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solely concerned with winning the war; there were longer-term political aims, 
hence the Foreign Office’s close involvement in the formulation of the British 
message. Yet the military facts were never conducive to a defection strategy 
for the Balkan states. In the cases of Bulgaria and Romania, the fact that the 
British failed to dispel the illusion that there was a chance of surrender to the 
western Allies, did influence the course of events and played into the hands of 
the Germans and their anti-Soviet friends. As regards the occupied countries, 
Stefanidis is of the view that the British, after a brief impulse to set the region 
ablaze, ‘clearly indicated their preference for passive over active forms of 
resistance’ (p. 304).
 Much of the impressive British effort in the propaganda field directed at the 
Balkans during the period 1939–45 has gone unnoticed. Professor Stefanidis’s 
study accords it the attention that it merits, one which derives its import 
from propaganda’s impact on sustaining morale, encouraging resistance and 
deceiving the enemy. On all three counts, the author concludes, the British 
operation can be considered a qualified success.
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A young, Soviet-born Pole, who emigrated a few years ago from formerly 
Polish western Belarus to contemporary Poland, Jerzy Grzybowski has given 
us an in-depth study of Belorusian nationalism in the middle of the twentieth 
century. His background uniquely qualifies him as an expert in the virgin field. 
Trained both in Poland and Belarus, he not only straddles the civilizational 
divide between Western, empirical methodology and Eastern, post-Soviet 
propaganda but the scholar is also acutely attuned to various nuances and 
flavours of Belarus and its champions and people. Grzybowski’s impressive 
tally of thirty-one archives — from Minsk to New York — is astounding. So is 
the imagination with which he analysed the sources, most of which have only 
now seen the light of day, including Communist secret police documents and 
émigré papers.
 The monograph is essentially about nationalists without a nation. More 
precisely, there were very highly motivated nationalist activists, but there 
were only ethnographic denizens of Belarus, usually peasants, most of them 
devoid of any modern national consciousness. Instead, they usually identified 
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with a locality (calling themselves tutejsi — people from here), and a religion 
(usually Christian Orthodoxy, but also the Uniate rite and, to a lesser extent, 
Roman Catholicism). The nationalists largely operated in a vacuum. Thus, 
they concluded that they needed an independent state to ‘make peasants into 
Belorusians’, to paraphrase Eugene Weber. Belorusian nationalists rejected 
the notion that nationalism is culture and, thus, it needs no state, as proved 
conclusively by 123 years of triumphant experience and the endurance of the 
partitioned Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Belarusian nationalists, alas, 
consciously rejected the legacy of the multi-national republic in favour of 
integral ethno-nationalism.
 Most nationalist institutions the nationalist activists inherited had been 
originally designed and operated by the Polish nobility of (White) Ruthenian 
origin and, usually, Catholic religion, who identified with the Commonwealth 
and its spirit. Theirs was a Jagiellonian nationalism that persisted into the 
twentieth century. However, the new generations of Belarusian nationalists, 
usually beneficiaries of the consciousness raising programmes devised by the 
gentry, would have none of that. Instead, they represented a whole rainbow of 
nationalist ideologies: from Christian democracy through national Bolshevism 
to national socialism. By the 1930s, the most extreme won the day. Disappointed 
with ideologies, personalities and geopolitics, some of the nationalist activists 
crisscrossed the spectrum switching from Communism to Nazism. To fulfil 
their dream of an independent nation, they had to collaborate with anyone in 
authority over the terrain they claimed as theirs: Poland, Germany, and the 
USSR. 
 In the pre-war period some Belarusian activists cooperated with the Poles, 
but Poland naturally refused to surrender its eastern territories to create a 
Belarusian state. Angered, they became radicalized, mostly enlisting Soviet 
assistance for their cause; Polish repressions followed. Meanwhile, what started 
out as Belarusian national renaissance (‘national in form, Bolshevik in content’) 
in the Soviet Union turned into a bloodbath of collectivization and purges, as 
Stalin exterminated his enemies. Even the Soviet ‘unification’ of Belarus after 
17 September 1939, when Moscow joined Berlin in destroying Poland, brought 
nothing to the nationalists aside from the totalitarization of the area, which 
meant the disappearance of all cultural, educational, economic and political 
forms of Belarusian national life that had been allowed by the Poles. However, 
the attendant Red Terror and the Gleichschaltung aimed chiefly at the ‘Polish 
lords’ pleased some Belarusian nationalists. Yet, there was more hope in the 
Third Reich. Hitler’s attack on Stalin in June 1941 finally allowed them to test 
the utility of the Berlin connection.
 Belarusian nationalist collaboration was occupier-driven: the Nazis and 
Communists simply set up the framework which the Belarusian activists 
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tried to both fit into and expand. There was not much room to manoeuvre 
under Stalin. The Soviets resurrected ersatz Soviet Belarusian ‘patriotism’ for 
their own purposes but it failed to translate into anything practical beyond 
propaganda and symbols. The Nazi occupation policy was more dynamic. 
It evolved in light of the developments on the Eastern Front between 1941 
and 1944: from disdainful dismissal of Belarusian nationalists to largely 
meaningless concessions to them. 
 Grzybowski describes the Belarusian nationalist strategy and tactics 
under both occupations in a very nuanced manner (1939–44). Most activists 
collaborated under shocking circumstances. They hoped to be able to take 
advantage of Hitler to create a Belarusian state, or at least to expand the 
Belarusian institutions to mobilize the passive and national consciousness-
deprived masses. A small minority collaborated because it wanted to copy the 
Nazi paradigm at home. Most cooperated because they hoped that the Nazis 
would soon see the light and the Belarusian nationalists would be left in charge 
of their own independent state.
 A virtual line of Belarusian nationalist petitioners formed to seek out 
potential Nazi sponsors and protectors. Yet, the Germans were less than eager 
to work with Belarusian Slavic subhumans, even if the former considered them 
less inferior than the Poles. The Nazis fought bitterly among themselves over 
jurisdiction and mission. At the same time they humiliated and persecuted 
Belarusian activists serving in competing Nazi institutions and they gravely 
oppressed the common people. Exploitation and terror were the order of the 
day, but they came in a different shape and form from various German sources. 
They worked for Hitler’s victory in separate ways, only rarely pragmatic.
 The Wehrmacht wanted law and order which translated into a liberalism 
of sorts in the treatment meted out to the Belarusians in rear front areas 
controlled by the armed forces. The army recruited its own Belarusian 
civilian administration and its own self-defence force. Meanwhile, the civilian 
Nazis were focused on labour and food exploitation of the population, while 
undercutting the Poles and liquidating the ‘superfluous’ Jews. The SS and police 
played out their racial fantasies to the hilt. They wanted to exterminate the 
Jews, eliminate the Polish elite, and persecute and exploit the humble Polish 
people. As far as the Nazi security’s attitude toward the Belorusians, the latter 
were expected to obey and assist in food requisition sorties and combating 
Soviet partisans, including in the auxiliary police and SS-Hilfswillige that, 
eventually, in late 1944 and early 1945, were assembled into three ‘White 
Ruthenian’ SS divisions.
 To achieve their goals, most Belarusian nationalists collaborated with the 
Germans in the Holocaust; they also targeted the Poles, and fought against 
the Communists. Initially, the underground Soviet partisan movement was 
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very weak. But soon the brutality of the Nazi occupation policies helped 
swell the ranks, mostly with people of Belarusian origin. The Soviet partisans 
concentrated on robberies to feed themselves, which put them on a collision 
course not only with the civilian population, but also its protectors: local 
self-defense forces and the Polish Home Army (Armia Krajowa – AK), which 
contained a sizable contingent of people of Belarusian background, and not 
only Catholics but also Orthodox. 
 Belarusian nationalists were increasingly marginalized in this nexus. 
Instead, they became tainted and compromised with collaboration that failed 
to yield any tangible results. German concessions, chiefly in the field of culture 
and education, came too late. The system collapsed before the advancing 
Red Army. Most nationalist activists evacuated themselves with the Nazis. A 
handful were soon re-infiltrated home, including via parachute drops, by the 
Abwehr and the SD. Unless they joined the AK, the Belarusian commandos 
were promptly rounded up by the Soviets. Some were killed in battle, others 
shipped off to the Gulag. Most, however, elected to stay abroad, where they 
soon became mired in the usual émigré in-fighting and awkward and fruitless 
games with Western intelligence agencies. Further, the émigrés vainly searched 
for leaders who would be untainted with Nazi collaboration. The diaspora 
lapsed into political irrelevance, but it did play a role in rescuing Belarusian 
culture and nationalist discourse until they emerged during the implosion of 
the USSR in the 1980s and 1990s.
 Grzybowski’s narrative is based to a large extent on the pioneering hypotheses 
of Jerzy Turonek, most of which are here both elaborated on and substantiated. 
The only major point of disagreement between the two scholars is the attitude 
of the Home Army toward the Belarusian population. Grzybowski considers it 
rather positive. 
 This is a powerful work, even if parts of the monograph come across as 
rather disorganized, perhaps overloaded with material that would fit better 
elsewhere. Was it a must to include an extensive discussion of the insignia 
of the Belarusian SS-Hilfswillige? Yet, Grzybowski’s Gibbonian footnotes 
are a mother-lode of information, quite necessary for further research. Short 
biographies of the protagonists and an interesting collection of photographs 
are very helpful. His prose is lucid, no topic is off limits. The author shows 
conclusively that Belarusian integral nationalism is a road to nowhere. Strongly 
recommended.
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