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The Polish-Belarusian ethnic humour has been employing recurrent stereotypes 
for centuries. In Belarusian jokes, a Belarusian lower-class trickster often fools the 
Polish noble – pan, yet, ridicules oneself too. In the following joke, a Belarusian 
pauper begs alms from the pan:

Dear pan, please, donate to the blind!
What kind of blind are you if you are reading a newspaper!
Oh, what kind of reading is it, I am just looking through the pictures!

(Malanka 1928(4): 3)

This example, from the West Belarusian newspaper Malanka (‘Lightning’, 
1926–28) provides the typical illustration of a trickster joke. In spite of their simi-
larities, such pieces of humour sometimes pursue certain objectives, not serving just 
as jokes for the sake of joking. The humour may become instrumental for the medi-
ation of different ideologies, as it happened after the 1921 Polish-Soviet war, when 
the Belarusian territory was divided between Poland and Soviet Union. The border 
suddenly split the strains of Belarusian intellectuals who had been so close to the 
country’s independence in 1918 (when Belarusian People’s Republic formed). The 
West Belarusians intellectuals on the Polish side employed humour in their press 
not only to cope with the new realities, but also sometimes to translate their pro-So-
viet leftist moods to the target audience – the Belarusian peasants and workers.

The West Belarus mass media tremendously multiplied in the 1920s largely 
due to Polish democratization. As a result, freedom of expression gave way to 
a variety of opinions in the public sphere. Paradoxically, the Eastern side Soviet 
korenizatsiya and the emergence of humorous press (and communist cartoons 
in particular) simultaneously inspired the West Belarusian media. This article 
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suggests looking at the multiple scholarly contradictions upon the 1921 division 
of Belarus and the political situation in West Belarus through a case study – the 
exemplary sample of West Belarusian cartoons. Drawn in Malanka, the satirical 
publication of the leftist West Belarusian organisation Hramada, they combined 
the propaganda elements invigorated by the Soviet cartoons with the locally 
conditioned features, becoming a novel and applied genre. A tool for anti-state  
propaganda, Malanka and other leftist journals simultaneously became a product 
of relative democratization of West Belarus, which allowed for a multitude of 
opinions. This article argues that the pro-Soviet West Belarusian cartoons became 
a specific form of expression, inspired by the seeming success of the Soviet 
‘miracle’, but possible due to the certain liberties available for some time in the 
Second Polish Republic.

The sources for the research include the issues of Malanka available in National 
Library of Belarus and cartoons kept in the Archives of the National Art Museum 
of the Republic of Belarus – some still hand-drawn and most probably never 
published. Since Polish censorship confiscated many issues of the journal, some 
cartoons turn up in the archives only. The cartoons from the published issues also 
count as they are rarely accessed by researchers – most of them were never reprinted 
again. So far, scholars have mostly analysed Malanka as an organ ‘for the struggle 
against the bourgeois regime for the social and national rights of Belarusians [...] 
uncovering different machinations of the landowners and capitalists’ through its 
satire (Kachanoŭski 1989, 3). This research attempts to analyse the particular piece 
of West Belarusian pro-Soviet press avoiding certain reasoning for the analysis 
Soviet scholars might have had. 

The structure of the article first of all includes the overview of the historical 
context in which Malanka appeared, with the short overview of the preceding 
Belarusian press and the overall Belarusian 1920s mass media situation. Then 
it turns to the history of the Belarusian satirical press and cartoons in particular 
to give a way to the description of Malanka per se: its foundation, publishers, 
ideology. In this part, the main themes and conflicts of Malanka cartoons as well as 
the recurrent expressive methods become the main object of analysis. At the end, 
the article gives an overview of the obstacles due to which Malanka was closed and 
the whole situation of the Belarusian press dramatically changed in the late 1920s.

I. Historical Context of 1920s West Belarus
After several attempts to proclaim a Belarusian republic in the early 20th century, 

the Peace of Riga in 1921 dashed any hope for a united and sovereign Belarus. This 
treaty marking the end of the Polish–Soviet War was signed by Poland, Soviet Russia 
(also on behalf of Soviet Belarus) and Soviet Ukraine. Along with other agreements, 
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it divided the territory of Belarus between the Soviet Union and Poland. The territory 
of West Belarus and West Ukraine became the eastern part of Poland, often referred 
to as Kresy Wschodnie (‘eastern lands of Poland’). The partition ultimately thwarted 
any efforts undertaken for Belarusian sovereignty. Now divided, the strains of the in-
tellectuals lost their integrity. Each group had to act, taking into account the differing 
directions of the countries that now had ownership of the Belarusian territory. 

In the 1920s, the Soviets came up with the policy of korenizatsiya (‘indigeniza-
tion’) – promoting languages and cultures of the minorities in order to strengthen 
Soviet power. Multiple Belarusian schools, libraries, university programs, and cul-
tural institutions were developed. Between 1924–25, 28.4% of primary schools were 
teaching in Belarusian. By 1930, this number rose to 93.8%. Eventually, the press in 
Soviet Belarus was almost exclusively in Belarusian. Many contemporary scholars 
acknowledge this ‘remarkable success of Byelarussization’ (Martin 2001, 261), even 
arguing that the real nationalization of Belarusians began only under the Soviet rule 
despite the earlier rise of national awareness (Bekus 2010, 67). 

Meanwhile, the politics in West Belarus in the 1920s remained less consistent. 
Even though Belarusian deputies tried several times to force the Belarusian 
question onto the agenda of the Polish government (Rudling 2015, 18), the Polish 
government was still unsure on how to treat the minorities. The varying reactions 
about the Polish occupation among Belarusian intellectuals further complicated the 
issue for Polish officials. 

West Belarusian activists had to relate to the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist 
Republic (BSSR), whether they wanted it or not. This came to define them 
politically, due to the split into rival camps – pro-Soviet and anti-Soviet. While 
the former ‘openly flirted with the idea of unification under Soviet leadership’, the 
latter ‘unsuccessfully sought to utilize the local chapters of the Roman-Catholic 
church as a vehicle to nationalize the population’ (Rudling 2015, 6–7). The third 
direction was a pro-Lithuanian faction, which was especially visible straight 
after the Riga Treaty. Some Belarusian activists laid hopes on the reunification 
of Belarusian-Lithuanian state, which caused the emergence of several partisan 
groups, bringing together up to 10,000 people; their terrorist attacks aimed to shake 
the Polish state (Šybieka 2003, 257–262). 

Personal choices on which direction to follow in similar situations of division 
were mostly studied for the late Soviet period (Yurchak 2006). Meanwhile, 
perhaps, the most comprehensive and universally applicable research on the 
topic was done by an economist, Albert Hirschmann. The title of his book Exit, 
Voice, and Loyalty presents three possible choices people make in the economic or 
political system they are not compliant with: they exit (or immigrate), voice their 
dissatisfaction, or remain loyal to what they do not like due to certain reasons (most 
often, safety) (Hirschman 1970). All three options were well represented in West 
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Belarus. According to different calculations, between 1921–39 around 130,000 
people emigrated from Kresy (Bryhadzin and others 2002, 402). The majority of 
peasants carried on their everyday activities and along with the loyalist Belarusian 
parties did not show many signs of dissent. The minority group this research will 
focus on, however, voiced their dissatisfaction. The contradictions and changes 
of exit, voice, and loyalty certainly emerged not only within the West Belarusian 
situation as a whole, but also as attitudes, that could exist within one person. The 
case of Branislaŭ Taraškievič, a peasant son, who studied in Saint Petersburg, 
Russia before World War I and became the author of the first Belarusian grammar 
book, exemplifies this notion. At the beginning, he hoped that Poland would help 
Belarusians, but, when it did not help, he changed his values and entered the 
Communist Party in 1926 (Tomaszewski 2014, 14). 

The ideological constituents in the historians’ accounts further perplex the 
analysis of this particular historical situation of West Belarus. For instance, Polish 
sources underlined its slow but steady development in 1920–30s, while Soviet 
historiography insisted on the strong oppression of Belarusian workers and peas-
ants by the bourgeois Poles (Savchenko 2009, 97). Maźko states that the national 
movement in West Belarus belongs to one of the most complicated and neglected 
questions in the Belarusian (and Soviet) historiography (Maźko 2004). Even the 
Belarusian Peasants’ and Workers’ Union Hramada, which once included 100,000 
members, has only one monograph written about it (Palujan 1976).

Hramada emerged under the influence the Communist Party of West Belarus 
in 1925, yet, pursuing distinct aims. The first point of its program, written by its 
head, Branislaŭ Taraškievič, voiced the demand to unite all the Belarusian lands 
into a single and sovereign republic governed by peasants and workers (Šybieka 
2003, 268). The scholarship has mostly described Hramada as the strongest 
political party and the most powerful pro-Soviet organisation of West Belarus. 
Along with its large membership, Hramada established itself internationally 
by communicating with other European minorities, e.g. European Conference 
of Peoples in Geneva (Rudling 2015, 197). According to some researchers, the 
financial source of Hramada’s strength remains unconfirmed (Vaškievič 2006, 47), 
whereas many argue that it was funded by Soviet money (Korienievskaia 2003; 
Rudling 2015, 207; Jackson 1966, 203; Šybieka 2003, 268). The funding, however, 
might have been inconsistent since the publishers of Hramada’s periodicals often 
had to advertise subscription and asked its target audience – peasants – to pay for 
it, rather than disseminating the journals for free.

Hramada aimed to explain the laws and inform Belarusians of their legal 
rights e.g. providing templates on how to do a reclamation paper. It unequivocally 
demanded the redistribution of lands and the promotion of Belarusian language 
and culture. Especially successful in the latter direction, Hramada supported the 



10Political Cartoon at the Service of West Belarus Left Wing Movement

Belarusian School Society to promote education in Belarusian. In 1925 only, they 
succeeded in establishing more than 400 Belarusian schools (Palujan and Palujan 
1962, 83) in addition to a number of libraries. Even though the organisation 
addressed the literate Belarusians in their press, as the Malanka case will further 
show, the messages were meant to be simple and comprehensive. 

Hramada was not the only representative of Belarusian nationalist movements. 
The range of Belarusian political parties along with the relevant tolerance towards 
their radicalism of Polish officials allowed the Belarusian intelligentsia a chance 
to work within the growing democracy giving voices to a variety of speakers. The 
growing amount of the Belarusian press, the platform for the expression of the 
variety of opinions within a great number of genres, became the essential aspect 
of this development.

The press contesting authority had been at service of the Belarusian nationalism 
for a while. The first legal newspaper published in the Belarusian language, Naša 
Dolia (1906), a radical political weekly intended for ‘rural and local working 
people’, had only six issues published with four of them confiscated. The court 
officially closed the newspaper in 1907 also sentencing its editor to one year of 
prison. Parallel to the publication of Naša Dolia, the leaders of Belarusian Socialist 
Hramada found Naša Niva in 1906 in Viĺnia (Konan 1999, 313–314). 

Naša Niva promoted both social and national liberation of Belarus and became 
a legendary newspaper nationalists would extol even today. ‘Do not think that we 
wish to serve only the gentry, or the peasants. No, never! We want to be servants 
of the whole long-suffering Belarusian nation’, the publishers declared (Zaprudnik 
1993, 64). The incompatibility between the appeal to the times when Belarusians 
had their own nobility and the ideas of the liberation of the common people led 
to the formation of the predominant leitmotifs of Naša Niva – hard life on the 
Belarusian native land, injustice, and social inequality (Bekus 2010, 60). The 
newspaper published the news about Belarus and works of literature by Belarusian 
amateur and professional authors. Major Belarusian writers – Alaiza Paškievič, 
Janka Kupala, Jakub Kolas, Zmitrok Biadulia, etc. – came from the circle of Naša 
Niva. Officials closed Naša Niva in 1915, but it was revived again in 1920 (9 issues 
published) and 1991 (Dubaviec 1999; Lis 1999; Konan 1999b). 

In the 1920s, the West Belarus press was oriented by the tradition laid by Naša 
Niva. A number of newspapers and journals were published simultaneously by dif-
ferent political parties and groups of intellectuals. These groups leveraged their 
new-found outlets through various means, for example: raising political questions, 
publishing letters and information about resistance from different countries, offer-
ing news from the USSR, works of literature, reviews of theatre performances and 
books, folk poetry, etc. As West Belarusian political parties, West Belarusian news-



The Journal of Belarusian Studies 11

papers had a variety of ideologies behind them, not necessarily purely pro-Polish, 
pro-Soviet, or pro-Lithuanian. An example of these would be Pravaslaŭny Bielarus 
and Pravaslaŭnaja Bielaruś insisting on the rights of Belarusians to use their own 
language in church. Founded in 1921, the Belarusian student union also published a 
variety of journals of different ideologies (Novy Šliach, Studenckaja Dumka, Voĺnaja 
Dumka, Novaja Varta, etc.), all related to student life (Paharely 2014b, 132). 

The administration, ultimately, had final approval allowing newspapers 
to be established. After 1926, the number of rejected applications increased 
(Korienievskaia 2003). Yet the Polish policies towards minorities and their 
nationalist developments often operated on the preventive level; in 1925–26 they 
confiscated roughly 20% of the Belarusian press (Kovkiel’ and Iarmusik 2002, 478) 
causing the closure of many newspapers. Often, the editorials of the newspapers 
did not even try to reopen the closed publications and immediately started new 
ones. This explains the plenitude of journal titles the Belarusian press used in the 
1920s uncovering the contradiction between the revival and the suppression. 

Hramada had many publications within its history. Published since 1926, using 
the Latin alphabet, Narodny Zvon (7 issues appeared) aimed at the Belarusian 
catholic audience who were less familiar with Cyrillic. Žyćcio Bielarusa (1925, 20 
issues published) had a special rubric about the state-building and cultural life in 
the Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic (BSSR). After it was closed, the tradition 
was continued by Bielaruskaja Niva publishing the news from the BSSR and 
reviews on theatre and art works of Soviet Belarus. The newspapers of Hramada, 
Žyccio Bielarusa, Bielaruskaja Niva, Bielaruskaja Sprava were published weekly 
with a circulation of 2–3 thousand copies; Narodnaja Sprava and Naša Sprava 
were published biweekly with 5 thousand copies (Korienievskaia 2003).

Pro-Soviet leftist newspapers seem to have been considered more threatening 
and radical by the Polish government. While Hramada was the most influential 
party in West Belarus, its journal Avadzień ceased to exist with the tenth issue; 
Malanka – with the forty third. The comparison to 633 issues of Bielaruskaja 
Krynica (of Belarusian Christian Democratic movement) published tells a lot about 
the distribution of suppression and fears of the Polish government. The number of 
titles published by the Communist party of West Belarus within 17 years of its 
existence – Čyrvony Sciah, Baĺšavik, Kujmy Broń, Partrabotnik, Vestki z SSSR, 
Barykada, Baraćba, Bielaruskaja Hazeta, Žyćcio, Asva, confirms how short-live 
they were. The following list illustrates how brief the lifespan of a newspaper 
published by Hramada was: 

Žyćcio Bielarusa 19.8.1925–12.11.1925
Malanka 15.1.1926–26.12.1928
Narodnaja Sprava 19.6.1926–27.11.1926
Naša Volia 4.3.1927–12.3.1927
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Naš Holas 27.1.1927–28.2.1927
Naša Sprava 30.11.1926–22.1.1927
Narodny Zvon 7.12.1926–30.3.1927

The West Belarusian press had a possibility to thrive in 1920s – mostly 
before Józef Piłsudski’s Coup d’État (1926) and the following persecution of the 
Belarusian nationalist leaders, those of Hramada (1927), in particular.

 II. From The Communist to Malanka: Satirical Journals and 
Cartoons in West Belarus
Humour has always been an effective tactic to create solidarity by helping to get 

the message across, focusing on salient points, and attracting attention to adverse 
conditions; it was always helpful for bringing the message to less literate groups. 
Radical cartoonists helped in drawing hundreds of thousands of Americans into a 
mass socialist movement that grew to become the single greatest challenge to the 
domination of corporate capitalism in United States’ history. Simple, politically 
pointed, and cheaply reproduced black line cartoons gave the movements a kind 
of visual exuberance and common set of anti-capitalist values (Cohen 2008, 36). 
Through their ironic, angry, and energetic cartoons, popular radical movements 
found a class politics of laughter which could illustrate the common values of 
the movement (Cohen 2008, 58). Cartoons often become the important mediator 
of propaganda, used as a means of persuasion and ‘spreading its claims and the 
principles upon which it makes its claim’ (Morgan 2005, 69). As history shows, 
this propaganda served especially well in the communists’ hands.

One of the most famous platforms for the socialist political cartoons became 
The Communist (1920–1923), the weekly official organ of the British Young 
Communist Party, followed by Worker’s Weekly. The most famous Soviet journal 
of political cartoons was Krokodil. Published since 1922, this all-Soviet journal was 
accompanied by local satirical journals targeting capitalist values and supporting 
communist future. For instance, among other topics, the Tatar Čajan laughed at the 
former rich – mullahs, affluent peasants and beys, while the 1922 Ukrainian journal 
Chervonyj Perets’ targeted the White anti-communist movement. The title of 
Uzbek journal Muštum, published since 1923, even translates as ‘kulak’ – the rich 
farmer who, due to his richness was a class enemy of the Soviet peasant (according 
to the Soviet doctrine). The most successful pro-Soviet cartoonist of that time was 
perhaps, Boris Efimov. His success resulted from the fact that he drew what he 
was expected to draw in the Soviet political cartoon. In the introduction to the 
collection of Efimov’s cartoons, the Comintern Secretary Felix Kon wrote:

in the cartoons of comrade Efimov, the fuss of the imperialist 
predators becomes visible […]. Skillful wielding his weapon – 
a pencil, comrade Efimov shoots straight to his enemy with […] the 
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mockery, appealing at the same time to the workers of the USSR and 
the whole world for vigilance and rebuff (Kon 1931a).

Kon’s introduction to Efimov’s album provides a useful framework for defining 
a Soviet political cartoonist as ‘the sentry armed with a pencil and sharp-sightedly 
observing the class enemy preparing new intervention and exposing its reception’ 
(Kon 1931b, 3).

The professional political caricature involving bitter satire appeared in Russia 
only in 1905, but since then it became extremely popular (Moskin 2000, 70); unlike 
the Western elite approach to caricature, in Russia and the Soviet Union it was 
used as a special communication tool by the authorities to influence the broader 
public. Its rage and simplicity resonated with any reader or viewer (Dmitriev 1998, 
96). As Alexander Golubev argues, the Central Committee and even Joseph Stalin 
personally sometimes handed down the themes for the Soviet Pravda caricatures 
‘from above’ (Golubev 2010, 215).

Little wonder then that ‘representation, often very expressive, and thanks to this 
able to evoke a particular effect’ in political cartoon frequently replaces the reality 
(Demski and Baraniecka-Olszewska 2010, 16). The caricatures often become 
the hot situational commentary, having the ability to preserve the phenomena 
‘more difficult to grasp and preserve in other sources: spontaneous expressions of 
feelings, short-term emotions, temporary moods – the atmosphere of the period’. 
Caricatures undoubtedly become a tale of the culture of particular age, providing 
a modern reader with a source of information on the past conventions and ideas 
that have moulded the reality into culturally marked images (Demski 2013, 82). 
The way of perceiving the reality, present in the press, is the product of its period 
circulated among its target audience (Demski 2013, 83). At the same time, the 
cartoons prove permanence and deep-rootedness of certain images and stereotypes 
(Buchowski 2010, 305). According to Uhlíková, ‘visualizations provide the most 
easily accessible representation of other cultures, with the result that mental 
images formed on the basis of seen images generate very stable stereotypes’ 
(Uhlíková 2005, 13). The forming Belarusian self-perception could not exist 
without comparison to its eternal neighbours, who were now in power. As Demski 
and Baraniecka-Olszewska rightfully claim, it is impossible to discuss the issue of 
ethnicity without reference to existing power relation of that time as cartoons and 
jokes often aim at the stupidity of those other who are imagined as the unrighteous 
holders of power (Demski and Baraniecka-Olszewska 2010, 14). Moreover, the 
needs of time influenced the transformation of the stereotypes about Poles as others. 

Undoubtedly, West Belarus cartoons published by pro-Soviet newspapers and 
journals, were largely inspired by the Soviet graphic satire. In 1927, Aleksanteri 
Ahola-Valo founded the Soviet Belarusian artistic union Pramień (1927–30) 
which included many artists of the humorous genre: Paviel Hutkoŭski, Jan 
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Razanaŭ, Hienadź Zmudzinski, ect. They actively contributed to newspapers like 
Zviazda, Bielaruskaja Vioska, Bielaruski Pijaner, Rabočy, Čyrvonaja Bielaruś, 
and journals such as Maladniak, Malady Araty, Trybuna Mastactva, etc. on the 
topic of capitalism, bureaucracy, West Belarus, etc. They also mastered cartoons 
on everyday topics and friendly jests (Nalivajka and Šunejka 2011a, 18). The 
cartoons in Soviet Belarus experienced their Golden Age in a variety of topics and 
styles (Nalivajka and Shunejka 2011b, 18). Political cartoons developed along with 
other visual art propaganda forms, for example, agitplakat. Whether depicted in 
The Communist, Pramień art, or Malanka, the markers of various groups in their 
relation towards communist ideas were recognizable and repetitive: a Capitalist 
wore a cylinder, justice was blind, and a worker was poor.

The 1924 journal Avadzień (‘Gadfly’) eventually preceded Malanka. Both 
journals, are among the first satirical periodicals, which targeted mainly Polish 
officialdom. Avadzień was published biweekly in Viĺnia and addressed some of 
the problems of the time, including taxes and national suppression. Although the 
journal focused on crucial issues it did not become an important political organ. 
In addition to social issues, its founder and editor Anton Vasileŭski published sa-
tirical articles and humorous drama pieces. Most of the other authors of the journal 
hid themselves with pseudonyms as well as abbreviations. With its tenth issue in 
1925, Avadzień ceased to exist, although it made occasional but not very success-
ful returns in 1929 and 1933. Some of its authors including Janka Marazovič and 
Jazep Horyd later became the cartoonists of Malanka, the journal this article will 
concentrate on. 

III. Malanka: Publishers, Ideology, and the Main Themes
As Demski and Baraniecka-Olszewska suggest, caricatures often fall outside 

the dispassionate analysis, even from a distant time, forcing scholars ‘to defend or 
to present their world-view, their interpretation of the history of their nation – that 
is, to respond to those stereotypes’ (Demski and Baraniecka-Olszewska 2010, 15). 
In spite of its careful analysis and lots of valuable data, the existing research on 
Malanka could not avoid Soviet ideology, depicting it as the oppressed organ of the 
liberation movement supported by the benevolent Soviet Union (Lis 1981; 1994). 

Malanka appeared biweekly in Viĺnia from January 1926 to December 1928. 
The list of its authors was not permanent and sometimes remained clandestine, 
but Arsień Lis thinks that while Malanka had M. Lucevič as a cover editor’s 
name, in fact, Janka Marazovič (under the pseudonym Janka Malanka) edited the 
journal (Lis 1994, 10). Malanka became a joint effort of several other authors: 
Mihaś Vasiliok, Haĺiaš Leŭčyk, Janka Pačopka, etc.; Janka Malanka, Jazep Horyd, 
Jazep Drazdovič, Mikalaj Vasilieŭski, etc. made illustrations for it (Kachanoŭski  
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1989, 4). Jazep Horyd and Janka Malanka were major cartoonists, while Mikalaj 
Vasilieŭski replaced Horyd when the latter left for academic pursuits (Lis 1981, 95). 
The editorial staff included mainly young Belarusian poets, folklorists, linguists, 
translators, artists etc. Inspired by Hramada, they were interested in their own 
culture and promoting its values. Most of them used pseudonyms and grew into 
well-known cultural figures. Among the most famous, Janka Pačopka published in 
Naša Niva, West Belarusian children’s journals, collected and published Belarusian 
folklore; Haĺjaš Leŭčyk collected folklore and ceramics patterns, composed poetry, 
translated many works of literature to Belarusian; Ivan Marazovič was the editor 
and cartoonist of several Belarusian periodicals issued in Viĺnia; Jazep Horyd was 
the illustrator of many periodicals and books, author of graphites; Jazep Drazdovič 
was one of the most famous Belarusian artists, an archaeologist, writer, folklorist, 
architect, etc. As a whole, these authors published 43 issues of Malanka. 

Polish officials confiscated many issues of Malanka (e.g. №3, 5) – and the 
authors replaced them by hurriedly published single issues of Piakučaja Malanka, 
Novaja Malanka, etc. Malanka often addressed the readers asking them to subscribe 
to the journal and pay for a subscription. Such a request challenges the argument 
that the Communist Party and its branches had consistent (Soviet) funding.

A typical issue of Malanka consisted of cartoons as well as jokes, poems, 
and other humorous forms. It also included correspondence with the readers e.g. 
letters from them and responses to these letters. Many of the published letters 
carried complaints about poverty and thankfulness to Malanka for defending poor 
Belarusians. Some letters, as the editors wrote in Malanka, came from abroad, 
in particular, the United States. The letters from abroad praised Malanka, while 
requesting new issues to be sent. Nowadays, it is unclear whether these letters 
were really written, and, if so, how much they were edited by Malanka. Also, the 
journal published the cartoons on international political themes as well as cartoons 

FIGURE 1: ‘The title page of Malanka’, by Ja. Malanka (Malanka 1926 (2): 1)
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by the renowned Soviet cartoonists. Sometimes it addressed everyday life issues or 
universal topics of humour like drinking or stupidity.

Yet, Malanka primarily focused on politically themed jokes, poems, and cartoons. 
Like many other Belarusian nationalist newspapers, Malanka addressed Belarusian 
rural lower middle classes and literate peasants – the masses publishers wanted to im-
bue with the need of resistance. The publishers tried to reach the popular culture, the 
major everyday problems their addressees encountered, trying to explain what causes 
these problems on a higher level. Remaining sensitive to the problems and tastes of 
their audience, the authors simultaneously wanted to promote Belarusianization.

Malanka provided its vision of Belarusian history which corresponded to 
the visions laid by the first Belarusian newspapers, in particular, Naša Niva. The 
latter projected truly Belarusian statehood structures corresponding back to the 
high Middle Ages, in particular, the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, when Belarusian 
upper classes, great thinkers, princes and statesmen had existed; later defected en 
masse to Polish culture, leaving the Belarusian idea to peasants who had managed 
to preserve it for many centuries (Savchenko 2009, 66). Even though it was less 
possible for Malanka to carry these cultural myths through the humorous texts and 
cartoons, the allusions to ideas were always there. 

For instance, Malanka included various cartoons that promoted its succession 
over Avadzień or mocked religion. Such topics would have been possible in 
many other pro-Soviet journals. Malanka, however, had very specific targets 
and recurring motifs which made it different from the Soviet press. For instance, 
the first issue includes 7 cartoons: 1– about Belarusian-Polish relationship, 2 – 
about the connections to Avadzień, 1 – about the League of Nations, 1 – about 
Monarchism, 1 – about pany, 1 – about the Belarusian school reform. Despite some 
occasional side topics, certain themes appear again and again ranging from the first 

FIGURE 2: White-red-white flag, author unknown (Malanka 1926 (9): 1)
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issue to the following ones. Pany in their relationship with Belarusians, particular 
local political parties and reforms, and capitalist, such as the League of Nations, 
became the most significant targets of Malanka humour. 

Poles, pany (‘landlords’), and capitalists vs. Belarusian peasants 
and workers

Analysing the major targets of the Soviet cartoon in Krokodil between 1922–
39, Golubev claims that its major butts included (starting from the most popular 
ones): Germany, Great Britain, France, Japan, and the United States; Poland was 
only ranked sixth (Golubev 2010, 217)1. Undoubtedly, the distribution became dif-
ferent in Malanka, in which Poles occupied first place.

Generally, the worldwide cartoons mostly depicted a Pole as an arrogant mili-
tary man or a beautiful young woman (Demski and Baraniecka-Olszewska 2010, 
24). The depiction of a Pole in West Belarusian cartoons, however, diverged. Per-
haps, unintentionally, Malanka carried on the implication of the earlier national-
ist newspapers – of uniting the Belarusian national identity and social class into 
one. While Belarusian ethnicity was associated with peasantry (less frequently – 
a worker), the Poles invariably stood out as capitalists. The latter in this dichotomy 
did not require any tools of presentation; the negative stereotypes Belarusians had 
about the Polish pany (landlords) transferred to the image of the bourgeois Poles. 
As Petrov writes, to make sure that the cartoon will hit its audience, ‘the artist 
should be familiar with the audience’s experience and stereotypes and be able to 
activate and provoke them’ (Petrov 2010, 82). 

Utilizing the stereotype of a Pole-pan rooted in the Belarusian thinking produced 
a widely employed strategy that was not only used in cartoons. Later research, for 
example, ‘An outline of struggle of Belarusian people against Polish pany’ (1940) 
published in eight chapters exemplified these tactics. According to its author, Iosif 
Lochmiel’, the struggle against pany started in the Grand Duchy of Lithuania (Chap-
ter I) and proceeded to the resistance of West Belarusian proletariat e.g. ‘against Pol-
ish pany and capitalists’ (Chapter VII). Chapter VIII is about the ‘liberation of West 
Belarus and reunification of the Belarusian people’ (Lochmiel’ 1940). As Maźko fair-
ly comments, this research attempted to extrapolate the conclusions about the 16–18th 
century relationship with Poles to characterize Polish attitudes towards Belarusians in 
West Belarus. As a result, Lochmiel’ characterized Polish politics as a never-ending 
circle of economic, social, political, national, cultural violence, humiliation of Bela-
rusians resulting accompanied by poverty (Maźko 2004). The example of Lochmiel’s 
book illustrates the similarity of strategies pro-Soviet actors employed by bringing the 
common stereotypes and earlier historical events to characterize the new situation.

1 The images of Poles in Soviet cartoons were also researched e.g. in Nieviezhin 2006, Riabov 2006, 
Tokariev 2006, Lazari and Riabov 2008, Golubev 2010. 
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The negative image of Polish neocolonialists embodied by the evil Polish pan / 
capitalist served as the means of bringing power relations to the surface and de-le-
gitimizing authority (Teune 2008, 116). Malanka’s humour served to make its au-
dience permanently aware of the real nature of a Polish pan, always ready to harm 
a Belarusian. In1926, for instance, Malanka publishes a poem by Kandrat Krapiva, 
who was at the time living in the Soviet Union, expressed his position on Poland.

Крапіва. На «Крэсах Усходніх»

Пан клапоціцца на «крэсах»,
Аб чыіх ён інтарэсах? –

Можна бачыць і сьляпому –
Не аб нашых-жа вядома,
Воўчы зуб не памагае,
Дык палітыка другая.

У яго, як бач, пасьпела –
Хвост пусьціць лісіны ў дзела;

Ходзіць, губкамі мыляе,
Констытуцыяй віляе,

Мажа губы, гладзіць вусы
Ён хахлу и беларусу:

«Мы вас любім, мы вам рады,
То чыноўнікі ўсе гады

Вас там крыўдзілі дагэтуль –
Мы пакажам ім за гэта…

Вось вам цацак (папяровых),
Вось вам школы, вось вам мовы…

Ходзіць пан лісой – хітрушкай
Перад крэсаваю птушкай.
Беларус, глядзі, не каркай,
Бо адчуеш сваім каркам,

Чаму пан таки стаў добры:
Кось-кось-кось пакуль у аглоблі,

Потым па баку дугою
Ды ў жывот яшчэ нагою.2

(Malanka 6 (1926): 6)

2 Krapiva. At ‘East Kresy’
 Pan is busy at ‘kresy’, / But with whose interests? / Even a blind can see – / Not with ours, / The 

wolf’s tooth does not help, / So the politics is different. / He, as you see got ready –/ To involve the 
fox’s tail into the business. / He walks pursing his lips, / Wagging with the constitution, / Smears lips, 
caresses moustaches / Of the Ukrainian and the Belarusian: / We love you, we are glad to have you, 
/ The officials are skunks / They were harming you before – / We will revenge for that… / These are 
toys for you (from paper), / These are schools and the language… / Pan walks as a sly fox / In front 
of the bird from kresy. / Belarusian, watch out, do not croak, / As you will feel with your withers, / 
Why the pan became so kind-hearted: / ‘Come-come’ and drag you to the shaft, / And then beat your 
side with shaft-bow / And your stomach with the foot.
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Malanka also often depicts the misdeeds of the Polish pany, e.g. in the cartoon 
‘Contemporary bandits’: 

To the left: Polish landlord Kanstanty Razvadoŭski, the owner of estate Liud-
vikava of Drahičynski paviet and Beraściejskaje vajavodstva, having learned 
that a peasant Matrunka Kraviec acquired a considerable donation from 
America for her husband killed at war, broke into her house in the village of 
Jaloča together with a wagoner. He attacked her when she was alone in the 
house, and, grabbing her by the throat, ‘the inborn owner’ – bandit ordered his 
wagoner to look for the dollars... 

(Bielaruskaja Niva 25. II. 26 № 16)

To the right: Polish baron Jan Bisping confessing at his court session. At the end 
of 1918 he set the 27 house village of Rymuceŭcy (in Hrodna region) on fire and 
shot one villager with a revolver (and one villager was ill with typhus and burnt 
in the house Bisping set on fire). 

(Bielaruskaja Niva 10.II.27 № 11)

In Malanka’s dichotomy, Pole (pan, capitalist) – Belarusian (peasant, worker); 
the Belarusian is always the suffering one. Consider the following cartoon: 

FIGURE 3: ‘Contemporary bandits’, author unknown (Malanka 1926 (6): 5)
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From left to right:

Peasant. It is spring. It is time for the peasant / To harness his animal, / But that 
is how he is moaning, / Starting with the first furrows. / Once he was much 
stronger, / It was not that hard ever / The horse was once sleek, / But the taxes 
ate him up.
Worker. There is neither bread, nor salt, / In his house. / Unemployed  – barefoot, 
naked, / Misfortune and hunger are around. / The wife of the worker is sick / The 
pair of poor kids are crying, / Only the sun / Looks at his window. 
Landlord (pan). With the money abroad / the landlords leave in spring, / They 
go to Monte-Carlo altogether / To empty their car. / They will buy everything for 
money: / The porters and doctors… Who will stop them? / Life is the paradise 
for the lazybones.

Glorification of workers and peasants, although less frequent than in the Soviet 
press, still had to appear in a journal that supported socialist values. The cartoonists 
depicted the workers and peasants mainly in their relation to pan. Also, the fact that 
more than 90 % of Belarusians in West Belarus were farmers (Šybieka 2003, 276) 
justified the choice of a Belarusian peasant as one of the central figures.

Poverty of the Belarusians

Apart from the generally malevolent Poles, according to Malanka, unemploy-
ment and taxes were Belarusian peasants’ and workers’ main financial problems. 
In the anti-pany book quoted above (Lochmiel’ 1940), Lochmiel’ mentions about 

FIGURE 4: ‘Peasant, worker, and pan’, author unknown (Malanka 9 (1926): 4)
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80 types of all-state and local taxes designed for the peasants in West Belarus, 
including the taxes for keeping cattle, crossing certain roads and bridges by the 
horse, melioration, bureaucratic work etc. For instance, a peasant had to pay at 
least two zlotys to gmina3 for stamping – proof of signature under his petition 
(Lochmiel’ 1940, 122). Multiple fines and taxes took away about half of a peasant’s 
budget. Since peasants often refused to pay them, their debt grew, and a special 
administrative division was created to extract the money from them (Lochmiel’ 
1940, 124). Lochmiel’ may be exaggerating some facts due to the ideological di-
rection of his research, but in many ways this still reflects the problems West Bela-
rusians faced. Another author, Viačorka, describing the life of particular Belarusian 
settlement, Haradnaja, enumerates the taxes for keeping cattle and dogs, killing 
cattle, owning real estate and land (Viačorka 2014, 242). Introduced in 1923,  
kamasacyja, a measure of land consolidation aimed at eliminating cieraspalosica 
(when one’s plots of land alternate with someone else’s), laid all the costs on the 
peasants. The latter had to pay 14–20 zlotys for the projects of melioration, relo-
cating the roads, etc. (Bryhadzin and others 2002, 401–402).

The following cartoon from the Historical Archive, perhaps, never published, 
depicts the Belarusian peasant bitten by different dogs, with the ‘taxes’ one being 
the largest.

3 An administrative unit in Poland.

FIGURE 5: ‘The hand demanding taxes from the peasant at plough’,  
by Ja. Malanka (Archive). Reads: Taxes
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The motive of a peasant being torn from different sides is recurrent. In Figure 
8, multiple hands e.g. the pope, insurance, excise, duty, etc. stretch to the peasant 
on the first side demanding to give, but, when it comes to giving something in 
return to the peasant, in particular the school on the second side on the picture, he 
receives a fig.

FIGURE 6: ‘Peasant bitten by dogs’, author unknown (Archive)

FIGURE 7: ‘Give! Give! Give!’ by Ja. Malanka (Malanka 1926 (2): 5)
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Give! Give! Give!
Belarusian: ‘Every day tens of hands are stretched to me with the demand: 
give! give! give!’ 

Take!
‘… and when I tried to defend my native school I was given a “flower” 
from the minister of education Stanislaŭ Hrabski’. 

In another, perhaps unpublished cartoon the demand to pay taxes appears from 
an oven before the holiday.

Oh, god! What is this? The tax executor / hid in the oven / now, 
woman, either pay taxes or I requisition your cakes.

Yet, later, the first years of 1930s statistics shows that 70% of the Belarusian 
peasants turned up below the poverty line, while only 23% received middle income 
(Kasciuk and others 1995, 219).

Meanwhile, West Belarusian workers suffered from unemployment. Accord-
ing to Kasciuk, in 1927, only 13.6% of unemployed workers received paltry 
social payments (Kasciuk and others 1995, 215).

FIGURE 8: ‘Before the holiday’ by M. Hiermanovič (Archive)
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FIGURE 9: ‘Destiny of the 
workers’, author unknown 

(Malanka 1926 (4): 4)

The factories died away.  
The hungry working people are 

looking for jobs here in vain.

Underfed workers are looking 
for  help in the state organisations, 

but the representative of the 
government says as usually: There 

is no help and there won’t be.

Rest in peace, dear worker! 
Now you need neither job nor 

governmental help, even the eyes 
of the hungry wife and children 

will not wake you up… 

Struggle with Other Parties: Endeki, Manarchisty, the Actors of Agrarian 
Reform, and Doctor Paŭliukievič 

Struggling against the Polish suppression and for the well-being of Belarusians, 
Malanka, representative of the Hramada political movement, also had to show its 
attitude towards other political forces and parties. Clearly, the most hostile party as 
seen by Hramada was the leading party of Polish nationalists, Narodowa Demokrac-
ja, mostly referred to as Endecja and its representatives called Endeki. Narodowa 
Demokracja refused to acknowledge the minorities living in Poland as separate eth-
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nicities and sought to assimilate and ‘civilize’ them into Poles. As the leader of Na- 
rodowa Demokracja, Roman Dmowski, once stated: ‘Our aim is to become a strong 
nation, one nation that cannot be defeated. Where we can, we should civilize foreign 
elements and expand our potential by absorbing these elements into our nation. Not 
only do we have a right to do so, but this is our duty’ (Dmowski 1904, 214–215). 

Endek and pan become synonymous in Malanka which accuses them of 
neglectful attitude and harmfulness towards Belarusians. In the following cartoon, 
the front figure represents Endecja dancing with the Polish Socialist Party on the 
book of Agrarian reform strangling peasants. The representatives of both parties 
have pig snouts – the detail which one can notice only after carefully looking. 
Their dance is accompanied by the orchestra of Piast (Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe 
‘Piast’), Wyzwolenie (Polskie Stronnictwo Ludowe ‘Wyzwolenie’) and most 
probably (the abbreviation is illegible) National Workers’ Party (Narodowa Partia 
Robotnicza). Unlike the well-dressed Sejm members enjoying themselves, the 
peasants are naked and suffering.

Endek: finally, after seven years of our existence we gave our land reform 
to our ‘thankful people’. And now, PPS [Polish Socialist Party] brothers, 
give your mug and let’s dance as the orchestra has been arranged long time 
ago, – let the Belarusian peasants see that we look after them.

FIGURE 10: ‘Dance of the parties’, by Ja. Malanka (Malanka 1926 (2): 1)
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The agrarian reform mentioned on the ‘Dance of the parties’ cartoon was the 
issue of multiple debates in the Polish Sejm. After the unsuccessful attempt to 
bring more Polish landowners to West Belarus, to stimulate the profit from farming 
by rekindling economic exchange and sales, Poland still had to stabilize West 
Belarusian agriculture (Gres’ 2014a). Rural economy remained one of the major 
concerns in the Second Polish Republic, and mainly non-oppositionist parties, by 
definition hostile to Hramada, paid attention to its development. For instance, the 
program of Wyzwolenie suggested limiting the amount of private lands without 
paying any compensation to those who owned more than recommended. To attract 
Belarusians, the party also promised autonomy to West Belarusian lands. Similarly, 
Polska Partia Socjalistyczna (PPS) seemed to promote reforms (Gres’ 2014b). 
Malanka shows all the major parties flying as storks over the Belarusian peasant, 
peacefully ploughing the field.

Another West Belarusian problem mentioned above concerned the Polonization 
measures actively implemented by both Władysław Grabski, the prime minister of 
Poland in 1920 and 1923–25, and his brother, Stanisław Grabski, a minister of 
religion and education from National Democrats in 1923 and 1925–26. Stanisław 
Grabski did not only state ‘Polish land for the Poles!’ (Blanke 1990, 89), but also 
became the author of the so-called Lex Grabski law (1924) on language and schools 
for the national minorities. The Lex Grabski law sought to eliminate Ukrainian and 
Belarusian languages from Polish schools. In Poland, primary school subjects and 
the core subjects of grades four to seven were taught in Polish. Science classes at 
schools with over 40% of non-Poles could be taught in Belarusian (Rudling 2015, 
169). Only in the regions where Belarusians were at least 25% of the population, 

FIGURE 11: ‘Party storks over the Belarusian peasant’, by Jazep Horyd (Archive)
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they could open a Belarusian school. In this case at least 40% of the school-aged 
children’s parents had to express their wish for that. To open a school, one had to 
make an application with the signatures of notary and the head of the settlement 
to the school inspector. If there were 20 signatures, a double-language, Belarusian 
and Polish, school was opened (Ladysieŭ and Bryhadzin 2003, 165). The closure 
of the Belarusian schools and the negative image of Stanisław Grabski became one 
of the major themes of Malanka cartoons.

FIGURE 12: ‘Change 
of Belarusian school into 
Polish’, author unknown 
(Archive)

FIGURE 13: ‘The nightmare of the 
Belarusian child’, author unknown 
(Malanka 1926 (2): 4)

The child in the dream, after seeing 
the shadow of Minister of education 
Stanisław Grabski: ‘Leave me alone, 
the nightmare! You will not tear 
out my young soul with your nails. 
I was Belarusian, I am Belarusian, and 
I will be Belarusian, and your language 
decrees and double-language schools will 
disappear as fog together with you’. 
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FIGURE 14: ‘Minister of 
Education Stanislaŭ Grabski’, 

by Ju. Š. (Malanka 1926 (7): 8)

I. The reduction of schools and 
teachers; II. Extermination of the 

Belarusian schools.

Under the picture: The Minister 
of Education Stanislaŭ Grabski: 

We should reduce the number 
of schools in half, and not open 

Belarusian schools at all, as 
why the peasant would need 

education if his business is to dig 
land and manure.

FIGURE 15: ‘Monarchist (after 
the creation of the Monarchist 

party in the Sejm)’, author 
unknown (Malanka 1926 (7): 8)

The Monarchists became, perhaps, the next important focus of criticism in Ma-
lanka after Endeki, especially since the Monarchist Party had been founded in the 
Sejm. On the following cartoon a monarchist is appealing to God depicted as a tsar.

Monarchist: God! If you do not 
send father-redeemer, then better 
send death to me, since I cannot 

watch minorities living, growing, 
and gathering power, and workers 

obtaining their rights anymore. 
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Malanka criticized the religiosity accompanying monarchism and mocked at 
the myth of father tsar, the redeemer, who will come to save his people (Chistov 
2003, 474).

Similarly, on another cartoon, the monarchists walk on top of the peasants with 
their slogans, e.g. ‘For the faith, for the tsar, for the motherland’. In the background, 
there is a huge figure of the monarch, keeping a bottle and a lash at his hand. The 
gallows next to him most probably carry the same function as what he keeps in 
hands, showing the negative sides of the monarchy regime.

While criticizing Polish nationalists and monarchists is quite logical for the Hra-
mada movement, it is surprising to learn that fellow Belarusian politicians and jour-
nalists also became the target of Malanka. Among others, Dr. Paŭliukievič, an active 
anti-communist, who published the newspaper Bielaruskaje Slova, became subject 
of the journal’s focus. Authors today even consider that this contradictory personality 
was simultaneously working for both Polish and Soviet security forces (Krapivin 
2007). This presumably former čarnasocieniec4 (Lis 1981, 47), was undoubtedly 
condemned by Hramada. He and other representatives of West Belarusian organ-
isations e.g. Bielaruskaja Dolia and Bielaruski Dzień are depicted on the ‘Three 
epic heroes’ cartoon. The irony of Horyd’s-cartoon becomes apparent when he de-
picts ‘the slaves of Piłsudski’ as powerful Russian warriors (Lis 1981, 49). At the 
crossroads, they encounter a stone saying: ‘Coming with pan you will become pan’s 
slave’. On the background, Horyd draws a Belarusian village with lightning over it. 

4 A representative from a far-right organisation in the Russian Empire.

FIGURE 16: ‘The monarch and procession’,  
author unknown (Archive)
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Paŭliukievič is often mentioned directly too, in the jokes and cartoons.

People say that only dogs bark, but here, in this newspaper, 
Dr. Paŭliukievič barks so that not a single dog will get in. 

FIGURE 17: ‘Three epic heroes’, by Ja. Horyd (Archive)

FIGURE 18: ‘They also know’, by Ja. Malanka (Malanka 1926 (8): 4)
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The Frame of Presents

It is also significant to mention quite an iterant frame in Malanka repeated by 
its cartoonists – depicting presents given by the Polish state to different strata of 
its population. For instance, Figure 19 presents a title page from the December 
issue with Józef Piłsudski as the main actor bringing various presents; this shows 
what to expect from him in the New Year 1927. Pany get the king on the top on 
the Christmas tree. Workers get unemployment, hunger, taxes, etc. At the bottom, 
there is a bucket with Agrarian reform and asadnik,5 the presents for Belarusians. 
Piłsudski’s assistant keeps bringing the horns of plenty for him. The addressee 
has several hints which point that the main figure is Piłsudski. In the same way 
as the repeated details of Soviet and pro-Soviet cartoons guided the viewer, e.g. 
Mussolini’s chin, the monocle of Chamberlain, the characteristic profile of Franco, 
the moustache, low thick eyebrows, Marshal’s trousers, and boots with spurs 
became markers of Piłsudski (Golubev 2010, 216, 231, 232). 

Another cartoon in Malanka about New Year / Christmas presents was drawn 
by Janka Malanka. Here a less recognizable figure carries gifts in the form of 
language laws, taxes, declarations, asadniki, school matters, etc.

5 Polish military settler on the West Belarusian lands.

FIGURE 19: ‘Piłsudski bringing presents’,  
by Ja. Horyd (Archive)
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Prepared not only as Christmas or New Year presents, the gifts also include 
Easter eggs, promise of taxation, the reduction of Belarusian teachers, arrests, 
confiscations, etc.

Capitalist Others

Even though Poles, in their particular personifications of officials, landlords, 
public servants, etc., were the main protagonists of Malanka cartoons, the carica-
tures also kept in line with the Soviet tradition of cartoons depicting global capi-
talist as others. A prominent feature of many political caricatures is the repetition 
and recognition of several ‘masks’, including the imperialist with the cylinder, the 
monocle, and a bag with money, as a rule deprived of national signs, but sometimes 
with an obvious hint of English (Golubev 2010, 216) or American origin. Malanka 
employs these signs too. For instance, in the following cartoon, a Lithuanian and 
a Pole argue over Viĺnia, the notorious subject of disputing with different parties 

FIGURE 20: ‘Presents in sacks’, by Ja. Malanka (Archive)

FIGURE 21: ‘Easter eggs’, author unknown (Archive)
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claiming their ownership. One of these claimers might be a Belarusian too, stand-
ing aside with the map of Belarus. The argument is already hot enough since the 
British fuels the conflict between two other parties and keeps a bouquet of figs in 
his hand. He becomes easily recognizable by the flag on his cylinder.

So does the American. His capitalist essence manifests itself by the cylinder, 
while he is distinguished by the stars on his clothes. The American is feeding dying 
Polish currency with its dollars, but zloty’s death is already nearby waiting at its 
window.

Similarly, Malanka often laughs at the League of Nations, the international or-
ganisation established on the end of World War I with the primary aim to maintain 

FIGURE 22: ‘Dispute over Viĺnia’, by Ja. Horyd (Archive)

FIGURE 23: ‘America feeding Polish zloty’, by V.S. [most probably,  
Vasiĺ Sidarovič] (Archive)
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peace and set international disputes. The League included 58 states at its peak, with 
neither of permanent and foundation members of the council, France, Japan, Italy, 
and Great Britain, being an ally of the Soviet Union. The USSR was not a member 
of the League until 1934. Thus, understood as hostile or useless, the League was 
often laughed at in Malanka. 

In the League created earlier, / The German started to govern, / 
It was supposed to be closed. / And reconcile everyone with the 
help of that. / When they were stepping aside / their fists worked. / 
The League is being finished – / there is a life crack in it.

Unfortunately, the response of the target audience to Malanka’s main topics 
remains unclear. The only feedback I managed to find is that published by Arsień 
Lis. He remembers the accounts of his uncle, who, at the time of Hramada, was 
even imprisoned as a secretary of a communist circle, having brothers in Soviet 
Russia. According to Lis, his uncle was also reading Malanka aloud to his village 
neighbours who enjoyed it (Lis 1981, 18–19). 

IV. Józef Piłsudski’s Coup d’État and the ban of Hramada 

At the end of 1926 and the beginning of 1927, the situation was becoming 
more and more difficult for Hramada. The obstacles the Belarusian movements 
faced before Piłsudski’s 1926 May Coup d’État now seemed irrelevant. In 1927, 
the leaders of the Hramada, its Sejm deputies, and about 800 activists were 
arrested. The trial against Hramada became known as a trial of 56 (the number of 
the leaders of the prosecuted leaders of the movement), with its most significant 
defendant Branislaŭ Taraškievič and other important actors of Hramada sentenced 
to lengthy prison terms (Rudling 2015, 264). After these mass arrests, Hramada 

FIGURE 24: ‘The League of Nations’, author unknown (Archive)
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ceased to exist as a mass movement. The attempt of its continuation embodied by 
the creation of peasants and workers’ club Zmahannie in 1928 was not successful 
(Šybieka 2003, 271).

The liquidation of Hramada caused a crisis of its press, which certainly 
reflected in all West Belarusian publications since Hramada’s newspapers and 
journals constituted a significant part. Without their leaders, the Hramada papers 
were even more short-lived than before and mostly seized to exist. After the ban 
of one of the major publications, Naša Sprava, several new short-lived papers 
were established: Naš Holas, Naša Praca, Praca, Dumka Pracy, Prava Pracy, 
Da Pracy, Sila Pracy, Volia Pracy, Holas Pracy, Sciah Pracy, Dolia Pracy, Slova 
Pracy, Za Pracu (Per Rudling 2015, 260). The Belarusian newspapers were now 
censored on a regular basis. 

For some months after the court case started, Malanka was still being published, 
responding to the arrest of Hramada leaders with a lot of satire: 

Атава
Пацяшаецца пан: Вось дык добра вашу «Грамаду» скасілі!
Селянін: Але цяпер добрая Атава расце, бо добра мусіць пусціла 
карані6.

(In Kachanoŭski 1989, 31)

However, soon Malanka seized to exist. Its last issue was published with a lot 
of hardships in 1928. West Belarusian press quieted down. As the result of slight 
rapprochement in the relation with the USSR, it revived in 1933 with Bielaruskaja 
Hazeta, Asva, Litaraturnaja Staronka being allowed for publication. However, 
the rapprochement did not last long and these newspapers were closed in 1934 
(Korienievskaia 2003).

V. Conclusion

Until now, the division of Belarus in 1921–39 remains ‘uncomfortable past’ 
(Paharely 2014a, 6) subject to radically different readings for the needs of different 
national myths. The analysis of the West Belarusian situation and its consequences 
is apparently possible not only through the archival documents, but also through its 
press, and, as in this article, through the trendy 1920s genre of political cartoons. 
The cartoons certainly may not be regarded as an objective description of the 
outside world, but as reflecting the inside imaginaries. The imaginaries, in turn, do 
not necessarily mean wrong or untrue images, but rather values and representations 

6 Eddish. Pan laughs: ‘Good that your Hramada was mowed!’ The peasant: ‘But now good eddish 
grows, as it must have been well-rooted’.
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of collective imagination. These imaginaries were pushed into the masses, 
addressing the main problems the readers supposedly had e.g. Polish officialdom, 
bureaucracy, Polonization, taxes, poverty, unemployment, etc. The long-existent 
stereotypes of oppressive pany now transformed into those of oppressive capitalist 
Poles, with the poor Belarusian peasant/worker suffering from this oppression. 
Poverty of the Belarusians caused by Poles became one of the major issues. 

In addition to tackling these locally important issues, the publishers also 
targeted global opponents of their own values, in particular, capitalist countries, 
their unions, and allies. Moreover, in its cartoons, Malanka vividly embodied its 
criticism against the hostile parties, mainly national conservative and monarchist, 
sometimes concentrating on their particular actors. Often, the cartoonists depicted 
the actors’ politics in the frame of presents; their distribution between the 
Belarusian minority and other groups of the population appeared to be unequal. 
The recurrent frame of gifts was complemented with other regular markers, e.g. 
capitalist cylinders, which, perhaps, helped express the message easier.

Despite the similarity of general tendencies, certain markers and aims, Malanka 
remained very different from the journals on the Soviet side of the border. Tied to 
its locality and concentrating on Western Belarusian targets, e.g. pany and Polish 
national democrats, Malanka seems to have had a much wider range of possible 
topics than its Soviet counterparts. In the latter, non-conformism and thematic 
differences from mainstream were already hardly possible. In comparison, the 
diversity and flexibility of the cartoons in Malanka, along with the extent to 
which it could criticize the officialdom, characterizes this journal as well as other 
publications of the West Belarusian press as the product of democratic liberties.
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