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In this long-awaited and brilliant
book, Yaroslav Hrytsak, a leading
Ukrainian historian who is also well
known in the West, presents the first
half of his biography of Ivan Fran-
ko (1856-1916). A great writer, so-
cial scientist, and prominent civic
figure in the western Ukrainian re-
gion of Galicia, which became a
stronghold of Ukrainian nationalism
during his lifetime, Franko is con-
sidered one of modern Ukraine’s
“founding fathers.” To offer a fresh
reading of his life is a challenge be-
cause for a century Ukrainian school-
children have been memorizing –
depending on the time and place

where they went to school – one of
two dominant interpretations: Fran-
ko the great socialist and revolution-
ary poet, or Franko the great patriot
and nation builder. But Hrytsak rises
to the occasion. In order to decon-
struct the familiar grand narratives
and recover the complexities of nine-
teenth-century political imagination,
he turns to micro-history.

The phrase “his community” in
the book’s title could also read “his
communities,” since Hrytsak care-
fully examines the numerous micro-
contexts of Franko’s life and work:
his native village, his school, the stu-
dent circles of which he was a mem-
ber, the readers of his works, the
journals he edited, the industrial city
of Boryslav as a setting for his so-
cialist propaganda and literary
works, the women in his life, etc.
While refusing to see Franko’s life
as part of some Ukrainian grand nar-
rative – whether socialist or nation-
alist – the author puts each of his
micro-historical studies into the
broad European comparative frame-
work. Comparative and conceptual
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angles come naturally to Hrytsak’s
narrative because the author reads
widely in German and English.
Thus, the vignette chapters of this
biography begin with solid histori-
cal introductions on the Austrian
crown land of Galicia, the notions
of time in traditional and modern
societies, the concepts of local and
national Motherland, the birth of
mass literature, the formation of the
working class in Eastern Europe,
anti-Semitic motifs in nineteenth-
century socialism, and so on.

It is fascinating to watch how
Hrytsak deconstructs the received
wisdom to recover the pre-national,
traditional, and ambiguous identity
concepts of the poet’s youth. Every
educated Ukrainian knows that Fran-
ko (stress on the last syllable) was
born in 1856 in the village of
Nahuievychi into a Ukrainian peas-
ant family. Hrytsak explains, how-
ever, that a contemporary peasant
would say that Franko (with the “a”
stressed) was born in the suburb of
Viitivska Hora “after the hungry
years,” his parents being a well-to-
do blacksmith of German back-
ground and a Polish gentry woman,
who spoke Ruthenian (Ukrainian) at
home. The image of a peasant poet,
the Ukrainian national identity, and
the Ukrainian-sounding emphasis in
his name are all conscious identity
choices that Franko made later in his
life. These choices were not prede-
termined either. As Hrytsak shows,

at the age of twenty Franko was for
a time close to conservative Russo-
phile circles and signed his name
Russian-style in the minutes of the
Lviv Academic Circle as “Ivan Ya-
kovlevich” (P. 159). He also dreamt
of becoming a fashionable salon
writer for Ruthenian clerical and in-
telligentsia readers while securing a
steady income as a high school
teacher (P. 188).

Franko became the social and
national activist we now “know”
only after a series of events in 1876-
1878, which changed his life and life
plans. A meeting with Mykhailo
Drahomanov, a socialist thinker and
Ukrainian activist from the Russian
Empire, Franko’s subsequent arrest
and trial for his participation in a
socialist conspiracy, and the result-
ing restriction of traditional career
choices liberated Franko from the
conventions of polite society. Not yet
a socialist when he stood trial for
socialist propaganda in 1877-1878,
Franko later became a leading left-
ist voice among Ukrainians in Gali-
cia. In the famous “Boryslav cycle”
of short novels, he not so much de-
scribes as invents new character
types in Ukrainian literature, in-
cluding that of a worker activist. As
Hrytsak shows, the writer’s imagi-
nation ran ahead of the times – the
workers’ strike at the Boryslav oil
fields depicted in Boryslav Is
Laughing actually happened twen-
ty years after the novel’s publication.
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As a socialist thinker and writer
in multicultural Galicia, Franko, in
theory, aspired to create an interna-
tional community of Ukrainian,
Polish, and Jewish workers in the
province. Yet, like most Eastern Eu-
ropean socialists of his generation,
he blamed popular anti-Semitism on
Jewish capital and exploitation,
combining the progressive recogni-
tion of the Jews as a separate nation
entitled to its state with troubling
suggestions to limit the economic
and political rights of Galician Jews.
In 1883-1884, Franko also published
an openly anti-Semitic article sug-
gesting that the Jews had provoked
the pogroms to benefit from the sub-
sequent financial aid, as well as an
unsavory satirical poem about the
adventures of the Jew Schwindeles
Parchenblüt, or “Dirty Swindler”
(Pp. 352-354). Some contemporaries
refused to believe that he was indeed
the author of the former. Yet Hryt-
sak carefully reconstructs Franko’s
path from the defense of the poor in
general to the development of na-
tional lenses through which even
Jewish workers appeared as the ene-
my of the indigenous toiling classes.
Interestingly, Franko’s anti-Semitism
with its “socialist” undertones all but
disappeared during his later years,
when he became more of a Ukraini-
an nationalist.

Franko’s marriage in 1883 to
Olha Khorunzhynska is another ex-
ample of the writer consciously con-

structing his identity. He was among
the first Galician intellectuals to act
on their assumption that Ruthenians
in the Austro-Hungarian Empire and
Little Russians in the Russian Em-
pire constituted a single Ukrainian
nationality. Determined to marry an
educated Ukrainian woman from
across the border, one with progres-
sive social views, Franko concluded
a highly symbolic “national mar-
riage” without love, thus dooming
himself and his wife to decades of
misery. One factor that added to the
family’s difficulties was the constant
lack of money. The first Ukrainian
intellectual in Galicia to make his
living as a writer and editor, Franko
in fact survived only because for
decades he also collaborated with
Polish journals, which had a much
larger readership. But historically
more important was his work for the
Ukrainian press, where subscription
numbers at the time were usually
under 1,500. The print run of Fran-
ko’s most popular poetry collection
in Ukrainian was actually only be-
tween 600 and 1,000 (P. 372). For
this relatively small group of read-
ers, by the early 1880s Franko had
already become a Ukrainian
“Moses,” a cult figure much like the
poet Taras Shevchenko had been for
Ukrainians in the Russian Empire.

Ultimately, Franko immortalized
his name early on by creating in his
novels, poems, and scholarly texts a
new and very modern Ukraine – a
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Kavita DATLA

Bernard Porter, The Absent-
Minded Imperialists: Empire, Soci-
ety, and Culture in Britain (Oxford
and New York: Oxford University
Press, 2004). 475 pp., ill. Bibliogra-
phy, Index. ISBN: 0-19-929959-5.

For historians of the formerly
colonized world, those of Asia and
Africa especially, the impact of em-
pire has been central to their schol-
arly concerns. In Britain, on the oth-
er hand, as Bernard Porter himself
points out, this has not necessarily
been the case – as witnessed by the
fact that study of the empire has been
for the most part conducted by a lim-
ited number of specialists. In the
1980s, and most notably in the work
of Edward Said, the question of em-
pire’s effects on Europe, and Euro-
pean culture and scholarship, began
to be raised forcefully and persistent-
ly by academics. It is not without
some irony then, that one of the most
respected of British Empire histori-
ans, Bernard Porter, should turn to
the questions raised by Edward Said
and colonial studies more generally
in order to argue that nineteenth and
twentieth century British society was
much less affected by empire than
in many cases it is assumed to be.

Absent-Minded Imperialists
brings together a wide variety of
British cultural artifacts, from school
textbooks and newspapers, to films,

land of industry, worker activists,
liberated women, and socialist intel-
lectuals. In other words, in his
scholarly and literary works Franko
created a social and cultural space
for a new generation of patriots to
inhabit. In the process, he also
proved that these modern realities
could be described in the Ukrainian
language, no longer just a peasant
vernacular. Hrytsak argues, in con-
trast to much of the previous schol-
arship, that it was the radical politi-
cal culture (identified primarily with
Franko) rather than the cumulative
result of the Ukrainian national
movement that caused the final tran-
sition from pre-national Ruthenian
to a modern, national Ukrainian
identity in Galicia (P. 435).

Based on more than a decade of
painstaking research, Hrytsak’s book
stands out among other recent works
by Ukrainian historians for its con-
ceptual vigor, impressive erudition,
and beautiful writing style. Ukrai-
nian research centers in North Amer-
ica would do a great favor to the pro-
fession by publishing an English
translation of this work.


