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Theeightics—atime,whennationalism secemed
tohavedisappeared at lcast in Europe - meant
a very innovative period for the studics of
nationalism, when some classic work on this
field has been published (Anderson 1983, Gell-
ner 1983, Hroch 1985, Hobsbawm 1990). After
the collapse of socialism this qualitative up-
swingwithintheresearchchangedintoaquan-
titative upturn. Since 1989, since “the year of
history” (Peter Handke) it has been constantly
stated with a feeling of great emotional disap-
pointment: “that waves of nationalism has
formed in a totally unexpected way within the
general political change, that were striving for
democracy and modernization” (Schramm 1992:
325).

This sudden and abrupt revival or reawak-
ening of national feelings in Eastern Europe
produced enormous theoretical interest within
the studies of nationalism.' However, certain
dissatisfaction with these theories or at least
with some models of interpretation cannot be
hidden away. I think, that dominant explanato-
ry models for the present Eastern European
nationalism are often shaky or oversimplified.
To give some examples: There are doubts as to
whether, what is now called Eastern European

nationalism, simply (and exclusively)describes
a “natural” consequence of an ideological void
or a kind of reaction to socialism (Beyme 1994,
Franzke 1993). One finds a “typical” explana-
tion “which speaks of a re-nationalization or
even re-ethnicization” and puts these phenom-
ena down to an oppressed ethnic identity (Hond-
rich 1994). Other analysis’ emphasize “the re-
turn of pre-modern forms of identity”.?2 Some
interpretations, again, depict Eastern Europe-
an nationalism as a symbolic escape “from the
unmanageable ‘New’ to the apparently safc
‘Old” (Reemtsma 1996: 356). And, it is doubtful,
whether the current situation in the Balkan
can be explained alone through the outbreak of
historically-based ethnic hostilities (Dahren-
dorf 1996: 195).

These examples clearly indicate a certain
theoreticaland methodologicalstagnationwith-
in today’s studies of Eastern European nation-
alism, and could be rightly considered as an
oversimplification of a much more complex his-
torical and political situation. Almost ten years
after the collapse of socialism we can and should
state that the social and political development
in the Eastern European countries is much
more difficult than we envisaged it in the polit-
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ical cuphoria of the carly ninctics. It means, we
nced other approaches and theories, we have to
look for more plausible and striking models and
interpretations in order to explain a phenome-
non which we call ‘Eastern European national-
ism’ or ‘post-socialist nationalism’.

As a first step in this direction one has to
examine how the ubiquitous, almost mechani-
cal image ofthe Eastern Buropean nationalism
emcrged afterthebreakdown of socialism, and,
what contents were transmitted within this
image. Obviously, historical processes and po-
litical violence played a decisive role in this
pereeption of Eastern [Burope: the Balkan war,
the military conflicts in the former Soviet Un-
ion, the scparation of Czechoslovakia, the polit-
ical conflict in Moldavia, the all over present
anti-Semitism and racism against Gypsis, or,
the constant tension and collisions over the
minority-rights from the Baltic States to Tran-
sylvania, or, the different scparatist political
and cultural movements in the Eastern Euro-
pean region, and so on. Jacques Rupnik offered
a historical explanation, which cnjoyed greatl
popularityin the media and politics, and served
as aground for many other interpretations. His
famous statement — “The return of history is
also the return of the nationalistic demons
which one thought long burried” (Rupnik 1990:
135) — pointed to the traditional roots of East-
ern European, nationalism and regarded the
post-socialist condition as being its return. The
return of history became a pervasive metaphor
but today the explanatory power of this meta-
phor seems to be doubtful. First of all, because
there are no “nationalistic demons” all over in
Eastern Europe, nationalism, and nationalis-
tic politics play different roles in different
regions of Eastern Europe. The new political
and social order in Eastern Europe cannot
generally be defined as nationalist. National-
ist, political movements are central to politics
in only some countries. In many post-socialist
states they are more likely to appear at the
periphery of the politicallandscape. But at the
same time we have torecognize that since the
politicalchanges the nation is a basic political
and social model of orientation everywhere in
this region of Europe. “The Nation and the
national state [became] once again the anchor
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ofhopeforalotof pecople” (Langewicsche 1995:
100).

Eastern European socicties have discovered
or rediscovered the nation as a political idea,
and as a social ideal. This discovery and/or
rediscovery of nation happens in the form of
vivid and sufficient social and cultural dis-
courses. Within theses discourses different so-
cial and political groups try to describe and to
define what is the nation, they try to set up
models of national culture and national identi-
ty, they discuss issucs of cultural feelings of
belonging, they deal in the context of current
political devclopments with the question the
‘national self’, with the process of cultural and
political ‘othering’. But bchind all different top-
ics and issues, these discourses concentrate
first of all on the problems and dilemmas of
national history and of historical past, and at
the same time they produce a pervasive symbol-
ic conncction between history, the past and the
current politics. In other words: after the col-
lapse of socialism a ‘discourse of the national’
has been cmerging all over Eastern Europe,
which is based on the reflexive conjunction
between this discourse and the “new” politics. It
means, that the ‘discourse of the national’serves
not only for discussing historical events and
processes of the past, but it sets political catego-
ries and creates cultural symbols for political
use as well.

Consequently, my thesis is: It is not enough
to search for, or to acknowledge only the classi-
cal forms of political nationalism in order to
understand and interpret the present social
and political situation in postsocialist Eastern
European countries. The ‘discourse of the na-
tional’ should rather come into the focus of
ethnological research. Weshould try to describe
the language, the topics, the strategies and the
logic of this discourse; we should analyze its
main categories and its symbolic mechanism in
order to understand the political and social
order of postsocialist societies. If we do not talk
about ‘Eastern European nationalism’in gener-
al, if we focus rather on the ‘discourse of the
national’, then we have to find other approach-
es, other explanatory models, which could shed
light on the cultural logic of the ‘national’ or
nationalism and trace its social and symbolic



functions within the new political context of

postsocialism.And thisis what1try to do in this
paper.”

‘The Discourse of the National’ — Some

Theoretical Remarks

A ‘discoursc’ is a socio-cultural phenomenon,
which is differently defined and interpreted
within social and human sciences.' There are
different discourses in every society. They over-
lap and complement cach other, they merge and
fuse, or, they contradict cach other. ach dis-
coursc is demarcated by its own topic and inter-
nal rules as well as by the relation to other
discourses. The discourses are produced as well
as performed through politics, media, science
and the academic world. They can model, influ-
ence and determine the way of thinking in a
society. They consist of verbal forms, of texts,
categorics and conceptions as well as of cultural
knowledge, of symbolic actions or rituals. That
means that every discourse is a system of think-
ing and argumentation. ‘Argumentation’, in
this case, does not only refer {0 the verbal level
but also to the level of practice of the discourse.

However, this kind of understanding of the
‘discourse’ which is prevalent within cultural

studies points not only to the organization of

knowledge or to the meaning of these concep-
tions. It also considers the way those organiza-
tions are produced — the discursive practice.
Each discourse produces extensive socio-cul-
tural vocabularies — a series “of coherent defini-
tions, ideas and metaphors, which enable the
individuals to organize and classify the diversi-
ty of their social perceptions according to gener-
al categories. They are empowered to act con-
sistently” (Tenbruck 1990: 22). The different
components of a discourse are interwoven and
produce a “discursive formation” or a symbolic
space in the society. The for every society imper-
ative unity and capability of political action
(Reinhart Koselleck) is created through differ-
ent discourses and their vocabularies as well as
withinthesymbolic space. Thesocial consensus
of political action does not emerge from itself, it
is a product of political and symbolic negotia-
tion between social groups and individuals with-
in each discourse. Hence, the discourse does not

simply “mirror the interests of a single class.
Onc and the same discourse can be used by
groups with different and even contradictory
class interests” (Hall 1994a: 153; Risen 1994
3). Within the same discourse “different and
cven contradictory” fields ofknowledge are pro
duced. Certainly, not every ficld of knowledge
contains the ‘Lruth’ or is socially feasible. Thus
powerful political and symbolic fights over the
truth of knowledge take place within cvery
discoursce. Since truth is constructed and at the
same time controlled by the social reality, the
truth which is created in a discourse and real
ized in social practice means power (IFoucault
1980: 201). Accordingly, the particular groups
and social subjects try to make their verbal and
symbolic knowledge ‘become true’ in order to
exercise (political) power.

The ‘discoursc of the national’ indicates that
we are not simply confronted with a political,
ideological or cultural nationalism in contem
porary Eastern Europe. We should rather deal
with the question of how different meanings,
concepls and categorics, “which influence and
organize ourbehavior aswell as ourview about
oursclves” (Hall 1994b: 201), are created in the
social and political space of post-socialism. In
other words: In the‘discourse of the national’, a
certain way of thinking, a cultural system, a
symbolic space and a certain political and social
reality is constructed (Spencer 1990), where
people can politically and socially interact. The
discourse analysis traces the relations between
ideological and cultural conceptions of the so-
cial world, symbolic constructions, cultural proc-
esses and the political interpretation of social
order. These contexts play a constituing role
especially in the case of post-socialist societies
in Eastern Europe.

The discourses of a certain society can only
work through particular cultural forms. To put
it differently: Cultural forms are those means
which help to depict the topics, conceptions and
strategies of the discourse. All discourse con-
sists of the same potential cultural forms. The
latter are nonetheless applied in different con-
figurations withinthe different discourses. The
basic cultural forms of discourse are shaped
firstly by verbal and written as well as political
and scientific/academic texts — i.e. political
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speeches, discussions, debates, books, articles,
essays cte. They constitute the linguistic level
of the discourse. Secondly, the forms consist of
social and cultural rituals — i.c. political and
cultural events, national holidays and histori-
cal remembrance days as well as symbolic per-
formances of memory, cte. They describe the
ritual level of the discourse. Thirdly, the basic
cultural forms of the discourse are molded by
the visual depiction and representation by the
media —i.c. films, exhibitions, cte. They render
the visual level of the discourse.”

According to these forms we can distinguish
three mechanisms of the discourse: the textual-
izing, ritualizing and the visualizing mecha-
nism. Certainly, in practice it is impossible to
clearly separate the different forms and mech-
anism {rom each other. They are entangled in
each other and depict the specific topics of the
discourses.® Since different discursive forms
arc applied in different configuration, scmantic
and pragmalic rclations between the forms,
themecs and strategics of a discourse arc devel-
oped and strengthened. On the one hand dis-
cursive forms work as a ‘cultural filter’. Certain
topics and motives of a discourse are pushed
into the fore, whilst others retreat into the
background. In this way the semantic accent of
adiscourse takes shape and alters. On the other
hand the ‘strength of representation’ of each
discursive form varies according to the particu-
lar themes and their abstractness. For exam-
ple, there are topics and motives, which should
be represented in a ritualized form within ‘the
discourse of the national’ while others find more
suitable presentation for example in the visual
form. Hence discourses need extensive and di-
verse configurations of each discursive form,
whichhave to be in harmony with the different
topics of the discourse in order to reach as many
groups as possible within one society.

Contents and topics of a discourse can be
described on different levels of abstraction. For
instance, it could rightly be stated thatthe focal
point within today’s Eastern European ‘dis-
course of the national’ are common abstract
terms and categories like national identity or
the process of coming to term with the past.”
But at the same time there are concrete and
special topics of each (national) discourse, like

172

for example Katyn, the conflicts between Po-
land and the Ukraine or the progrom in Kiclce
in 1948 in the Polish discourse, or, in the case of
Slovakia, the role of the Slovak state in the
interwar period, the national upheaval against
the fascist regime or the so called “language-
law” would be central to the discourse. The
characteristics ofthe IHTungariandiscourse could
be the minority rights, the revolution of 1956 or
“the Hungarian way” of socialism. But if we
concentrate on the categorical net alone, or on
the different topics of a national discourse, we
cannot describe the cultural logic and the se-
mantic structure of the discourse. Thercfore, I
think, we should analyze first of all the strate-
gics of the discourse in order to gain an under-
standing of'its logic and structure. These strat-
egies are cultural and symbolic mechanisms
which take up different themes and contents
and bring the latter (consistently) together,
contextualize and problematize them in certain
forms.*

The Strategies of the Discourse

Thetocal point of the ‘discourse of the national’
is history seen as an “interpreted time”, as a
“cultural representation of the past” (Zerubavel
1994: 105). However, history is not simply de-
picted in post-socialism, it is represented in a
reflexive way. The reflexive representation of
history has several historical and political be-
ginnings as well as reasons, which evolved
within the context of the political and social
transformation as a symbolic reaction to social-
ism. On the one hand there is the common
experience of Eastern European societies that
their own history and past during socialism was
falsified and rewritten or even destroyed. On
theotherhandthereisthepublicand politically
motivated opinion that the symbolic aim of
socialism was the destruction of the national
history, and — at the same time — the construc-
tion of an ideologically homogenized history. On
the basis of these experiences came a ‘theoret-
ical’ foundation of the discourse into being. It is
a common view all over in Eastern Europe that
the socialist ideology misrepresented the ‘his-
torical truth’, annihilated the ‘objective histor-
ical truth’, and symbolically destroyed the ‘his-



torical reality’. ‘Historical truth’ and ‘historical
reality’ arc represented here as entities, which
create the philosophical (and political) antithe-
sisof'socialism. Socialism has been represented
as an idecology, or as an idcological system,
while post-socialism is characterized as a polit-
ical and social order based on historical truth
and reality. But ‘truth’ and ‘historical reality’
are rcepresented not only as philosophical or
epistemological categorics; ‘Aruth’ and ‘histori-
cal reality’ designate the moral basis of a ‘new
socicly’.!

Within this particular historical, philosoph-
ical and political context the central issuc of the
discourscis the ‘objective’ representation of the
national history. It is onc of the most important
political, moral and symbolic demands of post-
socialist societies. Thus the discursive practice
of the new Eastern European socictics points to
the reconstruction of the historical reality and
objectivity, to the repair of the ‘damaged’ histo-
ry, to regain the ‘stolen’ history and focuses on
its reproduction or new interpretation. We can
distinguish three main strategics of the post-
socialist ‘discourse of the national’, which are
closely linked to each other and used to inter-
pret history ‘objectively’. I would define the
strategies as: restoration, reconstruction and
mythologization of history.

Restoration

The metaphor of ‘restoration’ is based on the
experience and deep-seated conviction of many
Eastern European social groups that socialism
caused great symbolic damages to history. On
theone hand certain facts, events and processes
were erased and excluded from history, and
became historical taboos in socialist times.
Hence, they wereleft to fall into social oblivion.
On the other hand the ‘national history’ was
suppressed generally and replaced by ‘socialist’
history. Accordingly, revision, correction and
restoration of ideologically and politically moti-
vated misrepresentations of history became a
central political and moral issue of this dis-
course.

Restoration means in this context the recov-
ery and representation of missing historical
experiences, it aims at the ‘completion’ of histo-

ry. L means for the practice of discourse that
historical processes and events are put into a
new light, and that the semantic emphasis’ gets
altered. Events, which were until then situated
atl the ‘periphery of history’ or which were ta
boos or kept sceret, suddenly are interpreted as
central issues of a ‘new’ and ‘real’ history, and
vice versa. For example, the cruclties of the Red
Army during and after the Second World War,
the political horror of socialism, the work camps
and the Gulags, the political trials, the expul
sions and exccutions, thetorture, the ‘tradition
al’ethnic and national conflicts, or, Trianon, the
peace treaty after the First World War and its
political and historical consequences for Cen-
tral-Europe and the Balkan, etc. Al the same
time series of historical situations and occur-
rences which previously described the core of
history, have becn marginalized or even stig-
matized after the collapse of socialism. For
cxample, feasts and heroes of the communist
movement, the political role of communist par-
tics beforc and during the Second World War,
and so on.

After the collapse of socialism a new form of
history emerged in post-socialist countrics,
which plays a central role in the process of
symbolic restoration of history. Numerous au-
tobiographies, diaries, life story narratives and
historical memories were published in the past
few years everywhere in Eastern Europe. In
these literary and documentary texts (and also
films) people as representatives of suppressed
social groups rememberthepast,andillustrate
the historical “reality” of socialism through
their individual fate and their own life history.
But these verbal and visual texts are not simply
memories but “testimonies”. Testimony is a
specific kind of memory. Its constitutive charac-
teristic is to approach another person, to im-
press the listener, to talk to the whole commu-
nity (Felman-Laub 1992: 204). It is commonly
known that the “socialist” history was an ideo-
logically homogenized one, and only the official-
ly construed and politically manipulated histo-
ry was permitted for the public in socialist
times. There was one “great narrative” of histo-
ry and alternative interpretations of it were
excluded from the public discourse of socialism.
After the political changes social groups which
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had no place within this “great narrative of
socialist history”, were raising their voices Lo
tell their own historical experiences, and these
voices gained particularsignificance within the
process of symbolic restoration of “objective”
history. In these memories and testimonies, the
ways and principles of the socialist everyday
life arcdescribed from different social and polit-
ical perspectives (peasants and workers, pris-
oncrs and persccuted intellectuals, cte.), and
the daily harassment and experiences of sup-
pression has been told in form of different
narratives. In short, the symbolic restorationof
history points at representation of lost, ideolog-
ically stigmatized and political marginalized
experiences and everyday realitics of different
social groups.

This “history {rom below” originally aimed at
the presentation of repressed plurality and
plurivocality of historical and cultural percep-
tions in socialism. In this way the homogencous
construction of the official “socialist” history
had to be amended and restored. Today, we can
establish the fact, that the discovery of this new
dimension of history has been followed by addi-
tional theoretical and symbolic consequences,
which could easily be utilized for political pur-
poses. First of all I have to refer to the fact, that
the symbolic restoration contributed not only to
“completion of the history” but that it also
produced a new way of historical perception.
The endeavor to modify the socialist idea of
homogeneous history, to individualize and plu-
ralize history led to a perception and represen-
tation of history where the microperspectives
andtheparticular focus’ of different social groups
became in hegemonic role. This is a new (polit-
ical and cultural) idea of history, which makes
impossible to tell or to represent one “great
narrative” of history. Since the collapse of so-
cialism, history gradually vanishes behind in-
dividual fates and particularlife worlds in East-
ern Europe. “Great” contexts or historical mac-
roperspectives become invisible and the par-
ticular group-memories will be separated from
their original historical context.

To put this process in theoretical terms:
History is being decentralized (Conrad-Kessel
1994), the past is symbolically “privatized” and
“disintegrated” (Ankerschmit 1996). Nonethe-
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less this ‘postmodern’ decentralization and pri-
vatization of the past fulfill a specific function
within post-socialism. They aredirected against
the official “socialist” understanding ol history.
They attempt o construct an “other” history
throughindividual and specificexperiences and
memories of different social groups. The inte-
grative power of this “other” history — which is
supposed to connect thedifferentlife narratives
consistently and thus construct history — is
produced by exclusion, repression and suflfer-
ing, fcar, pain and emotion as collective conse-
quences of the marginalized and stigmatized
social and political situation. The discursive
representation of suppressed life worlds creat-
cd a symbolic space where the history of social-
ism is represented as a history of suffcring, as
a permanent and continuous burden, pain and
miscry of the whole socicty.

Here emerges a new interpretation of histo-
ry or the post-socialist historical understand-
ing, which shows the suppression, the opposi-
tionand thestruggle ofthe whole socicly against
socialism. But this interpretation has nothing
to do with historical and political “reality” of
socialism, it is rather an imagined history and
past. But it allows of representation of history
as something substantial, that has to be defend-
ed against socialism. This “philosophy of histo-
ry” gradually caused a very important symbolic
demarcation in post-socialist countrics. The
idea that socialism did not only suppress single
groups but put the whole society under political
duress, has slowly gained ground. Hence, the
society, which had turned against the political
system of socialism, provides the scene for the
truehistoryor historical reality. In that way two
versions of history has been produced. On the
one hand there is the “true” history, which was
kept in particular life worlds, in a kind of “social
privacy”, in the hidden life worlds of the nation.
On the other hand there is the “falsified” histo-
ry, which was created by the political system of
socialism for the social and political public. In
this symbolic opposition the “true” history is
necessarily the national history, the history of
thenation and the falsified historyis the social-
ist history. The history of political suppression
inthatwayturnedinto the history ofthe nation
and became the moral ground of the post-social-



ist social order. And the process ol symbolic
restoration turned particular group memories
into national history (Assmann 1988: 11) and in
that way suppressed all the other historical
perception and representation,

Reconstruction

The discursive strategy of “reconstruction” is
grounded on the imagination, that “history”
was not only damaged but was totally ruined
and destroyed during socialism. It means that
socialism had created interpretative (rame-
works, idcas and narratives of different histor-
ical events which are fictitious, wrong and sim-
ply a lic. Accordingly, reconstruction means the
removal and abolition of false historical inter-
pretations and thercby the restoration of the
historical truth — the explanation and under-
standing of the “real” history. The symbolic
reconstruction of history focuses on different
historical periods, processes and events, topics,
dates and protagonists of the past which were
in socialism marginalized and which could play
a substantial and meaningful symbolic role in
the creation of a new post-socialist socicty.
Conscquently streets and public squares, {or
example, were renamed everywhere in former
socialist countries after the political change.
Hence, historical events and protagonists got
erased {rom the historical “mental map” of a
city. Former ritual and ritualized places or lieux
de memoire of urban space are reconstructed
(Azaryahm 1991). The effect of those changes is
a ncw symbolic texture of strcet names and
places of remembrance. They describe the dif-
ferent, and reconstructed historical horizon for
everyday life. The demand to abolish the false
historical interpretation and o reconstruct the
historical truth reveals a further leitmotiv: The
‘pollution’ of history, which occurred under so-
cialism, has to be removed. ‘Purity’is a cultural
conception, it is based on a strong understand-
ing of social order. One has to know, that things
have theirright place and what is allowed to be
done and what not, etc. (Douglas 1966). In
regard to this understanding, for example, the
socialist monuments were removed from the
public squares in Budapest and exhibit in an
“open air museum”, which some years ago
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opened in the outskirts of the city. In this way
the city’s appearance and history were “puri

fied”. A polluted fragment ofthe past and histo

ry is locked up in a symbolic ghetto. It was not
simply destroyed but put into its “right” place.
Hence, re-construction of history mecans re

creation of the “original” order, of the historical
truth,thereturningto formerororiginal condi

tions.

Ifone “knows”, what wasthe “original” order
and what is the “historical truth” then one has
only to select those traces and remnants of past
which suit the desired aim. Thus reconstruc
tion also describes a process of politically and
idcologically motivated sclection. Accordingly,
il is not “¢he” history or the “historical truth”
which is re-constructed, rather, elements and
components of the imagined past are selected
and rc-presentced. The “pre-socialist” political
and social order, and especially the interwar
period give a good example of this selective
perception of historical past. The interwar peri-
od has been idecalistically, romantically and
nostalgically rcvalued. It appears to be the
“golden age” of Central Europe. For some coun-
tries in this region the interwar period is a time,
when their own national state was founded or
re-founded. After the collapse of socialism the
interwar period has been reconstructed as the
last historical period of national independence
and political democracy, as a time, when the
nation was not repressed and dominated by
socialism.

Within this interpretative framework former
politicians and “protagonists” are called into
the collective memory and their political ideol-
ogy and philosophy of social and cultural order
has been reinterpreted. For example: Miklés
Horthy, who was the Hungarian administrator
and a long standing as well as faithful ally of
Hitler. By 1938 he had already signed the laws
against the Jews. He had sent divisions of the
Hungarian army off to the Russian front side to
fight with the Nazi Wehrmacht. However, to-
day he is not depicted as a fascist politician but
as a tragic hero of history, who was torn be-
tween two power blocs (Germany and Soviet
Union) and dictatorships (Socialism and Fas-
cism) and who wanted to save national inde-
pendence. The Rumanian dictator, Antonescu
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is also not remembered as a follower of Fascism
and Nazi-Germany bul as a politician who had
rcconquered ancient, historical Rumanian ter-
ritories. Tiso, the leader of the fascist Slovakia,
is celebrated as the founderof the Slovak state.
The fascist and dictatorial character of the
interwar period is, of course, not reconstructed,
it is glossed over and transfigured.

The history of the Iolocaust in Bastern Eu-
rope is an other example of that, what recon-
struction really means. There is almost no com-
ment within the post-socialist ‘discourse of the
national’ on the legal and political discrimina-
tion against the Jews and the ubiquitous anti-
Semitism of those times. The Holocaust and
therefore the political and social responsibility
of these societies is hardly ever mentioned.
Instead, it is “re-constructed” that the Jews
were solely persccuted by Germans and that
only the Nazis are responsible for the Holo-
caust. It is further “re-constructed” that, for
example, the Jews (rom the Bukovina survived
because they were sent to Rumanian and not
German concentration camps. Also, it was “re-
constructed” that the people in Hungary did not
know anything about the deportations and es-
pecially about the concentration camps. The
Holocaust is not denied in post-socialist East-
ern Europe but is not particularly remembered.
One could succinctly say that the Holocaust
does not belong to the historical memory of the
Eastern European nations. Theexplanation for
thissilence is that the cultural forms of memory
do not provide the means to critically examine
the horror of the Holocaust. The perpetrators
cannot remember and the victims cannot forget
— the memory has been “frozen”. The thesis of
the petrified and frozen memory is an impor-
tant symbolic means of the re-construction of
history. With its help an attempt is made to
exclude the Holocaust from the national histo-
ry. The Holocaustis depicted as a tragicevent of
history, where the “alien” Jews were persecuted
and murdered by the “alien” Germans. Conse-
quently, the Holocaust is no longer part of the
national history. Therefore the nation cannot
(and if only in a limited way) remember the
Holocaust.

Another object of reconstruction are the his-
torical dates — dates of national celebration as
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well as national commemoration and holidays.
They provide the temporal horizon of history or
the symbolic space of the historical time. To put
it differently: Within the ‘discourse of the na-
tional’ a web of historical dates is reconstructed
and at the same time reinterpreted. This web or
these historical dates are especially important
since they describe those aspects of social life
where people are encountering the temporal
horizon of history through symbolic and ritual-
ized behavior (Riisen 1994: 6). For example the
23rd of August — the day when Rumania went
over Lo the allics in 1944 — has recently been
intensely disputed in Rumania. The 23rd of
August was declared on the onc hand as a
national holiday, on the other hand il was per-
ceived as the starting point of the national
tragedy of socialism. The 4th of April, the offi-
cial datec of Hungary’s liberation almost disap-
peared from the post-socialist historical hori-
zon. Thereby the fact vanished, that the libera-
tion meant the end of the war, which had signi-
fied for many of the social groups the end of
persecution and suppression and, first of all,
the end of the Holocaust. Other dates became
central in history, for example: the 23rd of
October, the day when the revolution broke out
in 1956, or, the 20th of August, the day of
national commemoration, which date was re-
constructed as the ritualized memory of the
foundation of the Hungarian state (Nieder-
miiller 1997).

Hence, reconstruction points here to the dis-
cursive setting of another temporal horizon
which reconstructs and interprets the histori-
cal processes and events by itself and thus
depicts the “historical truth”. And it means,
that the reconstruction of history turns into
something mythical (Burke 1991:295). Certain
politicians and ideologies as well as social insti-
tution of an earlier historical time get isolated
from their political activity, ideological mean-
ing and function, or, they are taken out of their
former political and social context and ‘fitted
into’ another political and social context. The
reconstruction describes the political as well as
social de-contextualization and the simultane-
ous re-contextualization of historical actors,
events and time-periods. This symbolic and
discursive process enables a shift of emphasis



in history and in the past, in order to “re-
construct” ot new and mythic image of history.
Within the political, academic and discursive
practice of post-socialist countries the demand
for anobjective reconstruction of history means
to eradicate or — more precisely — Lo “excavate”
history. There it describes the process of “evac-
uation and hollowing. Old bones arc taken
apart and arc put together in relation to each
other. Furthermore, they arc exhumed and the
place of excavation is becoming purified. Exca-
vation means to dig very deep in order to uncov-
er and disposc of the refuse of the past” (Gid-
dens 1993: 459). Anthony Gidden’s metaphor of
excavation is very striking for this discursive
strategy. There the post-socialist history has to
be dug out and purified, and the refuse of
socialism must also be disposed of.

Mythologization

The third discursive strategy signifies the at-
tempt to integrate the “restored” and “re-con-
structed” historical processes and events into a
broader political and ideological context and
thereby to create myths of origin of the new
political system. Myths of origin are — in a
certain sense — useful for all political and social
systems. Myths of origin are constructed and
fictitious memories of the historical beginning
and political, social and cultural origin. These
myths fulfill two basic functions: they explain
and theylegitimize. “The rooting in the originis
astrategy to secure identity. Whoknows, where
he is coming from, knows, who he is” (Angehrn
1996: 307). The Eastern European societies
produce their myths of origin in three ways.
On the one hand there is the “historical”
myth of origin. They represent the historical
origin of a nation or of a people. These narra-
tives contain symbolic images of an “ancient
folk and home country”, an “ancestral culture”
and an “own history”. They can be symbolized
and ritualized in different ways. In form of
national commemorations like, for example, in
Hungary where the 1100th anniversary of the
Hungarian conquest was celebrated. Or in form
of historical or archaeological exhibitions, like
in Bulgaria or in form of thick historical mono-
graphs about the historical origin of the Ruma-

nian people. Certainly, the myths of origin ecm
ploy academic objectivity as well as historical
truth. However, their substantial function does
not point to the historical reconstruction of a
social and cultural “primordial state”. They aim
at the crecation of an imaginary, temporarily
and historically wide-ranging continuity, where
national identily can be demonstrated. “The
range of the time period between origin and the
preseni resembles the depth and intensity of
theown national scl{-csteem” (Riisen 1994:13).
This discursive strategy leads the discursively
arranged scl{-estecm up Lo the historical con-
sciousness and combines it with the concept of
national identily. The role which the national
identity plays within this concept depends on
the historical consciousness and its focus on
past actions and thinking. In this way national
identity is understood as the political and sym-
bolic expression of a historical continuity which
is socially and culturally demarcated.

On the other hand “social” myths of origin
are created: “Social existence demands collcc-
tive design” (Soeffner 1989: 168). This collective
design of post-socialist societies will be pro-
duced through social myths. Social myths of
origin create a social and national identity
through“affirmative adjustment and imitating
repetition”. They render the socio-cultural ori-
gins as “obligations for the future” as well as “an
unbroken, effective, shaping power” (Riisen
1994: 17). The political and socio-cultural ori-
gins of post-socialist way of life and social order
in Eastern Europe are accordingly presented
and symbolized. The rediscovery and symbolic
re-construction of the bourgeois culture and
bourgeois life styles is an essential part of these
myths. But through this re-construction of cul-
ture and lifestyle political predecessors and
ideological ancestors are demonstratively put
into the fore. In this way political programmes
and future social orders can be explained and
legitimized. Social myths of origin, of course, do
not mirror former class identities and the his-
toricalreality of some social classes. Exactlythe
Central European bourgeoisie serves as a good
example for the imaginary character of the
social myths of origin. It was a social class
which was characterized by deep political, so-
cialaswellascultural cleavages (Bacskai 1986—
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1988, Roth 1995). Bul in the process of creation
of'social myths the social, cultural, and political
conditions of this class will be idealized and
homogenized. There, the issuce is not the bour-
geois identily nor the bourgeois reality of the
interwar period, rather, the focal point is how
the bourgeoisic can be utilized as a political and
social emblem. The question is, how the bour-
geois culture and the imagined bourgeoisie could
represent political aims and social philosophies
of post-socialism. Thereby, these myths depict a
bourgeois culture, identity and society, which
had never existed in historical reality. However,
these historical and social imaginations arc
exactly the mechanisms the social myths of
origin are based on.

Within the ‘discourse of the national’ the
“cultural myths of origin” also play a specific
role. Apart from the historical and social hori-
zon they provide a metaphoric cultural scene.
Folk culture and national culture are keywords
ofthe cultural myth of origin. These categories
represent the “rcal”, genuine culture — “the
culture of the folk” — and its continuity, authen-
ticity, archaism and beauty (Kaschuba 1986).
The concept folk culturc “bears a vision of total-
ity as well as the wish to set up definite restrict-
ed and manageable systems, contexts and spac-
es. The term ‘Denkgebdude’isvery useful in this
case. It is a building made out of thoughts,
where someone can live and the mind is fed by
visions of the past” (Késtlin 1990: 13). Behind
this metaphor a complex symbolic process is
hidden. Within this process the folk culture gets
removed fromits social context, and at the same
time it will be represented as an aesthetic
phenomenon. In this - in a social way — neutral
form it resembles the national culture. Thus
national culture is a question of “cultural herit-
age” (Hofer 1991).

It is a specific set of symbols and symbolic
actions, national affiliation is defined and rep-
resented by on this basis. The national culture
provides the cultural frame of a society, where
the specific society tries to define itself as a
nation. This cultural horizon of the discourse or
the myth of a genuine, common and uniform
culture makes it possible to represent the na-
tion as a common political and cultural forma-
tion. It is a formation with its own territory and
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its own“political organization of power”. It was
sct. up through the collective possession of a
common cultural ficld and common cultural
tradition, as well as through common culiural
property. Plus, it contains all social classes and
social identities. This idea, which is character-
istic for post-socialist ISastern Europe today, is
based on the assumption that the common cul-
turc and the cultural traditions as well as
norms and values create the integrative ficldof
social interaction. Hence, the cultural — and in
this sense the symbolic — structures are the
categorical precondition for the social struc-
tures and [or social and cven political behavior
(Giesen & Schmid 1990). Thisidea brings about
the culturalization (Kaschuba 1995) of history
and the past. On the one hand culturalization
means that historical events and social process-
cs are solely depicted through culture, cultural
change and within a “hidden” cultural termi-
nology. On the other hand history and the past
are exclusively depicted as the only sphere of
national culture, national identity and the “na-
tional values and norms”. In this way history
and the past represent the metaphorical place
or the symbolic home of the national.

Conclusion: Cultural Conception and
Symbolic Mechanisms of the Discourse

If I would try to sum up what happens in the
‘discourse ofthe national’, I should say, it will be
narrative abbreviations created through public
discussion of different topics. Abbreviation, as
it is used here, means: “narratives, which are
stored in language and not told as such but
which are called into consciousness and com-
municatively used as already told narratives”
(Riisen 1994: 10). This definition means, that
narrative abbreviations do not exist through
themselves but that they shall be created and
defined within and by the ‘discourse of the
national’. They have to acquire a common se-
mantic meaning, and a collectively accepted
interpretation. Nevertheless, the “whole” his-
tory cannot be saved through the abbrevia-
tions. They merely refer to “fateful events of the
past” (Assmann 1988: 12). In the post-socialist
‘discourse of the national’ place names (Tria-
non, Katyn, and so on), dates (1956, 1968 etc.)



as well as a person’s name (Horthy, Pitsudski,
Antonescu, cte.) and different terms and cate
gorics can work as narrative abbreviation, which
can be furnished with a particular meaning.
Narrative abbreviations work in this discourse
as semantic concentrations, they save interpre-
tations and interpreted meanings. At the same
time theinierpretations which are hidden within
the abbreviations, present themselves as the
only objective and true explanation. Thus the
narrative abbreviations claim that they alone
represent the historical truth.

To put it differently: Within the discourse of

the national an attempt is made Lo establish a
definite canon of narrative abbreviations, which
should serve as “lixed points” of the perception
and depiction of history. Accordingly, one can
interpret the narrative abbreviations as the
symbolic skeleton of the historical memory.
However, the problem of post-socialist societies
is preciscly the fact that there is no commonly
acceptled interpretation ofhistory which is nec-
essary [or the creation of narrative abbrevia-
tions. Nor does a political consensus exist which
is needed for the collective acceptance of narra-
tive abbreviations. Conscquently, within the
discourse symbolic and political attempts are
made to produce and assert those abbrevia-
tions. The frequent and forceful conflicts in
contemporary Eastern Europeansocietiesabout
historical events, participants and dates have
to be analyzed within this context. The differ-
ent protagonists of the political and social life
try to assert their own abbreviations. Thereby
they arousc strong political, social and cultural
emotions, and they can also politically mobilize
pro- and contra-groups. Thus we have already
reached the point where the perception, the
interpretation and the representation of histo-
ry, and historical past are transformed into cur-
rentpolitics, where theline between past history
and current politics has been disappeared.
Thave already pointed out that the narrative
abbreviations are based on a ‘well-directed’ se-
lection, and they record an often politically and
ideologically motivated interpretation of histo-
ry. The abbreviations which emerge within the
same interpretative framework, are closely
linked with each other, and they provide a
coherent and integrated picture of history. The

totality of the available pictures, metaphors
and abbreviations are represented and culti
vated as the “national memory” (Wachtel 1986:
217). The national memory can be understood
as a “lictitious and imaginary mixture” of the
historical and cultural memory. It works like a
mirror where a sociely is becoming visible “lor
itsclf'and forothers”. “The certain past that the
socicly let become visible ... as well as the way
the socicty puts this past into the fore within
thevalue perspectiveofitsidentification appro
priation says something about its nature and
its aim” (Assmann 1988: 16). In this way the
national memory works as a symbolic and col
lective sclf representation. The national mem
ory wants to represent the nation, which is
understood as the collective self. It describes
the moral and cultural ground of a socicty
“which is kept, or at least defined as a common
property over generations” (Assmann 1991:11).
It means, that within the process of creation of
the national memory, culture and history are
shaped as a ‘monument’. They became a “sign,
that points to itsclf”,’stages itsclf, ... [and| puts
itself on show for the past, present and future”.
It wants “to be seen, kept |and| remembered”
(Assmann 1991: 13). This symbolically fabri-
cated ground — culture and history as a monu-
ment —is conceived and depicted as tradition in
and for everyday life, and is projected into the
past (Eisenstadt 1991: 28). This history which
is stylized as the national memory consists of
figures, “islands”, “textures” and “spaces” of
memory (Assmann 1988: 12). They represent
thehistorical substancc ofthenation which can
be referred to and relied on in certain historical
and political situations. This chain of these
symbolic conceptions — culture, history, memo-
ry as well as the past, tradition, the “national”
and the symbolic ground — was politically in-
strumentalized immediately after the political
change in Eastern Europe. Therefore the ‘dis-
course of the national’ was allocated to the
center of the political field. Thus the discourse
of the national holds a hegemonic position in
post-socialist societies. That means the differ-
ent political opinions, academic argumenta-
tions as well as ideological ideas and social
strategies can only be realized within this dis-
course.
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The conception of nadional memory and the
semantic chain of'nation and culture, tradition,
past and history have engendered a particular
“philosophy of history” and historical pereep
tion. Asymbolic opposition was worked out: On
the one hand we find the “own”, “repressed”,
“truc” and “real” national history. It represents
the past, the historical continuity as well as
[reedom and the opposition against socialism.
On the other hand we have the “falsified”,
“fictitious” and “alien” socialist history. It de-
picts the political repression, the historical dis-
continuily and a historical, political as well as
asocial cul-de-sac. Asymbolic border was creat-
ed through thesc opinions and interpretations.
It carcfully separated the own repressed histo-
ry — located in the past — {rom the alien history
which was dominant during socialism. In this
way the national history, which had to live in a
political and symbolic slavery of an “alien” his-
tory, became a symbol of political opposition.
The “alien” and the “own” do not only represent
metaphorical terms, both can carry a concrete
social meaning. The representatives of the own
history were (and are) the “national” middle
class, the peasantry, the nobility or the aristoc-
racy everywhere in Eastern Europe, while the
“alien” history was being delineated by the
communists, the Jews and the Russians.

The hegemonic position and power of the
discourse of the national — “the construction of
a collective will through difference” (Hall 1994c:
85) — is based on politically and ideologically
motivated wish to overcome this ambiguity of
history. The attempt is made to create “one”
history of the nation through this ambiguous
history. In order toreach this goal one must find
the way out of the dead end of history and
return to the point were the dead end began and
the history “ended”. This particular point is
depicted by the interwar period — “the last free
moment of history”. The question within the
discourseis not thereturn of history, rather it is
the issue of return to the history. When social-
ism is looked upon and interpreted as a dead
end, then one has to get out of it and block it.
Vaclav Havel’s explanation in November 1989 —
“The history, which was artificially held back, is
moving again” — proved as a mistake. Every-
wherein post-socialist countries there are polit-
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ical partics and social groups which do nol want
to continue this history. They want to return to
the past and start the history from a certain
point. The historical present: the socialism,
which was situated between the past and the
future, is cutl out. The past leads dircctly into
the future. This symbolic process can be defined
asametaphoricpolitical pastorientation where
the line between the past and the future is
blurred and disappears. History works as a
mecaning(ul construction that interprets the de-
politicized and “culturalized” past. It puts the
perspectivesofthe {future down to a constructed
and “imagined” past. The idea of the nation is
dominant in post-socialist Eastern Europe.
Howecver, we are not dealing with a traditional
political nationalism, rather, the idea of the
nation expresses the question for the way of
creating a new social order. It is aboutl the
political, cognitive and symbolic invention of
the “new” post-socialist society. The discourse of
the national seems to be the most important
symbolic means within this process.

Notes

1. For today’s quantitative as well as theoretical and
methodological range in studies of nationalism see:
Wehler 1996, Langewiesche 1995, Calhoun 1993.

2. For critical remarks on that explanation see Cal-
houn 1993: 212.

3. Certainly, the symbolic processes which are ana-
lyzed in this paper also have a political function
and work in a political and social space. However,
the article does not provide the scope for a closer
look at the specific political and social situation of
the postsocialist countries.

4. T do not know a special ethnological approach of
discourse analysis, see Hartmann 1991. However
the term enjoys great popularity in ethnology and
cultural anthropology. I think, that the term is
very useful in order to describe the symbolic di-
mension and the cultural logic of late modern
societies.

5. See Assmann 1988: 19 where he writes about:
"verbal, pictorial (figurative and ritual) moulding”
of the memory.

6. That means on the one hand that some topics and
motives of the discourse are not only depicted on
the verbal level but also on a ritual and/or visual
level, and vice versa. For example, historicalevents
are not solely problematized in newspaper articles
or in academic texts. They are also discussed in
forms like a film, an exhibition or a ritualized



meeting. On theother hand it means that all forms
and mechanisms mentioned in this paper are
utilized i.c. at national holidays or funerals or re
burials of leading politicians or statesmen. See
Ackermann 1995, Lane 1981.

7. An other aspect of this issue shows John
Borneman’s paper.

8. In the following I will try to characterize the
Eastern European discourse of the national. |
have necessarily to generalize, although some
times the differences are more important than the
similaritics. Particularly when one talks about
Eastern Tourope and realizes that the political and
social processes in East Central Burope — from the
Baltic to Slovenia — lead into a different direction
than in other region of Eastern and Southern
Eastern lurope, problems will occur. To give em-
pirical proof of general and/or symbolic processes
is evenly problematic. It is not only a methodolog
ically dilficult question, but also the fact that the
field of potential sources is extraordinarily wide
ranged. Ontheone hand this study isbasedon the
analysis ol Hungarian and Rumanian ncewspa-
pers. On the other hand it is grounded in cthno-
graphic observation and ficldwork which have
been conducted since the political change in Ru-
mania and Hungary. Most of the Rumanian mate-
rial was arranged by Margit Feischmidt. For her
supply I am greatly thankful.

9. To the cognitive and symbolic inherence among
ideology, truth and reality, scc Geertz 1973.
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