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			SVETLANA ALEXIEVICH

			BELORUSSIAN JOURNALIST AND PROSE WRITER

			
					Born in Stanislav, Ukraine, USSR (now Ivano-Frankivsk, Ukraine) in 1948.

					Notable works:	The Unwomanly Face of War (1985), collection of testimonies

	Boys in Zinc (1991), collection of testimonies

	Chernobyl Prayer: A Chronicle of the Future (1999), collection of testimonies




			

			Svetlana Alexievich was born in Ukraine shortly after the end of the Second World War (1939-1945), but moved to Belarus with her family at a young age. She studied journalism in Minsk, graduating in 1972, and went on to work for a number of Belorussian newspapers and magazines throughout the 1970s and 1980s. In 1983, she joined the Union of Soviet Writers.

			Her books, which were all originally written in Russian, interweave a multitude of eyewitness accounts of major events and historical periods, are closely linked to the Communist society she lived in, and often feature scathing criticism of Ukrainian, Belorussian and Russian policies, which meant that they were initially censored. After living abroad for over a decade, she moved back to Minsk in 2011.

			She was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2015.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SECONDHAND TIME

			A MOSAIC OF ACCOUNTS OF A LOST EMPIRE

			
					Genre: collection of testimonies

					Reference edition: Alexievich, S. (2016) Secondhand Time: The Last of the Soviets. Trans. Shayevich, B. New York: Random House.

					1st edition: 2013

					Themes: Soviet Union, Communism, political transition, capitalism, Russian history

			

			In Secondhand Time, Svetlana Alexievich compiles a series of accounts to create a varied, complex, detailed picture of the political transformation that Russian society underwent in the two decades following the dissolution of the USSR in 1991. This period of profound change encompassed major economic shifts, civil wars in the peripheral republics of the former nation and a growing sense of being culturally adrift. The book’s strength lies in the fact that the author does not address these issues directly, but rather explores them through personal accounts from everyday people which focus on their own stories, memories, family histories and love affairs.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SUMMARY

			A TWO-PART STRUCTURE

			Secondhand Time is a collection of testimonies focusing on the period immediately following the establishment of the Russian Federation in 1991. The country’s exceptionally socially, ethnically and culturally diverse population had previously lived under a decades-long totalitarian regime which used unifying myths (political power, an invincible army, the space race, etc.) and symbols of inclusion (Communist youth organisations, commitment to the party, colonisation, etc.) in an attempt to impose a uniform view of reality on the entire country. When this regime collapsed, its citizens were faced with an entirely new and unfamiliar political, economic and social system.

			The participants’ accounts span two decades, from 1991 to 2012, and are divided into two parts:

			
					The first part, “The Consolation of Apocalypse”, is made up of accounts gathered between 1991 and 2001, when Boris Yeltsin (Russian politician, 1931-2007) was president of the Russian Federation. This period saw the development of unfettered capitalism in the countries of the former USSR, which facilitated the rise of a new class of oligarchs who became billionaires by monopolising large swathes of the national economy, often through dubious methods. The total area of the Russian Federation also shrank during this period, as a number of the former states of the USSR began clamouring for independence. These included Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Chechnya (which still forms part of the Russian Federation, although it enjoys a degree of political independence), Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Ukraine and Belarus. The views of the individuals spoken to in this part vary depend on their social status and nationality.

					The second part, “The Charms of Emptiness”, focuses on the period from 2002 to 2012, which was marked by the increasing concentration of power in the hands of Vladimir Putin (Russian politician, born in 1952), the struggle against the oligarchs, the wars in Chechnya, the independence of the peripheral republics and the increasing impoverishment of ordinary citizens, who no longer received support from the government to purchase basic products. The accounts in this section all address these issues differently, and have a more nostalgic tone than those in the first part.

			

			Each of these two parts comprises ten “stories”, the titles of which all take the form “On…” (for example, “On the Sweetness of Suffering and the Trick of the Russian Soul” and “On Courage and What Comes After”). Both parts are preceded by fragments grouped together under the title “Snatches of Street Noise and Kitchen Conversations”. These fragments are anonymous statements which are presented without context, so all we know is the decade they date from. Taken as a whole, they give a comprehensive, multi-dimensional view of the socio-political setting of the following ten stories. The book also features a chronology of Russian history after Stalin’s death and an introductory section entitled “Remarks from an Accomplice”, which outlines the author’s point of view.

			We are not told much about how Alexievich gathered her accounts: all we learn is that they are excerpts from conversations that were recorded or transcribed. Brief comments from the author, which are written in italics and are reminiscent of stage directions, indicate that she met the participants in a range of locations, in provinces and cities within Russia and even abroad. The people she has spoken to come from very different social and professional backgrounds, from secretaries of the regional Party committees to former fighters to immigrant workers. Their “stories” all take the form of a monologue, meaning that the author’s questions are not recorded.

			A MOSAIC OF VIEWPOINTS

			Together, these different voices form a mosaic which gives a nuanced insight into a society grappling with one of the major political phenomena of the 20th century, namely socialism. The diversity of viewpoints results in a comprehensive depiction of post-Soviet society, which is made up of both people who have succumbed to disillusionment and a smaller number of individuals who have managed to prosper in this new situation. Personal disappointments often mingle with reflections on the nature of the state, on the things that were better before, and on the things that have got worse in the post-Soviet society, as well as general observations about life. Overall, few of the “stories” take an optimistic view of the change following the collapse of the Soviet Union. These are some positive elements, but they are virtually drowned out by the rhetoric of omnipresent suffering.

			It can therefore be said that the central theme of the book is suffering. The various participants make reference to:

			
					the imprisonment, deportment and death of loved ones under Stalin’s regime (1929-1953);

					personal heartache;

					differences in mindsets (in particular between a parent who grew up during the Soviet era and a child who grew up after the collapse of the USSR);

					problems linked to ethnic origin;

					social problems such as alcoholism and extreme poverty.

			

			These fragmentary biographies feature recurring elements which help to build up a picture of Soviet society as a whole, the period of political transition and the resulting liberal system. Each participant contributes to this picture by adding fragments of their daily life, their view of events and their feelings and emotions. The fact that their opinions differ mean that the overall picture is full of contradictions; it is also incomplete, as the author has chosen what to include and what to leave out. However, the book’s form, the harmony of the work as a whole and the subjects it has chosen to address make it an immensely powerful depiction of a turbulent historical period.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			CONTEXT

			THE HISTORY OF THE USSR

			The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) emerged in the wake of the October Revolution in 1917. The new state, which officially came into existence on 30December 1922, took the form of a federation of republics which were each relatively autonomous. The Communist Party, which purportedly represented the proletariat, the victor of the class struggle, directed economic, social, military and cultural activity within the nation through the Politburo. This control was enforced by the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, better known under its acronym NKVD, which functioned as a political police force. The first leader of the USSR was Vladimir Lenin (1870-1924); in the power struggle that followed his death, Joseph Stalin (1878-1953) outmanoeuvred his main rival Leon Trotsky (1879-1940) to assume leadership of the country.

			Stalin initially positioned himself as Lenin’s natural political successor, then as the only person who could truly interpret and implement his ideas. He methodically eliminated any suspected political opponents, both within the Party and in wider society. Under his dictatorial regime, terror, which had been present in the USSR since its inception, became more intense and widespread.

			Although the USSR initially allied itself with Germany in the Second World War, Hitler’s troops attacked the country in June 1941. The Battle of Stalingrad (July 1942-February 1943), one of the deadliest confrontations in history, ended in victory for the Soviets, enabling them to launch a counter-offensive which soon saw them reach the outskirts of Berlin. After playing a crucial role in the Allied fight against fascism, Stalin was able to impose a stranglehold over much of Central and Eastern Europe.

			Stalin died in 1953 and was succeeded by Nikita Khrushchev (1894-1971). At the 20th Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1956, Khrushchev delivered a speech in which he openly criticised the cult of personality instigated by his predecessor. This was a key moment in the so-called Thaw, when censorship and repression within the USSR were relaxed somewhat. At the same time, the Cold War (1945-1990) between the USA and USSR was worsening and tensions between the two countries were running increasingly high. 

			Khrushchev was removed from power in 1964 and replaced by Leonid Brezhnev (1906-1982), whose two decades at the head of the country were characterised by economic and cultural stagnation. In spite of this lack of progress, Brezhnev espoused the theory that the USSR had become the model of true socialism, which justified everything that had led up to this point – including Stalinism. In 1979, the USSR went to war in Afghanistan, with terrible consequences for Soviet troops.

			After a series of short-lived leaders in the early 1980s, Mikhail Gorbachev (born in 1931) became General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. He embarked on a programme of reform known as perestroika (“restructuring”), with measures including the introduction of private-sector activity on a small scale, tolerance of some political pluralism (although he held fast to the belief that the Communist Party should run the country) and the signature of treaties with the USA.

			THE TRANSITION TO DEMOCRACY 

			After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the collapse of Communist regimes across Central and Eastern Europe, the USSR tried to hold onto its position through a programme of systemic reform. However, in August 1991, when Gorbachev was on holiday in Crimea, a group of hardline Party members seized the opportunity to launch a coup, which was thwarted thanks to opposition from ordinary people and the army. Gorbachev was still the country’s leader, but was unable to prevent the dissolution of the Communist Party, which marked the end of the USSR. 

			Yeltsin was then elected president of the newly-created Russian Federation. A number of republics claimed their independence, including Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia, all of which then played host to territorial conflicts. The First Chechen War, which was fought over the oil-rich region of Chechnya, broke out in 1994, and although a provisional peace treaty was signed in May 1997, hostilities resumed in 1999. The 1990s also saw skyrocketing inflation in the former Soviet Republics. Many businesses were swiftly privatised, and unemployment, which was previously unheard of in the country, became widespread. Companies were so short of ready money that they were forced to pay their employees in manufactured products, and oligarchs seized large swathes of the Russian economy for their own personal gain.

			As a result of these circumstances, Yeltsin’s popularity plummeted, and in December 1999 he resigned. He was replaced by Vladimir Putin, who served two terms as president and then became prime minister before returning to the presidency in 2012. Under his leadership, political opposition has been harshly repressed and close surveillance has become widespread. Oligarchs who oppose his regime have often lost their positions, allowing the state to recover its monopoly over certain sections of the economy. In parallel to this, the Second Chechen War, which only ended in 2009, and the terrorist attacks which accompanied it have led to widespread trauma within Russian society. 
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