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HOME-THOUGHTS, FROM ABROAD 
 
Marija Krivokapić, University of Montenegro, marija13a@gmail.com 
Aleksandra Nikčević Batrićević, University of Montenegro, 
alexmontenegro@t-com.me 

 
DOI: 10.31902/fll.31.2020.1 

                                                                    UDK: 821.111(73).09 

 
 The papers collected in this issue are the result of the XV 
International Conference on Anglo-American Literary Studies that took 
place in Cetinje, Montenegro, on June 27-28, 2019, at the National 
Library “Đurđe Crnojević” and the American Corner.  

The conference topic is taken from Robert Browning’s poem of 
the same title. In this poem, the lyrical persona imagines what England, 
his/her home country, looks like in spring. Browning wrote the poem 
from his self-exile in Italy, when he, as many of his compatriots, early 
modernists and modernists, believed it to be morally imperative to 
interrogate the concept and the values of home, answering thus 
Heidegger’s concurrent fear that modernity is incapable of dwelling 
mostly due to alienation and technology. However, the 
momentousness of the topic comes through the global image of 
massive population shifts, on one, and the deterritorialization of home 
through digital media, on the other hand. Furthermore, as home is not 
only a particular physical space, but also a place in memory and a 
representational space, it has often been searched through cultural 
formations and rituals, individual names and bodies, and, thus, could 
be also found and founded in literature. Apart from this, the plurality 
of the title was to invite the participants to explore various approaches 
and interpretations of this topic (not only literary but also cultural, 
social, historical...), moving from the very broad concept to those more 
particular and circumscribed. 

The cluster opens with the paper “Home Thoughts, from 
Abroad: The Fantasy of ‘Blighty,’ the Reality of Home” by Michael 
Hollington, life member of the Clare Hall at Cambridge University. One 
certainly longs for home most when one is forcefully denied it, such as 
in cases of wars or political immigrations. Hollington shows how World 
War I’s soldiers longing for home interestingly expressed itself through 
a variation of the use of the word “blighty.” Hollington explains that 
the word has Anglo-Indian origin in the word “bilayati,” derived from 
Arabic “wilayati,” that, actually, referred to an unfamiliar or foreign 
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territory, and eventually Europe. In the substandard speech of the 
British soldiers of the period this word soon got phonetically, and often 
humorously, associated with the word “blighty,” which originally 
meant a minor wound, but still a wound that would determine 
soldier’s transmission back home for treatment. Through a number of 
examples from popular songs to anti-war poetry and prose, Hollington 
shows how the word gradually, by connoting a means through which 
one can get home, took the meaning of “home,” or “Blighty Great 
Britain,” as it says in Robert Graves’s poem “Goodbye to All That” that 
Hollington quotes. However, Hollington shows, “Blighty” soon stopped 
being associated with a paradise the soldiers longed for and became a 
place of unrest, frustration, and fears for the young people exposed to 
constant aggressive attacks who could never come back home the 
same. It became a place that could not comprehend the various 
wounds the war inflicted on the soldiers, as is probably most sharply 
depicted, as Hollington notes, in Sassoon’s poem “Blighters.”  
 In her paper “Memories and Stories of Returning Home in 
Khaled Hosseini's Novels The Kite Runner, And the Mountains Echoed, 
A Thousand Splendid Suns,” Elena Spirovska, from South East European 
University in Northern Macedonia, explains that thinking of home 
becomes substantial for an American writer of Afghan origin, who left 
his home country as a child, moved to the US, and has ever accepted 
the new home in an ambiguous way. Returning home in Hosseini’s 
novels becomes, as Spirovska derives, either an act of redemption, of 
paying respect to the past life of the loved ones, a means of exploring 
one’s personality, or rather a metaphorical travel in the form of 
homesickness. However, every time this is an involuntary act driven by 
a variety of motives, an act that provides some answers but not a life 
fulfilment. This prevailing interest makes Hosseini a diasporic writer in 
the most direct sense. 

In “Inhabiting the British Country House in India: The 
Inheritance of Loss by Kiran Desai,” Natacha Lasorak, from École 
Normale Supérieure de Lyon, examines one of Desai’s most 
commended novels that has been largely read through the tools of 
diaspora studies. However, within a reversed perspective it becomes 
interesting to Lasorak to look at how, years after British dominance 
ceased, some Indians still try to mimic a British way of life, i.e. behave 
as surrogate Britons in their home country, now independent India, by 
living in a Nineteenth-century English manor. This aspect is analyzed, 
among other relevant insights, with the background of Homi Bhabha’s 
elaboration of the concept of mimicry developed in The Location of 
Culture. As the house stands for the stability of English values, Lasorak, 
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therefore, examines the Englishness its occupants represent, or 
perform. The irony that pervades the novel comes from the main 
characters’ reenacting a mythic version of their adoptive England. By 
underlying the prevalence of the colonial state of mind, the novel also 
parodies the genre of the English manor house novel typical of the 
colonial period, such as Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park, which Lasorak 
discusses in detail. However, as the characters’ sense of home remains 
unsustainable, the house gradually crumbles, concurrent to the vital 
social and political disturbances that surround it.  

“Writing in Absentia: Nostalgia and Anti-Nostalgia in the Essays 
of Georgi Markov” is a paper by Tom Phillips from University of Sofia 
“St Kliment Ohridski.” Phillips is interested in the radio reports 
Bulgarian author, scriptwriter and journalist Georgi Markov wrote from 
Britain between 1975 and his assassination in 1978. The title of the 
original Bulgarian collection of the essays Задочни репортажи за 
задочна България Phillips translates as Reports in absentia on an 
absent Bulgaria. These reports, or essays, are about Bulgaria Markov 
knew in the 1950s and 1960s. Although they show, as Phillips argues, a 
“world of bleak absurdities, cruel injustices, cults of personality, 
hypocrisy, and endless frustrations,” Phillips does not consider them 
only as a dissident polemic, but also as pieces of literature in exile, 
because as much as they do criticize the communist system in Bulgaria, 
they are also molded by the author’s obvious nostalgia for an absent 
country which Markov believed might be recovered and possible. 
However, the Bulgaria Marko yearns for is not simply a pre-communist 
Bulgaria or a mythic country with its traditional values, beliefs, rituals, 
and behaviours. 

John C. Spurlock, from Seton Hill University, Greensburg, PA, 
USA, contributes to the collection with the paper titled “Furnaces: 
Visions of the American Dream and Nightmare in Braddock.” The paper 
discusses a novel Out of this Furnace by Thomas Bell and a movie, 
which appeared more than 70 years after the novel, Out of the Furnace 
directed by Scott Cooper, These two works show, as Spurlock argues, 
“the arc” between the development and establishment of the 
American dream, in the early 20th-century mill towns near Pittsburgh, 
and the final crush of the dream in the setting of deindustrialized town 
of Braddock, Pennsylvania. These works share the title, the steel-mill 
setting, and the characters taken from the working class that allow to 
consider them as, Spurlock says, “a fictional biography of an American 
industry and of the American working class.” The novel follows three 
generations of Slovak immigrants who attempt to assimilate and live 
the American dream, and who progress from manual workers to to 
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union leaders, feeling fully American. Instead of portraying three 
generations, the movie is focused on the period of five years only, from 
2008 to 2012, to depict the results of the dissolved American dream in 
the forms of job loss, debt, violence, drug and alcohol abuse, and PTSD 
brought from the wars the US fought outside its borders. While in the 
novel the town shows progress, it is not depicted as an idyllic place. Its 
atmosphere is grey, filled with factories’ smoke, polluted river, poverty 
ghettoes populated by waves of immigrants who try to make it a 
livable domesticated space. In the movie, the population of the town is 
decimated, the streets are empty, the houses are abandoned and 
ravished, with only gambling places resembling some form of life.  

The paper that closes the cluster is “Right then, left now: 
Constructing ‘Macedonia’ in the Macedonian diasporas in Australia and 
Europe,” by Aleksandar Takovski from the AAB College in Priština, 
Kosovo, and Maja Muhić, from the South East European University, in 
Tetovo and Skopje, North Macedonia. The paper discusses two 
immigration waves of Macedonians, the first one to Australia and the 
US, and the second, that took place after the 1991, mostly to Europe. 
While both diasporas where determined by a search for a more 
comfortable life, the latter also had its political reasons. Therefore, the 
authors presume that these two communities must have constructed 
their own different images of “Macedonia” and venture into the study 
of their highly identity mobilizing discourses on their home land, 
mostly collected from the FB sites of different Macedonian immigrant 
online communities in Australia and Europe. These sources show five 
specific tendencies, which the authors identify as attempts to show 
homeland as a historical narrative, homeland as a political 
differentiation/ boundary making, homeland as practice of national 
identity, banal nationalism, and the “we feeling” of pride and empathy 
for the fellow compatriot. 

The papers present in this cluster discuss home through the 
analysis of works of literature of different genres and other cultural 
formations as an amoebic and often controversial concept made such 
due to numerous abrupt social, political, and technological shifts that 
humanity witnessed in, at least, the last century. The hypermobility of 
the present era, which develops both physically, geographically, and 
digitally, seems to be only further blurring the sense of home – the 
place of security, stability, intimacy, and identity – we once knew. We 
hope we have contributed to the growing discussion of the matter and 
that this cluster will find readers not only in the field of Anglo-
American studies, but also in the humanities in general.  
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HOME THOUGHTS, FROM ABROAD: THE FANTASY OF 

“BLIGHTY,” THE REALITY OF HOME 

 
Michael Hollington, Clare Hall, Cambridge University, 
wahlverwandschaften@gmail.com 
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Abstract: This paper examines the frequent use of the word ‘blighty’ in First 

World War poetry and prose to signify from the frontline trenches the longed-

for world of home. A word of Anglo-Indian origin, the product of folk 

etymology, as unlettered soldiers convert ‘bilayati’ meaning ‘foreign’ into 

something that sounds more familiar in English, it retains its association with 

the speech of the common soldier in First World War poetry. It modulates in 

meaning, as the war gets increasingly desperate, and starts in poetry and 

elsewhere to refer to a relatively minor wound that will get you back home and 

out of the war. I examine this shift in a number of poets, notably Owen, 

Sassoon, and Gurney. I also examine the experience of ‘blighty’ from the other 

end of the telescope, so to speak. That is to say, from the perspective of women 

writers receiving their men at home and bidding them farewell for the last time. 

I illustrate such writing in the distinguished novel World Without End by Helen 

Thomas, the widow of the war poet Edward Thomas. 

 
Keywords: “Blighty,” Anglo-Indian culture, World War I, poetry, Home Front 

 
 

The word “Blighty,” which had its heyday between 1914 and 
1918 on the battlefields of World War 1, as a signifier among 
anglophone troops for the absent, ardently longed for world of home 
in England or elsewhere, is a curious example of the fascinating and 
often amusing linguistic category of the “folk etymology.” The term, a 
translation of the German Volksetymologie coined by Emil Förstemann 
in 1852, denotes, to quote Wikipedia, “a change in a word or phrase 
resulting from the replacement of an unfamiliar form by a more 
familiar one”: that is, through a process in which “the form or the 
meaning of an archaic, foreign, or otherwise unfamiliar word is 
reanalyzed as resembling more familiar words or morphemes” 
(https://en.-wikipedia.org/wiki/Folk_etymology). 

Thus, to give a few examples, the English word “cockroach” is a 
rehandling of the Spanish word “cucuracha,” and “Jerusalem 
artichokes” of the Italian “girasole” – and, conversely, the French 
“redingote” is a version of “riding coat.” Place-names are often 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Folk_etymology
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corrupted in the same way – thus, the English name “Leghorn” for an 
Italian town has nothing to with legs or horns, but is simply a way or 
making the name “Livorno” more familiar to anglophone ears. Football 
supporters struggling with the unfamiliar names of foreign teams 
provide some authentic and amusing contemporary examples – thus 
“Twente Enschede,” which comes from the Dutch region where the 
Germanic tribe of the Tuihanti are thought to have settled, has of 
course been appropriated as “Twenty” in English, and when Newcastle 
defeated the Budapest team Ujpest Dozsa in the final of the 1969 
European Fairs Cup their opponents were dubbed “Oopsy Daisy.” 

This last example in particular suggests that humour is often a 
feature of such coinages, derived from a perception of unexpected and 
incongruous relationships between languages. Indeed, nowadays in 
the age of mass tourism it is a pastime which all of us can enjoy. 
Travellers regularly joke as they encounter foreign words that invite 
ribald puns – Cuir Centre, the leather furniture chain in France, easily 
becomes Queer Centre, and Norwegian hoardings that advertise mints 
with the message “frisk i munnen” (fresh in the mouth) naturally 
suggests friskiness. This humorous element is certainly often 
prominent in the case of the word “Blighty,” but it in fact carries a 
whole gamut of associations, from biting humour and bitter irony at 
one end of the spectrum to transcendent suggestions of paradise at 
the other. It is to be thought of not at all as a literary concept, in its 
origins at least, but as a word stemming from the common people. This 
is often signalled by poets like Sassoon and Owen, who belonged to 
the class of officers and gentleman, who treat it as a distinctive feature 
of the common language of infantrymen, not of the more cultivated 
dialect of their own tribe. 

As such it finds its quintessential expression in one of the 
ballads sung by troops as they matched along at the front, made 
famous above all in 1917 by the music-hall star Florrie Forde. “Take me 
back to Dear Old Blighty” posits in humorous vein a radical contrast 
between battlefield front and the familiar lost world of home, of a kind 
we see echoed in many of the writers discussed below: 
 

Jack Dunn, son of a gun, somewhere in France today, 
Keeps fit doing his bit, up to the eyes in clay 
Each night after a fight to pass the time along 
He’s got a little gramophone that plays this song: 
Take me back to dear old Blighty 
Put me on the train for London town 
Take me over there 
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Drop me anywhere, 
Birmingham, Leeds, or Manchester, well I don’t care 
I should love to see my best girl 
Cuddling up again we soon should be (whoa!) 
Tiddly-iddly-itey 
Hurry me back to Blighty 
Blighty is the place for me! 

 
One day, Mickey O’Shea, out in a trench somewhere, 
So brave, having a shave, trying to part his hair 
Mick yells, dodging the shells and lumps of dynamite: 
‘Talk of the Crystal Palace on a firework night!’ 
Take me back to dear old Blighty 
Put me on the train for London town 
Take me over there 
Drop me anywhere, 
Birmingham, Leeds, or Manchester, well I don’t care 
I should love to see my best girl 
Cuddling up again we soon should be (whoa!) 
Tiddly-iddly-itey 
Hurry me back to Blighty 
Blighty is the place for me! 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nRsO7tCjhAA) 

 
The humour here, and often elsewhere when the word 

“Blighty” is used, I think, can be seen as a mask for deeper feelings 
than the jaunty, cheerful music would suggest. Its strangeness and 
exoticism serve as a distancing device against the emotional charge 
that might be triggered by much more deep-rooted words of Anglo-
Saxon origin like “home.” 

But back to its own Anglo-Indian origins. These may be sought 
in the famous 1886 Anglo-Indian dictionary by Yule and Coke, the 
Hobson-Jobson – itself a folk etymology, a word meaning festival or 
entertainment that is a corruption by British soldiers of the chant of 
“Yā Ḥasan! Yā Ḥosain!” heard at the Shia Muslim festival of Muharram: 
in English, “folk etymology” is in fact sometimes referred to as “the law 
of Hobson-Jobson.” For it is a word like many others, including 
“bungalow,” “jungle,” “loot,” and “pyjamas,” that comes into English 
from India, and specifically from the period of the British raj in the 19th 
century. There in the Hobson-Jobson, in the entry for “Bilayut, Billait,” 
we find that the word has the general meaning of “Europe,” and is 
ultimately derived from Arabic “wilayati,” meaning “province” or 
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“kingdom.” Initially the primary reference is to one’s own kingdom or 
province, but in the process of assimilation into India via Turkish and 
Afghan it came to mean “foreign land,” and particularly Europe, above 
all of course Britain – “home,” of course, to the British soldiers 
stationed there (Yule and Burnell 98). 

Thus, a group of signifiers in Urdu or Hindi or Bengali (including 
“Belaiti” as well as “Bilayut” and “Billait”), frequently heard or 
misheard by British soldiers serving in India, got corrupted into the 
English-sounding “Blighty” (Yule and Burnell x). The first surprise this 
process contains is that the word that in the first world war would 
mean the beloved homeland is derived from a source where it has 
completely opposite connotations of foreignness and otherness. 
Kipling, who of course knew and loved India in a way that few others 
did, in fact uses it in its original Indian sense and spelling in his satiric 
story “Griffiths the Safe Man,” in connection with a man obsessed with 
locks and keys, who looks down on the Japanese – quite absurdly, it 
appears, for, just like him, “every Japanese carries a little belaiti-made 
handbag with nickel fastenings” (Kipling 30).  

But this ambiguity soon gives way to a greater one. It is clear 
that the primary sound that British soldiers heard in the Urdu or 
Bengali or Hindi references to Britain surrounding them was that 
belonging to the thoroughly negative word “blight,” with the literal 
meaning of a canker or disease of plants, not uncommonly used 
metaphorically in human contexts as well, especially in the colloquial 
name for someone who annoys or irritates you, a “blighter” – another 
item of slang whose usage peaks around the period of the First World 
War, with uncomfortable reminders of the holy word “Blighty.” 

One further detail needs to be added about it– again involving 
humour of a grim kind – before we can begin to look at some literary 
examples of its use. During the course of its evolution during the 
terrible years of 1914-1918, it came to be used metonymically, not 
only as a name for “home” but as a name for the means whereby a 
soldier at the front might get there. That is to say, “Blighty” becomes a 
word that also signifies a wound not serious enough to result in 
permanent disablement but sufficiently serious to get you sent back to 
“Blighty” for treatment. (And in the context of the horrors of this war, 
it is hardly surprising that some would resort to desperate measures to 
achieve this end – sticking one’s hand above the parapet, for example, 
to get a finger or two blown off, or shooting oneself in the foot through 
a sandbag – despite the possibility of the death penalty as a 
punishment for proven cases of self-harm.) Indeed, the more one looks 
at the use of the word in First World War writing the more it begins to 
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seem that this secondary usage gradually takes over at the front as the 
primary one. For the men at the front, “Blighty” itself in its more 
exalted meanings becomes an ever more distant mirage, whereas 
wounds of all shapes and sizes are at all times everywhere about them. 
Even at an early stage of the war, perhaps, instances of the use of the 
word “Blighty” that connote a haven of bliss and safety from war are 
rare. In a novel written long after its end, like many of the most 
important writings on the war, Ford Madox Ford in The Marsden Case 
provides an example. An anonymous soldier remembers hearing the 
voice – not of Florrie Forde, but of the fictional Clarice Honeywill – at 
the front in Hazebrouck, and being vouchsafed thereby a vision of 
Blighty that calms his shattered nerves: “it was like being in a tea-shop: 
in Blighty. I don’t suppose you know: from the Bible: ‘Yet with angels 
and archangels.’ It was like that. A turning point. It seemed to give me 
courage, and that has lasted” (MC II, vii, 272). 

Yet such exalted evocation of the world of home is undercut by 
the sardonic pair of sentences with which the passage concludes: “He 
was a simple soul. He is dead now.” Elsewhere, in Robert Graves’s 
Goodbye to All That, for instance, the yearning for “Blighty” at the 
front is presented in a much more hard-bitten way. He asserts roundly 
that “there was no patriotism in the trenches,” and that “as Blighty 
Great Britain was a quiet, easy place to get back to out of the present 
foreign misery, but as a nation it was nothing” (Graves xvii, 239). In Ivor 
Gurney’s “The Estaminet” from Severn and Somme of 1917, there are 
two uses of the word in its conventional sense in a poem about 
soldier’s conversations in a bar at the front that corroborate Graves: 
“We spoke no word of glory/ Nor mentioned ‘foreign yoke’.” Blighty is 
indeed the longer-for place (“O! that we were there!”), but what it 
represents is merely “yarns of girls in Blighty” of a thoroughly 
unidealistic kind, with words like “vain” and “ugly” to qualify the girls, 
or “standoffish, foolish, flighty,” to rhyme of course with “Blighty.” In 
the last stanza, the poet imagines he might get to Blighty – “or hell,” he 
adds. In either case he will be deprived of “the flood of love that filled 
me” for these comrades, either because he is dead or because they are 
(SS 40-41). 

But Gurney is representative of many in his greater enthusiasm 
for using the word to refer to a life-saving wound. In the fine “Ballad of 
the Three Spectres” in Severn and Somme the poet conjures up a vision 
of three skeletons in the medieval tradition of “les trois vifs et les trois 
morts” (as at Longthorpe Tower in the Soke of Peterborough – see 
Pevsner 288) who predict the outcome of his engagement in the war. 
Only the first of them has anything at all positive to say, conjuring up 
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an image of him “on a fine stretcher/ And laughing for a nice Blighty” – 
a vision angrily rejected as the soldier remains fit and alive and waiting 
to see if the third of them “spake verity” in foretelling that “he’ll stay 
untouched till the war’s last dawning/ Then live one hour of agony.” 
Alas, Gurney’s fate was yet worse that this prediction – he suffered a 
mental breakdown after the war and spent the rest of his life in an 
asylum, until his death in 1937 (CP 33-34). 

These poems clearly reflect attitudes that emerge from Gurney 
at first hand in his letters from the front. In War Letters, R. K. R. 
Thornton tentatively assigns to late June/early July 1917 a letter to 
Marion Scott that again dismisses any talk of heroism on the 
battlefields of the Somme. “Who will dare talk of the glory of Waterloo 
or Trafalgar again?”, he writes, swearing “May God forgive me … if I lie 
later to younger men of the Great Days. It was damnable…” “Men die 
and are left to rot because of snipers. It might be me tomorrow. Who 
cares? Yet still, hang on for a Blighty.” As he prepares to go into the 
Blockhouse and face further danger, he prays only that he “may get a 
Blighty doing so… and O if it were but a small hole in the leg!” (WL 171) 
Yet stronger attitudes are expressed in the poetry of Siegfried Sassoon, 
who also longed for a “Blighty” in this sense in order to enjoy the real 
“Blighty” of being at home with his mother, as Jean Moorcroft Wilson 
observes: “One of Sassoon’s strongest temptations to give in to a 
‘Blighty’ had been the thought of home, of his mother coming in with 
roses from the garden, of his dog Topper, his book-lined study and his 
piano” (Wilson 514). But such an image of “Blighty” as a paradise in an 
upper-middle class home is dwarfed in his work by its other sense, 
which he, as suggested above, sees from the perspective of an army 
officer as specifically class-bound, belonging essentially to the common 
soldier. In the poem “Stand-To: Good Friday Morning,” the 
soldier/speaker offers in doggerel to do a deal with God – a Blighty for 
belief, as in Graham Greene’s The End of the Affair: “Jesus, send me a 
wound today, / And I’ll believe in your bread and wine” (War Poems 
22). In another poem, class divisions are explored through the medium 
of musical taste, contrasting “great names” like those of Bach, Mozart 
and Beethoven with the popular songs about Blighty sung at the front 
by the ordinary men under his command, of which “Take me back to 
Dear Old Blighty” is the classic example. “I cannot find you now,” he 
declares to the former, “Your fugues and symphonies have brought/ 
No memory of my friends who died,” and in order to reach these dead 
men he has to go to a quite different register of rag-time and 
syncopation: “They’ve got such jolly things to tell/ Home from hell with 
a Blighty wound so neat” (Wilson 441). 
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The same idea of addressing God at the front in the hope of 

doing a deal with him occurs parenthetically in Wilfred Owen’s “The 
Five Chances,” written entirely in the Cockney dialect that belonged to 
the infantrymen and not to their officers: 

 
I mind as ‘ow the night afore that show 

 Us five got talking, … we was in the know. 
 ‘Over the top to-morrer; boys, we’re for it. 
 Firsr wave we are, first ruddy wave; that’s tore it.’ 
 ‘Ah well,’ says Jimmy – an e’s seen some scrappin’ 
 ‘There ain’t no more nor five things as can ‘appen; 
 Ye get knocked out; else wounded – bad or cushy; 
 Scuppered; or nowt except yer feeling mushy.’ 
 
 One of us got the knock-out, blown to chops. 
 T’other was hurt, like, losin’ both ‘is props. 
 An one, to use the words of ‘ypocrites, 
 ‘Ad the misfortoon to be took by Fritz. 
 Now me, I wasn’t scratched, praise God Almighty 
 (Though next time please I’ll thank him for a blighty)’ 
 But poor young Jim, e’s livin’ an’ ‘e’s not; 

‘E reckoned ‘e’d five chances, an’ ‘e’s ‘ad; 
‘E’s wounded, killed, and pris’ner, all the lot – 
The ruddy lot all rolled in one. Jim’s mad. (Owen 71) 
 
Clearly here, with sharp irony, a “Blighty” in the sense of a 

minor or manageable wound, as in Gurney’s “Ballad of the Three 
Spectres,” is much the best outcome, the one to be prayed to God for 
– because simply to survive is merely to have to face the music another 
time. 

Sassoon is one of many who moves easily from the word 
“Blighty” to the thoroughly negative words “blight” and “blighter.” His 
fierce poem “Blighters” expresses a view that many soldiers at the 
front seem to have reached, that the majority of those who remained 
back home in Blighty were thorough “blighters.” Tietjen’s Lance-
Corporal in A Man Could Stand Up in the tetralogy Parade’s End, asking 
his commanding officer for a job reference when the war comes to an 
end, understands that  

 
it was going to be difficult to get jobs after the War. All the 
blighters who had got out of serving, all the R. A. S. C., all the 
Lines of Communication men would get first chance. As the 
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saying was, the further from the Line the better the pay. And 
the chance too! 

 
But this is mild-mannered and understated in its criticism compared 
with Sassoon’s poem “Blighters” ironically centred in the music-hall 
world of Florrie Forde, where the “dear old Blighty” of the classic song 
is rejected and replaced by a toxic world at home, crudely expressing a 
vulgar misplaced patriotism: 
 
 The House is crammed: tier beyond tier they grin 
 And cackle at the show, while prancing ranks 
 Of harlots shrill the chorus, drunk with din; 
  “We’re sure the Kaiser loves our dear old Tanks!” 
 
 I’d like to see a Tank come down the stalls, 
 Lurching to rag-time tunes, or “Home, sweet Home,” 
 And there’d be no more jokes in Music-halls 
 To mock the riddled corpses round Bapaume. (War Poems 17) 
 
“Home” and “Bapaume” – the sardonic antithetical rhyming provides 
shock measurement of the gap between two mutually 
uncomprehending world. 
 There is a discernible misogynistic streak, perhaps, in this and 
other poems by Sassoon about Blighty. It surfaces most clearly in the 
poem “Their Frailty,” – the “frailty” in question that of women, the 
unvarying rhyme scheme conveying their obsessions: 
 

He’s got a Blighty wound. He’s safe; and then 
War’s fine and bold and bright. 

She can forget the doomed and prisoned men 
  Who agonize and fight? 

He’s back in France. She loathes the listless strain 
  And peril of his plight. 

Beseeching Heaven to send him home again, 
  She prays for peace each night. 

Husbands and sons and lovers; everywhere 
  They die; War bleeds us white. 

Mothers and wives and sweethearts, - they don’t care 
  So long as He’s all right. (War Poems 66) 
 

But of course, the specific play on “Blighty” and “blighters” is 
merely part of a widespread condemnation of the nation at home by 
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many of the soldiers in uniform. It sets in early in the war: we find it 
already three months in, in November 1914, in the letters of Charles 
Hamilton Sorley, still in training for battle, to be killed within the year 
at the Battle of Loos in October 1915. Here the attitude towards 
“Blighty” identified by Robert Graves is already very much in evidence  

 
England – I am sick of the sound of the word. In training to 
fight for England, I am training to fight for that deliberate 
hypocrisy, that terrible middle-class sloth of outlook and 
appalling “imaginative indolence” that has marked us out from 
generation to generation.  

 
And without yet using the word in its other sense, Sorley in January 
1915 draws the same logical consequences as the narrator of Owen’s 
“Five Chances”: “It looks like an affair of years. If so, pray God for a nice 
little bullet wound (tidy and clean) in the shoulder. That’s the place…” 
(Glover and Silkin 25, 27). 
 Turning now to uses of the word “blight” in tragic proximity to 
“Blighty,” Ivor Gurney is once again a major point of reference. His 
poem “Trees” in Severn and Somme carries an italicised prose motto 
from what must surely be a letter from the front (“You cannot think 
how ghastly these battle-fields look under a grey sky. Torn trees are the 
most terrible things I have ever seen. Absolute blight and curse is on the 
face of everything”), and then proceeds in Wordsworthian cadences to 
move away from the Somme he sees in front of him and invoke the 
Blighty of an imagined Severn of the mind:  
   

The dead land oppressed me; 
 I turned my thoughts away, 
 And went where hill and meadow 
 Are shadowless and gay. (SS 61) 
 
Yet it is Wilfrid Owen who comments most explicitly on the 
relationship in sound and meaning between the two words when he 
writes to his mother on May 1, 1917: “If I haven’t got a Blighty in this 
war, I will take good care not to get a Blight, as many have done, even 
in this Regiment” (SPP 130). And a sense of “blight” was as ubiquitous 
in the years of 1914-18 as the longing for “Blighty” – it would lead 
straight to the imagery of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land. 

It is perhaps partly because of all this ambiguity surrounding 
the word “Blighty” that most of the finest writing about “home” as a 
real place in the First World War – and there is a good deal of it, much 
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of it by women – avoids the term altogether. I move in the remainder 
of this paper to take a look at one of the finest examples of writing 
about the reality of home, presented in a series of passages from Helen 
Thomas’s 1931 World Without End included in The Penguin Book of 
First World War Prose (Glover and Silkin 45-53). These contain a 
fictionalised account of the last Christmas spent at home with her 
husband, the poet Edward Thomas, on leave before he went to the 
front to be killed in France. That is to say, writing from the other end of 
the telescope, from the perspective of a woman at home receiving her 
man on leave in Blighty for the last time. Its distinctive achievement is 
the masterly management of time, as it describes in Sekundenstil the 
agonies and ecstasies undergone by the couple, as the clock ticks down 
to the final farewell, underlining the extreme fragility and ephemerality 
of bliss at home in a time of war. 

Thus, it invokes, first of all, the quasi-supernatural associations 
of “Blighty” – the “angels and archangels” of the passage from The 
Marsden Case. The fictional “Jenny” has been told that her husband 
‘David’ will not be there for the festive season:   
 

But a miracle happened. Suddenly this Christmas of all 
Christmasses became the most joyous; the snow-bound forest 
sparkled like Aladdin’s Cave; the house was transformed into a 
festive bower of holly and ivy and fir boughs, and our 
listlessness was changed into animated happiness and 
excitement. David after all was coming home for Christmas! 
(Helen Thomas 172) 

 
The announcement of this nostos energises the whole family as it now 
breaks out of torpor and gloom to prepare to celebrate the occasion of 
a lifetime. In the process, time speeds up: 
 

How we worked all that day to get all ready! I snatched a 
couple of hours to go to London and do the shopping. I bought 
for David the best Jaeger sleeping-bag and thick gauntlet 
gloves and a volume of Shakespeare’s sonnets, and for the 
children a real magic lantern with moving slides, and a special 
present for each one. I brought fruit and sweets and luxuries 
we had never tasted before, and wine as well. A frock of 
David’s favourite red was my present to myself, and secretly 
for the baby the children and I dug a little Christmas tree out of 
the garden and loaded it with toys and trinkets, and candles 
ready to light. 
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Life was not paralysed now, but with new-found vigour 

sped along eager and joyous. Nor did time stand still. I was up 
half the night arranging the greenery that the children had 
ransacked the forest for during the day, and the finishing 
touches to all that was to make this Christmas of all 
Christmasses shine above its peer. (Helen Thomas 173) 

 
That is before the festivity itself, of course; thus far, the transcendent 
associations of “Blighty” are maintained. But with its onset the 
dreaded moment of departure draws nearer, albeit initially intensifying 
the urge to celebrate family life. That speeding-up now appears 
completely double-edged: 
 

The last two days of David’s leave had come. Two days and two 
nights more we were to be together, and I prayed in my heart, 
“Oh, let the snow melt and the sky be blue again!” so that 
which was spoiling those precious hours would lift […] 

Then in the evenings, when just outside the door the 
silence of the forest was like a pall covering too heavily the 
myriads of birds and little beasts that the frost had killed – we 
would sit by the fire with the children and read aloud to them, 
and they would sing songs that they had known since their 
babyhood, and David sang new ones he had learnt in the army 
– jolly songs with good choruses in which I, too, joined as I 
busied about getting the supper. Then, when the baby had 
gone to bed, Elizabeth would sit on his lap, content just to be 
there, while he and Philip worked out problems or studied 
maps. It was lovely to see those two so united over this 
common interest.  

But he and I were separated by our dread, and we 
could not look each other in the eyes, nor dared we be left 
alone together. (Helen Thomas 176-177) 

 
Then, as the writing draws to a climax, becoming more and more 
intimate, and focussing on the couple alone without their children, 
there is an inspired shift into the present tense, taking us out of the 
limited time of the home visit, suggesting its momentary conquest in 
the act of love: 
 

I sit and stare stupidly at his luggage by the wall, and his roll of 
bedding, kit-bag, and suitcase. He takes out his prismatic 
compass and explains it to me, but I cannot see, and when a 
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tear drops on to it he just shuts it up and puts it away. The he 
says, as he takes a book out of his pocket, “You see, your 
Shakespeare’s Sonnets is already where it will always be. Shall I 
read you some?” He reads one or two to me. His face is grey 
and his mouth trembles, but his voice is quiet and steady. And 
soon I slip to the floor and sit between his knees, and while he 
reads his hand falls over my shoulder and I hold it in mine. 

“Shall I undress you by this lovely fire and carry you 
upstairs in my khaki overcoat?” So he undoes my things, and I 
slip out of them; then he takes the pins out of my hair, and we 
laugh at ourselves for behaving as we so often do, like young 
lovers. “We have never been a proper Darby and Joan, have 
we?” 

“I’ll read to you till the fire burns low, and then we’ll go 
to bed.” Holding the book in one hand, and bending over me to 
get the light of the fire on the book, he puts his hand over my 
breast, and I cover his hand with mine, and he reads from 
Antony and Cleopatra. He cannot see my face, nor I his, but his 
low, tender voice trembles as he speaks the words so full for us 
of poignant meaning. That tremor is my undoing. “Don’t read 
any more, I can’t bear it.” All my strength gives way. I hide my 
face on his knee, and all my tears so long kept back come 
convulsively. He raises my head and wipes my eyes and kisses 
them, and wrapping his greatcoat round me carries me up to 
our bed in the great, bare ice-cold room. Soon he is with me, 
and we lie speechless and trembling in each other’s arms. I 
cannot stop crying. My body is torn with terrible sobs. I am 
engulfed in this despair like a drowning man by the sea. My 
mind is incapable of thought. Only now and then, as they say 
drowning people do, I have visions of things that have been – 
the room where my son was born; a day, years after, when we 
were together walking before breakfast by a stream with 
hands full of bluebells; and in the kitchen of our honeymoon 
cottage, and I happy in his pride of me. David did not speak 
except now and then to say some tender word or name, and 
hold me tight to him. “I’ve always been able to warm you, 
haven’t I?” “Yes, your lovely body never feels cold as mine 
does. How is it that I am so cold when my heart is so full of 
passion?” “You must have Elizabeth to sleep with you while I 
am away. But you must not make my heart cold with your 
sadness, but keep it warm, for no one else but you has ever 
found my heart, and for you it was a poor thing after all.” No, 
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no, no, your heart’s love is all my life. I was nothing before you 
came, and would be nothing without your love. Helen Thomas 
180-181) 

 
But the passing of time will not be checked, and so the writing returns 
to the past tense of narrative, albeit one in which a measure of calm in 
face of inevitability has been achieved:  
 

So we lay, all night, sometimes talking of our love and all that 
had been, and of the children, and what had been amiss and 
what right. We knew the best was that there had never been 
untruth between us. We knew all of each other, and it was 
right. So talking and crying and loving in each other’s arms, we 
fell asleep as the cold reflected light of the snow crept through 
the frost-covered windows. 

David got up and made the fire and brought me some 
tea, and then got back into bed, and the children clambered in, 
too, and we sat in a row, sipping our tea I was not afraid of 
crying any more. My tears had been shed, my heart was 
empty, stricken with something that tears could not express or 
comfort. The gulf had been bridged. Each bore the other’s 
suffering. We concealed nothing, for all was known between 
us. After breakfast, while he showed me where his account 
books were and what each was for, I listened calmly, and 
unbelievingly he kissed me when I said I, too, would keep 
accounts. “And here are my poems. I’ve copied them all out in 
this book for you, and the last of all is for you. I wrote it last 
night, but don’t read it now […] It’s still freezing. The ground is 
like iron, and more snow has fallen. The children will come to 
the station with me; and now I must be off. 

We were alone in my room. He took me in his arms, 
holding me tightly to him, his face white, his eyes full of a fear I 
had never seen before. My arms were round his neck. 
“Beloved, I love you,” was all I could say. “Jenny, Jenny, Jenny,” 
he said, “remember that, whatever happens, all is well 
between us for ever and ever.” And hand in hand we went 
downstairs and out to the children who were playing in the 
snow. (Helen Thomas 182) 

 
Again, the close of the passage is masterly, done in terms of the sounds 
of the lovers’ cries to each other, against the background of a silence 
punctuated only by the ominous of the train waiting to take the soldier 
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away. At first they echo each other, but gradually the echoes fade, and 
evidently die out altogether, in fatal anticipation of the dread news 
that will in time bring down the curtain on this fragile moment of 
“Blighty.” 

 
A thick mist hung everywhere, and there was no sound except, 
far away in the valley, a train shunting. I stood at the gate 
watching him go; he turned back to wave until the mist and the 
hill hid him. I heard his old call coming up to me: “Coo-ee!” he 
called. “Coo-ee!” I answered, keeping my voice strong to call 
again. Again, through the muffled air came his “Coo-ee.” And 
again went my answer like an echo. “Coo-ee” came fainter 
next time with the hill between us, but my “Coo-ee” went out 
of my lungs strong to pierce to him as he strode away from me. 
“Coo-ee!” So faint now, it might be only my own call flung back 
from the thick air and muffling snow. I put my hands up to to 
my mouth to make a trumpet, but no sound came. Panic seized 
me, and I ran through the mist and the snow to the top of the 
hill, and stood there a moment dumbly, with straining eyes and 
ears. There was nothing but the mist and the snow and the 
silence of death. 

Then with leaden feet which stumbled in a sudden 
darkness that overwhelmed me I groped my way back to the 
empty house. (Helen 182-183) 

 
I close, in connection with this scene from Helen Thomas’s 

book, with a brief autobiographical note, which in part explains my 
interest in the literature of the First World War. I do not know who my 
biological maternal grandfather was, but I believe him to have been a 
soldier who died in World War One. My mother was born on the 19th 
July 1917, and the space for the name of the father on her birth 
certificate is left blank. The only clue to his identity might be that she is 
given the middle name ‘Thomas’, ironically enough, and she used to 
claim that she had no middle name, and her half-sister, my aunt, who 
died in April 2020 at the age of 96, testifies that girls in the family were 
indeed not given middle names. My mother was born in Newhaven, 
the regular port of embarkation from England for the battlefront in 
France, and soldiers were billeted at her grandmother’s house at 2 
Elphick Road. It seems probable that this was a place where men who 
were about to go off to face likely death took whatever chance there 
came there of love from the women of the house, for both my 
grandmother and my great grandmother gave birth to the offspring of 
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anonymous fathers in those years. And so, my grandmother, too, after 
a blissful interlude and tearful farewell, may herself have waited for 
the coming home to Blighty of a lover named Thomas who never 
returned again. 
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LA NOSTALGIE DU PAYS : LA FANTAISIE DE ‘BLIGHTY’, LA RÉALITÉ DU 

FOYER 
 
 Cet essai interroge la fréquence du mot ‘blighty’ dans le prose 
et la poésie de la première guerre mondiale pour signifier, à partir des 
premières lignes dans les tranchées, le monde ô combien désiré du 
foyer. Mot d’origine anglo-indienne, il a une étymologie populaire, les 
soldats illettrés ayant transformé ‘bilayati,’ qui veut dire ‘étranger’, 
enquelque chose de plus reconnaissable en anglais ; il tire son 
association de la langue Populaire de  la poésie de la première guerre 
mondiale. Alors que la guerre deviant de plus en plus désespérée, il y a 
un changement de signification : le mot commence, dans la poésie et 
ailleurs, à signifier une blessure relativement peu sérieuse, qui permet 
de rentrer à ‘Blighty.’ J’étudie ce changement à travers les œuvres de 
plusieurs poètes, Owen, Sassoon, et Gurney. J’examine aussi 
l’expérience de ‘Blighty’ par l’autre bout de la lorgnette, pour ainsi 
dire, c’est-à-dire, de la perspective des femmes écrivains qui 
accueillent leur bienaimé pour la dernière fois à la maison en lui disant 
au revoir pour la dernière fois. Pour illustrer cette écriture, j’ai choisi 
World Without End de Helen Thomas, le remarquable roman de la 
veuve du poète Edward Thomas. 
 
 Mots-clés : ‘Blighty,’ la culture anglo-indienne, La première 
guerre mondiale, la poésie, front de guerre à la maison. 
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Abstract: The aim of this paper is to analyze the acts of returning home, 

thinking about home and the significance of home and returning home in 

Khaled Hosseini’s novels The Kite Runner, A Thousand Splendid Suns, and in 

the novel And the Mountains Echoed. As an American writer of Afghan origin, 

who left his home country as a child and moved to USA, Khaled Hosseini 

addresses the concepts of leaving home, immigration, and returning home in all 

of his published novels. In 2003, Khaled Hosseini published his first novel The 

Kite Runner. This story depicts the friendship between two Afghan boys, 

whose relationship is broken by the Afghan civil war and the violence before 

and in the aftermath of the war. In this novel, returning home is an act of 

redemption on behalf of Amir, for the betrayal of his best friend Hassan. 

Hosseini’s second novel, A Thousand Splendid Suns, describes the relationship 

between two women and their lives under the Taliban regime. Mariam’s and 

Laila’s life stories are intertwined the moment Laila, forced by the 

circumstances in Kabul during the civil war and the loss of her parents and her 

home, accepts Rasheed’s marriage proposal, becoming his second wife. The 

strained relationship between her and Mariam develops into close friendship, 

which ends the day Mariam kills Rasheed to protect Laila. Laila returns to 

Afghanistan and visits Mariam’s home. For her, this is an act of paying respect, 

of visiting a place where she can sense Mariam’s soul and her presence. And 

the Mountains Echoed presents the life stories of a number of characters, 

mutually connected in different ways. One of the sibling relationships 

described is the relationship between Pari and Abdullah who are separated as 

children. Pari, who leaves her home and is adopted, always feels the strange 

sensation of being homesick and missing somebody or something in her life. 

For Pari, who plans to travel to Afghanistan in attempt to find the answers to 

her questions, the act of returning home is exploring her own personality and 

heritage. 

 

Key words: Home, returning, home, redemption, reunited. 
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Introduction 
 
 The aim of this paper is to analyze the acts of returning home, 
thinking about home, and the significance of home and returning 
home in Khaled Hosseini’s novels The Kite Runner, A Thousand Splendid 
Suns, and in the novel And the Mountains Echoed. As an American 
writer of Afghan origin, who left his home country as a child and 
moved to USA, Khaled Hosseini addresses the concept of leaving home, 
immigration and returning home in all of his published novels.  
 Khaled Hosseini was born in Kabul, Afghanistan on March 4th, 
1965. As a son of an Afghan diplomat, he lived with his family in Paris. 
During this period, Afghanistan was occupied by Soviet military forces. 
In order to avoid returning to Kabul, Hosseini’s family sought political 
asylum in the United States. After they were granted the asylum, they 
moved to San Jose, California. 
 In his interview for the Radio Free Europe, in 2012, Hosseini 
described Kabul and his home in the following way: 

 
And, you know, Afghanistan was a country at peace with itself, 
with its neighbors. Kabul was a growing, thriving, cosmopolitan 
city. So it was a very, very different picture of Afghanistan than 
the one you would think of today if somebody said the word 
Afghanistan. So I feel very fortunate to have lived through the 
final few peaceful years of recent Afghan history.  

  
 The first years after the relocation to United States were 
difficult for Hosseini’s family and himself. His parents were uprooted 
from their home, their financial security has disappeared and they had 
to start again their lives in a completely different environment, 
culturally and financially, from the one they were used to. However, 
Hosseini was very much aware of the other side of the coin: a lot of 
Afghans were forced to leave their homes and to live in the immigrant 
camps in Pakistan or Iran. Through the characters depicted in his 
novels, Hosseini presents his own personal dilemmas, struggles, and 
ambiguous acceptance of the new home. As an author who writes 
about the diaspora (in his case Afghan and Islamic diaspora), Hosseini 
defines in his novels the meaning of “homeland” and home. 
Blumenthal states the following regarding the term of homeland in 
Hosseini’s novels:  

 
These diasporic writers document more than just the physical 
journey from one geography to another, however. They 
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traverse national boundaries, but also ideological boundaries. 
Their texts uncover new ideological homelands, or intellectual 
and moral regions in which they locate evolving political, 
theological and social beliefs. (Blumenthal, 251) 

 
 Perhaps one of the most prominent aspects of Hosseini’s 
novels, apart from defining homeland and home, are the stories of the 
characters’ returning home and the meaning of returning home for 
them. For Amir, the main character in the novel The Kite Runner, 
returning home is redemption and an attempt to make peace with 
himself and his guilt over his betrayal. For Laila, the character from his 
novel A Thousand Splendid Suns, returning to Mariam’s home is an act 
of remembering and paying respect to Mariam, almost an act of 
brining Mariam back to life. For Pari, a character in Hosseini’s novel 
And the Mountains Echoed, returning home means more than a visit to 
a long-forgotten place. For her, returning home is a quest for identity 
and a long-forgotten connection with her brother.  
 
 The Kite Runner – Returning Home as Redemption  
 
 In 2003, Khaled Hosseini published his first novel The Kite 
Runner. The novel portrays the characters of Amir and Hassan and the 
friendship between these two Afghan boys whose relationship is 
broken by the Afghan civil war and the violence before and in the 
aftermath of the war. In this novel, returning home is an act of 
redemption on behalf of Amir, for the betrayal of his best friend 
Hassan. 
 Answering what specific aspects of the Afghan diaspora are 
represented in Amir’s character, in an interview for the Afghan 
Magazine in 2004, Hosseini stated the following about Amir’s 
character:  
 

Nostalgia and longing for the homeland. The preservation of 
culture and language: Amir marries an Afghan woman and 
stays an active member of the Afghan community in the East 
Bay; the hard-working immigrant value system; and some 
sense of survivor’s guilt, which I think many of us, particularly 
in sunny California, have felt at one time or another. (Hosseini 
2004)  
 

 Hosseini’s words reveal, at least partially, the autobiographical 
element in his novel The Kite Runner, since Amir leaves Afghanistan 
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under the same circumstances as Khaled Hosseini and faces similar 
difficulties. Amir, a child of a wealthy Afghani businessman and a highly 
educated woman who dies giving birth to him, grows up in Kabul, 
almost inseparable of his childhood companion, Hassan. The 
relationship between the two is very complex. Their ethnic background 
is different. While Amir is a member of the privileged and respected 
Pashtu group, Hassan is an ethnic Hazara, considered and treated as a 
second-class citizen in the Afghan society. Hassan, a child of the 
household servant and a woman who left the family after giving birth 
to him, does not hide his admiration and unwavering loyalty for Amir. 
Amir describes their relationship as follows:  
 

But in none of these stories did Baba ever refer to Ali as his 
friend. The curious thing was, I never thought of Hassan and 
me as friends either. Not in the usual sense anyhow. […] 
Because history isn’t easy to overcome. Neither is religion. 
(Hosseini 27) 

  
 Although Hassan saves Amir from a violent attack and 
confronts their violent peer Assef and his retribution, Amir still feels 
the disparity between him and Hassan. Even in the aftermath of the 
attack on Hassan, after he is assaulted by Assef, Amir still doesn’t 
overcome his sense of superiority over Hassan. On the contrary, 
Hassan’s persistent admiration and loyalty annoys him, in addition to 
his jealousy over his father’s love towards him and Hassan equally. It is 
obvious to the reader that he is tormenting Hassan out of his own 
sense of guilt and remorse, for not helping his companion when he 
needed him the most. These feelings intensify when he received an 
expensive birthday gift from Hassan and his father Ali. Overwhelmed 
with guilt, Amir decides to drive both Hassan and Ali out of his 
household, by wrongfully accusing his friend and his father of stealing. 
A part of him feels relieved, hoping that once he stops seeing Hassan 
on daily basis, he will forget everything about him, about the guilt and 
about the attack. Of course, this is not the case. Amir notices that he 
cannot forget the past: “It's wrong what they say about the past, I've 
learned, about how you can bury it. Because the past claws its way 
out” (Hosseini 1). 
 Later, after the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan and after he 
immigrated to USA, Amir finds out what he secretly suspected a long 
time ago: that Hassan is his biological brother, a result of his father’s 
love affair with a household servant. At that moment, Amir doesn’t 
have a choice.  
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 Returning home to Afghanistan is the only option, the only 
course of action for him. It is the only way for Amir to redeem himself. 
Hassan is dead, killed by the Taliban forces in the aftermath of the civil 
war in Afghanistan. The only way for Amir to appease his conscience 
and to relieve himself of his sense of guilt is to travel to Afghanistan, to 
risk his safety of living in USA, to risk his life and to try to save Hassan’s 
son Sohrab. Describing Amir’s decision and motives, Saraswat 
understands that “Amir finally became the man who stood up for 
himself and his sins” (172). However, there is no easy way to save 
Sohrab and to take him out of Afghanistan and later Pakistan. Broken 
and traumatized by Amir’s unfulfilled promises, Sohrab attempts 
suicide. Following his suicide attempt and months after he is 
transferred and lives in USA, Sohrab is unable to speak and to 
communicate. His first reaction, the first sign that Amir is redeemed 
and that his returning home brings him at least some peace of mind, is 
his smile after Amir runs his kite during the Afghan immigrants 
gathering in Fremont. Amir describes Sohrab’s reaction: 
 

It was only a smile, nothing more. It didn't make everything all 
right. It didn't make anything all right. Only a smile. A tiny 
thing. A leaf in the woods, shaking in the wake of a startled 
bird's flight. But I'll take it. With open arms. Because when 
spring comes, it melts the snow one flake at a time, and maybe 
I just witnessed the first flake melting. (Hosseini 401)  

 
 A Thousand Splendid Suns – Returning Home as 
Remembering 
 
 Hosseini’s second novel, A Thousand Splendid Suns, describes 
the relationship between two women and their lives under the Taliban 
regime. Mariam’s and Laila’s life stories are intertwined the moment 
Laila, forced by the circumstances in Kabul during the civil war and the 
loss of her parents and her home, accepts Rasheed’s marriage 
proposal, becoming his second wife. 
 Laila’s motive for accepting Rasheed’s proposal stems from 
several reasons. Her own home is destroyed by bombing and Laila’s 
parents are killed. Years prior to the bombing which killed her mother 
and father, Laila desperately tries to maintain her home and to help 
her father. Her mother, desperate and depressive after her sons are 
killed in battle with Soviet soldiers, is unable to function and 
communicate with her husband and her daughter. Laila doesn’t really 
have a home even before her home is physically destroyed. In her 
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mind, her brothers are distant, almost saintly figures who have never 
really existed. Her mother is a weak, fragile woman who is almost 
always in bed, hoping only for Soviet’s defeat and revenge for her sons’ 
death. However, Laila’s best friend, Tariq, is alive. He is Laila’s comfort 
and support, her protector and, eventually, her lover. Immediately 
after the bombing, Laila discovers that she is pregnant. There is only 
one way to protect herself and her unborn baby, and that is to remain 
in Rasheed’s home as his wife.  
 The strained relationship between her and Mariam slowly 
develops into close friendship. Mariam is more than a friend to Laila. 
Laila sees her as a mother that she has never had, since her own 
mother did not show awareness of Laila after her sons’ death. Mariam 
adores Aziza, Laila’s daughter, being aware that Aziza is not Rasheed’s 
daughter, but harami, an illegitimate child, just like Mariam. This bond 
between them ends the day Mariam kills Rasheed to protect Laila. In 
the Taliban regime, this means only one thing: that Mariam and, quite 
possibly, Laila are to be sentenced to death and executed by Taliban 
officials. But Mariam’s sacrifice doesn’t stop there. She orders Laila to 
leave with her children, Aziza and Zalmai, and she turns herself in, 
knowing very well that she won’t be spared the death sentence. 
   After Mariam’s execution, Laila returns to Afghanistan and visits 
Mariam’s home. In Laila’s case, Kabul does not represent Mariam’s 
home. Mariam never experienced happiness or the feeling that she is 
at home in Rashid’s house. Instead, Laila visits Mariam’s childhood 
home in Herat, a city in northern Afghanistan, where Mariam is born. 
For Laila, this is an act of paying respect, of visiting a place where she 
can sense Mariam’s soul and her presence.  
 When Laila heads towards Herat, the town where Mariam 
grew up, she feels that it is easier for her to evoke Mariam’s face and 
her voice. After years of living outside Afghanistan, her memory of 
Mariam is vague. Still, at the moment she enters Mariam’s dilapidated 
home in a village near Herat, she remembers Mariam. 
 

In Pakistan, it was difficult sometimes to remember the details 
of Mariam’s face. There were times when, like a word on the 
tip of her tongue, Mariam’s face eluded her. But now, here in 
this place, it is easy to summon Mariam behind the lids of her 
eyes, the soft radiance of her gaze, the long chin, the 
coarsened skin of her neck, her tight-lipped smile. (Hosseini 
427) 
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 It is returning to Mariam’s home, returning to the only place 
where Mariam’s life gave Mariam a rare chance of happiness, that 
gives back to Laila the memory of Mariam and the vision of Mariam 
living in the shack in the mountains surrounding Herat. 

 
Laila watches Mariam glue strands of yarn onto her doll’s head. 
In a few years, this little girl will be a woman who will make 
small demands on life, who will never burden others, who will 
never let on that she too has had sorrows, disappointments, 
dreams that have been ridiculed. A woman who will be like a 
rock in a riverbed, enduring without complaint, her grace not 
sullied but shaped by the turbulence that washes over her. 
(Hosseini 428) 

 
 Blumenthal (2012) refers to the illustration of the novel A 
Thousand Splendid Suns when defining the concept of homeland and 
home, saying that the illustration on the cover 
 

shows a lone Muslim woman dressed in hijab, looking over 
what is presumably an Afghani landscape. Hosseini’s characters 
may look, in part, the West for an ideological homeland, but 
ultimately, Hosseini crafts his novels as generic and para-
textual testaments to his characters’ inability to locate 
consistently within a Western or an Afghani homeland. (262) 

 
 Similarly, to immigrants to western countries, Laila, while living 
in Pakistan after she leaves Afghanistan with her children, does not feel 
at home. Despite the fact that she is happy with Tariq, she still feels 
that she needs to go home, even though a home does not exist in the 
real sense of the word. She thinks of Kabul perhaps not so much with 
nostalgia as with restlessness. The changes in Afghanistan and her 
desire to witness them and to participate in them are the driving force 
for Laila. She thinks about her parents when deciding to go back: 
“There is a part of Laila now that wants to return to Kabul, for Mammy 
and Babi, for them to see it through her eyes” (415). However, there is 
Mariam and her death, even now, when Laila wants to return to Kabul, 
the city where Mariam was executed. Laila asks herself the following 
question about Mariam:” Did she sacrifice herself so she, Laila, could 
be a maid in a foreign land?” (415) 
 Although Leila is aware that her safety and the safety of her 
children would be a priority for Mariam, she is still aware that 
Mariam’s sacrifice is too big to be traded for complacency with her 
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present life, with the comfort and the tranquility of it, although it bears 
no significance for the changes in her country. Therefore, she decides 
to go back to Kabul, together with Tariq and her children. Along with 
her visit to Mariam’s home in Herat, this is Laila’s second home return. 
Her return, almost symbolically, coincides with the first rains in Kabul 
and the end of the draught which plagued Kabul for years, during the 
first years of rebuilding the devastated city. Although returning home 
is strange and painful for Laila, due to the fact that a number of 
warlords are not punished for their crimes, she rejects the feeling of 
anger and resentment. Because, she is aware that Mariam would not 
want that. Laila decides to move on with her life, because “in the end, 
she knows that is all she can do. That and hope” (439). 
 
 And the Mountains Echoed – Returning Home and Exploring 
Heritage and Identity 
 
 The novel And the Mountains Echoed is a compilation of 
different characters and their personal stories, their own search for 
identity and personal fulfillment. The intertwined stories of multiple 
characters present their own personal struggles, connections and 
emotions. The story about the close bond between the siblings Pari 
and Abdullah is powerfully depicted and moving at the same time. 
Their bond is forged of closeness beyond sibling relationship, during 
life of poverty and struggle, with no mother to care for them. His 
younger sister Pari is the only person who brings Abdullah happiness. 
For her, he will do everything; even trade his only pair of shoes to give 
her a feather for her treasured collection of feathers. However, 
poverty and harsh living conditions take their toll on the family. When 
their father leaves their home with Pari and Abdullah across the desert 
to Kabul, Abdullah is determined to stay with Pari. Neither brother nor 
sister know what this crucial journey will bring them. 
 In the novel, there are two homes which form two focal points. 
One is the poverty-stricken home of Saboor, the father of Abdullah and 
Pari. After Saboor is widowed, his second wife Parwana moves in. The 
second home is a beautiful grand house in Kabul, owned by Suleiman 
Wahdati and his wife Nila is the other one. Pari, the biological daughter 
of Saboor, is the link between these two homes.  
 For Pari, who is adopted as a young girl to Suleiman Wahdati’s 
house, the memory of her beloved brother the home she grew up in is 
very vague and almost nonexistent. She struggles with her own identity 
and inability to establish a less turbulent relationship between herself 
and her adoptive mother Nila. Moreover, she is aware that Nila is 
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equally confused in this relationship. Nila, a beautiful young poet, uses 
every possible way to rebel against the established societal norms and 
her domineering father. She uses her beauty and her body to attract 
lovers, she uses alcohol and drugs to escape from her depression and 
pain and she uses her poetry to express her thoughts, all of it 
completely unacceptable for an Afghan woman from a well-known 
family. For her, Pari is initially a way to commit and to love another 
human being and later, a punishment. When Nila leaves her home and 
her husband in Kabul, never to return, she takes Pari with her to 
France.  
 Unaware that she is adopted, but aware of the deep rift 
between herself and her mother, Pari constantly reexamines their 
relationship, the lack of physical resemblance, the lack of common 
interests, the lack of emotional connection. Nila is stunningly beautiful, 
Pari is ordinary looking and not very attractive. Nila is a poet, Pari is a 
mathematician. Nila struggles with her responsibilities, Pari is reliable 
and loyal. Nila is completely emotion driven, Pari is rational.  
 However, Pari is aware that there is something else, essential 
to her existence, which eludes her memory and cannot be defined, 
something which goes beyond her relationship with Nila. Since, as long 
as she remembers, she has the feeling  
 

that there was in her life the absence of something, or 
someone, fundamental to her own existence. Sometimes it 
was vague, like a message sent on a radio dial, remote, 
warbled. Other times it felt so clear, this absence, so intimately 
close it made her heart lurch. (Hosseini 205) 

 
 Later, in France, many years after Nila’s death, Pari receives 
her uncle Nabi’s letter and finds out the truth about her family and her 
origins. Pari never travels to Afghanistan. In her case, returning home is 
reuniting with Abdullah, many decades after the day her father takes 
her to Wahdati’s house. She reunites with her brother in the United 
States, where Abdullah lives with his family. Abdullah, who is elderly at 
the time of their meeting and Alzheimer-stricken, doesn’t remember or 
recognize Pari. But for Pari, this reunion is the missing piece of the 
puzzle, the answer to her questions so far. This reunion gives her back 
her sense of identity, the sense that she belongs somewhere and to 
someone. 
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 Conclusion 
 
 The stories about returning home in Khaled Hosseini’s novels 
differ in some aspects. However, they share the common thread: none 
of the stories depicts returning home as an ordinary act which was 
happily accepted on behalf of the characters. Amir goes back to 
Afghanistan reluctantly and with fear. Laila returns to a home which is 
not hers at all. Pari meets Abdullah anxiously and without any idea 
what to expect. For all of them, returning home is a necessity, almost 
an involuntary act driven by a number of underlying motives. For Amir, 
it is the only way to appease his conscience and to make amends. 
Returning home for Laila is the only way to pay respect to Mariam and 
her sacrifice. For Pari, reuniting with Abdullah is the only way to find 
the missing part of herself, the missing piece of the complicated puzzle 
of her background. Still, returning home answers most of their 
questions, clarifiers most of their uncertainties and provides, at least 
partially, some peace of mind. For all of them, returning home is 
finding answers, but not necessarily happiness. 
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СПОМЕНИ И ПРИКАЗНИ ЗА ВРАЌАЊЕ ДОМА ВО РОМАНИТЕ НА 

КАЛЕД ХОСЕИНИ-ЛЕТАЧ НА ЗМЕЈОВИ, КОГА ПЛАНИНИТЕ 
ОДЕКНАА И ИЛЈАДА НЕВЕРОЈАТНИ СОНЦА 

 
 Целта на овој труд е да го анализира враќањето дома и 
размисливањата за домот, како и значењето на домот во романите 
на Калед Хосеини Летач на змејови, Кога планините одекнаа и 
Илјада неверојатни сонца.Калед Хоссеини е американски автор 
од авганистанско потекло, кој ја напуштил својата земја во рана 
возраст и се преселил со семејтвото во Соединетите Американски 
Држави. Како таков, тој често се навраќа на поимите на напуштање 
на домот, имиграција и враќање дома во сите негови објавени 
дела. Во 2003 година, Калед Хоссеини го објавува својот рв роман, 
Летач на змејови. Делото го опишува пријателството помеѓу две 
момчиња од Афганистан, кое е нарушено поради граѓанската војна 
и насилствата пред, за време на и по војната. Во ова дело, 
враќањето дома на Амир, е со цел да се искупи, поради неговото 
предавство на неговиот најдобар пријател Хасан. Второто дело на 
Хосеини, Илјада неверојатни сонца, го опишува пријателството и 
животот на две жени под талибанскиот режим. Животите на 
Маријам и Лејла се испреплетуваат во моментот кога Лејла, го 
прифаќа предлогот за брак од Рашид и станува негова втора 
сопруга. Таа е присилена од животните услови во Кабул и загубата 
на нејзините родители. Од почеток напнатата врска меѓу двете 
жени прераснува во блиско пријателство, кое што завршува дента 
кога Маријам го убива Рашид за да ја заштити Лејла и е погубена 
поради тоа. Лејла се враќа во Афганистан и го посетува домот на 
Маријам, за да ја изкаже својата почит и да го почуствува духот и 
присуството на Маријам. Делото Кога планините одекнаа ги 
претставува животните приказни на повеќе ликови, кои се 
меѓусебно поврзани на повеќе начини. Една од опишаните врски е 
врската помеѓу братот и сестрата Абдула и Пари, кои се раздвоени 
како деца. Пари, која го напушта домот и е посвоена, чувствива 
дека е носталгична и дека некој или нешто и недостига во 
нејзиниот живот. За неа, враќањето дома е истражување на самата 
себеси, нејзиното минато и нејзиното потекло. 
 
 Клучни зборови: дома, враќање дома, повторно 
обединување . 
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Abstract: Kiran Desai’s critically acclaimed novel, The Inheritance of Loss, 

intertwines narratives of the lives of three characters: the judge, haunted by his 

past, is joined by his granddaughter Sai in his house in north-eastern India, 

while the son of his cook is working illegally in America. Published in 2006, 

the novel has mostly been analysed in the light of diaspora studies and praised 

for its author’s questioning of the effects of globalisation and immigration 

when leaving home. Yet what is also worth examining is the way in which 

some of the characters of the novel, including the judge, inhabit their chosen 

homes as foreigners or, to be more specific, as surrogate Britons in their 

country of origin, creating a separate community of anglophiles. The “solace of 

being a foreigner in [their] own country” (29) is but one of their rewards in 

their attempts at mimicking a British way of life. If the houses of the novel are 

set in independent India, this article questions the extent to which they could be 

read as counterparts to the British country house, relating them to values of 

continuity, tradition and Englishness. While anglophile characters take the 

British country house as model for their own Indian houses, their nostalgia is 

for a British home they never knew or owned. Their experiences of 

immigration can only lead them to create a pastiche of an English country 

house, which relies on a mythified vision of England. Their acceptance of 

English values and social hierarchy turns them into foreigners in their own 

country, seemingly blurring the definitions of “home” and “abroad”. Their 

reliance on the model of the British country house further points to the ways in 

which The Inheritance of Loss parodies the genre of the English manor house 

novel and the way it relies on colonialist norms.  

 
Keywords: home, country house, nostalgia, manor house novel, postcolonial 

literature. 

 
 

The Inheritance of Loss is Kiran Desai’s second novel. Set in the 
1980s, it weaves together three Indian lives, two of which encapsulate 
movements of migration out of India and narratives of return. The 
judge, Jemubhai, left his parents’ house as a young man before the 
Independence of India to study law in Cambridge, where he suffered 
from racism and exclusion. However, coming back to India in 1944, the 
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prestige of having studied in the United Kingdom propelled him to a 
position of power in the judiciary from which he has now retired. His 
orphaned teenage granddaughter Sai has joined him to live with him in 
Kalimpong, a small hill station in the Himalayas. The judge, Sai and his 
cook live a quiet life in a crumbling country house until Kalimpong is 
shaken by the Gorkha National Liberation Front’s (GNLF) demand for a 
separate state of Gorkhaland. Intertwined in the fabric of the text is 
the story of the immigration of Biju, the cook’s son, to the United 
States, as he struggles to earn money as an illegal worker and finally 
gives up. 

Desai’s novel seems to suggest two ways of dealing with going 
away from home. While the judge is prone to idealise England despite 
his humiliating experience as a student, Biju constantly questions the 
necessity of being away from one’s homeland:  

 
This way of leaving your family for work had condemned them 
over several generations to have their hearts always in other 
places, their minds thinking about people elsewhere; they 
could never be in a single existence at one time. (311)  
 

The metaphor of having one’s heart in another place emphasises the 
character’s nostalgia. In Ethics and Nostalgia in the Contemporary 
Novel, John J. Su reminds his readers of the etymology of the term: 
“two Greek roots: nostos, ‘return to one’s native land,’ and algos, 
‘pain’”, and defines nostalgia as the “longing to return to [one’s] 
homeland” (1). Robert Browning explores this feeling in his poem 
“Home-Thoughts, from Abroad,” a dreamy reflection on the country he 
has left, in which he expresses his nostalgia and regrets his being away 
from home (“Oh, to be in England”). Italy, with its “gaudy melon-
flower,” cannot compare with the country of his birth, England, which 
is perceived as the ideal place to which the poet wants to come back. 

In the context of postcolonial studies, “home-thoughts” and 
the sense of longing are complicated by the notion of belonging. The 
stories of exile and immigration are intertwined with the faltering 
principles of allegiance to one’s native country, especially when this 
country has been colonised by another. Hence the “home-country,” or 
motherland, does not always correspond to the country of one’s birth. 
Nostalgia, when it arises, sometimes finds a different object, for 
example when the wish to belong is directed towards the colonising 
power. In V. S. Naipaul’s novel, The Mimic Men, the protagonist’s 
allegiance is to England, despite his Indian origins. In The Inheritance of 
Loss, the experience of immigration and colonisation triggers similar 
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reactions of mimicry, which this study will examine in relation to Homi 
Bhabha’s analysis of the concept in The Location of Culture. 

In The Inheritance of Loss, nostalgia is not as clear as in 
Browning’s poem, for a whole group of anglicised Indians living in 
Kalimpong dream of England as a theoretical country of adoption that 
they have chosen but in which they do not live. Tellingly, they have 
selected the model of the British country house for their own 
accommodation. However, their nostalgia for imagined old-fashioned 
traditions and rigid social codes of behaviour underlines the artificial 
quality of the feeling. In Su’s words, nostalgia is “a longing for a past 
that never was” (3) and the characters’ dream is indeed of England as it 
may have been: their ideal is anchored in an imagined past which is 
mainly produced by artistic visions (notably through films and 
literature). 

Drawing on postcolonial studies and postmodern theory, our 
analysis of Desai’s novel will show how the focus of nostalgia shifts 
from India to England, reverting the notions of “home” and “abroad.” 
We will, however, question the limits of such an inversion through the 
study of the country house and examine the extent to which Desai 
subscribes to the associated genre of the “country house novel” (or 
“manor house novel”) in The Inheritance of Loss. 
 
 Blurred national identities: “a foreigner in his own country” 
(29) 
 
 Immigration is a powerful experience which affects the identity 
of the immigrant and his sense of belonging. In his collection of essays 
Imaginary Homelands, the Indian-born British writer Salman Rushdie 
underlines the importance of the confusion in a significant formula: 
“Our identity is at once plural and partial. Sometimes we feel that we 
straddle two cultures; at other times, that we fall between two stools” 
(15). This in-betweenness seems to be the epitome of the immigrant 
experience. Neither completely here nor there, the immigrant is on the 
margins of both. What is particularly interesting in The Inheritance of 
Loss is that this position is chosen by an immigrant character once he 
has returned to his home country. After his retirement, the judge 
decides not to merge into the society of Kalimpong but chooses to 
remain alone except for his dog, his cook, and his granddaughter 
whose presence he first fears. The refusal to integrate is summarised 
when he first visits the house in 1957: “The judge could live here, in 
this shell, this skull, with the solace of being a foreigner in his own 
country, for this time he would not learn the language” (29). The 
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identification of the judge as “a foreigner in his own country” questions 
the very definition of “foreigner,” for if the judge comes from a 
different region of India, his nationality is still Indian. Is the term here 
to be interpreted metaphorically, as someone who does not belong? 
The use of the word “foreigner” reveals a detachment which underpins 
the way the judge considers himself. The Oxford English Dictionary 
online reveals that “foreign” comes from the Latin foris, meaning 
“outside,” itself deriving from fores, “door,” hence to be foreign 
literally means to be on the other side of the door. Yet in The 
Inheritance of Loss, it is primarily by staying indoors that the judge can 
affirm his “foreignness” and his detachment from the rest of 
Kalimpong. 

The judge’s behaviour and adherence to a British way of life 
suggest that his alienation is the result of his experience abroad. His 
estrangement, the reader is told, dates back from his return from 
England: “He was a foreigner – a foreigner – every bit of him screamed. 
Only his digestion dissented and told him he was home” (166-7). The 
reference to the judge’s digestion may remind us of a short story called 
“Squatter” by the Indian-born Canadian writer Rohinton Mistry. 
“Squatter” introduces a character, Sarosh, for whom “complete 
adaptation to the new country [Canada]” equals the ability to use the 
Western toilets. The parallel between the two texts suggests that 
although characters may reach a degree of “adaptation,” there are 
certain elements on which they cannot act. At the end of “Squatter,” 
Sarosh goes home to India after a self-imposed ten-year time limit, still 
a foreigner in Canada. Sarosh’s experience, as well as the judge’s in The 
Inheritance of Loss, convey an idea of the limits of adaptation to 
another country and also point to the superficiality of personality 
changes, for both characters, despite having spent years in a Western 
country, seem to have remained Indian inside.  

As a result, the judge in Desai’s novel engages in an extensive 
mimicry of all the things on which he can act so that he may feel 
completely adapted to the former colonising power. Critics have 
extensively commented on the judge’s anglophile way of life – his use 
of English, his fondness for tea, his demand that Sai uses knife and fork 
to eat, even chapatis, or his use of powder to cover his face, like a 
British gentleman. Lucienne Loh’s article, which offers a comparison 
between this novel and Julian Barnes’ England, England, analyses the 
ways in which English heritage is commodified in The Inheritance of 
Loss, so that socially privileged characters can “signify their relative 
wealth and social status within the village’s social hierarchy” (310). The 
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search for social power is at the core of the judge’s imitation of what 
he deems an English way of life. 

The judge becomes thus a defender of the former coloniser’s 
culture and a true “mimic man,” echoing Homi Bhabha’s definition of 
the desire for mimicry in the colonial discourse: “colonial mimicry is 
the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other, as a subject of a 
difference that is almost the same, but not quite” (86, emphasis in the 
original). Bhabha goes on to quote the British politician Macaulay who 
served on the Supreme Council of India and wrote a “Minute on Indian 
Education” (1835) in which he wished to create “a class of interpreters 
between us and the millions whom we govern – a class of persons 
Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals 
and in intellect”1 (87). The establishment of English tastes, values and 
education as so clearly superior to the Indian ones transpires in the 
judge’s way of life, who aspires to a complete identification to the 
British, but remains necessarily “Indian in blood and colour”: his 
attempts are thus limited to repetition, or mimicry of the British 
gentleman. 

In this endeavour the judge is joined by a whole community of 
anglophiles, who has gathered in Kalimpong, featuring in particular 
two old sisters from Calcutta named Lola and Noni, a Swiss priest and a 
drunk farmer. During the political unrest arising in the narration, the 
Swiss priest, Father Booty, is discovered to not have a valid residence 
permit: “Father Booty was now found to be residing in India illegally. 
[…] He knew he was a foreigner but had lost the notion that he was 
anything but an Indian foreigner” (220). Being part of the group of 
anglicised Indians living in Kalimpong, Father Booty is aware of the fact 
that he does not completely belong, in the same way as Sai or the 
judge do not belong. His surprise comes from his realisation that his 
lack of an Indian passport sets him apart from the other anglophiles, 
making him a “foreigner” in a legal sense, not only on a sentimental 
level. 

From the beginning of the novel to its end, it is thus made clear 
that the community of anglophiles who has gathered in Kalimpong is 
united by their common sense of feeling like “foreigners.” Whether 
they are thus legally (such as Father Booty or the two Afghan sisters 
who live nearby) or not (such as the judge or Lola and Noni) does not 
prevent them from sharing a similar way of addressing their identity, 

                                                 
1
  Thomas Babington Macaulay, “Minute on education,” in W. Theodore de 

Bary, ed. Sources of Indian Tradition, vol. II. New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1958, p. 49. 
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relying on a British way of life and on its most obvious manifestation in 
The Inheritance of Loss: the choice to live in a British country house. 

 
 Cho Oyu: a British country house? 
 
 In this context, it is no surprise that the British country house 
should be sought after by the characters. For what could be more 
British than the country house? In his collection of essays English 
Hours, the American writer Henry James defines the country house as 
quintessentially British: 
 

Of all the great things that the English have invented and made 
part of the credit of the national character, the most perfect, 
the most characteristic, the only one they have mastered 
completely in all its details, so that it becomes a compendious 
illustration of their social genius and their manners, is the well-
appointed, well-administered, well-filled country house. (273) 

 
From the onset, the country house is related to the English “national 
character,” the very epitome of Englishness. John Su also notices how 
the English estate has, since the beginning of the nineteenth century, 
been a crucial site of cultural debates about national identity in 
literature (123). 

Set in India, however, the country house can only be but a 
pastiche of its British counterpart. In her study A Theory of Parody, 
Linda Hutcheon defines pastiche which, for her, stresses “similarity 
rather than difference” (33), and is thus a production of the same 
genre as its model involving an imitative approach. The house named 
Cho Oyu that the judge finds for himself is an imitation built by a 
“gentleman,” a Scotsman whose representation of the country house 
is close to the British ideal described by Henry James. Cho Oyu is a 
large mansion which is repeatedly described as impressive: 

 
Cho Oyu might be crumbling, but it had once been majestic; it 
had its past if not its future, and that might be enough – a gate 
of black lace, the name worked into imposing stone pillars with 
mossy cannonballs on top as in To the Manor Born. (257) 

 
If the house is frequently described as unfit for habitation – eaten 
away by insects (34) or swelling with water during monsoon season – it 
is nevertheless praised for its past grandeur. Here the country house 
meets the requirements of its equivalent on the English soil; according 
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to Su, “[t]he endurance of the estate creates the illusion of national 
continuity” (123). The maintenance of a British country house in India 
underlines the permanence of a colonial state of mind. After 
Independence, although national continuity is broken, it seems that 
relying on Cho Oyu is a way to emphasise and exaggerate the 
perpetuity of the past, although, as we shall analyse later in this article, 
signs of its decline are already visible (the house is “crumbling,” 
covered in moss, and is no longer “majestic”). In his study of the 
country house in English literature, Malcolm Kelsall reminds us of the 
importance of this past which is summarised in the motto: “Not make 
it new, but make it old” (92). The visual description of Cho Oyu 
highlights the way in which it replicates the type of house presented on 
British television, and associates it to an imagined place, as it is here 
compared to the BBC series To the Manor Born (1979-81), featuring 
the life of a widow who has to sell her manor after her husband’s 
death. This reference to a product of popular culture, widely broadcast 
underscores the narrator’s irony as it contrasts with the protagonists’ 
feeling of cultural superiority (expressed through their references to 
canonical literature throughout the novel), and suggests a widespread 
fascination for the decaying houses threatened by the financial 
struggles of the aristocracy. 

The country house in the passage quoted above seems to 
represent a true symbol of Englishness, yet it should be noted that this 
development is fairly recent. Peter Mandler, in his historical study The 
Fall and Rise of the Stately Home, dates the establishment of the 
country house as a characteristic piece of English art back to the 1930s, 
when a few British aristocrats, eager supporters of Georgian 
architecture, attempted to promote it as such to better defend it (289). 
These attempts were the first steps towards the recognition that 
country houses had gained by the 1970s: 

 
Suddenly, it had become a national symbol of sorts, as 
“essential” as anything can be in the diversity of late twentieth-
century life, and so of course it became the object of a myth – 
the country house had “always” enjoyed its contemporary 
status – the “tradition” of the country house standing for 
England had been invented. (Mandler, 401) 

 
The authentic character of the country house cannot therefore be 
taken for granted; it is the result of a historical process which derives 
from class interests and a political agenda. In The Inheritance of Loss, 
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the judge’s and his neighbours’ reliance on such ideals betrays the 
counterfeited character of their social superiority.  
 Yet the artificiality of the image cannot hinder the power of 
the house as incarnating a certain foreign ideal. The name “Cho Oyu” 
comes from the name of a peak which culminates at the frontier 
between Nepal and Tibet and indeed, stepping into Cho Oyu implies 
entering another space, out of Kalimpong, for the house is far from the 
city center. In this regard, Cho Oyu fulfills the demands of the country 
house or “estate house” as defined by Mandler, who explains that the 
establishment of country houses until the middle of the eighteenth 
century away from the rest of the community created “new houses cut 
off from both the past and the people” (7). Mandler further states that 
in the nineteenth century, the label “stately home” implied both 
familiarity and distance, or even arrogance (63-64). In this as in other 
aspects, The Inheritance of Loss can be seen as a rewriting of Anita 
Desai’s Fire on the Mountain in which the main character, Nanda Kaul, 
has settled in a house built during colonial times by Colonel 
Macdougall (1843) and occupied by English people until her arrival. 
Nanda Kaul’s desire for such a house (like the judge’s in The 
Inheritance of Loss) is motivated by the house’s aloofness, which is 
enhanced in both novels by the position of the house in hill resorts. 
The marginality of Cho Oyu in The Inheritance of Loss and of Nanda 
Kaul’s house in Fire on the Mountain is thus the result of conscious 
choices which encapsulate these desires. 

For the judge, the house functions as a portal to another 
mysterious dimension: “[The judge] knew he could become aware here 
of depth, width, height, and of a more elusive dimension” (29). His 
granddaughter Sai’s feelings are not different in this regard: “[Sai] had 
a fearful feeling of having entered a space so big it reached both 
backward and forward” (34). This unnamed, invisible quality of Cho 
Oyu is not only to be seen but also to be felt. The “more elusive 
dimension” as well as reaching “backward and forward” seem to imply 
that the house gives way to another space and perhaps another time 
which finds its roots in the colonial past. The house is also a way to 
enter a greater natural order, which is what seduces the judge on his 
first visit. His awe at the discovery of Cho Oyu is indeed aroused by its 
“monastic light” (28), its ceiling which is compared to “the rib cage of a 
whale” (29) and the presence of the Himalayas whose peaks “proved a 
man to be so small that it made sense to give it all up, empty it all out” 
(29). The appeal to spiritual (“monastic”), animal (“whale”) and mineral 
(“Himalayas”) grandeur is reinforced by the strong presence of plants: 
“ferns,” “foliage,” “curly nubs” are developing at the windows, giving 
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the impression that the house is blending with the landscape and the 
soil, thereby echoing Kelsall’s view according to which the country 
house in English literature often becomes “a natural excrescence” (6). 
The house also conveys a certain spirituality which underlines the 
judge’s distance from the material world of Kalimpong and reminds us 
of the judge defining himself as “foreigner”: by choosing to remain in 
Cho Oyu, barely leaving the house (the car has not been used since a 
month before Sai’s arrival, the narrator notices), the judge appears as a 
static character who threatens to turn into a hermit. 

The description of Cho Oyu makes it clear that the judge has 
found a home, a place where he belongs, precisely because it is rooted 
in a colonial past and an imitation from a British model. Through the 
nostalgic maintenance of traditions such as the British ritual of five-
o’clock tea, he attempts to inscribe Cho Oyu in a line of British country 
houses. Thus, he becomes the bearer of these traditions, as Su has 
noted: “[i]f the estate itself is the physical marker of the national spirit 
or ēthos, then its lord has a responsibility to be both guardian and 
representative of Englishness” (126). This role is duly accepted by the 
judge who notably enforces what have been deemed English customs. 
For instance, during a dinner with Gyan, Sai’s mathematics tutor and 
future Ghorka independentist, the judge arbitrarily renames him 
Charlie (an English name) and forces him to eat with fork and knife and 
to recite a poem (109). His authority derives not only from his age or 
position as a patriarch but overtly from his higher knowledge of a 
supposedly superior British culture. 

However, signs of downfall clearly establish Cho Oyu as 
dysfunctional, starting with the tea ritual itself which has become a 
“travesty [which undoes] the very conception of teatime” (3), as the 
judge himself recognises. A comparison with Kazuo Ishiguro’s The 
Remains of the Day may prove relevant here as both Darlington Hall 
(the country house in which Stevens is a butler) and Cho Oyu host only 
a small number of servants: Stevens has seen his staff being reduced 
and with it, the dignity of Darlington Hall, and the cook in The 
Inheritance of Loss is the only member of staff in Cho Oyu, which 
points to the loss of grandeur of the house. Ironically, the cook is 
particularly critical of this, as his working for an Indian judge comes as 
a downfall from his own line of work: “A severe comedown, he 
thought, from his father, who had served white men only” (63). 
Stevens’ situation in The Remains of the Day is not more enviable, as 
Darlington Hall has been sold to an American, depriving him of the 
privilege of working for a British aristocrat. Although the characters of 
Ishiguro’s and Desai’s novels are not subjected to the same treatment 
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(the narrator in The Inheritance of Loss shows more irony as a critical 
distance with the cook is established from the start of the novel), the 
parallels between the two novels are underscored by their titles, which 
highlight a notion of decay. In The Inheritance of Loss, this decline, of 
which the physical deterioration of Cho Oyu is a symbol, is also that of 
imperialism, as is the case in another Indian novel, Arundhati Roy’s The 
God of Small Things. In Roy’s novel, the house of an Englishman who 
has “gone native” and then committed suicide is left to rot; for the 
children, it is the History House, a place which gives access to the past 
for those who can enter it, peopled with “waxy, crumbling ancestors 
with tough toe-nails and breath that smelled of yellow maps 
gossip[ing] in sibilant, papery whispers” (53). As for Cho Oyu, Roy’s 
History House is the site of a disappearing past, where the ancestors’ 
“crumbling” suggests that the walls will not hold for a long time, where 
maps take on the sepia tones of days gone in a subtle reference to the 
redrawing of borders after Independence. If the young characters of 
The God of Small Things are denied access to the History House, in The 
Inheritance of Loss, the judge who has managed to step inside Cho Oyu 
can only maintain the facade of a house which is crumbling from 
inside. 

I would argue that the decline of the country house is further 
exploited by Desai in the ironical subversion of the codes of the 
“manor house novel,” which intimates that the nostalgia the 
characters feel for the British country house is misplaced and ethically 
condemned. 
 
 The fall of the English country house through the parody of 
“manor house novels” 
 
 As The Inheritance of Loss tackles rituals, power relations and 
the rise of political tension in the background, the authenticity of the 
British country house is put into question in a revision of the literary 
genre which is so highly praised by Sai and her friends. The characters 
relish “best of all […] manor house novels” (198) and references to 
such novels are numerous in the book, for instance Emily Brontë’s 
Wuthering Heights (218), Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (119), and “all of 
Jane Austen” (44). Literature and film have taken the value of models 
for the characters’ lives, and Sai herself recognises in novels about 
traveling in India the story of her own arrival in Cho Oyu (199).  

These references emphasise the artificiality of the characters’ 
dream of living in a fictive place and of the subject of their nostalgia. If 
their houses are pastiches of the British country houses, the novel 
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plays with parody in the way Hutcheon defines it: “a form of imitation, 
but imitation characterized by ironic inversion” (6). This inversion takes 
place from the very title of the novel for if manor house novels are 
about inheritance, the material object of legacy is replaced by loss. A 
reading of the novel in comparison with Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park 
underlines the way The Inheritance of Loss could be read as a 
Bildungsroman for the character of Sai, while suggesting a parody of 
the model provided by Austen. In Mansfield Park, the protagonist, 
Fanny, has been welcomed in her sometimes broody uncle’s house in 
the countryside, where she grows up to develop the authentic 
manners of an English lady, under the careful eyes of her two aunts. 
The plot of Desai’s novel shows strong similarities with that of Austen’s 
but the detachment from the manor house novel genre is obvious in 
the way Sai’s life constantly refuses a “happily ever after” ending. The 
narrator ironically blends in a feature of the fairy tale: “[Sai’s] kiss had 
not turned [Gyan] into a prince; he had morphed into a bloody frog” 
(248). The intrusion of the failed fairy tale provides a comment on the 
manor house novel, emphasising Desai’s novel’s departure from the 
usual plot, which gives way to a reflection on the ethics of maintaining 
a British country house in India through political trouble. 

The traditional country house novel usually shies away from 
the noises of the city and news of the world. In Desai’s novel, however, 
the political events which shake Kalimpong strongly affect life in the 
country house and the very beginning of the novel testifies to the 
intrusion of political life inside it. In the first pages of the novel, the 
house is being robbed and the robbers invite themselves to stay for tea 
in Cho Oyu (5) in a reversal of traditional manners which turns the tea 
ritual into a parody. The political context in which the narrative is set 
questions the legitimacy of the characters to own country houses, and 
the temporary invasion of Cho Oyu by the robbers is echoed by the 
later occupation of Lola and Noni’s garden by Gorkha independentists. 
This event leads the sisters to reflect: “It did matter to live in a big 
house and sit beside a heater every evening […] it did matter that 
others could not” (242). This small epiphany, in which they realise that 
their decision to inhabit a comfortable pretty cottage is the result of a 
class privilege, contrasts with their usual fascination for a British 
lifestyle at any cost. For once, they are allowed an outsider’s view on 
their own wealth and the nostalgia that they usually display (in their 
compulsive collection of After Eights, Marks and Spencer panties or 
daffodil bulbs) appears in all its artificiality, for it has clearly turned 
here into the preservation of a privileged educated class which is no 
longer deemed acceptable. 
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In such occurrences, The Inheritance of Loss echoes The 

Remains of the Day in its questioning of the legitimacy of characters to 
protect “Englishness,” which Stevens has accepted as his duty. In The 
Inheritance of Loss, although Lola and Noni’s experience of England is 
limited to their trips to visit Lola’s daughter Pixie in London, the 
nostalgia that they feel for a British way of life has led them to live a 
life disconnected from the reality of the place and time in which they 
live. Thus, Englishness has become, as Su puts it in his analysis of 
Ishiguro’s novel, “an empty signifier deployed to legitimate particular 
ideological positions” (131): “[p]recisely because the term [Englishness] 
does not signify anything specific, it can be used to justify any number 
of unrelated goals” (131). In The Inheritance of Loss, the invasion of the 
sisters’ garden by GNLF rioters suggests that the defence of the 
country house becomes impossible in the new political context, which 
questions the established economic order. 
 Contrarily to Ishiguro’s novel, however, the fact that the 
United States gain importance in the economic world order does not 
lead to the downfall of British ideals but to new opportunities to 
reverse power relations between the master of the house and the 
staff. The departure of the cook’s son, Biju, for the United States, 
creates an opening in the cook’s mind, whose fantasy is clearly spelled 
out: “One day his son would accomplish all that Sai’s parents had failed 
to do, all the judge had failed to do” (85). The judge is presented as an 
example of failure, and the cook is asking for revenge for his life of 
servitude in an inversion of social roles through the next generation. 

The cook’s importance in the text is reinforced by his role as 
storyteller, as he is the one who remembers the judge’s past and 
narrates it to Sai. In addition, the very presence of Biju’s story, 
intertwined in the narrative of the events of Kalimpong and of the 
judge’s past, testifies to the change of perspective which is operated in 
The Inheritance of Loss. In novels such as Jane Eyre or Mansfield Park, 
the departure of some characters from the house is only evoked 
through the prism of those who remain, while in The Inheritance of 
Loss, the narration integrates the point of view of the cook’s son, who 
has left India, and ends when his trip ends. The country house is not 
the only setting for the narration. The inclusion of narratives outside its 
walls suggests that the story requires a contrapuntal reading as defined 
by Edward W. Said in Culture and Imperialism: “a simultaneous 
awareness both of the metropolitan history that is narrated and of 
those other histories against which (and together with which) the 
dominating discourse acts” (59). In his analysis of Mansfield Park, Said 
argues that Sir Thomas Bertram, the owner of Mansfield Park, is never 
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seen as present in Antigua (108), where he goes for business purposes. 
Hence the focus is mostly on the country house estate and a 
contrapuntal reading shows, for instance, that the Bertrams’ fortune 
depends on the slave trade, sugar and the colonial planter class (112). 

A reading of The Inheritance of Loss in this light underscores 
the novel’s detachment from the model of the manor house novel. The 
alternating chapters, which centre on life in Kalimpong and Biju’s 
trajectory in the United States, as well as the focus on characters who 
do not belong to the social circles of the anglophile community, 
prevent a univocal perception of the story as the reader is constantly 
asked to question the consequences of imperialism on members of 
various social classes, particularly in terms of international mobility. 
The Inheritance of Loss notably distinguishes narratives of elite and 
labour migrations in the discrepancy between the stories of Lola’s and 
Mrs Sen’s daughters in England and the U.S., which highlight economic 
and social success, and the reports of the cook’s son, Biju. In this 
regard, being a “foreigner” is sometimes the privilege of an educated, 
well-off part of society. If both Pixie (Lola’s daughter) and Biju have 
been led towards England and the U.S., respectively, only Pixie’s voice 
can be heard from India. As a BBC reporter, she is on the airwaves 
every evening, her voice easily crossing miles to be heard by her proud 
mother from her cottage (47). Biju’s voice, on the other hand, is barely 
audible on a rare phonecall to his father (230), and even his letters, 
soaked in water, cannot be read by the cook for whom they embody 
the “ocean between him and his son” (120). In her article “Disjunctures 
and Diaspora in Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss”, Oana Sabo 
remarks that Desai warns her readers against “exclusively celebratory 
views of diaspora” (388). Her focus on Biju’s immigration attests to the 
necessity of telling the other side of the story, for his silencing through 
usual means of communication with his father suggests that his voice 
may not be heard otherwise. The comparison between these 
experiences of immigration confirms that the social statuses of 
characters remain unchanged by their geographical location: in India as 
abroad, the cook’s son remains stuck to an inferior economic position. 
Hence Biju’s return is motivated by his nostalgia for India and his wish 
not to be a foreigner anymore, as attested by his first impressions after 
landing on the Indian soil when returning from the United States: 

 
Sweet drabness of home – he felt everything shifting and 
clicking into place around him, felt himself slowly shrink back 
to size, the enormous anxiety of being a foreigner, ebbing – 
that unbearable arrogance and shame of the immigrant. (300) 
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Contrarily to the earlier occurrences of the word in the novel, here 
“foreigner” is not perceived as a position to be looked for but as a 
source of anxiety, highlighting a stark contrast between the Kalimpong 
community of surrogate Britons and the immigrant who misses home. 
The impossibility of finding a place of belonging in a foreign community 
brings Biju back to his roots, which corresponds to the lifting of a 
weight. By shrinking back to size, getting smaller, Biju seems to regain 
his original identity although it is expressed by a loss of size and later, 
of money. In the authenticity of this feeling, the character proves to be 
aware of the fragility of an identity which he does not attempt to build 
up artificially; he does not reject the “drabness of home” by preferring 
an economic or at least social form of success. Biju arrives almost 
naked, robbed, deprived of all his belongings, but his return home 
signs the end of the story, while all the other characters’ fates remain 
uncertain. 
 In The Inheritance of Loss, the characters’ attempt at being 
foreigners in their own country, through their celebration of the 
country house, leads to the establishment of a nostalgia which, despite 
its authenticity as a feeling, is mostly used as a social tool to affirm 
power and superiority, and the belonging to a group which sets itself 
apart from others. If the British country house presents itself as a 
model for the characters of The Inheritance of Loss, this ideal is 
questioned by the political situation which intrudes inside these very 
houses and prevents the model from coming true. While the British 
country house does enable characters to soothe their nostalgia, the 
sense of home that it provides does not seem sustainable any longer 
and the houses tellingly start to crumble. Hence while in Mansfield 
Park Fanny dreams of returning to her uncle’s stable, comfortable 
country house, it is no surprise that Sai wishes to leave. 
 The study of Kiran Desai’s novel underlines how nostalgia and 
the allegiance to a country of adoption can shape one’s place in society 
while creating or reinforcing social lines of distinction. It also suggests 
that the choice of one’s country of belonging, or homeland, entails the 
reassessment of one’s ethics, which Su refers to as he analyses the 
links between space and ethos: “Place limits individuals by locating 
them within a community; freedom from place, on this understanding, 
implies the freedom to redefine oneself according to the pattern of 
one’s own making” (24). I would argue that the characters’ apparent 
subscribing to a British ethos is a subverted way of accepting an aging 
Indian ethos which values British culture more than Indian ones, for 
the screen of colonialism still hovers on Kalimpong. Sai’s departure 
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from Cho Oyu, then, is a hopeful perspective, a displacement which 
announces an ethical journey through the confrontation with other 
stories, as opposed to the enclosing motion of her grandfather for, she 
realises: “Never again could she think there was but one narrative and 
that this narrative belonged only to herself, that she might create her 
own tiny happiness and live safely within it” (323). Sai promises herself 
to include others’ narratives in a metafictional echo of what the novel 
proposes to do. Through the parody of the genre of the manor house 
novel and the increasing number of stories in a fragmented narrative, 
The Inheritance of Loss invites its readers to incorporate contrapuntal 
readings to debunk the myth of ever-successful diasporic movements 
towards the West. 
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HABITER LA COUNTRY HOUSE BRITANNIQUE EN INDE : LA PERTE EN 
HERITAGE, DE KIRAN DESAI 

 
 Le roman de Kiran Desai, La Perte en héritage, acclamé par la 
critique, entrelace les parcours de trois personnages : le juge, hanté 
par son passé, est rejoint par sa petite fille Sai dans sa maison au nord-
est de l’Inde, tandis que le fils de son cuisinier travaille illégalement en 
Amérique. Publié en 2006, le roman a été principalement analysé dans 
le cadre des études sur la diaspora, et apprécié pour sa remise en 
question des effets de la mondialisation et de l’immigration. Il convient 
également d’analyser la manière dont certains personnages du roman, 
parmi lesquels le juge, choisissent d’habiter leur maison comme des 
étrangers ou, plus spécifiquement, comme des Britanniques de 
substitution dans leur pays d’origine, créant ainsi une communauté 
distincte d’anglophiles. Le « réconfort d’être un étranger dans [leur] 
propre pays » récompense les personnages qui imitent un mode de vie 
britannique. Les maisons sont situées en Inde, après l’Indépendance ; 
cependant cet article interroge la façon dont elles peuvent être vues 
comme des pendants de la country house britannique, notamment 
dans la conservation de leur lien avec les valeurs de continuité et de 
tradition, et par leur caractère proprement anglais. Bien que les 
personnages prennent la country house britannique comme modèle 
pour leur maison en Inde, ils éprouvent une nostalgie pour une maison 
britannique qu’ils n’ont jamais connue ou possédée. Leur expérience 
d’immigration ne les conduit qu’à la création d’un pastiche de la 
country house anglaise, qui repose sur une vision mythique de 
l’Angleterre. Leur assimilation de valeurs et d’une hiérarchie sociale 
anglaises en fait des étrangers dans leur propre pays, troublant ainsi la 
démarcation entre « pays d’origine » et « étranger ». Par ailleurs, leur 
choix du modèle de la country house britannique souligne la façon dont 
La Perte en héritage parodie le genre du manor house novel et son 
adhésion aux normes coloniales. 
 
 Keywords: maison, nostalgie, country house, roman de 
la manor house, littérature postcoloniale. 
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Abstract: Between 1975 and his assassination in 1978, the Bulgarian journalist 

Georgi Markov wrote more than 130 radio reports about life in Bulgaria. 

These, however, are not news reports in the conventional sense. They are a 

form of autobiographical reportage and, as such, don’t focus so much on 

contemporary events in Bulgaria, as on Markov’s own experiences and 

encounters in the homeland he eventually found it necessary to leave in 1969. 

Thanks to the negative image they construct of Bulgaria during the 1950s and 

1960s, these reports – or, perhaps more accurately, radio essays – appear to 

represent a wholly anti-nostalgic form of reportage and memoir in line with the 

conventions of what we might call dissident narrative. At the same time, 

however, they exist on a more complex, more nuanced emotional terrain and, 

in recognising this, this paper argues that Markov’s work in these essays 

should more rightly, more accurately be regarded as belonging to the literature 

of exile rather than as simple polemic.  

 

Keywords: nostalgia, home, journalism, autobiography, Bulgaria, 

communism, dystopia, utopia. 

 
 

 Nostalgia is a not word that’s often associated with the 
Bulgarian author, scriptwriter and journalist Georgi Markov. A noted 
dissident voice during Bulgaria’s communist period, especially after he 
left for Italy and then Britain in 1969, his most well-known and, in 
some ways, most substantial body work consists of the series of radio 
broadcasts which, after a brief stint at the BBC World Service, were 
broadcast on Radio Free Europe. Now collected and published 
posthumously as Задочни репортажи за задочна България – a title 
which might be translated as Reports in absentia on an absent Bulgaria 
– these broadcasts or, more accurately, radio essays construct an 
image of Bulgaria during the 1950s and 1960s which, on the face of it, 
is unremittingly negative.1 It is world of bleak absurdities, cruel 

                                                 
1
 Georgi Markov, Задочни репортажи за задочна България (Reports in absentia on 

an absent Bulgaria) (Sofia: Ciela, 2016). 
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injustices, cults of personality, hypocrisy, and endless frustrations – 
even for those who, like Markov, were members of a relatively 
privileged elite. Were they fiction, these Reports in absentia would 
almost certainly be classified as dystopian – and, indeed, the Bulgaria 
that Markov portrays bears more than a passing resemblance to that 
of 1984 by George Orwell (whom he cites on a number of occasions). 
Likewise, Markov’s metaphor of choice for describing the situation of 
ordinary citizens in communist-era Bulgaria – под капака (under the 
lid) – clearly echoes the title of Ivan Vazov’s famous 1893 novel about 
the Ottoman occupation, Под игото or Under the Yoke, the 
implication being that the communist regime is as tyrannical, 
repressive and invasive as the imperial power which occupied Bulgaria 
from the late 14th to the late 19th/early 20th centuries.2 

Markov’s detailed critique of the ideology and practice of the 
Bulgarian regime, however, is not limited to theoretical or 
philosophical issues. The broadcasts are essentially autobiographical, 
drawing on Markov’s own experiences as a young writer who, despite 
his non-conformist views, was accepted into the Bulgarian Writers’ 
Union and enjoyed, not only the guaranteed critical acclaim which 
came with being a member, but also a range of privileges accorded to 
him by the state. Whilst the broadcasts – when read in the order 
collected in the two volumes of Задочни репортажи за задочна 
България – give the impression of being a coherent and 
comprehensive analysis of communist policy towards all aspects of life 
within the country – from construction projects to culture, 
manufacture to tourism etc – they are more often than not focused on 
personal experience, empirical observation or specific details of 
everyday life. Here, too, we might find comparisons with Orwell – 
especially the latter’s columns published under the generic title “As I 
Please” in leftwing newspaper Tribune.3 The two writers’ approach to 
reportage is grounded in a concern with and respect for the observable 
manifestations of political decisions in their own and other people’s 
immediate circumstances and experience. We might speculate, in fact, 
that what ultimately led to Markov’s assassination in London in 1978 

                                                 
2
 Markov is not alone in identifying similarities between a communist regime and an 

imperial occupation: Albanian author Ismail Kadare also uses the Ottoman occupation 
of Albania as an allegorical representation of its post-WW2 communist regime, most 
notably in The Siege (1970) and The Palace of Dreams (1981). 
3
 See George Orwell, Collected Essays, Journalism and Letters, Vol. 3, As I Please, 1943-

45, ed. Sonia Orwell (London: Secker & Warburg, 1968) and George Orwell, Orwell in 
Tribune: ‘As I Please’ and other writings 1943-47, ed. Paul Anderson (York: Politicos, 
2006). 
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by an agent with connections to both the Bulgarian and Soviet secret 
services may well have been ordered, not simply because of his 
critique of communist ideology, but also because of his detailed 
description of life under the regime. Markov’s “crime,” in other words, 
wasn’t merely the expression of so-say reactionary or counter-
revolutionary opinions and beliefs; it was also the detailed laying bare 
of the myths surrounding and underpinning the “utopia” that the 
communist regime claimed it was creating in Bulgaria, as well as the 
naming of individuals he regarded as having been complicit in the 
creation of this fake utopia. 

At the same time as documenting the construction of an 
authoritarian dystopia in Bulgaria in the first twenty five years after the 
communists took power, however, Markov’s bleak and often 
outspoken critiques are tempered by nostalgia – for a “distant” or 
“absent” Bulgaria (the Bulgarian adjective задочeн used in the book’s 
title can mean either and appears in common phrases such as 
“distance learning” and “tried in absentia“), for his own equally 
“distant” or “absent” past and, perhaps less obviously, for the “distant” 
or “absent” idealistic version of communism which Markov seems to 
believe was and perhaps still might be possible, but which he 
subsequently sees as having been betrayed and destroyed by the 
Bulgarian regime itself. Indeed, there is further ambiguity in the title 
Задочни репортажи за задочна България where, in this context, the 
word за could mean either “about” or “for,” suggesting that Markov is 
not only writing about a lost homeland, a lost past, but also for a 
homeland (and a readership) that has been cut off from its – as it were 
– Bulgarian-ness by the communist regime’s importation of, first, 
Stalinism and then other Soviet variants of post-Stalinist ideology 
brought in under Khrushchev and Brezhnev. If за is taken to mean 
“for,” the title might also suggest the conventional dedication of an 
elegy or a poem like Wilfred Owen’s “Anthem for Doomed Youth” – as 
if Bulgaria is not only “distant” or “absent,” but also dead and buried. 
The Bulgarian title, in fact, offers multiple interpretative possibilities 
which are themselves ‘absent’ from the more melodramatic title given 
to the English-language volume which includes translations from a 
selection of Markov’s memoirs and radio essays: The Truth that Killed. 

Here, though, I begin with the more conventional reading 
suggested by that English title: the descriptions of life in 1950s and 
1960s Bulgaria which amount to a truth – or at least a version of it – for 
which a journalist like Markov might well have been killed. The 
representation of communist-era Bulgaria in Задочни репортажи за 
задочна България certainly appears to be almost wholly negative. 
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Although Markov himself would benefit from being accepted into the 
Writers’ Union unusually early in his career, thanks to the success (and 
ideological acceptability) of his first novel, he finds little to commend in 
the version of socialism that the post-war regime introduces into the 
country. It’s a society in which Party members and ordinary Bulgarians 
inhabit entirely different and ruthlessly separated worlds.  

In the pair of broadcasts published under the all-encompassing 
title “Prostitution,” for example, Markov’s encounters with members 
of the militia charged with “cleaning up the streets” and “persuading” 
street prostitutes to rehabilitate themselves by taking up “proper jobs” 
and moving into “appropriate accommodation” and with the 
prostitutes themselves are offset by his discovery of a different kind of 
prostitution catering to the “needs” of foreigners and the upper 
echelons of the Communist Party itself. For reasons he only comes to 
understand later, Markov is invited to join a small group of journalists 
at the militia building overlooking Lavov Most in Sofia where they will 
be allowed to interview a number of street prostitutes. Markov is 
immediately on his guard, noting that the first prostitute they’re 
introduced to was:  

 
a plump, rather plain woman of around 25 years, who greeted 
us and smiled like someone who knows the game and has 
agreed to play it for our benefit. She gave the colonel [of the 
militia] a piece of paper. This was a note of her earnings from 
the last month. One of the militia’s most important 
requirements in its struggle to re-educate prostitutes is for 
them to have a permanent working income. We learned that 
this girl now lived with her mother and worked for a printing 
company, where she’d been placed with the help of the militia. 
For several years prior to this she’d wandered about the 
country, living wherever and with whomever she could. 

“Well, are you happy now?” asked the colonel carefully. 
“Oh, comrade colonel, I’m so grateful that you’ve 

returned me to life! You have no idea how much you’ve helped 
me, both you and the workers’ collective […]” she said, reciting 
the phrases she had learned. (Markov 545, my translation) 
 

As other, noticeably less compliant or “re-educated” prostitutes are 
brought in one by one, Markov’s suspicions appear to be confirmed: 
the militia intended the interviews as a propaganda exercise and, in 
reality, the much-vaunted “re-education” programme is having little or 
no positive effect. Irritated both by the state’s claims that it is 
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eliminating prostitution and its assumption that intelligent journalists 
and writers would accept the official line without question, Markov 
refuses to do so and sets out to prove that prostitution isn’t a 
throwback to “bourgeois capitalism,” but an indication of the true 
nature of socialist reality. During his investigation, the colonel makes a 
rather more candid admission than during the officially sanctioned 
interviews with the prostitutes: 

 
I myself well knew about the liberal sexual relations which had 
revolutionarily somehow established themselves in our life, 
but I had no idea how far domestic prostitution had come. 
According to the colonel, this kind of prostitution mostly 
operated in two fields: with foreigners and with influential or 
powerful Bulgarian citizens who could pay for such services. 
The foreigners consisted of a significant group of Arabic-African 
students and all sorts of travellers from the Near East who 
stopped in Sofia or Plovdiv with a whole list of addresses 
where they could find women for a good price. […] According 
to the colonel, they mostly visited married women whose 
husbands were either absent or had been cleverly deceived. 

“Even the other half of one of our colleagues, an officer 
who’d been sent to train in Moscow, turned her home into a 
brothel. We didn’t know what to do, whether to tell him or 
keep quiet, nonetheless – the wife of our man […]” said the 
colonel. 

“And what happened?” I asked out of curiosity. 
“National Security sorted the situation out. They made 

her work for them on the promise that they would sort the 
business out with her husband. When he came back, they told 
him that his wife had to finish some work in the name of the 
motherland. It was hard for him, but he accepted it as a 
sacrifice for the country […] Then they divorced.” (Markov 552, 
my translation ) 

 
As in many of his other essays, Markov’s principle target here is 
hypocrisy which, in regard to prostitution, he identifies as being both 
moral (public denunciation of prostitution, extensive “private” use of 
prostitution in managerial and administrative circles) and political (a 
nominally socialist regime actively constructing, not a less, but a more 
unequal society). 

Markov finds and describes examples of such hypocrisy on the 
part of the regime’s middle and upper echelons in numerous different 
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spheres of life. There are party officials who deride the products of 
western capitalism as being infinitely inferior to those of socialist 
Bulgaria whilst at the same time doing everything, they can to lay hold 
of these desirable capitalist products by having them smuggled into the 
country. There are others who decry the “cult of personality” whilst 
actively engaging in the promulgation of a cult around the Bulgarian 
leadership. There are writers who accede to the Writers’ Union and set 
about producing artless propaganda in exchange for privileges denied 
to the majority of Bulgarians: a (relatively) luxurious place to live, a car, 
western goods etc. Markov himself, for example, receives a villa in one 
of Sofia’s most prestigious neighbourhoods “in the shadow of Vitosha 
[mountain].” Like other writers in his position, he finds himself living 
what he calls “a 900-metre life” – one spent almost entirely within 900 
metres of the Writers’ Union building in central Sofia. Inside this 
cocoon, with its editorial offices and writers’ cafes, like the famous 
Бамбук (Bamboo) on the corner by the National Theatre “Ivan Vazov,” 
Markov gains ever greater insight into the benefits enjoyed by those 
prepared to compromise and work within the system.  

As well as describing a lifestyle which would have been almost 
unimaginable to many Bulgarians, however, Markov’s writings about 
this period increasingly come to focus on the experiences of those 
existing outside such privileged cocoons. In two pieces paired under 
the title “Жилото и медът на туризма” (literally “The sting and the 
honey of tourism”), a phrase that alludes to and plays on the Bulgarian 
idiom “нито меда, нито жилото” (meaning “absolutely nothing”),4 he 
recounts an experiment he conducted with his family. With the 
Bulgarian tourist industry beginning to grow, providing a much-needed 
source of foreign currency, Markov decides to go on holiday, by boat 
down the Danube from the inland port of Vidin and then on via Ruse 
and Varna to the rapidly expanding resort of Sunny Beach on the Black 
Sea coast. Rather than use his privileged position, his influential friends 
and his “name” as a member of the Writers’ Union to ensure the 
holiday runs smoothly, however, Markov chooses to travel ‘incognito’ 
– as, in other words, an ‘ordinary’ Bulgarian. Almost immediately he 
discovers that Balkan Tourist – the state agency charged with running 
the tourist industry – operates a two-tier system: one for foreigners 
(and elite Bulgarians) and another for “ordinary” customers.  

 

                                                 
4
 There are no readily available English-language equivalents: perhaps the closest would 

be something like “not a sausage,” “not a dicky bird” or the less common “goose egg.” 
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Until Vidin everything went normally. However, when we 
arrived at the port in the evening in order to take up the 
cabins in which we supposed we’d be sleeping because the 
boat left very early in the morning – we encountered the first 
surprise. 

“No cabins for Bulgarians!” The officer responsible 
announced without ceremony. 

It turned out that a group of westerners – French, I 
think – had taken the cabins allotted to Bulgarians. 

“You do understand, comrades,” another member of 
staff explained, “that we can’t pass up on western tourists 
like that, not when they’re paying with hard currency […] It’s 
helping our economy.” (Markov 424, my translation ) 

 
This becomes a recurrent pattern throughout the trip until, in Sunny 
Beach itself, they can’t even find anywhere to eat with tables that are 
available to Bulgarians and Markov only manages to feed his hungry 
family with the help of a friend, one of the local barmen – albeit in a 
place he later describes as “one of those imaginary establishments 
with uncomfortable little tables, benches instead of chairs, ersatz rural 
walls hung with pots, a tasteless parody of national customs” (Markov 
420, my translation). Either way, the experience leaves him with the 
clear impression that the majority of Bulgarians aren’t so much second-  
as third-class citizens in their own country, a long way below the local 
elite and foreigners with hard currency. For Markov, this completes a 
transition which, taken as a whole, his essays record and are structured 
around – the transition of Bulgaria from ideological fanaticism in the 
early Stalinist years of the communist period, via the 1960s when the 
regime was forced to make compromises and abandon its former (and, 
in Markov’s eyes, often absurd) attempts at intensive and 
comprehensive social engineering, to what is now usually referred to 
as “state capitalism” – which, again in Markov’s eyes, appears to be 
nothing more than a very poor, very badly managed version of western 
capitalism with an equally unequal distribution of money and power. 

Following directly on from “Жилото и медът на туризма,” 
“Белият Мерцедес” (“The White Mercedes”) recounts another story 
connected with Sunny Beach – that of a solitary accordion-player who 
appears, almost comatose, slumped in the corner of the “ersatz” 
establishment where Markov and his family finally managed to get 
something to eat. The waiter points him out, describing him as “a 
monument to waiting” and explaining that, for years now, he’s been 
waiting for the eponymous “white Mercedes” to appear in the resort. 
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Markov immediately realises that he knows this slightly younger man: 
his name is Vlado, he graduated in engineering from the same 
polytechnic as Markov and was one of a party of engineers who went 
on a camping holiday to Sunny Beach in 1959 – long before the resort 
itself was transformed into “a tasteless parody of national customs” for 
the benefit of foreign tourists. Markov too was a member of that party 
and recalls how they encountered a rich German woman who drove a 
white Mercedes and who began an affair with Vlado, even getting 
permission from the authorities for him to accompany her on short 
trips to Istanbul and Constanţa. Towards the end of the summer 
season, however, the German woman leaves without warning, never 
to return, and it turns out that Vlado has spent the intervening years 
waiting, absolutely convinced that she will come back. It has become 
his obsession and he can no longer think of anything else. Markov ends 
the essay with a description of his attempt to engage his former 
colleague in conversation:  

 
He gives me a puzzled look, as he if he doesn’t know who I 
am or what I want. Then, perhaps thinking that I’m one of 
those who continually threw him out of restaurants, he 
stands up clumsily and goes towards the entrance. Cars crawl 
along the lane in front of him. For a moment he stops. I see 
how his face comes to life and his body leans forward slightly, 
as if he doesn’t want to miss the approach of the white 
Mercedes. (Markov 427, my translation ) 

 
 Dissociated from emotion, other people, even his own former 
personality, Vlado exists in a form of fugue state, in which the only 
possible source of meaning as he sees it would be the return of the 
German tourist in her white Mercedes. Markov doesn’t explicitly invite 
us to understand this story as an allegory, but the parallels between 
Vlado’s dissociation from reality and what it might mean for an entire 
country to be – as the book’s title has it – in absentia are suggestive. It 
seems entirely plausible to read Vlado’s condition as both a symptom 
and a symbol of the fugue state that Markov believes Bulgaria itself to 
have entered – with the white Mercedes acting as a metaphor for the 
illusory salvation on which some Bulgarians have pinned their hopes 
for future escape from “under the lid.”5 

                                                 
5
 Perhaps significantly the next essay in the series is titled “Поклон пред цар долар” 

(“Bowing to King Dollar”) and describes “the ruthless persistence” with the regime 
pursued “the fulfilment of its [foreign] currency plans.” (Markov 451, my translation) 
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That Markov chooses to end this report with the image of the 

psychologically wounded Vlado still waiting for the German woman 
after six or seven years6 suggests that he attached a particular 
importance to it. As the journalist and translator Dimitar Kenarov 
points out in his introduction to Задочни репортажи за задочна 
България: 

 
[Markov] elevates autobiography and historical anecdote into 
high literature. Using novelistic narrative strategies, including 
plotlines, dialogue, as well as detailed descriptions of scenes 
and characters, Markov breaks down the barriers between 
creative writing and non-fiction, demonstrating that 
“reportage” can masterfully combine the aesthetic power of 
fiction with the emotional candour of factual documentary.7  

 
Throughout these reports, then, Markov deploys a repertoire of 
literary devices to create vivid images of life in communist Bulgaria in 
the 1950s and 1960s, both from the perspective of a relatively 
privileged elite and of those like the street prostitutes in 
“Проституцията” or Pencho Danchev, the worker in a tram repair shop 
whose long-running attempt to get permission to visit a relative in 
Serbia really does become the “Passport Odyssey” through Kafkaesque 
bureaucracy of Markov’s title (“Паспортна одисея,” Markov 500-525). 
These images enhance and underpin the emotional and psychological 
impact of the testimonies contained in the essays and as such serve to 
reinforce Markov’s polemical exposure of “the truth” about Bulgaria.  

To read these essays only as polemic, however, is to overlook 
their more nuanced autobiographical elements. As Kenarov states, 
Markov’s essays combine the autobiographical with the historical to an 
unusual extent (at least for reportage of this kind) and this enables us 
to consider them within the context, not so much of polemical 
documentary, as of the literature of exile. They are, in their way, 
Markov’s Tristia and Ovid’s lines from those poem-letters written from 
what is now the Romanian Black Sea port of Constanţa describing how 
“Rome and home haunt me, all the places I know and yearn for, 
whatever’s left of me in the City I’ve lost”8 might serve as an indication 

                                                 
6
 Markov doesn’t give a precise date for this encounter, but it would seem to have 

occurred at some point during the mid-1960s. 
7
 Dimitar Kenarov, “Задочен репортаж за Георги Марков” (Markov 18-9, my 

translation). 
8
 Ovid, Tristia, in The Poems of Exile: Tristia and the Black Sea Letters, trans. Peter 

Green (University of California Press: Berkeley, 2005), p. 44. 
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of the emotional terrain which underlies many of the essays collected 
in Задочни репортажи за задочна България – an emotional terrain 
which, as well as the essentially “anti-nostalgic” core representation of 
Bulgaria and Markov’s aspiration to present “the truth,” incorporates 
nostalgia both in the modern sense of it being “a feeling of pleasure 
and also slight sadness when you think about things that happened in 
the past”9 and in its original meaning – pain or sickness resulting from a 
desire and inability to return home.10 

We certainly might find traces of pleasure as well as sadness in 
essays like “The White Mercedes” with its evocation of a more 
innocent time when, in 1959, Sunny Beach had not yet become a 
dedicated holiday complex and remained free of the “tasteless parody 
of national customs” that was to come. As Markov notes: “We were 
still a long way from the bawling fairground of the great tourist 
invasion. And as in every good beginning, the food and the service 
were of a far higher quality” (Markov 443, my translation). And while 
Markov realises at the time that Vlado’s affair with the German woman 
was probably doomed, there is no sense that he wasn’t himself 
fascinated by her or that he anticipated the harm that her abrupt 
departure would cause his colleague: “We all,” Markov writes, “were 
charmed by her affability, her generosity and maybe by the mystery 
surrounding her journey itself” (Markov 443, my translation). Just as 
Vlado ‘lost’ his German lover, Markov too has lost the naivety which 
allowed him to be charmed by a seemingly glamorous stranger, the 
innocence which made the sight of an expensive foreign car so alluring 
and, of course, the freedom from the anxiety and stress he later 
experiences and describes in his account of his subsequent visit to 
Sunny Beach in the piece “Жилото и медът на туризма.”  

Similarly, Markov’s descriptions of friends and colleagues from 
the Writers’ Union who share that limited, but privileged “900 metre 
life” and of people known and unknown that he encounters, like the 
dogged passport applicant Pencho Danchev, the mysterious Lyubka (a 
regular denizen of Sunny Beach), the unrepentantly honest street 
prostitute and even the indiscreet militia colonel, exhibit symptoms of 
nostalgia, in both senses of the word. Compared with his unsparing 
descriptions of the incompetent managers, corrupt officials, absurd 

                                                 
9
 Cambridge English Dictionary online, 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/nostalgia, accessed 7/12/2019. 
10

 “Nostalgia” derives from the Greek words nostos (return home) and algos (sickness) 
and first acquired its “weaker” modern-day meaning in the early 20

th
 century. Prior to 

that its predominant usage was in reference to intense forms of homesickness: it 
concerned an absence from place as much as from time. 
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bureaucrats and hypocritical apparatchiks, those of many other 
individuals are presented with a sympathy that might be connected to 
feelings of both sadness and pleasure – not only for friendship, but also 
for certain character traits that have survived and enabled their 
bearers to survive “under the lid” of the regime: determination, 
resilience, honesty, humour etc.11 

Alongside the detailed descriptions of specific places, times 
and people, the very act of writing these essays – all 137 of them over 
three years, their printed versions extending to more than 1,000 pages 
across two volumes – attests to the degree to which Markov was 
haunted by thoughts of “home […] and whatever’s left of me in the 
City I lost.” If he explicitly expresses anger, even horror, at what 
Bulgaria has become,12 there is also a strong sense of sorrow and 
sympathy for those he has necessarily had to leave behind, for 
‘whatever’s left of me in the City I lost’, for that city itself (Sofia) and 
for the country at large. At no point, for example, does Markov blame 
anyone other than the direct perpetrators of the injustices, absurdities 
and cruelties he describes and, in particular, those who compromise on 
their own principals and beliefs in the name of securing a better 
lifestyle, money or power. Indeed, Markov includes himself in the 
latter category, albeit tempering the self-accusation by documenting 
his difficulty in fulfilling the expectations of the Writers’ Union by 
making the required compromises with his own work. In Bulgarian, the 
word which perhaps best describes much of Markov’s tone is копнеж – 
most commonly translated into English as “yearning,” but with “pain,” 
“ache,” “urge,” “hunger” also being possible translations: the phrase 
копнеж по родината specifically refers to “homesickness” and 
“nostalgia.” 

Here, though, it’s important to point out that, if Markov 
doesn’t express nostalgia for Bulgaria as it is, nor does he express for a 
Bulgaria in absentia which conforms to a conventional, mythical 
version of “traditional Bulgaria.” Although he bemoans the “tasteless 
parody of national customs” he encounters in Sunny Beach, he doesn’t 
yearn for a return (personal, communal, national) to traditional values, 

                                                 
11

 See, for example, the piece ‘Спасителният смях’ (‘Laughter to the rescue’) in which 
he celebrates the jokes spawned by various absurdities of the communist regime. 
Markov, pp. 115-122. 
12

 The pieces grouped as ‘Паспортният терор’ (‘Passport Terror’), which immediately 
follow the story of Pencho Danchev in ‘Паспортна одисея’, for example, make clear 
the frustration and outrage Markov – who himself desired to travel freely outside 
Bulgaria in the name of broadening his own cultural horizons – felt at the regime’s 
policy of refusing passports to all but a trusted few. Markov, pp.525-40. 
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beliefs, rituals and behaviours. There are few references to such 
conventional tropes in any of the essays and it is clear that the Bulgaria 
Markov yearns for is not that of the pre-communist era or that 
fabricated by sentimental nationalists. Indeed, in the earlier essays, 
most of which concern the rise of Stalinism and the dual cults of 
personality and the Soviet Union, it would appear that what Markov 
yearns for is, in fact, the idealism which preceded the Bulgarian turn 
towards Stalin and the USSR and for the radical cultural shift towards 
cosmopolitanism and internationalism which that might have enabled, 
had it not been for the harsh realities of the Cold War and its division 
of powers in Europe. Again, it is those whom Markov sees as having 
abandoned their idealism for pragmatic reasons which come in for the 
most hostile criticism. 

In conclusion, then, we might say that Markov’s Задочни 
репортажи за задочна България represents a work out of the 
ordinary in the sense that it combines the anti-nostalgia of dissident 
polemic with the nostalgia of the literature of exile. Indeed, the inner 
conflict between nostalgia and anti-nostalgia may well be one of the 
forces that drove Markov to write the essays in the first place. In his 
own introductory remarks, for example, he observes that, since leaving 
Bulgaria, he has been subject to two conflicting desires: one to 
eradicate everything about his former life in order to start anew in 
London and the other to remember as much as he can about that 
former life in order to understand himself and what has happened to 
his homeland.13 If there is a root cause for what I have called the 
emotional terrain of Markov’s often uncompromising, but also often 
nostalgic “home thoughts from abroad,” this inner conflict – which, 
from my own experience as someone who now lives in another 
country (albeit out of choice rather than necessity), is one which many 
cross-cultural migrants encounter – appears to be part of its underlying 
tectonic structure. Markov’s attitude to the questions of home and 
exile which dominated the last period of his life might certainly be 
contrasted with that of another East European dissident, Milan 
Kundera, who, in an interview conducted in 1984 for the New York 
Times, brought the whole of idea of ‘home’ into question, saying: 
 

“I wonder if our notion of home isn’t, in the end, an illusion, a 
myth. I wonder if we are not victims of that myth. I wonder if 
our ideas of having roots – d’être enraciné – is simply a fiction 
we cling to,” he said, adding that he had made the choice 

                                                 
13

 Markov, pp. 22-3. 
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between living “like an émigré in France or like an ordinary 
person who happens to write books.” 

“Do I consider my life in France as a replacement, a 
substitute life, and not a real life? Do I say to myself: ‘Your 
real life is in Czechoslovakia, among your old countrymen?’ 
[…] Or do I accept my life in France – here where I really am – 
as my real life and try to live it fully? I chose France,’ he 
said.14 

 
Had Georgi Markov not been assassinated with a ricin pellet delivered 
via the tip of an umbrella on London’s Waterloo Bridge on the 7th 
September 1978, Задочни репортажи за задочна България suggests 
that his response to this same question might have been rather 
different.  
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ЗАДОЧНОТО ПИСАНЕ: НОСТАЛГИЯТА И ПРОТИВОНОСТАЛГИЯТА В 
ЕСЕТАТА НА ГЕОРГИ МАРКОВ 

 
 

Между 1975-а г. и убийството си през 1978-а г. българският 
журналист Георги Марков написа повече от 130 радиорепортажи 
за живота в България. Обаче тези не са репортажи в обикновеният 
смисъл на думата. Те са вид автобиографичен репортаж и, като 
такъв, не съсредоточават към съвременните събития долколкото 
към личните опити и срещите на Марков в родината, от която най-
после трябваше да замине през 1969-а г. Благодарение на 
отрицателния образ на България през 50-те и 60-те, който създават 
те, тези репортажи - или може би по-точно радиосказки - 
изглеждат напълно противоносталгичен вид репортажи и 
мемоари, написани според правилата на това, което може да се 
нарича дисидентския разказ. Едновременно обаче съществуват 
върху един по-сложен по-нюансирани емоционален терен и, като 
разпознава това, тази статия се опитва да покаже, че творбата на 
Марков в тези есета трябва да се разгледа по-вярно, по-правилно 
като част от литературата на изгнание и не просто като вид 
полемика. 

 
Важни думи: носталгия, дом, журналистика, автобиография, 
България, комунизъм, антиутопия, утопия. 
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Abstract: Two works of fiction, one a novel, the other a movie, provide a 

harrowing journey from the American Dream to the American nightmare. 

Appearing about 70 years apart, Out of this Furnace (by Thomas Bell) and Out 

of the Furnace (directed by Scott Cooper) closely examine the lives of 

steelworking families in Braddock, Pennsylvania. The novel shows the hopes 

and aspirations of Slovak immigrants slowly improving their material lot over 

three generations. The movie fast forwards through two more generations to 

show Braddock in terminal decline, a victim of deindustrialization and all the 

social ills of America’s economic inequality. Taken together these works reveal 

the arc of American economic development in the 20th century as experienced 

in the lives of those who experienced it most directly. 

 

Keywords: steel mill, steelworkers, working class, violence, American dream, 

deindustrialization, economic mobility, Braddock, Slovak, immigration, 

assimilation 

 

 

Out of this Furnace is Thomas Bell’s 1941 novel of Slovak 
immigrants struggling to make better lives for themselves in the early 
20th-century steel mills and milltowns of the Monongahela Valley near 
Pittsburgh. More than 70 years later, in 2012, Scott Cooper directed 
Out of the Furnace, a gritty action movie, but also a portrait of 
America’s struggling and declining working class. These two works have 
no characters in common, no plot lines or narrative threads that are 
the least similar. Yet along with titles that are almost identical, the 
stories take the same place as their setting, have the same steel mill as 
a backdrop, and drill into the lives, hopes, and despairs of America’s 
industrial working class. Together they bookend one of the key 
developments of American life. Bell shows, in moving prose, the core 
of the American dream, the meaning of becoming truly American; 
Scott Cooper unleashes both the characters and imaginary of the 
American nightmare. Taken together, these works offer a fictional 
biography of an American industry and of the American working class. 

Out of this Furnace is the story of a family and of a place. In 
1881 George Kracha leaves his village in the kingdom of Hungary for 
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America, hoping also to leave “behind the endless poverty and 
oppression which were the birthrights of a Slovak peasant in Franz 
Josef’s empire” (Bell, 3). Kracha becomes an unskilled steelworker, first 
in Homestead and then in Braddock. He remains illiterate, never learns 
much English, and like Slovak peasants in the old country, “fears 
authority in whatever guise” and practices “patience and humility and 
patience” in the face of the contempt of his Anglo and Irish American 
co-workers. Kracha and his friends suffer no illusions about their 
treatment or position in the hierarchy of American workers. As an 
immigrant priest from eastern Europe said of his parishioners, “My 
people are not in America, they are under it” (Jacobson, 72). But 
Kracha, and others who immigrated with him, already recognize that 
their future is in America. His friend Dubik says early in the book, “my 
children will be Americans, real Americans” (Bell, 34). 

A younger immigrant, Mike Dobrejcak, who marries Kracha’s 
daughter, makes greater progress toward gaining an American identity. 
“You a citizen?” asks one of the company’s managers who had shown 
up to hand out ballots to Mike’s work group, pre-marked for the 
Republican candidates. The only Slovak in his team, Mike always got 
the same question. Yes, Mike was a citizen, and he’d taken night 
classes to learn to read English and to gain some sense of the history of 
his new home. And, in spite of his fear that somehow the company 
would find out, he ignores the company’s chosen candidates and votes 
for the socialist ticket (Bell, 188-9).  

Mike’s son, John (everyone calls him Dobie) becomes a skilled 
laborer and eventually a leader in the union. With Dobie, we see the 
realization of the American dream for these Slovak immigrants. He 
becomes not just a union leader, but also a fully assimilated American. 
Before, he reflected, “saying you were an American satisfied no one – 
where did your father come from?” always followed any new 
acquaintance. But working with others in the union, many, like him, the 
children of immigrants, he realized that all of them thought and talked 
like Americans. “If I’m anything at all I’m an American only I’m not the 
kind you read about in history books or that they make speeches about 
on the Fourth of July; anyway, not yet” (Bell, 409). With Dobie, we see 
the product suggested in the title – Americans created in the furnace of 
American life, a literal and figurative melting pot. 

The timeframe of the movie is far more compressed than the 
book. Rather than three generations, it covers only five years, from 
2008 to 2012. Most of those years the protagonist, Russell Baze, 
spends in prison for a drunk driving accident, a period covered in a few 
brief scenes. The family saga is also compressed. The many family 
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members and friends of Kracha and his descendents resolve into the 
Baze family. Russell lives with his critically ill father. Russell’s brother 
Rodney also lives with them. He has returned from service in Iraq with 
demons that only more violence keep in check. The next generation, 
the child that Russell wants to have with his lover, Lena, is never 
conceived, as Lena drifts into marriage with the police chief of 
Braddock during Russell’s prison time. Later in the movie we see 
Russell working on his father’s home, making improvements to the 
windows and painting the exterior. But his struggle to sustain his family 
proves futile. His father dies while he serves his time in prison, and 
Rodney falls further into debt and violence (Dargis). 

Russell’s father would have been about the age of the son born 
to Mike Dobrejcak as the book concludes. As the son of a skilled 
worker and union official, he would have begun his work life in the mill 
by the end of high school, if not before, and moved readily into an 
apprenticeship. Post World War II American steel dominated the 
world’s market, and the growing strength of the United Steel Workers 
(USW) insured that union members received ever better wages and 
benefits from the industry. In his life, Russell’s father would have lived 
through the dominance of both US Steel and the USW, and also the 
slow slide that set in for both industry and union after the 1960s. As 
one plant after another closed in the Monongahela Valley, the region 
was left with vacant properties, shrinking towns, blasted hopes, and 
bitterness (Serrin). 

While we have to take a little poetic liberty to imagine a 
connection between the two families in these works, the setting for 
these stories is a real place. Even a casual visit to today’s Braddock 
reveals signs of a roaring industrial past and a long period of decline. 
But the same visitor could readily imagine today’s Braddock as the 
place depicted in Thomas Bell’s novel of a century ago. The steel mill, 
the Edgar Thompson Works, bulks as large today as in 1910, separating 
Braddock from the Monongahela river. Kracha’s first minutes in 
Braddock offers a description that could have applied to any of the 
milltowns on the Mon. His friend’s wife led him and his family  

 
across the tracks and down into dark, badly lit streets lined 
with houses that looked old and shabby even at night. Children 
played under corner gas lamps; older people were vague, 
murmuring shadows on doorsteps and porches […] the evening 
was stuffy and windless, the air so acrid with smoke that even 
Kracha coughed. 
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Kracha asks where the mill is, and Francka points down the hill. “There 
was little to see. At the far end of the street were a few purplish arc 
lights, a dim bulk, and above and beyond it a flickering yellow glow that 
made lazily-moving shadows of smoke and steam” (Bell, 25). The Mon 
Valley would stand for decades as the heart of American industrial 
growth and also as an illustration of everything bad and dangerous 
about industrialization. The air there was so thick with pollution that 
clothing hung to dry would be covered with grit and ash. Even healthy 
men and women became subject to fits of coughing and weakened 
lungs that could lead to diseases like leukemia that eventually claims 
Kracha’s daughter. As reformer Lincoln Steffens wrote at the turn of 
the last century, “Pittsburgh is hell with the lid off” (Steffens). 

If Braddock and the other mill towns are not quite hell, in Bell’s 
novel they represent a kind of purgatory, a punishing interlude on the 
way to something better. “Immigrants continued to pour into the 
valley,” Bell writes, “taking over whole sections – invariably the worst 
sections, nearest the river and the mills – of the steel town” (Bell, 122). 
As they gained some seniority in the mills, earned enough for better 
housing, they moved further from the rancid river and the mill. Social 
mobility meant literally moving up the embankment, nearer to the 
spacious homes of the mill’s Anglo-American managers. Later in the 
book Dobie walks up the streets in Braddock.  

 
As he climbed the town flattened, fell away, to his left. There 
was a blur of heat and smoke above the rooftops which grew 
thicker with distance; toward Rankin and Homestead it was an 
impenetrable discoloration against the sky. As a child playing in 
Washington Street Dobie had believed that was where the 
world ended. (Bell, 299)  

 
The hope offered in Bell’s Furnace is that the world does not end at the 
Braddock line or even at the margin of the Mon Valley. For Bell’s Slovak 
immigrants, Braddock becomes the way station to a much larger world 
available to them as Americans. The Mon Valley is the forge of that 
American identity. 

Where the Braddock of Bell’s novel shows us a hellish 
landscape slowly domesticated by hard work and family ties, the 
Braddock of Scott Cooper’s movie is a small town unraveling. Early in 
the movie, after Russell leaves his shift at the mill, he drives through 
streets of empty and burned out houses. The liveliest place he finds is 
the off track betting shop where his brother Rodney is losing more 
money borrowed from a local bar owner. If anything, though, Cooper’s 
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cinematic Braddock looked better than the reality when the movie was 
shot. The movie town has a stable population, with children attending 
school and low-paying work available for those who care to find it. The 
police force functions. In reality, Braddock by 2012 was functionally a 
ghost town, with only 10 percent of its peak population. Even the grim 
scenes in the Cooper movie do not adequately portray the “ravaged, 
near-empty stretch of abandoned homes, storefronts, and buildings” 
(Straub and Liebendorfer). The depressing, if not devastated, city-
scape that Cooper portrays has more attractive features than Bell’s 
hellscape of pollution and endless toil. Yet behind the facade or normal 
life in Cooper’s movie is a reality of violence, trauma, and death 
(Serrin). 

Thomas Bell, in his novel, never portrays the steel mill with 
romantic nostalgia. The mill pollutes the air and the river, stunts the 
growth of children who live nearby, and kills at least three people 
named in the book. Millworkers can only hang on to youth until about 
age 30. After that, their evenings are given to quiet nights at home. 
The women who care for the household and take in borders work too, 
and if anything, harder than the men do. The mill’s power is fearsome 
and ugly, but it also provides work for the immigrant families. When 
the mill slows, so does work, and life becomes more precarious. But in 
the movie, the mill only plays the role of declining. This mill grinds 
away slowly at life. “The mill killed our father,” Rodney says at one 
point. Violence seems to live only outside the mill, in bare knuckle prize 
fights, drug addiction, and murders. In the third act we learn that the 
mill is closing soon. “Cheaper to get the steel from China,” Russell says, 
words repeated all over the Mon Valley and around the U.S. in the 
early 21st century.  
  If we extend the fantasy that these two works are connected 
through the Dobrejcak/Baze family, then we see that it takes three 
generations for Slovak peasants to attain the top ranks of the American 
working class. And then, only two more generations for them to live 
through the decline of their industry and union. These two works 
bookend one of the stories of the American working class. Bell’s 
realism never abandons his characters to nameless forces. He shows 
how the hard work and dreams of immigrants slowly yielded better 
lives and hope for even more improvement. Powerful forces in the 
environment and society shape their lives, but never overwhelm them. 
In Scott Cooper’s movie, the gritty realism of his genre ultimately sees 
his characters overwhelmed by violence. Political and economic forces 
far beyond Braddock continuously strip away parts of the lives that 
Russell and Rodney can hope for. Their patriotism and hard work only 
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just barely keep at bay the criminal violence fueled by drugs and 
gambling. One moment of ill fortune leaves them at the mercy of all 
worst things in their world. Braddock, its mill closing, is no longer hell 
with the lid off. It’s just hell. 
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LOS HORNOS: VISIONES DEL SUEÑO AMERICANO Y LA PESADILLA 

AMERICANA EN BRADDOCK 
 
 

Dos obras de ficción, una novela y una película, ofrecen un 
viaje desgarrador desde el sueño americano a la pesadilla americana. 
Con 70 años de diferencia, Out of this Furnace (por Thomas Bell) y Out 
of the Furnace (dir. Scott Cooper) examinan con detalle las vidas de las 
familias acereras de Braddock, Pennsilvania. La novela revela las 
esperanzas de los inmigrantes eslovacos que paulatinamente, en tres 
generaciones, van mejorando su nivel económico. La película avanza 
dos generaciones más para mostrar Braddock en completo declive, 
víctima de la desindustrialización y todos los males sociales de la 
desigualdad económica estadounidense. En conjunto, estas dos obras 
revelan el trasfondo del desarrollo económico americano del siglo XX, 
con las experiencias vitales de aquellos que lo experimentaron más de 
cerca. 
 

Parablas clave: planta siderúrgica, acerero, clase obrera, 
violencia, sueño americano, desindustrialización, movilidad, 
económica, Braddock, Eslovaco, inmigración, asimilación. 
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Abstract: In the XX century, especially after WWII, a great number of ethnic 

Macedonians have migrated to Australia and the US, while recently, after the 

1991 dissolution of Yugoslavia, the direction of the migration influx has 

changed its course mainly towards Europe. While the first diaspora community 

was motivated by economic reasons drawing rural and urban citizens alike in 

pursuit of better life, the second wave of migration was led by political 

circumstances pushing mostly young educated people who failed to envisage 

decent life in the homeland. Hence there is a reason to believe that the two 

communities have different views and feelings of their homeland that underpin 

their construction of it. To identify the types of ‘Macedonia’ constructed by 

these two communities of migrants, and trace similarities and differences, this 

study will analyze on-line discourses on Macedonia produced by the members 

of the two diasporas. In so doing, we will be particularly interested in the 

meanings, attitudes, feelings and images the two communities ascribe to the 

homeland through the on-line interaction on their FB pages. 
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Introduction (context, problem statement, hypothesis, 
objectives and methods)  

 
Although originating from a single homeland, different 

immigration motives and circumstances underpinning two immigration 
waves set fifty years apart can create two different diasporas, which in 

                                                 
1
 The head title refers to both the geographical positioning of the two diasporas, the 

right pointing to Australia when seen on the map, the left on the spatial positioning of 
Europe, while at the same time it refers to the ideological positioning of the diasporas 
on the political continuum, Australian diaspora occupying the right part of the 
ideological axis, conservative republicans, European diaspora being located at the left 
part, the more socio-democratic so to say.  
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turn construct different images of their homeland. Based on this 
premise, and focusing on the internet and the new communication 
technologies as the semiotic resources used to construct those images, 
the general aim of this study is to examine the online construction of 
homeland by two geographically and temporally separate diasporic 
communities, the Macedonian2 migrants in Australia and the 
Macedonian migrants in Europe. The purpose of so doing is to identify 
differences between the two constructs of the homeland and try to 
account for these differences by discussing the underpinning factors, 
economic, social and political. 

Some of the circumstances that have given rise to the different 
representations of the homeland, we contend, are the time of the 
migration waves and the underpinning socio political circumstances. 
Regarding the former, the Macedonian immigration to Australia dates 
back to the 1950s, whereas the migration to Europe, is a more recent 
phenomenon intensified in the early 2000s. On one hand, the sixty and 
so years of Macedonian diaspora in Australia have resulted in second 
and third generations of immigrants, whereas the Macedonian 
diaspora in Europe has barley met its second generation. In terms of 
the construction of the images of homeland, the image of Macedonia 
among the recent immigrants in Europe has been brought to the host 
countries, and as such it is not an idealized image passed on to them by 
older generations of immigrants. Unlike which, the Australian 
immigrants of the second and the third generation were born with the 
idea of the homeland that has been imagined for them (Anderson 
1983) by their elders, and instituted through a plethora of everyday 
practices and revered narratives of the homeland (Hobswbawm 1983). 
Without the first-hand experience of the homeland as shared by 
European migrants, in addition to the geographic distance between the 
host country (Australia) and the homeland, the only venue for the 
construction of the homeland for these generations of migrants is a 
symbolic one filled with persuasive, suggestive and identity mobilizing 
narratives. 

Concomitant to these differences, is the sense of national 
identity, both as a political construct and personal “we feeling” 
performed by the two communities and shaped by two different 

                                                 
2
 Being a contested issue for many years, by Macedonians we refer to South Slavic 

ethnic group living on the territory of present Republic of Norther Macedonia (the new 
name of what was previously the Republic of Macedonia, marking the end of the years 
long dispute with the southern neighbor, Greece). We will however use the reference 
Macedonia in the remaining of the text given that some of the images of the homeland 
that we explore are created exactly as a reaction to the name change. 
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political circumstances these people have left behind when migrating. 
The Australian diaspora has eloped form the socialist regime that was 
unable to provide for them more satisfying economic conditions. 
Moreover, these immigrants did not leave their homeland with a 
feeling of political disappointment. As a matter of fact, one could claim 
that in circumstances of politically unfavorable or oppressing 
circumstances, the Yugoslav supra national identity and the pressure it 
imposed on national identity, made the later only stronger, being free 
to thrive in a politically non-threatening environment such as Australia. 
Different than this, a great deal of Macedonian migrants in Europe 
were led not only by economic motivations, but political too, 
manifested in the disappointment from the homeland and the 
politically inhibiting circumstances present such as partization of the 
state institutions, centralization of power, labour market under heavy 
handed control by the government and the ruling party, all resulting in 
discriminative labour relations and limited life and career 
opportunities. 

These economic and political circumstances, we contend, in 
addition to the demographic factors such as the more educated 
Macedonian workforce migrating to Europe, the possible tendency to 
acquire a more supranational (European) identity rather than only 
perpetuate national identity, the geographic distance resulting in 
greater pressure to perpetuate national identity in the host land 
manifested by Macedonian diaspora in Australia, the transported 
Macedonian-Greek antagonism on Australian soil, have all contributed 
to the creation of two different images of homeland constructed by 
the two diasporas. In this context, we believe that the different 
immigration histories and motivations have contributed to the 
construction of two different national consciousness and identities that 
have in turn created two different homelands. 

To identify manifestations of these differences first and then to 
plausibly account for them in terms of possible underlying reasons we 
have collected two data corpuses consisting of posts gathered from the 
FB sites of different Macedonian immigrant online communities in 
Australia and Europe. The posts harvested are multimodal in contents, 
most often a combination of image and an accompanying text, but very 
often image crops, videos, and images with captions and alike. Using 
the two corpuses we have examined the contents of the data and have 
identified five topics (topical categories) depicting different 
representations of the homeland (and types of relations). While some 
of the categories overlap when cross comparing the two corpuses, 
there are significant differences pointing to the different diasporic 
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imagination of the homeland. The categories will show a much greater 
patriotism with an abundance of historical narratives and mythical 
overtones of continuity of the country and the ethnic group in the case 
of the diaspora in Australia, and practical issues on residence 
procedures and solidarity as a key concept among the diaspora in 
Europe. 
 

2. Theoretical background 
2.1 Anthropological studies on homeland & diaspora  
 
The word diaspora is of Greek origin and means “scattering of 

seeds” (Anthias 560). Diaspora is a complex notion that is defined both 
in terms of national identity, but also as a distinct community that has 
developed a new collective identity, and a consciousness that is not 
fundamentally and pervasively nationalist.  

One approach to the study of diaspora has been insisting on 
the inseparable link of the concept of diaspora with nationalism and 
ethnonationalism. Among the 6 characteristics of what constitutes a 
diaspora, Safran (1991) points out that it is a concept that should be 
applied to expatriate minority communities whose members “retain a 
collective memory, vision, or myth about their original homeland – its 
physical location, history, and achievements” (83). This community 
recognizes that they cannot be fully accepted by the host country and 
desire for an eventual return to their homeland. Moreover, the 
members of this community continue to relate, to that homeland, and 
their ethnocommunal consciousness and solidarity are importantly 
defined by the existence of such a relationship. According to Safran, 
the concept of diaspora can most legitimately be applied to the 
Armenian, Maghrebi, Turkish, Palestinian, Cuban, Greek, Chinese 
diasporas at present and of the Polish diaspora of the past, although, 
as he points out, “none of them fully conforms to the ‘ideal type’ of the 
Jewish Diaspora” (84). The specific side of Safran’s argument is the firm 
connection that he establishes between the concept of diaspora and 
the national identity or distinct community that is tied with it.   

A similar approach is taken by Weingrod and Levy (2005) who 
place diaspora in the framework of ethnic groups and minorities set 
within larger societies (xii). An important point is brought into light by 
the authors with respect to emphasizing the significance of the 
homeland, with which the diaspora remains attached, and even 
engaged with its fates and futures. In this respect, one of our tasks is to 
study the nature and the manifestation of this link and the 
engagement of the diaspora in the fate of the homeland. Defining 
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diaspora and homeland is by no means an easy task. This is well 
elaborated by Weingrod and Levy who shed light on the transformative 
meanings of both concepts through time. Hence if diaspora once 
denoted melancholy places of exile and oppression, it now came to 
denote the formation of new, “hybridic” identities (4). Similarly, if the 
homeland represented places filled with memory of past glory, it now 
represents nation-states often repressing minorities and limiting their 
cultural and other freedoms (5).  

Brubaker (2005) proposes the following three criteria for 
defining diaspora. The first is dispersion in space; the second, 
orientation to a “homeland”; and the third, boundary-maintenance (5-
6). While the first two categories have been briefly discussed earlier, 
the third one, accentuates the importance of the preservation of a 
distinctive identity vis-à-vis the host society (6). There are various 
means by which the boundaries can be maintained such as endogamy 
and other forms of self-segregation. We deem these categories as 
important and have used them as points of analysis in the concluding 
remarks of our study. Yet, as Brubaker points out, there is great 
ambivalence in the literature treating diaspora, from those 
emphasizing the preservation of identity as the focal point to those 
arguing that diasporas bring forth hybridity, syncretisim, and 
creolization (6). This new understanding of diaspora has developed out 
of the emerging literature on transnationalism and among the 
postcolonial theory scholars.  

Unlike the above-discussed theories which emphasize the 
inseparable connection of diaspora with national identity and hence, 
homeland, these theories see the diaspora as a transnational 
formation thus challenging its boundedness to the nation state and 
nationhood (Clifford 1994; Bhabha, 1994; Gilroy, 1993). The simplified 
understanding of the diaspora as a scattered community yearning for 
its national homeland has been challenged by a number of scholars 
(Boyarin & Boyarin, 1993; Hall, 1990). Among the underpinning 
arguments of the postcolonial scholars regarding diaspora and its 
hybridity is the challenge to the global power relations whereby 
diaspora is always understood as an unprivileged homogenous 
community, a minority. The concepts of hybridization and 
transnationalism have brought forth the argument that the diasporic 
identity has the capacity to declare even if only symbolically a 
liberation from the inferior position of ethnic minority in an 
“oppressive national hegemony” (Clifford, 225). The dichotomy of an 
ethnic minority and a liberal state is challenged by Clifford who argues 
that “diasporic identifications reach beyond ethnic status within the 
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composite, liberal state,” imparting a “sense of being a ‘people’ with 
historical roots and destinies outside the time/space of the host 
nation” (225).  

A third approach to diaspora comes from scholars who place 
this category within the framework of co-responsibility, thus defining 
diasporas as potential moral communities which engage in different 
ways with their homelands. According to Kleist for instance (2008) 
diasporas are not necessarily representative of one entity with 
common interests, but can often be groups with diverse position and 
interest. She even argues that diaspora should be understood in a 
rather mobile, fluid sense, understanding it not so much as a category 
that tells us something about a population, but as a “category that tells 
us something about the claims and identifications who identify or are 
identified as ‘a diaspora’” (1130). This approach challenges the first 
one and brings forth the importance of how the homeland is being 
perceived because it claims that diasporas are not always defined by 
their orientation to a singular national homeland. Instead, the 
individual’s own narrative and definition of diaspora identity is what 
actually defines diaspora (Werbner 2000, 15). We argue that these 
theoretical perspective are to a great extent applicable to our analysis 
of the Macedonian diaspora in Europe and less so to the one in 
Australia.  

Finally, we would like to add that the new emerging 
components, which played a key role in the structuring of our study are 
the communication technology and social networks as well as the 
online construction of homeland and national identities. The 
communication technology has been considered by some scholars as a 
catalyst for national movements (Aghapouri, 2019). Moreover, social 
media started facilitating the grounds for ethnic groups in diaspora to 
reinforce their identity and the internet became a shield against 
assimilation (Saunders, 2011). The internet then, has become some 
kind of a boundary-maintenance tool, guarding against assimilation 
and helping in the reproduction of the concepts, such as, nation, 
homeland, community, self, and so forth. These perspectives are 
supported in our study of the immigrants in Australia among which the 
social media serve as a platform for solidifying the categories of 
homogeneity and ethnic belonging. An interesting case study comes 
from Morino (2015) who argues that online platforms give new 
visibility and expression to “migrant communities that have been 
traditionally associated with phenomena of marginalization and 
exclusion (8). In her case study of Italians in London, Morino brings 
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forth 2 curious aspects of the relation between on-line space and 
diaspora: 

1. on-line space as space to criticize former cultural identity 
(the same one that makes you part of a unique diaspora) 
 2. discussing elements of national identity (religion, food, 
music) as expression of needs of displaced belonging 
 

We believe that the data presented in this study shows that 
the first aspect is more typical of the on-line manifestations of the 
Macedonian diaspora in Europe, while the latter bares more 
similarities with Macedonian diaspora in Australia.  
  

2.3 Discursive construction of homeland  
 
The discursive research interest in the construction of 

homeland vis-à-vis transnational and national identity have tackled 
quite a few subjects ranging from identity immigrant narratives, 
multilingualism, migration literature, linguistic performance among 
heritage speakers (Golden, Anne and Elizabeth Lanza 2015; Petersen, 
Hansen and Thøgersen 2019) return migration (Nikolaou, Sclafani 
2018) including temporary vacation trips (Мarques and Koven 2017), 
to immigrant and translational identity construction. Some of the 
genres deployed towards the construction of transnational (immigrant) 
identity include linguistic landscape (Woldemarian and Lanza 2015), 
folklore and literature (Sugarman 1999, Leena 2015) oral histories 
(Clary-Lemon 2010), and nonetheless online interactions. 

Internet in this respect is a particularly viable instrument to 
construct, negotiate and even challenge national identity. As noted 
before, internet is the indispensable tool of what Anderson has termed 
as “long-distance nationalism” (1998), which among other ends, 
contributes to the circulation of propaganda and influence political 
events in the homelands. Internet is thus a resource for self-imagining 
(Appadurai, 1996, 4); which contributes to the construction of a 
community through the practices of posting (both writing and reading) 
particular narrated texts, such as posts with homeland contents. It is 
these practices that help produce a narrating national “we” and 
particular narrated, nation-framed images of homeland (Appadurai, 
1996; Axel, 2004; Bernal 2006; Dick 2010). This in turn may influence 
homeland politics, as is the case with the Eritrean diaspora in US 
(Bernal 2006) who have used the advantages of the internet as an 
accessible and safe platform of political action not only to create an on 
line nation-based collective but also to influence the domestic public 
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sphere, and the homeland politics. In addition, internet may also 
function as a tool of reconciliation of conflicting ethnicities as is the 
case with the Burindi collectives of Hutu and Tutsi (Kandene Kaiser 
2000). Apart from the nationally affirmative online actions, some 
diasporas use the internet to actually oppose and resist images of 
national identity as imposed by their homeland (Chan 2005) or as is the 
case of the Kurds, the Tamils from Sri Lanka, the Macedonians, and the 
Armenians, “to assert rights to establish their own territorial states, or 
to stake claims on territories that are currently occupied by other 
countries” (Bakker, 2001; Tekwani, 2003). Albeit the plethora of 
idealized imaginations of the homeland, some on line national 
communities, both diasporic and non-diasporic, such as the Filipino in 
Japan (Figer 2010) and the Taiwanese (Yao-Tai Li and Yunya Song 2019) 
use online interaction to criticize and even mock their homelands. 
 Regardless of the attitude towards the homeland, 
quintessential in this semiotic work of identity construction seems to 
be the myth of the homeland as a unifying principle, and sense making 
mechanism. In this respect, the construction of homeland is 
inseparable from the construction of national identity. For the 
migrants, homeland is an identity resource upon which they draw to 
make themselves visible, representable, differentiable and identifiable 
in the new recipient society. In so doing they mobile nationalist and 
historic discourses to enhance and perpetuate their identity. This we 
contend is the case at least with the Macedonian diaspora in Australia. 
A way to understand the construction of the homeland vis-à-vis 
national identity, is to regard the homeland and the nation as a 
narration and look into the specific constituent elements of the story, 
its discursive strategies and the semiotic/linguistic means of 
realization. In other words, to look at the notions of homeland and 
identity as narrative constructs. The assumption is concomitant to the 
discussions on narrative identity which assert that, “national cultures 
construct identities by creating meanings of ‘the nation’ […] these are 
contained in stories that are told about the nation, in memories which 
link its present to its past and in the perceptions of it that are 
constructed” (Hall 1994: 201; Martin 1995). Thus, identity is “a 
discursive construct often revealed in the stories people tell about 
themselves and others and in relaying memories of the past […] 
identities are constructed in relation to the Other and exist as a 
negotiation of competing stories about similarity and difference.” 
Conceived in this way, the image of the homeland confirms Levy and 
Weingrod’s idea that homeland is portrayed “as a sacred place filled 
with memories of past glory and bathed in visions of nobility and 
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renaissance,” while at the same time these visions obey the also the 
principles of boundary making (Barth 1969, Safran 1991, Brubaker 
2005). In this context, our analysis of the homeland construction first 
tries to identify and describe the contents of the story of the homeland 
and the contents and the mechanisms of the boundary making, that is 
the processes of assimilation (creating a single national “we”) and 
dissimilation (assertion of differences). In so doing we follow the model 
of discursive construction of national identity proposed by Wodak et 
al. (1999) and Wodak and Reisgl (2001) that unfolds on three levels of 
analysis: identification of topics/contents of the identity, analyzing the 
discursive strategies of identity formation, and analyzing the linguistic 
means of realization. Regarding the strategies, Wodak et al. (1999) 
identify five discursive strategies of national identity construction: a) 
constructive strategies that attempt to establish a certain national 
identity by promoting unification, identification and solidarity, as well 
as differentiation, b) strategies of perpetuation that attempt to 
maintain and to reproduce a threatened national identity, i.e. to 
preserve, support and protect national identity, c) justification 
strategies that are employed primarily in relation to problematical 
actions or events in the past which are important in the narrative 
creation of national history, d) strategies of transformation that aim to 
transform a relatively well-established national identity and its 
components into another identity, and f) destructive strategies that 
aim at dismantling or dis -paraging parts of an existing national identity 
construct, but usually cannot provide any new model to replace the old 
one.  

To accommodate other aspects of homeland/national identity 
in the analysis, we shall also include practices other than 
narrative/discursive ones. Here, we primarily refer to the “we-feeling” 
of pride and declaration of belonging/commitment to a community 
through various practices constitutive of what Billig has termed “banal 
nationalism” (1995) in regard to which we will try to identify and 
analyze several subcategories. Out of all these we will pay most 
attention to constructive strategies, strategies of dissimilation 
(boundary making), strategies of embodied nationalism (practices that 
enact national belonging through participation in events) which are 
subcategory of constructive and perpetuation strategies, and the 
construction of we-feeling though banal nationalism and empathy 
towards fellows. The organizing principle to allocate data to the 
selected categories of topic and strategies is their ideational function 
(what they represent), their purpose, and their interpersonal function, 
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in other words, the relations created between the in-group and the out 
group (Halliday 1978). 
 

3. Methodology 
 
To identify and discuss the similarities and differences in the 

online construction of homeland by the two Macedonian diasporas (in 
Australia and Europe) we have created two data corpuses consisting of 
posts gathered from the FB sites of different Macedonian immigrant 
online communities in Australia and Europe. The Australian FB sites 
were identified by browsing one of them, Macedonian Man Cave, 
previously known to the researchers, whereas the additional 6 pages 
were identified by looking into cross-postings. The FB pages of the 
Macedonian diaspora in Europe were identified by using the name of 
the European country where the largest communities of Macedonians 
live and work. This search resulted in seven FB pages which together 
with those visited by the Macedonian diaspora in Australia make the 
total of 14 pages, all listed in the Annex 1. From these pages we have 
harvested 168 posts of different, usually multimodal, types. Most of 
them were images of different objects with accompanying captions or 
more usually whole body texts. There were also images of book or 
newspaper pages with contents related to Macedonian history. Some 
were images of online articles about successful Macedonians, others 
images of sport events, invitations, images and videos of culture 
celebrating events, images of branded products, images of people 
wrapped in the Macedonian flag, memes etc. We have also considered 
pages’ profile images and objective descriptions in the analysis, as well 
as some verbal reactions to the posts consisting of images only. 

By looking into the contents of each post (the ideational plane 
in SFL terms), we were able to isolate five different topics under which 
the data can be classified. These include: a) homeland as a historical 
narrative (intended to legitimize its identity and continuity), b) 
homeland as a political differentiation/boundary making (“we are not 
the Other”), c) homeland as practice of national identity manifested in 
the organization and participation in identity enacting events (cultural 
events), d) banal nationalism (sport events, flags, garment and other), 
e) the “we feeling” of pride and empathy for the fellow compatriot. 
The contents of each of these categories as well as variations across 
corpuses are discussed in details in Section 5. 

In order to contextualize the data and relate it to the initial 
assumption that the different sociohistorical contexts underpin the rise 
of two diasporas and two imagined homelands respectively, a short 
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historic overview with relevant sociopolitical data regarding the two 
diasporas is provided in the next section. 
 

4. Short historic background of the two migrant 
communities 

 
Australia is the home to one of the biggest Macedonian 

diasporas. According to the international organization United 
Macedonian Diaspora, there are around 200,000 Macedonians in 
Australia those these number might not be accurate. The immigration 
processes follow a dynamic historical path with fluctuations of larger 
and smaller immigration waves at certain periods. The early 
immigration to Australia has started as early as the end of XIX century 
and the early 1900s through the endevour known as “pečalba.”3 The 
Greek Civil War which lasted from 1946-1949 has brought a large 
number of Macedonians fleeing prosecution in Greece to Australia. 
They are mainly referred to as Aegean Macedonians or egejci. The war 
was essentially an ideological one between the right Greek 
government and the left Democratic Army of Greece (DSE) which 
promoted the communist ideology. The collapse of the DSE has led to 
prosecutions, imprisonment, and land confiscations of communists, 
which resulted with the big wave of migrations of ethnic Macedonians 
to Australia.  

A large wave of emigration followed after WW II. During the 
1970s, Yugoslavia launched a set of policies which encouraged its 
citizens to go and work abroad. This wave of immigrants has mainly 
consisted of families from rural environments with a predominantly 
agricultural background. The 80s mark the end of this emigrational 
wave with a short disturbance until 1991 and the breakup of 
Yugoslavia, when a new younger and more educated population 
started moving to Australia.  
 The migration of Macedonian to the EU countries has 
somewhat different dynamics. Some emigrated in a similar pattern as 
those in Australia – Greek civil war, then a wave moving in the 1960s 
and then a remarkable new trend of those emigrating after the break-
up of Yugoslavia. The third category is the one most prominent in the 
countries of the EU such as Germany, the Netherlands, Switzerland 

                                                 
3
 This word connotes going abroad far away from one’s homeland in order to earn money 

that would then be invested back into the one’s homeland. The closest word to describe 
this phenomenon would be migration. There are many historical accounts of the 
pecalbari and the hardships of leaving one’s home and family behind in the process.   
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(although not an EU member) and Sweden (and is the category we 
mostly look into when analyzing the FB pages of the Macedonian 
diaspora in the EU countries).  
 
 5. Data presentation 

5.1 Macedonian diaspora in Australia  
 

The first notable difference between the two data corpuses are 
the names of the FB pages which could serve as indexes of the social 
context of their production, of the (non)nationalist ideologies and 
discourses embedded in them, and hence indexes of diasporic self-
identification. The names of the FB pages of the Macedonian diaspora 
in Australia reveal its nationalist character of the pages, by signifying 
different aspects of it, from its totality (“Everything Macedonian”), its 
mythological origin and continuity (“Macedonia: True Endless Story,” 
and “Ancient Dawn”), to unifying character (“Macedonian coalition”) 
and ethno-nationalist purity (“Macedonia for Macedonians”). The 
revolutionary messages such as “Death or freedom” and the visual 
imagery portraying the XIX riffle and knife (“kubura and kama”) used 
by IMRO revolutionaries that appear on the profile images of the FB 
pages among Australian diaspora undeniably show the embeddedness 
of nationalist discourses in the online discourses modeled upon them. 
On the other hand, the names of all Facebook pages visited by 
Macedonian diaspora(s) in Europe, only indicate the country of 
immigrants’ residence such as “Macedonians in Germany,” 
“Macedonians in Italy.” The difference between the two data corpuses 
is also visible in their contents here presented by following the five 
categories (topics) of homeland construction.  
 

5.1.1 Homeland as a historical narrative (intended to 
legitimize its identity and continuity)  
 

The most frequent manner of constructing the Macedonian 
myth of origin is by presenting excerpts from historiographic books 
that allegedly contain hard-scientific evidence that legitimizes and 
supports the claim to antiquity and continuity. Such is the book “The 
Glory of Generositie”4 which locates the mythological beginning of the 
Macedonians at the heart of Egyptian civilization, explaining that 
Macedon, the alleged predecessor of the Macedonians was a son of 

                                                 
4
 Adam Grant. “Makedonians and the Wolf.” Web. 12 June 2019 

<https://www.facebook.com/adamgrant389/posts/2977792588928272> 
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Osiris whose symbol, the wolf’s head still bears significant symbolic 
(identitarian) value among present day Macedonia. Similar books, 
intended to legitimize the Macedonian myth of glorious past, 
continuity and rich national culture abandon as one can find a whole 
list of literature on Macedonia art, history, culture, folklore,5 even 
historiographic studies presenting Macedonia as the cradle of 
European civilization such as “MACEDONIA – THE BIRTHPLACE OF 
EUROPEAN CIVILISATION AND CULTURE: Europeans, The Descendants 
of Ancient Pelasgians Proto-Slavs”6 authored by Dr. Petar Popovski, an 
immigrant in Australia.  

Other means of supporting the same claim is by showing 
archeological artefacts excavated in Macedonia such as the cup with 
the Vergina sun as Shown in Figure 1 accompanied by the information 
of the geographic location of excavation (Ohrid fortress), the date (III 
BC) and the place of exhibition (Museum of Ohrid). The Vergina sun on 
the cup should metonymically indicate relation between the Ancient 
Macedonia symbolized by the Sun and the location of excavation 
(present day Republic of Macedonia). Another popular (sub) strategy 
of constructing the Macedonian myth of antiquity is by sharing a link to 
an article on usually international web sites which discuss the 
Macedonian origin of Alexander the Great or his father Philip II.  

 

 

                                                 
5
 Kosta, Abdul Kire. 10 Jun. 2019, 

https://www.facebook.com/Kostur/posts/10157295455231550. Accessed 05 January 
2020. 
6
 Dr. Popovski, Petar. “'MACEDONIA - THE BIRTHPLACE OF EUROPEAN CIVILISATION 

AND CULTURE: Europeans, The Descendants of Ancient Pelasgians Proto-Slavs'.”13 
Aug. 2018, https://www.facebook.com/dr.petarpopovski/posts/2076280465718204, 
Accessed 05 January 2020.  
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Figure 1. A cup with the Vergina sun excavated in Macedonia

7
 

Finally, the whole narrative of continuity located in the times 
immemorial is well summarized in the mission statement of one of the 
FB pages among Australian diaspora “Macedonia for the 
Macedonians,” whose profile image shows the Vergina Sun, the map of 
United Macedonia,8 and the Macedonian lion symbol of the Internal 
Macedonian Revolutionary Organization9 from the XIX and XX century. 
The page states that the next generation of Macedonian activists, has 
been forged throughout history starting from Alexandar the Great, 
through all its successors such as the X tsar Samoil, the XIV king Marko 
up to the XIX IMRO revolutionaries such as Goce Delcev, Nikola Karav 
and others, all presented via reference to their heroic and historic 
contributions to the Macedonian nation, thus creating the lineage of 
continuity from the apostle of Macedonian nation/identity – Alexander 
the Great – up to present day Macedonian immigrants.  
 

5.1.2 Homeland as a boundary making (“we are not the 
Other”) 

 
The second group of most frequent posts are manifestations of 

identity work carried over the attempt to establish unambiguous and 
undeniable boundary (creation of difference) between Macedonian 
national identity and the identities of its neighbours, Greece and 
Bulgaria in particular given the turbulent XIX and XX history and the 
Balkan wars in 1912 and 1913, which ended with the Bucharest Treaty 
form 1913, with which the territory populated with Macedonians was 
divided between Greece, Bulgaria an Serbia. This political act has put 
an end to the Macedonian dream of united Macedonia, and have set 
the pathway for much modern day contestation of Macedonian 
identity by Greeks and Bulgarians. As such the urge to imagine a 
Macedonia outside the neighbors’ anti Macedonian narratives is a 
perpetuate struggle and a culturally intimate moment for modern day 

                                                 
7
 Macedonia for the Macedonians. “A cup”, 12 Jun. 2019, 

https://www.facebook.com/MKD4MKD/photos/pcb.424672061462864/42467179146
2891/?type=3&theater, Accessed 05 January 2020.  
8
 The famous, almost sacred map for the Macedonians shows the three parts of 

Macedonia, the Vardar Macedonia (present day republic of Macedonia), Pirin 
Macedonia (present day west Bulgaria) and Aegean Macedonia (present day north 
Greece). The whole territory once populated with Macedonian people was divided 
after the second Balkan War.  
9
 IMRO (Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization) was a organization set in the 

late XIX with the primary mission of liberating Macedonia from the Turkish rule and 
uniting all Macedonian territories and people.  
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Macedonians that makes the boundary making especially significant 
for them. 

The boundary making is established by a combination of 
dissimilation, destruction and perpetuation strategies (see Wodak et 
al. 2009). One of the specific sub-strategies deployed is negating ethic 
relation to especially Bulgarians, and thus rejecting the Bulgarian 
mantra ‘two states one peoples” referring to the national sameness of 
Macedonians with Bulgarians. This is carried out by either making 
ethno genetic claims that Bulgarians are of Turko-Mongolian origin by 
showing segments of Bulgarian historiographic books10, by juxtaposing 
images of Macedonian historic figures and Bulgarian figures to support 
the physiological difference, or sharing links to articles on the subject 
of Macedonia never being part of any of the neighbours’ empires or 
states, as is the case with Figure 2 that is a screen shot of an article on 
the subject of the boundary line between Greek and Macedonian 
history. 

 
Figure 2. Snapshot of an online article about Macedonia never been under 

Greek rule.
11

 

 
Another popular manner of establishing the identity making 

difference is by presenting the neighbours’ history as a consequence,12 

                                                 
10

 Macedonia: A true endless story. “БАН: Првите Блгари са били торко-моголи” 
[BAN: The first Bulgarians were Turko-Mongols].”, 15 Jun. 2019, 
https://www.facebook.com/macedoniaendless/photos/a.2033171050042108/327978
8255380375/?type=3&theater, Accessed 05 January 2020.  
11

 Macedonia history. “History: Macedonia was never a part of the ancient Hellenic 
city-states.”. 15 Mar, 2019, https://history-from-
macedonia.blogspot.com/2019/03/history-macedonia-was-never-part-
of.html?m=1&fbclid=IwAR3y-
1RoER0HwPQYlO7MhNHC5P2dDqbFhntR6RFAZtokZKo2jrMapbiVc_k, Accessed 05 
January 2019.  
12

 https://www.facebook.com/dr.petarpopovski/posts/2076280465718204 
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or even a forgery of Macedonian history as the meme in Figure 3 
shows:  

 
Figure 3. A meme ridiculing Greek history being a copy of the Macedonian.

13
 

 
Another negative fashion of establishing boundary making is 

through accusation of identity theft, blaming the neighbor – Bulgaria 
for “stealing” Macedonian folklore14. Identity in this, difference making 
manner, is also established positively by voicing the thoughts of IMRO 
revolutionaries such as those by Goce Delcev, the founding father of 
Macedonian modern nation, as shown in Figure 4.  
 

 

                                                 
13

 Everything Macedonian. A meme. 22 Apr. 2019. 
https://www.facebook.com/540402412835596/photos/a.541726119369892/1010902
965785536/?type=3&theater, Accessed 05 January 2020.  
14

 Everything Macedonian. “Чеда Аспарухови од Турски произход”. [Aparuh’s 
children form Turkish desent]”. 6 june 2019. 
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=1039451686263997&id=54040
2412835596, Accessed 6 January 2020.  
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Figure 4. Goce Delcev explaining who Macedonians are.

15
 

5.1.3 Homeland as practice of national identity manifested in 
the organization and participation in identity enacting events  
 

The category of performing homeland through national 
identity enacting practices refers to the engagement in cultural events 
where different aspects of national culture are being put on display, 
and involvement is encouraged. One such is the “the Bankston city 
Macedonian festival,”16 the description for which states:  
 

A family event for everyone to come along, see and experience 
the Macedonian traditions and culture. A day filled with fun, 
music, entertainment by Grupa “Bez Ime” and other singers, 
Macedonian Dancing Groups performing, great delicious foods, 
beverages, fun rides and much much more. 
 

Such events not only promote national culture but help recreate the 
national “we feeling” of belonging to it. For the same purpose, similar 
events celebrating national and religious holidays which host activities 
such as folk dances and rituals, wearing traditional costumes and 
enjoyment of traditional food are organized all over the Australian 
continent. These events are not implicitly constructive of national 
identity or the homeland in terms of nationhood, but can be conceived 
as forms of what Billig (1995) has termed “banal nationalism.” Other 
manifestations of the phenomena that are more explicitly grounded in 
nationalist discourses among Australian diaspora are the successes of 
Macedonia sport teams and individual athletes, and the celebration 
thereof. 
 

5.1.4 Banal nationalism 
 

A sport event that sparkled both national and international 
euphoria and was recontextualised in ethno-nationalist discourses was 
Vardar, a handball club from the Macedonian capital, winning the 
European Handball League of Champions for the 2018/2019 season. The 
event was the third of the kind in Macedonian sport history and the 
second for the team, an unprecedented event that fueled much 

                                                 
15

 Macedonian for the Macedonians. “A photo”. 
https://www.facebook.com/MKD4MKD/photos/rpp.205602643369808/41206536939
0200/?type=3&theater, 19 May 2019, Accessed 06 January 2020.  
16

 Bankston city Macedonian festival. 29 June 2019, 
https://www.facebook.com/events/458309034741607/, Accessed 06 January 2020.  
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emotions, nationalist including. The next figure, a twitter post print 
screen, shows a cheering crowd and a white canvas with the caption 
“We are Macedonians, and our heart (Virginia sun inserted) beats for 
Vardar” (the symbol of Vardar inserted), with Setina-Ovcarani-Lerin-
Voden [towns in North Greece) written below. The placard, so to say, 
expresses nostalgic claims over the loss of Aegean Macedonia, the very 
part these Macedonian populated and assimilated towns are located in. 

 

 
Figure 5. Vardar cheering crowd

17
 

  
Similar nationalist nostalgia can be noticed on other 

manufactured forms of banal nationalism such as the following image 
of a little girl laying on a blanket with the motif of the “United 
Macedonia” map accompanied by the comment “Beautiful little 
Macedonian girl is warming herself with the Macedonian Sun that 
warms us all.”  
 

 
Figure 6. A girl laying on a “United Macedonia” blanket.

18
 

                                                 
17

 Macedonian coalition. “Lerin, Voden, Ovcarani…we are Macedonians and our heart 
beats for Vardar”. 05 June 2019, 
https://www.facebook.com/MacedonianCoalition/photos/a.249182832292598/46233
8904310322/?type=3&theater, Accessed 06 January 2020.  
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Similar merchandise, this a time t-shirt, with the name of 

IMRO, a horrifying image of a skull on a background of black and red, 
the traditional colours of IMRO and the caption “Life member” can be 
ordered from the page titled “Ancient Dawn.” The image is 
accompanied by gratitude for the person who ordered and sent the 
picture, with the call “We fight to keep our history alive” written in 
capital letters in English. The second T-shirt shows the map of united 
Macedonia encircled with the message “For her we fought, for her we 
will die.” Over the map there is a stylized version of the traditional 
riffle and knife.  
 

 
Figure 7. IMRO life member t-shirt. 

 

 
Figure 8. “For her we fight, for her we will die” t-shirt.

19
 

 

Beside the revolutionary imagery display on blankets and t-shirts, 
another unconventional media of communicating the devotion to the 
nation, unexpectedly, yet intriguingly so, is the human body, which one 

                                                                                                            
18

 Macedonians of Mayham. A photo by Daniel Danz Ilieski. 08 June 2019. 
https://www.facebook.com/1095164680642570/photos/a.1095202823972089/12843
30328392670/?type=3&theater, Accessed 06 January 2020.  
19

 Ancient Dawn-The Macedonian Patriotic Arsenal. “Photo Album”. 18 Mar. 2019, 
https://www.facebook.com/drevnazora/photos/a.1908025336092526/236883827334
4561/?type=3&theater, Accessed 06 January 2020.  
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of the Macedonian immigrants has used to express his patriotic 
commitment (see Figure 9).  

 
Figure 9. IMRO tattoo.

20
 

 
Beside the image, there are laudable comments by the page 
administrator: 

 
Macedonian patriot, Toni K’s healed tattoo of the sacred 
revolutionary oath. Drevna Zora [Ancient Dawn] is all about 
inspiring our fellow patriotic brothers and sisters and we love 
to see the same passion coming from our followers!! Thank 
you for the photo brat [bro], love it! � 
 
Text [on the tattoo] is as follows: 
 
" I swear in the name of God, and before the holy cross, that I 
will be faithful to our oath, “freedom or death.” If I am to 
break it, may I be punished by the weapons that stand before 
me. Long live Macedonia. " 

 
5.1.5 Proud to be Macedonian, the “we feeling” of pride and 

empathy for the fellow compatriot 
 

Another manner of expressing national belonging is by 
allegiance to the flag which not only unites the nation but also those in 
love as shown in Figure X, and those who are getting married under the 
patronage of the flag (Figures 10 & 11).  

                                                 
20

 Ancient Dawn – The Macedonian patriotic arsenal. “Image of a hand tattoo,” 09 June 
2019. 
https://www.facebook.com/drevnazora/photos/a.1908025336092526/242672801088
8920/?type=3&theater, Accessed 06 January 2020.  
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Figure 10. Young couple wrapped in the flag with Vergina sun, photographed 

by the Alexander the Great monument in the Skopje city enter. 
 

 
Figure 11. Newlyweds with the flag with the Virgina sun photographed at the 

Skopje fortress
21

. 

 
The second figure (Fig. 11) is accompanied by the following comments:  
 

Blaga Seremetkovska Petrovska We love you proud 
Macedonians. Congratulation on your marriage and may God 
endow you with many Macedonian children.  

                                                 
21

 Macedonian Coalition. “Photo of newlywed”. 9 June 2019. 
https://www.facebook.com/MacedonianCoalition/photos/a.249182832292598/46492
4484051764/?type=3&theater, Accessed 06 January 2020.  
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Risto Angelov Let there be many proud and successful 
Macedonian boys and beautiful and hardworking housewives 
and mothers. 

 
These comments, do not only demonstrate the “we feeling of pride” 
for being compatriots, by congratulating on life significant events such 
as marriage, but also index the strife for continuity through the wishes 
for healthy males and reproductively capable women.  
 

5.2 Europe  
5.2.1 Homeland as a historical narrative (intended to 

legitimize its identity and continuity) 
 
The first noticeable difference between the FB pages of the 

two Macedonian diasporas is the lesser frequency of posts that 
construct the homeland through the historic narrative of ancient 
origin, continuity and glory appearing on the FB pages set by 
Macedonian diaspora in Europe. Such contents as the following can be 
found but a much rare when compared to the Australian online 
community.  
 

 
Figure 12 A map of united Macedonia.

22
 

 

                                                 
22

 Makedonci vo Köln/Leverkusen. “Map of United Macedonia”, 7 Feb. 2019. 
https://www.facebook.com/makedoncikeln/photos/a.1822209454703337/231685276
1905668/?type=3&theater, Accessed 06 January 2020.  

https://www.facebook.com/risto.angelov.7
https://www.facebook.com/makedoncikeln/?tn-str=k%2AF
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Interestingly, the comment by the image reads “Let those who wish 
evil be dead” followed by three little flags of Republic of Macedonia, 
flags not with the Vergina Sun as one would expect in this context 
given the image of United Macedonia. Instead the constitutional flag is 
being used.  
 

5.2.2 Homeland as a political differentiation/boundary 
making (“we are not the Other”) 

 
Another intriguing aspect in the online discourse of the 

Macedonian diaspora in Europe is the absence of the boundary 
making discourse, so much vehemently present among Macedonians 
in Australia. These significant differences notwithstanding, the 
discourses of the two diasporas show relative similarities, especially in 
respect to the national identity and sensations of we feeling and pride 
as manifested in the forms of banal nationalism previously discussed, 
such as culture events, sport success and merchandise.  
 

5.2.3 Homeland as cultural performance, banal nationalism 
and “we feeling” of communal pride.  
 

Similar  to their compatriots in Australia, the Macedonian 
diaspora in Europe is actively engaged in the organization and 
involvement of cultural events promoting the homeland and 
enhancing the feeling of belonging as the next Figure shows.  
 

 
Figure 13. A poster of an international music festival with the star headliner, 

the Macedonian “Kocani orchestra” ensemble
23

. 
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 Makedonier in Deutschland -Македонци во Германија. “Денес во Офенбах!!! 
“[Today in Ofenbach!!!]”. 14 June 2019. 
https://www.facebook.com/411516065880004/photos/a.452876398410637/8550601
08192262/?type=3&theater, Accessed 06 January 2020.  

https://www.facebook.com/Makedonier-in-Deutschland-Македонци-во-Германија-411516065880004/?tn-str=k%2AF
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Sport based feeling of national pride have affected the 

Macedonian diaspora in Europe as well. Images of handball players of 
Vardar, especially the captain Stojanche Stoilov, one of the rare 
Macedonian players of the otherwise international team, have been 
contextualized in a nationalist framework, as Figure 14 shows. In it, 
one can see the image of Stoilov with arms wide ajar and fists clenched 
expressing overwhelming joy and bellow the caption “I am 
Macedonian, my fatherland is Macedonia.” Having in mind the 
common knowledge among Macedonians and all those who follow 
European handball that Stoilov is Macedonian, the illocutionary force 
of the caption then is not to simply inform about Stoilov’s national 
belonging but more over to critically comment on the constitutional 
name change when one considers Stoilov’s personal anti-North 
Macedonia attitude communicated elsewhere.  
 

 
Figure 14. Vardar’s captain Stoilov celebrating Vardar’s victory

24
. 

 
Unlike the Macedonian diaspora in Australia, the Macedonian 

diaspora in Europe has also framed the sport success in terms of 
audience reception overwhelmed with joy and pride, not in a 
nationalist, but rather a genuine sport fan hood fashion both for 
international success like that of Vardar or a smaller scale success as 
that of nine-year-old Eva Skolovska, a girl living in Germany who has 
won a golden medal in gymnastics on a republic/regional competition.  
 

                                                 
24

 Republika Makedonija. “A photo of Stilov”, 14 Jan. 2019, 
https://www.facebook.com/RepublicMakedonija/photos/a.615011481875747/215498
6071211606/?type=3&theater, Accessed 06 January 2020.  
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Figure 15. The Macedonian girl Skolovska winning a gold medal on the 

republic competition in Germany.
25

 
 

Feelings of pride caused by the success of a fellow compatriot 
do not emerge from the world of sports only. But also form the world 
of music where the success of Macedonian singers born and raised in 
Europe is being shared, celebrated and praised without being brought 
to any relation to nationalist discourses. Other examples include 
extraordinary skills displayed by Macedonian immigrants such as the 
chainsaw wood carving and molding skill by Boris Dzepar. 
 

 
Figure 16. Macedonian artist Boris Dzepar crating wood craft with a 
chainsaw

26
.  

Garment based nationalism is also present among Macedonian 
diaspora in Europe, but as the next figure shows, when compared to 
the Australian arsenal of explicitly nationalist prints motivated by IMRO 
ideology and imagery, this T-shirt blends in the symbolism of a 
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 Makedonier in Deutschland -Македонци во Германија. “A Photo of Eva 
Sokolovska”. 
26

 Makedonier in Deutschland -Македонци во Германија. “A photo of Boris Dzepar”, 8 
June 2019.  
https://www.facebook.com/411516065880004/photos/pcb.850674601964146/85067
4468630826/?type=3&theater, Accessed 06 January 2020 

https://www.facebook.com/Makedonier-in-Deutschland-Македонци-во-Германија-411516065880004/?__tn__=kC-R&eid=ARDf2wTgSjtmT9a7a6Xv75tjaInlsBAVpV-BtjIL0R-tRtEXRrP5GeEW0ucvLFCHL0QFn9FG0DoZ06jM&hc_ref=ARQH9sQOjKmZvHUhzXMfJUQUCga2Ftoo2t15mHiOYuOVyLZg1qNY3f_kM4uQkt4XnCI&fref=nf&__xts__%5B0%5D=68.ARA0nXSDLBiSGboGJDqmJXK8Us8iAKpBsx6KAA45UHYIDxHTYBJaE3zxC4OvEnbzkIB1cFRn1dxhkIJNjVjVW1fg3qBNAcSINIdOdwfS95RgUTcscmScJlEoSiVroD-s_2NCDNEfA5IAmIDUoJas_sFxp7C90k9OvuqlAmf9GmOray6-H80XRz9fHKNTfoGugxEH08mVhxrtiAxey4ZH38dZkp9nSTnKPeoCeDd2cdE0zNtXkR7qB0Pe57rd2RIs0rEOLHyF37ngS-gv3xJc_-wPpcKGEyOeSC0qNTegrODRusrF8xUDA5qPVL2v0kvHyAESfZthlRPsQ8YDX8W1raI
https://www.facebook.com/Makedonier-in-Deutschland-Македонци-во-Германија-411516065880004/?tn-str=k%2AF
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clenched fist (determination and fight) with the Macedonian flag (not 
the one with Vergina sun) and the caption in German ‘This is in my 
blood.” The comment given reads “Lets promote Macedonia in every 
possible way. That’s how one loves his fatherland.”  

 

 
Figure 17. Screen shot of a T-shirt made by a Macedonian diaspora in 

Germany.
27

 

 
Finally, other significant differences between the diasporic 

online communities in Australia and those in Europe are the names of 
the FB groups of the later, which as explained in the previous section 
bear no reference to any ideas of unity, nation and alike. Instead, many 
are expressions combining the expression “Macedonians” with the 
country of immigrants’ residence. The relative absence of ethno 
nationalist discourse is also manifested in the mission statements of 
many such on line communities including the one in Malta whose FB 
page reads: 
 

The group is without any political affiliation, without any racial, 
religious, gender or ethnic discrimination […] is intended for 
making questions, giving advice or useful information […] a 
group to help each other since we moved away [from our 
homeland]28.  
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 Makedonier in Deutschland -Македонци во Германија. “A photo of a t-shirt”. 19 
May 2019. 
https://www.facebook.com/411516065880004/photos/a.452876398410637/8367552
00022753/?type=3&theater, Accessed 06 January 2020.  
28

 https://www.facebook.com/groups/525750377528481/ 
 

https://www.facebook.com/Makedonier-in-Deutschland-Македонци-во-Германија-411516065880004/?tn-str=k%2AF
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Not surprisingly, many of the posts on such pages have to do 

with hiring, renting, looking for accommodation, offering or seeking 
job, offering/asking for services (repairs, hair dressing) offering and 
seeking transportation of people and goods, requiring information 
necessary for the regulation of status, permits, documents, making 
inquiry about legal procedures related to issuing passports, 
undertaking vaccination, issues related to education, health care, etc. 
With these interests bonding the group, such communities function 
more as groups of practical interest among compatriots, rather than 
communities premised on national interest and preservation of 
national identity.  
 

5.3 Comparative Perspective 
 

Prior to discussing the constructions of the homeland by the 
two diasporic communities, a summary of the contents of the five 
selected categories as a pretext for an easier comparison and 
discussion is in order.  
 
Topics Australia Europe 

 
Homeland 
as historic 
narrative 

Significant number of contents where 
the myth of origin and continuity 
(historic narrative) is created by the FB 
page names, profile images and 
mission statements, historiographic 
books, ‘impartial’ sources, 
archeological artefacts, etc.  

Very few of such 
contents, the grand 
narrative created 
visually by maps of 
United Macedonia 
or images of 
Alexander with no 
accompanying 
discourse.  

 
 
Homeland 
as 
boundary 
making 

Significant number of contents that 
criticize neighbour’s attempts at 
ethnic assimilation (Bulgarian 
discourse) or identity negation (Greek 
discourse), contents that dismantle 
neighbour’s identity by revealing 
historic evidence of not being related 
to Macedonians, evidence that 
Macedonia was never part of 
neigbhours’ state/kingdom, 
presenting neighbours’ history as 
based or forged upon Macedonian, 
identity claims made by Macedonian 
revolutionaries. 

 
 
No boundary making 
discourse, only 
criticism for the 
name change 



104 Folia linguistica et litteraria 

 
Homeland 
as 
performan
ce 

 Cultural events Cultural events 

 
Forms of 
banal 
nationalis
m 

Sport events, merchandise (blanket, t-
shirts, tattoos) grounded in nationalist 
discourse presented by maps of united 
Macedonia, the Vergina Sun, IMRO 
imagery (riffle and guns) and 
revolutionary calls. 

Some sport evets 
grounded in the 
nationalist narrative 
other in the 
discourse of ‘we 
feeling’ of pride for a 
compatriots’ sport, 
art, culture success, 
Garment with the 
constitutional flag, 
not the Vergina sun. 
(fewer elements of 
nationalist discourse 

 
“We 
feeling”  

 
Compatriots united by the flag as 
symbol of national identity. Identity is 
the key value. 

Compatriots united 
by common practical 
interests such as 
information about 
residence 
procedures etc. 
Manifested in page’s 
names, and mission 
statements. 
Solidarity is the key 
value. 

  
Table 1. Summary of the contents and the strategies of constructing 

“Macedonia” by the two diasporas. 

 
6. Final remarks and conclusion  

 
 The study of the construction of homeland in the Macedonian 

diasporas in Australia and Europe through the analysis of fb pages has 
shown certain patterns, some similarities, and differences. Reflecting 
at the different scholarly works on diaspora, we noticed that the 
concept is defined both in terms of national identity, but also as a 
distinct community that has developed a new collective identity, and a 
consciousness that is not fundamentally and pervasively nationalist. 
These different approaches seem to align well with our study, where 
the former approach of tying diaspora to the national identity 
manifests itself greatly in the narratives of Macedonians in Australia 
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while the latter becomes much more noticeable in the study of the 
more recent diaspora of Macedonians in Europe. The most typical 
manifestations among the diaspora in Australia are amplified feelings 
of continuity, insistence on nation origin myths, criticism of 
neighbourhood assimilationist policies, vehement rejection of the 
name change, and strengthened sense of patriotism. This has been 
missing in our sample from Europe, where a more pragmatic approach 
regarding residence procedures and a sense of solidarity with the 
community has been diagnosed.  

We also argue that the theories placing the national identity 
and the close tie with the homeland left behind (Anderson 1994; 
Anthias 1998) support to a greater extent our study of the Macedonian 
diaspora in Australia. The results of this study confirmed that these 
immigrants are more active in expressing their national/ethnic 
belonging, as well as maintain the link and actively participating in the 
fate and future of Macedonia, as their homeland. In the case of the 
Macedonian immigrants in Australia, the results show that the 
homeland is often perceived as a source of national identity and there 
is a strong sense of continuity that goes back to the ancient kingdom of 
Macedonia and Alexander the Great. Regarding the notion of co-
responsibility, where diasporas are understood as potential moral 
communities engaging with the future of their homeland, hence not 
representing one entity with common interest (Kleist 2008; Werber 
2000), we believe that the study showed that it can be applicable to a 
great extent to our analysis of the Macedonian diaspora in Europe and 
less so to the one in Australia.  

Regarding the on-line dimension of expressing one’s group 
feelings and attitudes for the homeland, we argued that in some cases 
of our study it seemed as if the internet has become some kind of a 
boundary-maintenance tool, guarding against assimilation and helping 
in the reproduction of the concepts, such as, nation, homeland, 
community, self, and so forth (Saunders, 2011). These perspectives 
were supported in our study of the immigrants in Australia among 
which the social media serves as a platform for solidifying the 
categories of homogeneity and ethnic belonging.   

We do however, believe that stronger similarities between the 
two diasporas might have been detected had we included the fb pages 
of European church communities, as one example.29 These 

                                                 
29

 We were able to identify few such natiolaist FB pages among Euoepan 
diapora https://www.facebook.com/MakedonischerBund/ and unfortunately 
for us in German, also 
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communities act as organizers of the social life of the immigrants and 
preform ideological practices of religious and cultural events, thus 
sustaining the communal life. It is very likely that these events act as 
promoters of conservative, fatherland loving values similar to those 
present among the immigrants in Australia. We also believe that one of 
the reasons that the Macedonian migrants in Europe manifest a 
different type of attachment to the homeland where the overtly 
patriotic and national elements are missing might be because they may 
have the feeling that the Macedonian identity is unusable/non 
lucrative in a sense. Hence they may want to run away form it, or 
perhaps do not want to over emphasize their national identity in an 
attempt to fit better into the European transnational identity.  

Finally, we would like to point out that we believe that the 
difference in the ways homeland is constructed among the two 
diasporas, in addition to being a result of different generations, time 
periods, and educational lelevels, might also be a consequence of the 
different multicultural policies of Australia and the EU countries. 
Australia in general acknowledges that the government must be 
responsive to the cultural diversity and should provide equitable 
services to all Australians regardless of their background. The EU 
countries greatly differ in their multicultural policies, but there has 
been a general trend of strengthening the right-wind, nationalist 
parties together with strong anti-immigrant sentiments. This, we 
believe, does shape the ways in which the two diasporas express their 
understandings, perceptions and feelings for the homeland. All these 
additional aspects, may be further revealed through another detailed 
study methodologically focusing on the migrant narratives.  
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Annex 1 – Data resources 

 
Facebook pages of Macedonian diaspora in Australia 

1. Macedonian man cave, available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/564407047006089/ 

2. Everything Macedonian, available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/Everything-Macedonian-
540402412835596/?__tn__=%2CdkCH-R-
R&eid=ARCzGjJ1IqIWn9tH-
r9SkW8gLCy6N8uT0YGh5ULIUWJnST3Cm2G40jEqZR9t7r-
eNDrAbblWeh7P8XAc&hc_ref=ART3LxC5phkPaqjNdSh6L-
3ZosX8jzHsm-dauVr-
8ptaMjs0EvOz5GEsKTOOQSKdjuE&fref=nf&hc_location=group  

3. Macedonia: a True endless story, available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/macedoniaendless/?ref=timeline_
chaining 

4. Ancient dawn [Древна зора], available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/pg/drevnazora/about/?ref=page_i
nternal  

5. Macedonian coalition, available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/MacedonianCoalition/posts/4649
24517385094 

6. Macedonian community Brisbane, available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/Macedonian-Community-of-
Brisbane-358123857948307/?__tn__=kC-
R&eid=ARA5CAynK9WePxFzbPxV3BVDQNZ6Ej65qngjkvJ6Ar2M
AAlZZB5eDbXbDLSBOBOZi8MPGpdZV0TnRqAv&hc_ref=ARTpBs
7yVRU107NI156hrD-gHQ7BuE2-
Rkut1wWF5OykFsIh_9YHDunGmmfBGm8_zg4 

7. Macedonia for Macedonians, available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/MKD4MKD/?__tn__=%2CdkCH-R-
R&eid=ARB4DKuMqeuQVnPwtBzDWN6inyUgxPFmzQobElx3uih
jc79Bqu8rJzGQVa_A0HDmQr7-
rWWhB_wfm3kD&hc_ref=ARRLeHsEACsyhT1fOnPaXrzcZNAaG
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CBXH-pHvbyfQ9W7HNnxPh-
nbyr51KHTabZbGxw&fref=nf&hc_location=group 

 
Facebook pages of Macedonian diaspora in Europe 

8. Macedonians in Malta [Mакедонци во Малта], available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/525750377528481/ 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1188665437923231/ 

9. Македонци во Германија [Macedonians in Germany], 
available at https://www.facebook.com/groups/Makedonien/ 
https://www.facebook.com/makedonci.vogermanija/about?lst
=807639605%3A100000311853492%3A1559734630 
https://www.facebook.com/Makedonier-in-Deutschland-
%D0%9C%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%B5%D0%B4%D0%BE%D0%BD
%D1%86%D0%B8-%D0%B2%D0%BE-
%D0%93%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%BC%D0%B0%D0%BD%D0%B8
%D1%98%D0%B0-411516065880004/?ref=br_rs  

10. Macedonians in Hamburg [Македонци во Хамбург], available 
at: 
https://www.facebook.com/MakedonciVoHamburg/?ref=br_rs 

11. Macedonians in Denmark [Македонци во Данска], available 
at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/133074366864890/ 

12. Macedonians in Sweden [Македонци во Шведска], available 
at: https://www.facebook.com/groups/600295826754203/ 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/600295826754203/?ref=s
earch 

13. Macedonians in Slovenia [Македонци во Словенија], 
available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/276886958999930/ 

14. Macedonians in Italy [Македонци во Италија], available at: 
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100007385268730 
https://www.facebook.com/makedonijaitaly 
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