusian society determined quite a harmonious 
character of the construction of Gomel’s symbolical space bordering on russia. he con-
lict free policy of the oicial political project in Belarus in relation to the russian nar-
rative was developed as a result of the population’s rejection of the radical anticolonial 
doctrine pursuing the aim of the deconstruction of the ideological foundation of empire 
existence. he society did not want to build its identity on the values of the irst half of 
the 1990s ofered by nationalists. In fact, many afective conditions experienced by many 
and the crisis of the well-being predetermined the emergence of a negative attitude to a 
short-term stage of the national revival. he rejection by mass consciousness of negative 
realities of the beginning of the 1990s led to the idealization of the Soviet period history 
which was considered by the authorities to be the starting point from the perspective of the 
Belarusian statehood genesis. he Soviet order nostalgia was most likely caused by the fact 
that the Belarusian modern nation was formed in the conditions of the BSSr. Accordingly, 
the colonial experience was not perceived by the majority of the population as negative, 
therefore, its commemorative potential was used by the authorities for the substantiation 
of the legality of its sources. In other words, ater reaching the Belarusian ideological ter-
ritory the imperial discourse was modiied becoming a part of the only admissible version 
of the vision of the “general” Belarusian-russian past. he establishment of the oicial 
political project was done with the help of the representatives of the spiritual pantheon 
of the russian civilization whose precedential names form the imperial identity and are 
incorporated into the state ideology.his ambivalent tendency found its relection in the 
Gomel city space construction.

In 1996 Gomel authorities made a decision to erect the monument to the russian state 
chancellor Nikolay rumyantsev. he initiative to commemmorate this hero of imperial 
history was not accompanied by any public resonance. A site just a few dozen meters from 
the main entrance to rumyantsev and Paskevich’s palace was allocated for the monument 
erection. he sculpture of one of the city owners who used the most advanced practice of 
the European town-planning for the development of Gomel at the turn of the 18-19th cen-
turies actually marked the beginning of the restoration of the whole palace and park com-
plex of the rumyantsevs and Paskeviches. he bust of one of the most prominent russian 
educators erected on a low pedestal personiies a new epoch of the rational space develop-
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ment. he manner of rumyantsev’s representation portraying the count Nikolay rumyant-
sev at least as Columbus (with a resolute look and a widely opened map of “city construc-
tion”),2 relects widespread stereotypes about the outstanding role of russian managers in 
the revival of the culturally and economically backward North-western region. At the same 
time the recognition of Nikolay rumyantsev’s great contribution to the development of 
Gomel and his adherence to the principles of the European Enlightenment were embodied 
in a rather low monument. he bust is mounted on a stocky pedestal with the patrimonial 
arms of the count with the motto NON SOLO ArMIS (not only by force of weapons). Just 
below the family symbol of the rumyantsevs one can see the inscription, “To rumyantsev 
Nikolay Pyatrovich from the citizens of the city of Gomel”.3 he text on the monument 
written in Belarusian along with the specifying of a concrete geographical location (citi-
zens of Gomel) testiies to a certain tendency of the visualization of representations about 
certain russian heroes. his tendency is expressed in the appropriation by the Belarusian 
authorities as the transmitter of the oicial political project of the exclusive right to the 
interpretation of signs showing the presence of “the Other”. he monument to the owner 
of the Gomel manor, namely, to the count Nikolay rumyantsev is an original simulacrum, 
called upon to embody the commonality of sources of the Belarusian-russian statehood. 
he monument founders are not really interested in the “russian” origin and imperial rep-
resentations of its prototype, or, specicially, the chancellor rumyantsev. hey are much 
more attracted by his being “a powerful business executive” welcomed by the ideologists of 
the Belarusian statehood. he hybrid character of the given memory place symbolizing si-
multaneously two discourses (modiied imperial and oicial Belarusian) can be explained 
by the reference to the liminal condition of Belarusian society undergoing through a quali-
tative transition from the colonial one to the independent subject existence. As a represen-
tative of symbolical anthropology Victor Turner said, the studying of liminal stages is most 
fruitful from the point of view of emergence of a set of ambivalent symbols. According to 
Turner, ambiguous and uncertain properties of liminality are expressed in “a big variety of 
symbols in numerous societies ritualizing social and cultural transitions” [20]. 

Such mechanisms of inclusion of the mother country culture representatives in the 
oicial political project4 were also observed during later periods. For instance, the monu-
ment to “the last mistress” of the city princess Irina Paskevich was erected in Gomel in 2003.  
Irina Paskevich being a patron and a public igure paid most attention to the development 
of the city infrastructure and donated considerable sums of money to maintain public 
poorhouses. Ater the Bolshevist revolution in 1917 the princess voluntarily refused her 
property having transferred it to the new authorities. he construction of the monument 
was accompanied by the renaming of a small part of Pervomajskaya street into Irininskaya 
street, that, most likely, was supposed to symbolize the reaching of a compromise between 
two earlier incompatible ideologies: orthodox-communistic and imperial. he sculpture 
executed in a modernist style and  well-blended into the surroundings does not possess 
any monumental lines. here are benches near the monument allowing townspeople to 
rest. his shows the desire of the initiators of the idea to also create the atmosphere of cozi-
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ness and ease. A prominent feature of the monument erected in Irininskaya street consists 
in the depersoniied character of the given memory place. he monument is deprived of 
any signs of the appeal to its prototype. More likely, the creators of the statue managed to 
embody the image of “the Golden Age” of Gomel which coincided with the period of the 
russian political domination in the 19th century. he tablet with the inscription in russian 
saying “to Irina Ivanovna Paskevich from grateful Gomel dwellers” is the only reminder 
about the connection between the monument and a speciic person. his example allows 
us to observe a similar technology of placing a hero of the russian cultural pantheon in the 
conditions of the Belarusian postcolonial reality just like in the case with the monument to 
N. rumyantsev. Both monuments materialize the interosculation of imperial and Belaru-
sian discourses unexpectedly reproducing dual symbolical representations simultaneously 
possessing signs of various world outlook systems. 

hus, the coexistence of various imperious discourses in the conditions of  the cul-
tural borderland is quite a natural phenomenon though one should keep in mind that at 
the crossing points of this cultural borderland there emerge semiotics systems most ad-
equately relecting the components of the new forming  Belarusian identity. he memory 
place created administratively is a discourse practice carrying out the identiication of sub-
jects with a new community created in transcultural space. 

he decolonization of post-Soviet Sevastopol followed the scenario of collision and 
confrontation of colonial (imperial) and anticolonial (Ukrainian) discourses. he carriers 
of imperial consciousness underwent a painful process of apprehending the sovereigniza-
tion of Ukraine in 1991 as the result of which “the city of russian military glory” Sevasto-
pol ceased to legally belong to the mother country. russian philosopher А.К Shevchenko 
stated that “national semeiosis” plays a key role in the formation of identities [28]. he re-
searcher believes that an important component of any national project is the so-called case 
phenomena the presence of which allows community members feel their unity. Historical 
events serving as the basis for the construction of national mythologems are examples 
of similar case phenomena. If the disintegration of the USSr which led to the separation 
of Sevastopol is a painful event for the citizens of the russian Federation then it is quite 
natural that Ukrainians would evaluate the given precedent from the position of histori-
cal justice. he city’s sacralization practices indicate the existence of the  painful percep-
tion by the Pro-russian inhabitants of Sevastopol of the events connected with Ukraine’s 
acquisition of  independence. he presence of “the award on Europe’s chest” as a part of 
the Ukrainian state formation is characterized exclusively through emotional categories of 
«the third defense of Sevastopol” [19]. Numerous texts devoted to the “liberating” struggle 
of Great russians with “just another group of invaders” prove that the adherents of the 
russian world see themselves on the front line of the civilization struggle against the per-
idious west. he agents of inluence of the hostile Anglo-Saxon world are the carriers 
of the Ukrainian idea. Accordingly, any attempts to deine and bring out the Ukrainian 
presence in Sevastopol’s space encounter the resistance of russian patriots. Moreover, Pro-
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russian townsmen aspire to underline in every possible way their cultural domination by 
establishing new places of memory. 

A peculiar feature of Sevastopol mythologem is its integrated approach combining to-
gether the legends about the Crimean war (1853-1856) and the epos about the city defense 
during the days of the Second world war. he most exact embodiment of Sevastopol my-
thologem is the formula “Sevastopol is the city of russian military glory”. he foundation of 
such a heroic city cult could probably be found in Leo Tolstoy’s debut literary works from 
the series “Sevastopol stories” describing heroism of russian oicers and soldiers during 
the Crimean war. Despite the fact that the military campaign initiated by the russian czar 
Nikolay I failed having exposed the structural problems of the empire, the commemora-
tive potential of heroic Sevastopol became needed again half a century later. During the 
russian-Japanese war the authorities again used a myth about the irmness of the russian 
soldier who would not spare his stomach for the sake of the commander. It helped to politi-
cally mobilize the population. In commemoration of the 50th anniversary of the Crimean 
campaign a well-known monument “Panorama” was erected in the city to represent the 
scenes of Sevastopol’s heroic defense in 1854-1855. During the same period the city ac-
quired its symbol, namely, a monument to the looded ships. he mythologem “unsubdued” 
russian city was not claimed until the second defense of Sevastopol in 1941-1942.

In 1954 during Nikita Khrushchev’s administration the Crimean area was included 
into the structure of the USSr to commemorate the 300th anniversary of the “reunion” of 
russia and Ukraine as well as to support numerous economic relations with this Soviet 
republic. Sevastopol, being a closed military object in the subsequent decades, had a spe-
cial administrative status of the republican submission. he second wave of memoraliza-
tion of the heroic deeds of “unassailable” Sevastopol rose only during the cold war epoch. 
However, the places of memory created during that period did not place a separate russian 
narrative outside the borders of the heroic deeds of the Soviet people. herefore, the dis-
integration of the USSr in 1991 can be considered a new reference point of the re-created 
russian imperial tradition.  

Already the irst years of the existence of independent Ukraine showed world outlook 
contradictions laid in the most russiied institute of the Soviet society, i.e., the army. As the 
army was the main carrier of the Soviet ideology then the inluence of the given structure 
on the formation of the Anti-Ukrainian values and beliefs of the closed city inhabitants was 
in many respects deining. he Soviet liminal period provoked the situation of an ideologi-
cal vacuum that was subsequently illed with the reinterpreted pre-revolutionary practices 
and imperial symbols. he updated narrative of Sevastopol as “the city of russian military 
glory” became the most demanded tool in the conditions of the local struggle against the 
Ukrainian discourse. he so-called war of memory places shows how radical the character 
of the local russian political project developed in the conditions of the Ukrainian state is.

French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs believed that group memory is most visible in 
actions on immortalization [26]. So the creation by a group of some symbols or material 
carriers of memory is predetermined by the existing frameworks of collective memory. 
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According to Maurice Halbwachs’s idea, there are as many collective memories are there 
are groups. Difering visions of certain events inluencing a substantial part of political 
projects of various groups can actually provoke the conlicts of memory concepts.

he situation with Sevastopol is an excellent chance to observe the competition of car-
riers of two identity types such as imperial and Ukrainian. he contrast of the directions of 
national political projects makes it impossible to reach an intergroup consensus concern-
ing the symbols designing identity. It is impossible to speak about the rapprochement of 
positions in the conditions of an uncompromising opposition. It is much more likely that 
the representatives of both groups will use all possible means to deprive each other of the 
ideological bases regarding their coexistence in one cultural space. when looking at the 
example of Belarusian Gomel one can see the use of the “enslavement” mechanism and 
the deprivation of the voice of “the Other” by entering him into the semiotics system so 
typical for the representatives of the title nation. when dealing with Sevastopol one im-
mediately notices mutual “deleting” of group memories. he simplest way of eliminating 
a dangerous contender attacking the identity of the other is by erecting its own places of 
the memory alien to the hostile inluence. he disintegration of the USSr let a deep trace 
in the consciousness of Sevastopol inhabitants. he reconstruction of the new imperial 
identity denying the right of Ukrainians to carry out an independent memory policy be-
came an alternative to the dissolution in the Ukrainian project. he researcher of the com-
memorative consciousness phenomenon Pierre Nora considers the term “memory place” 
an adequate metaphor representing those elements of collective memory which consoli-
date group identity [30]. Applying the paradigm ofered by Pierre Nora, it is possible to say 
that both material carriers of memory (monuments, architectural structures, works of art 
etc.) and pieces of spiritual culture  recognized by all members of society (a song, folklore, 
ceremonies etc.) could serve as places of memory for this or that group.

he hymn of Sevastopol is an example of a memory place exposed to the intensive 
inluences from carriers of two types of confronting identities. In 1954 Soviet composer 
Vano Muradeli in co-authorship with poet Peter Gradov created the composition “Legend-
ary Sevastopol” to commemorate the 100th anniversary of the irst heroic defense of the 
city. he song contained the refrain “Sevastopol, Sevastopol is the pride of russian sea-
men” that excluded the possibility of various perceptions of the “national” component of 
the city identity. In 1994 the song was proclaimed the hymn of the city by the decision of 
the Sevastopol city council of People’s Deputies [10]. In 2006 the hymn became another 
Ukrainian-russian stumbling block because of the emergence of the Ukrainian variant 
of the text. he author of the new hymn version and at the same time the captain of the 
Ukrainian Naval Forces Miroslav Mamchak did not just present a direct translation of 
the russian text. He added basic plots of Ukrainian history such as Kiev prince Vladimir, 
christening of russia, Cossack valor, etc.  On top of that the Ukrainian version contained 
no reference to the heroism of russian sailors. representatives of the russian community 
in Ukraine treated it as mockery.
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he second indicative example of the struggle of the symbolical representations of 
two political projects in space of Sevastopol is the erection of the monument to the rus-
sian empress Catherine II. he doctrine of the supporters of the russian world ideologem 
clearly identiies the key role of the empress in the creation of Sevastopol. However, this 
has not been proved by real historical facts. he obvious discrepancy of the facts did not 
prevent pro-russian Sevastopol inhabitants from initiating the erection of the monument 
to Catherine II on the threshold of the city’s 225th anniversary. Despite the direct resis-
tance of the authorities, active members of the russian block opened the monument to the 
“founder” of the city. he installation of the monument took place in uneasy political con-
ditions. he immediate dismantle of the monument was prevented only by the presence of 
several hundred persons including Cossacks, deputies of the city council and Sevastopol 
inhabitants. In later years this monument to Catherine II became the object of an attack 
of unknown persons forcing pro-russian Cossacks to bear the round-the-clock sentry 
around the monument. he answer of the city authorities to the illegal arbitrariness of the 
representatives of russian community was quite similar. he same day, June 15th, 2008, the 
monument to the Ukrainian hetman Peter Sagajdachny was erected in Gagarinsky district 
of Sevastopol. he importance of that event was strengthened by the solemn address of the 
president of Ukraine V. Jushchenko read by the city head Sergey Kunitsyn. when address-
ing the people present at the monument opening S. Kunitsyn declared “that now nobody 
has doubts that Sevastopol is the Ukrainian city” [7]. 

he examples of confrontation on the symbolical ield described above should be con-
nected with the increase of the role of group identities of russians and Ukrainians liv-
ing in Sevastopol. So, the researcher of ethnopolitical processes of mutiny and conlicts 
T.Garr believes that the increase of intergroup intensity depends on three external fac-
tors: 1) the acuteness of a group’s infringement in comparison with other groups; 2) the 
degree of cultural diferences between a group and other groups with which the given 
group co-operates; 3) the sharpness of the conlict with other groups and the state [6]. he 
Sevastopol case suggests that there is an externally inspired destabilizing aspiration from 
the former mother country trying to satisfy its geopolitical ambitions by stimulating inter-
ethnic intensity. In particular, the so-called language problem of the Crimea which seems 
to be a constant preoccupation of high-ranking russian oicials is obviously exaggerated 
for Sevastopol. researchers observe the language disparity in the Crimea in favor of the 
russian language, “he cumulative circulation of newspapers in Ukrainian, Crimean-Tatar 
and all other languages makes only 5 % of the total amount” [21]. According to the research 
results, the rest of the Crimean press consists of publications in russian. he situation is 
quite similar with the use of the Ukrainian language in the education system. Hence, 95,6% 
of pupils in the Crimea receive education in russian [21]. Accordingly, the argument about 
the language discrimination of russians as the strongest (quantity wise) ethnic group 
making 58,3 % of the aggregate number of Crimea inhabitants is quite manipulative. he 
aggravation of the conlict with the second largest ethnic group including the Ukrainian 
inhabitants of the peninsula is possible only as a result of some drama event. However, at 
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the same time the approaching of the russian Federation Black Sea navy withdrawal date 
in 2017 from the Crimea transforms this territory into the object of information inluence. 
Such a conclusion helps to understand the mechanism of penetration to the ideological 
territory of the former colony of the imperial discourse destructive for the Ukrainian state-
hood. On the one hand, the intensiication of rituals to immortalize the heroes of the rus-
sian narrative is caused by the increase of the role of the group identity needing its own 
available places of memory. On the other hand, liking of certain social groups in relation 
to russian ideology can be justiied by the use of purposeful actions of the former mother 
country aspiring to disintegrate Ukrainian society. Both the irst and the second variants 
do not mutually exclude each other and they actually can promote a more successful ad-
vancement of “russian” neoimperial values in Belarusian society.

hus, the Sevastopol monument to Empress Catherine II erected in 2008 upon the 
initiative of the active members of the russian nationalist organizations is quite interest-
ing from the point of view of visualization of colonial meanings. Belarusian researcher 
A.Kazakevich notes that the most supericial level of relection over the subordinated ob-
ject within the framework of the colonial discourse is the imposing of functionality upon 
it for “the other”. It means that the colonized object is intended “to provide space for the 
mother country activity” and to be ideologically connected to it [11]. In this context the 
main function of the monument to Catherine put up in Sevastopol is the transmitting of 
imperial meanings. he bronze monument created in the style of pseudo classicism with 
the total height of 6,35m identiies the colonial status of Sevastopol. It is expressed in the 
inscription on the top part of the pedestal, “he decree about the founding of Sevastopol 
(…) by this we declare our will to build the following  fortiications: … a big Sevastopol 
Fortress where nowadays Akhtiyar is and where there should be Admiralty, a shipyard for  
the irst rank ships, a port and a military settlement. EKATErINA”. Analysis of the given 
text message reveals the directive character of the relations between the centre and the 
periphery the tasks of which include the realization of the will imposed from above. he 
empire displayed in the monument to Catherine gives accurate instructions about the mis-
sion of the future settlement. Aggressive locking on new cultural bases is seen in the prece-
dence of the organization of the military infrastructure (a fortress, a shipyard, a port, and 
a military settlement). Nothing is said about any partner and equal contacts between the 
mother country and the colony as only the unconditional and categorical discourse of the 
imperial power permeates the whole text. One more interesting feature of the text message 
is the ignoring by the monument founders of the local context set by the frameworks of the 
Ukrainian political project. An actually authoritative style of the message on Catherine’s 
monument underlines the reduced subjectness of Sevastopol which is denied the right to 
independence. hus, the fate of the abandoned southern capital of the empire is the eternal 
border condition. According to its complex mythologem Sevastopol carries out the role of 
the advanced post of the empire standing on the civilization break. Consequently, the ide-
ologem of the guarding city protecting the empire from external threats cannot be entered 
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into the frameworks of the anti-imperial Ukrainian political project. hese ideas found 
their relection in the monument to the russian empress Catherine II.

he research of neoimperial symbolical representations in the postcolonial conditions 
of Gomel and Sevastopol points at diferent tendencies in the designing of the city space 
of both cities. Due to the existing diferences in practices used to immortalize the cultural 
heroes of the russian narrative Gomel and Sevastopol represent two diferent models used 
to visualize imperial discourses. So the mechanism of entering outstanding empire ig-
ures into the category of transcultural heroes belonging to both russians and Belarusians 
is characteristic of Gomel. Such a tendency is determined by the one-sided direction of 
neoimperial and oicial Belarusian political projects. his strategy of the reinterpretation 
of colonial senses allows to avoid confrontational displays at the stage of society’s lumi-
nal condition. Ukrainian Sevastopol allows to see the semiology of the so-called war of 
memory places. he monuments to russian statesmen aimed at preserving the colonial 
condition of the city’s cultural landscape contradict the Ukrainian national project that is 
anticolonial in essence. As a matter of fact, the forming of the local russian counter project 
aspiring to de-legitimize the Ukrainian presence in the city of “russian military glory” 
takes place in Sevastopol. 
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Notes
1 Main postulates of the oicial political project are relected in the ideology of the Belarusian 

state consolidating Soviet values such as collectivism, social equality, paternalist setting, and 
state patriotism in mass consciousness.

2 he heroic deed of Gnat Shevchenko, a sailor-hero of the Crimean war, who protected lieuten-
ant Birilev with his body from the bullet is very well known.

3 Encyclopedias and biographical research provide information that the initiative to build a new 
town in Akhtiyar bay in 1783 belonged to Foma Fomich Mackkenzie (Scott homas Macken-
zie) [23,23].

4 he journalist of “he russian world Newspaper” Pavel Dulman said that “due to the clashes 
between the mayor of Sevastopol and deputies of the city council the event was almost turned 
into a secret event. he white cover was removed from the monument in the morning at half 
past seven according to local time.” [8]
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mission are the following:
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– Disseminate and popularize the results of the study of social transformation processes in the 

region. 
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