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Thirst, interest, gratitude, and empathy would be the first feelings that Ukrainian archaeologists share as the
discussion on war and cultural heritage expands and grows in detail. Our country has been at the center of this
discussion or, at least, its European parts. Although we do not agree with the arguments in all of the comments,
years of displacement and the fight for heritage in Ukraine and of Ukraine have taught us to appreciate all of them.
Even those that feel one-sided give us a space for reflection and sometimes to make our voices heard.

Therefore, the controversial discussion on Alternative Futures launched by Cornelius Holtorf (2026a) was met by
us with the same feeling. We appreciate Holtorf’s effort to discuss the complicated, conflicting, and provocative
topic of the relation between cultural heritage, war, and mobilization, and we are grateful to the FKA Editorial
Collective for the opportunity to comment on this contribution.

Our comment will be more critical than supportive, largely determined by the current position of its authors:
Ukrainian scholars who lost their friends and relatives on the front line and who work extensively on both cultural
heritage preservation and the ethical aspects of archaeological practice in times of war. We challenge several points
in Holtorf’s discussion paper (2026a) and in his reply (2026b) to discussants. We consider these two texts together
rather than as distinct contributions; in our view, the reply highlights some arguments of the paper, making it
necessary to address them. Our comment will focus on the war between Russia and Ukraine. While Holtorf grounds
his contribution in discussions of cultural heritage policies in Sweden, he criticizes first and foremost preparedness
for war with Russia. Therefore, discussing Russia at war is directly related to the paper’s main topic, making a
Ukrainian voice necessary for an informed discussion.

The benefit of including diverse and multivocal perspectives in ethical and political thinking is that it prevents one
from falling into a false dichotomy between two bad choices. The reflection on heritage militarization is precisely
an example of such a dichotomy: a choice between the grim and primitive reality of nationalistic projects that echo
the experiences of the early 20" century stands opposite complete disarmament in the face of a military threat. One
way to mask the nature of this choice is to turn a blind eye to a threat, pretending that peace is a project that can
be achieved unilaterally if certain preconditions are met. This is only possible for those who avoid opposing the
aggressor and making an ethical judgment, focusing on the effect (militarization of culture) rather than the cause
(the biggest war in Europe since 1945). However, avoiding an ethical judgment while others are suffering from
crimes and violence committed by the aggressor one chose not to notice is an example of patchy and selective
ethics. In contrast, applying a holistic ethical approach (Keegan and Keegan 1992) opens a better path: to be
realistic, while recognizing the aggressors and confronting them; to maintain ethical integrity; and to avoid falling
prey to a false dichotomy. Indeed, we are not obliged to limit ourselves to either the scary promises of heritage
militarization or the unrealistic dreams of unilateral peace. To start searching for a third path, we shall first clarify
why we consider unilateral peace, such as that which Holtorf suggests in his contribution, unethical and unrealistic.
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We strongly agree with Holtorf’s assertion that culture and heritage should be seen in terms of caring for people.
Moreover, the battle that archaeology has fought over the last decades is to recognize that the view of the other
can be fundamentally different from our own. While this is repeatedly emphasized by both post-colonial theory
and various relational ontologies, we sometimes struggle to apply this knowledge in our everyday lives. Holtorf’s
contribution is a good example of this slippage: it either overlooks that more than one actor must be against the
war in order to prevent it from happening, or it assumes that Russia’s and Russian society’s aspirations echo
Europe’s aspirations for peace. This is a strong assumption (in the sense that it should be proven to support an
argument); however, there is not a single piece of evidence showing that Russia wants peace. On the contrary, all
possible sources indicate the opposite: whenever actors in the Russian military or society had a choice of destroy-
ing Ukrainian heritage or abstaining from doing so, they chose the first option (Radchenko 2026). Assuming that
any kind of peacebuilding through culture and heritage with Russia will be symmetrical would ignore centuries of
using culture as an asset of aggression (Margolis 2025) and of imperial influence (Kiosak 2026).

We think that Holtorf’s paper would benefit from a critical reading of Ukrainian voices (Ivanysko et al. 2024;
Shydlovskyi et al. 2023) and Russian voices (Sergeitsev 2022; Yakovleva 2022), including those of anti-war
refugees in Europe (Margolis 2025), but there is no attempt to do that, even though these voices are out there and
available to be read. In this moment, a discussion is unfolding about a possible Russian provocation or invasion in
the Baltic states (Griera 2026; Sabbagh 2026), emphasizing the gap between the universalization of the pursuit of
peace and the reality of the frontline.

Holtorf notes in his reply to the commentaries that, “Many of the casualties [in Ukraine] were victims of weapons
financed or produced in countries not themselves party to the war, including ours. When will it be enough for either
side to stop the carnage?” (Holtorf 2026b: 66). Considered alongside the broader argument of the paper, includ-
ing the call for urgent engagement with Russian “history, language, religion, literature, music, art, and any other
heritage” (Holtorf 2026b: 68), this passage could be read as expressing reservations about continued military
support for Ukraine. At the very least, this is exactly how it reads from a Ukrainian perspective. Even more so,
as this would fall in line with the peaceful European future Holtorf advocates for — at the price of Ukraine and
Ukrainians’ existence. While the consequences of such an interpretation may not have been intended, they may
echo narratives advanced by Russian authorities.

Indeed, “you don’t fight people you know, respect, understand, and therefore trust” (Holtorf 2026b: 67). Empathy,
respect, and mutual understanding are crucial in the common future we attempt to build — including empathy
towards those fighting for their freedom and for limiting the escalation of war further into Europe. This is also
long acknowledged by Ukrainian anthropologists (Buyskykh 2023), who argue for the need to hear and under-
stand a Ukrainian voice when it comes to theoretical debates in academia. Paying more attention to the Ukrainian
perspective would prevent Holtorf from expressions such as, “Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine and the
subsequent war” (Holtorf 2026a: 25), which ignores eight years of Russian aggression from 2014 to 2022 and
thousands of Ukrainian citizens killed. Another way to avoid constructing phrases like those above is to familiarize
oneself with the heritage-related contributions of Mikhail Piotrovsky, Vladimir Putin, or Alexander Dugin.

It would be easier to perceive Holtorf’s paper as an attempt at academic discussion if it did not struggle to recog-
nize the facts — when the Russian war in Ukraine actually started, which country is the aggressor, and which party
actually prevents peace from happening. We argued, and continue to argue, that there are cases in which stepping
aside, making any statement, or taking any action without the ethical judgment is immoral, and we claim that the
war in Europe (currently limited to Ukrainian territory due to the courage and resilience of Ukrainians) is one
of these cases (Radchenko and Kiosak 2023). Not acknowledging this will present any argument as supporting
Russian narratives and justifying their attempts to take land, kill people, and destroy countries as an acceptable
practice. We hardly assume this is the intention, but we consider it an unwanted mistake.

As for the statements on cultural heritage and cultural heritage policies the text is trying to make, we believe

they would benefit from incorporating at least some Ukrainian sources when discussing Ukrainian heritage
(currently, there are none). While it is stated that “how culture is used in the current conflict between Ukraine and
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Russia where cultural heritage and history serve on both sides to strengthen morale by reinforcing a strong sense
of national identity on their respective territories and thereby instilling in the troops on both sides the perception
of furthering a historical mission” (Holtorf 2026a: 28), references provided (Mick 2023; Munawar and Symonds
2023) do not supply any evidence for this statement, and it is not clear how to connect them to the specific ideas
of the cited authors. Backing the theoretical considerations with literature research would be a valuable way to
familiarize oneself with both the affordances of “Russkiy mir” (Russian world/peace) and cultural heritage objects
that emerged during the war, such as mass graves near Izyum, the destroyed city of Bakhmut, or the inscribed door
from an improvised prison in Yahidne (Kiarszys and Lemiesz 2026).

Even ruling out the dark heritage of the war, the paper remains highly provocative in discussing “inscription of
the Historic Centre of Odesa as a World Heritage property following an accelerated procedure that started after the
beginning of the war” (Holtorf 2026a: 29). On the one hand, it would be honest and correct to mention the inscrip-
tion of the Rock Paintings of Shulgan-Tash Cave (Russian Federation) in the list in 2025 (https://whc.unesco.org/
en/documents/222352) or investigate the ongoing processes at those UNESCO World Heritage sites (including the
Tentative Lists) that end up in the occupied territories, such as Chersonesos Taurica that underwent destruction
and unsolicited renovation after 2014 (Kravchenko and Reida 2026), or a looted rock art site of Kamyana Mohyla
(Radchenko 2026). On the other hand, using Odesa as an example seems to be a less than ideal choice given the
repeated Russian imperialistic claims for the Russian origin of the city. One could expect that Russia will not
be trying to destroy a city that is, in their own view, “deeply connected to [Russian] history and culture” (just as
Holtorf thinks Europe to be — see Holtorf 2026b: 68). However, this is not the case. On the contrary, since 2024,
the Historical Center of Odesa has been shelled dozens of times, and the university and the archaeological museum
have been repeatedly damaged by these shellings.

As a current resident of Odesa who lived less than a kilometer from the historic city center, one of the authors of
this reply fails to see how UNESCO’s decision could be interpreted as an aggressive act against Russia. It appears
to have been a futile attempt to deter Russian forces from bombing the historic center, an effort that evidently
failed. We have no idea how this decision is supposed to reinforce any Ukrainian national historical myth. The
place of Odesa in Ukrainian history is widely debated, but UNESCQO’s decision neither resolves that debate nor
meaningfully advances any interpretation of it. Moreover, we think it is wrong to put on the same shelf of
aggressive acts both the formal decision of an international body and actual damage caused by the bombardment
of historic buildings and monuments in the Odesa city center by Russian troops.

We certainly agree with the need to embrace transformation and, sometimes, the loss of cultural heritage as part
of the cultural heritage management process (Holtorf 2026a: 31). However, it is crucial to acknowledge the
various ways in which heritage can be lost. While losing heritage to time and nature is not something new to
Ukrainian archaeology, we still find ourselves actively protesting against losing it to Russian missiles or looters.
In our view, this unnecessary loss is something to oppose, especially given that we could run out of heritage to
protect. One example of this situation is the destructive ‘renovation’ of the only example of Qirimli palace archi-
tecture in Bakhchysarai (the only palace architecture of this indigenous nation of Crimea), resulting in a significant
loss of its unique cultural value. The way we see it, striving to preserve cultural heritage in Sweden and the desire
to identify means of preserving it if and when war comes are a form of managing the loss. We can think of this
management as people-centered action, assuming that preserved heritage is of value to those who share memories,
experiences, and identity with heritage sites.

Only after all this work of unpacking and investigating the ethical and logical pathways Holtorf takes in his contri-
bution does it become possible to meaningfully address its main topic — the jeopardy of total preparedness and the
relevance of heritage militarization in the local Swedish context. We believe that the Ukrainian experience clearly
shows that it is unachievable to ensure peace and security unilaterally. And if the other side wants war, there is very
little that can be done. Essentially, having Russia at one’s borders creates the urgency to prepare for war. Especially
now, when there is no way for Russia to end this war without significant social and economic stress.

While we think it is a good idea to ensure that all risks are assessed, all heritage evacuation and preservation
pathways are known, and all instructions are developed, it remains evident that there is more to cultural heritage
preservation than caring for objects. The experience of heritage digitization in Ukraine (Radchenko and Hadick
2024) highlighted the same arguments that Holtorf reaches theoretically: cultural heritage is, first and foremost, an
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institution, and sustaining the connection between people, heritage objects, and knowledge of the past and possible
futures should be prioritized over digitizing all ceramic pots. However, constructing and utilizing this understand-
ing should take into account the needs and motivations of all actors involved, including governmental bodies and
states as complex entities.

One important issue that authorities might seek to address by including culture in the White Paper on Defense
(Swedish Government 2024: 142—143), and that Holtorf rightly points out, is “fostering [people’s] will to defend.”
On the one hand, it is reasonable to consider such tools in light of the growing discouragement of young European
citizens to participate in defense should the war come to their home countries (Dettmer 2024; Pilkington 2024).
On the other hand, Europe indeed has a devastating experience of military mobilization around cultural and
national narratives, and as right-wing politics becomes less and less marginal, such calls may sound alarming. Yet
the threat of war remains real, especially for Scandinavian countries, which are affected by both their proximity to
Russia and by Arctic security issues. The question to be asked, then, is how to strike a balance between the threat of
external war and the risk of cultural and military mobilization from within. Are there any other ways to talk about
culture and preparedness besides evoking the nationalistic narratives Holtorf is anxious about? And furthermore,
what messages should culture and cultural heritage convey to build preparedness without hate, security without
dehumanization, and a future without becoming an aggressor?

Of all possible answers, there are some that we, as representatives of (hopefully) people-centered cultural heritage
institutions, can’t afford. First, a one-sided attitude that ignores others’ views and perspectives when discussing
challenging and provocative topics. Second, being uncompassionate to those alongside us. And third, being unreal-
istic about which alternative futures we can make possible and what the cost of our decisions will be along the way.
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