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Abstract 

In this text, I analyze official public narratives in Ukraine in 2020 connected to the Hasidic pilgrimage 
to Uman, the best known and most popular destination of its kind in Europe. The pandemic year 2020 
brought restrictions to mass gatherings, including the pilgrimages, for the first time since the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. I have differentiated two competing discourses connected to the pilgrimage – “pilgrimage as 
a source of danger” and “pilgrimage as a proxy for Ukraine’s good reputation”, both of which unveiled the 
problem of representation. The case of the Hasidic pilgrimage to Uman during the pandemic times could 
serve as a model for building a common official position of various levels of authority on a nuanced topic.
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Introduction 

Pilgrimages as a manifestation of religious beliefs attached to journeys to certain places in 
the world still occur despite the modern world’s rationalization and disenchantment, as 
Max Weber observed.1 Zygmunt Bauman argued that the contemporary world leaves less 
and less space for pilgrims with their search for deep meaning, and it replaces them with 

1 Weber, Sociology of Religion, 270.
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tourists who search for superficial impressions.2 The number of pilgrims in the world is, 
however, growing. Despite many definitions and contexts of pilgrimage, the presence of a 
shrine, a sacred object is what differentiates pilgrimage from other forms of mass movement 
in space. Daniele Hervieu-Leger offered to widen the field of ‘religious’ beyond ‘belonging 
to religion’ to the search of meaning,3 which can be well suited for an understanding of 
pilgrimages in the contemporary world.

In this article, I analyze official discourses around the case of the Hasidic pilgrimage to 
Uman in 2020, aiming to investigate questions such as: Why did this case move from the 
local political decisions to international debates among the highest-rank officials? Which 
political messages relevant for this case can be important in a wider context beyond 2020?

I start with the peculiarity of 2020 and an outline of the pilgrimage case in Uman. Later 
on, I move to methodology and main research results, discussing sociocultural context, 
text level, and discursive practices in the analysis. In the conclusions, I reflect upon the 
problems and perspectives unveiled in the official messages relevant to the case.

The year 2020

The year 2020 marked the beginning and development of the pandemic caused by the 
COVID-19 coronavirus. The virus originated in China in late 2019, quickly spread 
across the continents and provided an unprecedented reason for closing national borders 
and limiting the movement of people. Traveling became unpredictable and challenging 
after March 2020 and remains so at the time of this writing. The word ‘lockdown’, which 
means “the imposition of stringent restrictions on travel, social interaction, and access to 
public spaces” in Collins dictionary, has become the word of the year.4 According to AFP 
data in early April, half of humanity experienced lockdown due to strict state restrictions 
to social activities.5

Although countries reacted differently, in general, the first wave of restrictions began 
in spring 2020, and the second one in the fall. There were also exceptions, for instance, 
three lockdowns in Israel in 2020 or postponing the second lockdown in Ukraine until 
January 2021.

The world’s well-known pilgrimages faced major challenges. For instance, Islamic Hajj 
was allowed for only 1,000 people instead of 2 mln pilgrims.6 The world’s largest Catholic 
pilgrimage for the Virgin of Guadalupe in Mexico was canceled by the Church.7 Other 
pilgrimages underwent restrictions depending on the time and the country of pilgrimage, 

2 Bauman, “From Pilgrim to Tourist,” 23.
3 Hervieu-Leger, Religion as a Chain of Memory, 52.
4 Porterfield, “Lockdown’ Is 2020’s Word Of The Year”.
5 Sandford. “‘Coronavirus: Half of Humanity Now on Lockdown…”.
6 Karadsheh and Qiblawi, “'Unprecedented' Hajj Begins…”.
7 “Catholic Church Cancels Guadalupe Pilgrimage over Pandemic”.
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and the specificity of the pilgrimage. The largest Hasidic8 pilgrimage in the world, on 
Mount Meron in Israel, was banned by the Israeli government in May 2020.9 The Hasidic 
pilgrimage to Uman – the largest Hasidic pilgrimage in Europe10 – followed a path of 
negotiations and discussions. 

Specificity of the Uman pilgrimage 

The pilgrims who come to Uman represent various streams (Hasidic as well as others). The 
majority of these pilgrims are Breslov Hasidim11. They come to visit the burial place of 
Rebbe Nachman from Breslov (now Bratslav, Ukraine), according to his testament, dur-
ing Rosh Hashanah time (New Year, according to the Jewish calendar) in the fall. Breslov 
Hasidism as a movement gained its popularity in recent years. The first pilgrimages after 
the death of Rebbe Nachman in 1810 had several dozen visitors, contemporary pilgrim-
ages during Rosh Hashanah reached up to 30,000 people in the 2010s. Pilgrims come 
throughout the year, however, and several hundreds of Jews (mostly from Israel) live in 
Uman regularly. Some of them have become citizens of Ukraine. This makes the defini-
tion of a pilgrim and a local in Uman sometimes more blurry than in other places of the 
Hasidic pilgrimage. The specificity of the Uman pilgrimage is defined by several factors. 
First, it is connected with general Jewish aspects in local history and the peculiar Hasidic 
heritage, both of which were not only neglected but unmentionable in Soviet times. This 
is also one of the reasons for the high sensitivity of many potential pilgrims to any possible 
restrictions in current times. Second, Uman has a specific meaning for the core group of 
the pilgrimage – the Breslov Hasidim. According to their beliefs, the grave of their spiritual 
leader must be reached despite all obstacles, and obstacles only make the level of pilgrims’ 
spirituality higher. Third, the most evident feature during the pandemic year, many of 
these pilgrims have their logic of rationality, oriented by faith and religion, not by science 
or medicine. The third aspect is connected by the general distance of the Hasidic groups 
from other groups in their home countries, including Israel. Fourth, many Hasidim from 
Israel (i.e., the majority of Uman Hasidic pilgrims) are mistrustful of or skeptical of the 
government of Israel. This is explained by historical reasons that go beyond the scope of 
this article. This factor explains the indifference of many potential pilgrims to the official 
policy of the Israeli government not to visit Ukraine in 2020. These four factors largely 
8 The Hasidim are a number of groups within Judaism often labeled as ‘Ultra-Orthodox’ or ‘Haredi’.
9 Staff, “No Lockdown, but Ministers Ban Bonfires, Close off Meron ahead of Lag B’Omer”.
10 The word ‘Hasid’ means ‘pious’, from Hebrew. The Hasidic movement appeared and developed in the 
eighteenth century as a side movement against Orthodox Judaism. Today, it represents a set of streams that 
are often labeled ‘Ultra-Orthodox’, or ‘Haredi’ for their level of religious devotion. Most scholars of Hasidism 
(Marcin Wodziński, David Białe, Moshe Rosman, etc.) agree that the Hasidic movement has developed in 
a powerful stream, which is not a side movement anymore (on this see Biale et al, 018).
11 “Hasidim” is a plural form of a noun ‘Hasid”, which originated in Hebrew and became accepted in aca-
demic literature in English. There are different ways of spelling of this group of the Hasidim: “Brarslav”, 
“Breslav”, “Breslev”, etc. In this text, I use “Breslov” as a conventional form. 



Alla Marchenko, 3(2), 68–85   https://doi.org/10.5507/rh.2021.005

71

explain why Hasidic pilgrimages to Uman have attracted so much media attention, espe-
cially, but not only, in 2020.

The case of the Uman pilgrimage is generally known in Ukraine; it became one of the 
topics in the last season of the TV series “Servant of the People”, where the actor Volodymyr 
Zelensky played the role of the President of Ukraine. There, Uman was shown as a sepa-
rate ‘kosher republic’ on the new map of Ukraine as part of a series of specific humor.12 
Volodymyr Zelensky became the first ethnically Jewish President of Ukraine in 2019,13 
which enabled his perception in pilgrims’ circles as ‘Ours’. Interestingly, it was the President 
of Ukraine Volodymyr Zelensky who created a special committee focused on investigat-
ing cases of corruption in Uman connected with the construction of the long-announced 
largest synagogue in 2019.14 This explains the strong hopes of the Hasidim for Volodymyr 
Zelensky as the one who will allow them entry to Ukraine in 2020.

Methodology

In this text, I use the official documents of national bodies of power and their representa-
tives, as well as local bodies of power (the mayor of Uman, local administration, etc.) and 
representatives of the Jewish community voicing the side of the pilgrimage. At the same 
time, I take into account interviews with officials representing opinions about the topic 
in the mass media. In the case of local authorities in Uman, I also use information from 
their official Facebook profiles. I rely on critical discourse analysis15 as the main tool for 
understanding the place of the pilgrimage in a wider political context among different 
groups of interest. It is worth noting that Facebook became one of the most convenient 
platforms for public discussions initiated by officials on the local level. In this regard, an 
important question raised by this research was the definition of an official document, i.e., 
when should a publicly-stated opinion be considered an official position? For instance, the 
Uman mayor at that time, Oleksandr Tsebrii, used his Facebook page for posting questions 
to Uman locals about the pilgrimage or for short videos where he articulated his negative 
attitude to the pilgrimage during the pandemic.16 His political rival, a national deputy 
Anton Iatsenko used his Facebook page for scans of his official appeals about the ban on 
the pilgrimage during the pandemic to the Prime Minister of Ukraine, the Minister of 
Foreign Affairs of Ukraine, and the Minister of Health of Ukraine sealed and with signa-
tures – as proof of his position.17 The president of the International Charity Foundation 

12 “Vid Korolivstva Troieshchyna do Koshernoii respubliky…”
13 Marchenko, “The Personal is Political…”, 104–106.
14 “Zelens’ky stvoryv komisiiu…”
15 Fairclough, “Critical Discourse Analysis as a Method in Social Scientific Research,” 121–138.
16 For instance, Oleksandr Tsebrii, “Shanovni umanchany! Potribno poradytys’.”; Oleksandr Tsebrii, 
“Zvernennia do Prezydenta Ukrainy…”.
17 Iatsenko, “Tradytsiyno shchoroku na sviatkuvannia Rosh Hashanah…”; Iatsenko, “U zviazku z pande-
mieiu…”; Iatsenko, “U ts’omu rotsi palomnyky-hasydy ne poiidut’ do Umani…”.
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in Memory of Rabbi Nachman of Breslov Natan Nissim ben Nun posted the position of 
the Foundation on its official blank.18 

For this research, I treated scans of documents linked with the official organization 
as official, and I treated the official web pages of politicians as their political platforms 
regardless of their writing style. I also took into consideration interviews with the officials 
distributed in the media as a source of official information (e.g., an interview of “the Uman 
media” with the local official Larysa Kachanova and her report on the epidemiological 
situation in Uman).19

Previous research shows20 that the mass media in pre-pandemic times was connected 
with four discourses – “pilgrimage as a challenge” and “pilgrimage as a source of inspira-
tion” on the side of the pilgrims, as well as “pilgrimage as a disaster” and “pilgrimage as 
an unknown phenomenon” on the side of the locals. My tentative hypothesis is that the 
main discourse in political speeches about the pilgrimage during the pandemic would be 
connecting pilgrims to the potential source of infection and a danger to the locals. 

Research results

According to the scheme of critical discourse analysis I employ, research results are divided 
into three parts: sociocultural context, text level and discourse level. 

The sociocultural context shows the unprecedented and unpredictable situation of 
pandemic development, where every decision could be followed by a contrasting decision, 
and a decision on one level could be contested on a different level. The absence of a stable 
standpoint among groups of interest in the turbulent times led to more negative emotions 
among the local inhabitants of Uman both towards the authorities (for an inability to stop 
the pandemic) and the pilgrims (for their being dangerous as outsiders as well as for their 
disregard of pandemic guidelines by traveling).

On August 27, the Government of Ukraine announced the closure of the borders to 
all foreigners from August 28 until September 28 under the pretext of coronavirus infec-
tion spreading. The rapid character of this decision and the coincidence of the ban period 
with the Jewish High Holy Days (Rosh Hashanah on September 18–20 and Yom Kippur, 
or Atonement Day, on September 27–28) provoked, however, many discussions in the 
Ukrainian media that the dangers of the potentially numerous Hasidic pilgrimage to Uman 
during the pandemic had been the real reason for this decision.21 Unclear messages about 
the pilgrimage from various political sides led to uncertainty in understanding what was 
happening in Uman.

Political turmoil in Belarus, which began in late May 2020, intensified in August, and 
several neighboring countries (Lithuania, Poland) declared their readiness to provide shelter 
18 Natan Nissim Ben-Nun. “Na zhal’, zmusheni konstatuvaty…”.
19 “Epidsytuacia w Umani pislia Rosh Hashanah”.
20 Marchenko, “Etic and emic approaches to the collective memory…”.
21 “Zaborona viizdu inozemtsiam – hto pidpadaie pid vykliuchennia…”.
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to the Belarusian refugees by September 2020. This could serve as one of the explanations 
for the Ukrainian-Belarusian border conflict connected with about 1,500 Hasidim attempt-
ing to get to Uman due to their being certain they would be allowed to enter from the 
Belarusian side. The situation by the border led to several diplomatic letters with a strict 
position about no entry for the foreigners to Ukraine and no exclusion for the Hasidim.22 
This situation also provoked a special appeal by Alexander Lukashenko, the (questionable) 
President of Belarus, to the Ukrainian central authorities about the possibility of letting 
the pilgrims go to their shrine in Ukraine (meaning: Uman) and coming back in direct 
transport that would be provided by Belarus.23 The agreement of the Ukrainian authori-
ties with this step from Lukashenko might have been interpreted as an endorsement and 
lead to the turmoil in Uman with local inhabitants. At the same time, the mentioned 
Lukashenko’s step towards the Hasidim could be treated as a preparatory attempt to violate 
the borders of neighbouring states – the latter was done by Belarusian advertisements for 
the migrants from various countries in the Arab world to have an efficient way to get to 
European Union and creating a Belarusian-Polish border turbulence in late 2021

The situation by the border created jokes and at least one unusual situation, namely 
an attempt by some Jewish pilgrims dressed in Ukrainian traditional clothes to sing the 
Ukrainian anthem and thank Volodymyr Zelensky, the President of Ukraine, for letting 
them into Ukraine.24 The International Charity Foundation in Memory of Rabbi Nachman 
of Breslov consequently published a statement that the video was a fake, noting the Cossack 
style of clothing.25 The result of the border stay conformed with the earlier announced law 
in Ukraine: the pilgrims were not let into Ukraine. Due to the implementation of border 
restrictions at the last minute, however, some pilgrims managed to reach Uman earlier. 
Some other pilgrims had Ukrainian documents that enabled the possibility of their arrival, 
and some Hasidim already lived in Ukraine. All in all, the Hasidic pilgrimage in Uman 
for Rosh Hashanah 5,781 (2020) consisted of about 2,000–2,500 pilgrims.26

The pilgrimage period coincided with the electoral competition on a municipal level. 
Oleksandr Tsebrii, the mayor at that time, started public debates on his Facebook page, 
posing the question as to whether Uman should be open to thousands of pilgrims from 
all over the world during the pandemic.27 His post received relatively significant attention 
(281 likes, 370 comments, 169 shares). A majority of the commentators declared their 
negative attitude to the pilgrimage during the pandemic, for instance: “We were sitting and 
praying at home during our Easter, we did not visit cemeteries on memorial days, so they 

22 “Komentar MZS Ukrainy shchodo sytuacii na ukrains’ko-bilorus’komu derzhavnomu kordoni”; 
“Komentar Ministerstva zakordonnyh sprav Ukrainy shchodo sytuacii na ukrains’ko-bilorus’komu der-
zhavnomu kordoni”.
23 “Lukashenko poruchil pravitel’stvu dogovorit’sa s Ukrainoy…”.
24 “Hasidy v vyshivankah s sharovarami na granitse speli gimn Ukrainy”.
25 “Fond Rabi Nachmana: Video s poiushchimi hasidami v kazatskih kostiumah – feik”.
26 “Zaiavlenie OEOU po itogam prazdnovaniia Rosh Hashanah v Umani”; “Epidsytuacia w Umani pislia 
Rosh Hashanah”; “Serioznych porushen’ ne bulo…”.
27 Tsebrii, “Shanovni umanchany!…”.
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should also be celebrating their holidays at home!” (by the Facebook user Lena Dzembak, 
105 likes). Some of the commentators also admitted the political nature of this message, 
the unofficial start of an electoral campaign: “You understand that this is solved not on 
this level, why write nonsense? Pre-electoral PR is cheap. Everyone knows how much local 
government is earned on the Hasidim, and now it is probably finished… Money will solve 
everything, the opinions of the locals were never counted” (by the Facebook user Natalia 
Petrychenko, 14 likes, 2 comments). 

In all the other posts, as well as in the interviews, Oleksandr Tsebrii articulated his 
position to ban the pilgrimage during the pandemic. He made a video of his appeal to the 
President of Ukraine Volodymyr Zelensky about this ban28 and his night in a sleeping bag 
near the Administration of the President of Ukraine as a radical step to reach Volodymyr 
Zelensky.29 The mayor also supported the petition of Uman inhabitants to the President 
of Ukraine,30 which received 1,727 signatures (out of the 25,000 signatures necessary for a 
petition to be considered by the President). There could be several explanations as to why 
the petition did not become popular: a complicated procedure of registering a signature, 
a limited amount of people who wanted to support the petition, the limited circulation 
of information about the initiative, etc. The above-mentioned deputy Anton Iatsenko 
referred to the topic of the pilgrimage in Uman already in July (three appeals mentioned 
earlier) and articulated his position in favor of a total ban of the pilgrimage. What deserves 
attention is that Iatsenko ignored Tsebrii (both had a similar position on pilgrimage), but 
at the same time he supported the mayor of Cherkasy Anatolii Bondarenko by comment-
ing and sharing the post of the former on Facebook.31 This demonstrates the existence of 
internal political tensions in Uman, in which the topic of opposing the pilgrimage played 
a mobilizing role for political rivals in attracting voters. After the elections, in November 
2020, Anton Iatsenko became one of the authors of a parliamentary project aimed at 
developing Uman as an international Hasidic pilgrimage center.32

It is important to emphasize the general atmosphere of fear of the coronavirus from 
abroad, especially evident at the beginning of the pandemic (at that time – epidemic). In 
late February, a group of people who arrived in Ukraine from China was sent for a two-week 
observation in a settlement called Novi Sanzhary, Poltava region in Ukraine. They faced 
aggression, however, and the extreme unwillingness of the locals to live close to a possible 
source of infection. Both police and high-ranking officials had to be involved to resolve 
the situation.33 As some pilgrims to Uman managed to arrive in Ukraine before the border 
closure, there were several incidents of a smaller scale, but of a similar nature, and they 
were sometimes called ‘Novi Sanzhary-2’.34 Sometime later, one of the local cafes, located 
28 Tsebrii, “Zvernennia do Prezydenta Ukrainy”.
29 “Mer Umani Oleksandr Tsebrii piketuie ofis Prezydenta”.
30 Chyrva, “Petytsia shchodo zaprovadzennia obmezhennia”.
31 Anton Iatsenko, “Boremos’ razom! Repost: Anatoliy Bondarenko…”.
32 “Proekt Postanovy pro zvernennia Verkhovnoii Rady Ukrainy…”.
33 “Coronavirus: Ukraine protesters attack buses…”.
34 “Novi Sanzhary-2, Czy vse pravyl’no robliat’?”.
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close to the bus station of Uman, installed an outdoor announcement in a few languages, 
including Hebrew: “No entry to the Hasidim”.35 This incident became a topic for media 
discussions on various levels. My informal observations of Uman-related Facebook and 
Viber groups demonstrated that many Uman locals supported the owner of the cafe. All 
this demonstrates the rather complicated socio-cultural context of the pilgrimage in 2020.

The text level of discourse analysis shows the main characteristics of the texts analyzed, 
and the focal points for discussions about the Hasidic pilgrimage in 2020. In this regard, 
I took into account 39 materials (see Appendix 1).

Most of the materials on the topic belong to September (see Table 1), the actual period 
of pilgrimage – this fact can be interpreted as immediate official reactions to the ongoing 
events. The main actors, involved in communication about the pilgrimage, belong to the 
national level (24), local or regional level (12 messages), and even the international level 
(3 messages). I treated the materials representing the views of the Jewish community on 
the pilgrimage as national because they reflected either the opinion of the Chief Rabbi 
of Ukraine, or the United Jewish Community of Ukraine, or the Charity Foundation in 
Memory of Rabbi Nachman of Breslov directly involved in the pilgrimage. In general, 
such foci signify the importance of the topic far beyond local affairs in Uman.

After the end of the period of the expected pilgrimage (Rosh Hashanah on September 
18–20, 2020 and the consequent Yom Kippur, or Atonement Day, on 27–28 September 
2020), the attention of the officials to the topic faded. The only message taken into the 
analysis was the announcement of the deputy Anton Iatsenko (who became the deputy of 
the Parliament of Ukraine due to the votes in Uman) about his active participation in the 
local elections and specifically in the elections of the mayor (this occurred on October 25 
and led to the victory of his candidate Iryna Pletniova in the position of new Uman mayor). 
Although this message did not touch on the topic of the Hasidim directly, it followed his 
previous posts about the ban of the pilgrimage and his care about Uman locals.

Table 1. Representation of the main agents of discourse by months

Official body representation July August September October Total 
Jewish community 9 9
Mayor (Oleksandr Tsebrii) 1 5 2 8
Government 1 1 3 5
National deputy (Anton Iatsenko) 3 1 1 5
Police 3 3
President of Ukraine 1 2 3
Ambassador of Israel 1 1
President of Belarus 1 1
Regional authorities (Mayor of Cherkasy) 1 1
Local epidemiologist 1 1
Border control 1 1
American congressmen 1 1
Total 5 8 25 1 39

35 Hazin, “Oleksandr Tsebrii, tse te, do chogo vy pragnuly?..”.
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The distribution of topics in the materials shows that the most popular topic was the 
total prohibition of the pilgrimage (see Table 2). This topic was discussed on the local 
level – first of all, by Anton Iatsenko, and secondly – by Oleksandr Tsebrii. The loudest 
systematic voice, however, belonged to the latter. Other messages were connected to the 
explanations of pilgrimage importance, regulations of the pilgrimage, and a question of al-
lowance for the pilgrims to enter Ukraine (from outside voices and the voice of the Hasidic 
Charity foundation mentioned earlier). Messages about the misbehavior of pilgrims came 
from the press secretary of the National Police of Ukraine Anton Gerashchenko, which 
will be discussed later.

It deserves attention that reports about the pilgrimage were mostly made on the initia-
tive of the pilgrims’ side (including the commentary about the epidemiological situation 
on the “Uman media” channel connected to the Hasidim). It can be explained by the 
interest of the side to deliver information to the wider audience in a situation to create a 
more positive vision of the pilgrimage. Oleksandr Tsebrii, the main critic of the idea with 
Uman pilgrimage in 2020, also discussed the gift of 2.5 mln Ukrainian hryvnias (which 
equals 44,600 euro) by Israeli patrons to the town’s new diagnostic laboratory,36 which he 
counted as one of his victories in the fight for town’s prosperity (with no articulated direct 
connection to the Hasidic pilgrimage). However, many of his commentators interpreted 
it as a payment for this year’s pilgrimage.

I have differentiated between two competing discourses: “pilgrimage as a source of dan-
ger” and “pilgrimage as a proxy for Ukraine’s good reputation”. The first discourse could be 

36 Tsebrii, “Z pochatkom pandemii…”

Table 2. The main topics in the materials analyzed 
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Government 4 1
National deputy (Anton Iatsenko) 4 1
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revealed by the reference to the pandemic, the guidelines of the World Health Organization 
or The Ministry of Health of Ukraine, the number of cases in the country, the reference 
to a country as ‘green’ (safe, from the perspective of contagion) or ‘red’ (unsafe, from the 
safe perspective), the numbers of potential pilgrims, and a pessimistic scenario for Uman 
locals after the pilgrimage. This discourse was reflected in the appeals of Oleksandr Tsebrii, 
Anton Iatsenko, Anatolii Bondarenko (representing the local level), for the documents of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine in July and mid-September, and the President 
of Ukraine Volodymyr Zelensky in September 2020.

This kind of discourse was supported by the comparison and contrasts with the Christian 
rituals and traditions restricted during springtime. These comparisons were visible in the 
official speech of the President of Ukraine37 and comments under the Facebook posts of 
Oleksandr Tsebrii. Some commentators saw restrictions for Christians in the spring as a 
form of punishment, not as care for health, and thus looked for the symbolic justice: “Our 
relatives in Heaven have understood us when we had our memorial day and we did not 
visit their graves. Nothing bad will happen to the Hasidim the same way”, “We sat in our 
homes, it is their turn now”.38

The discourse of danger received additional visual support with photos of disinfection, for 
instance from a local school No. 1, located near the pilgrimage district and reopened after 
the pilgrimage. The other examples belong to the visual messages of Anton Gerashchenko, 
speaker of the Ministry of Internal Affairs of Ukraine. Anton Gerashchenko wrote, for 
example, about the destruction of temporary constructions aimed at keeping social distance 
near the grave of Nachman by the Hasidim. He called these actions aggressive, stating: 
“Dear pilgrims, remember – you are the guests in Ukraine. Ukrainians are hospitable 
people, but we will not tolerate violence and rudeness on your side”.39

Anton Gerashchenko also commented on the Belarusian-Ukrainian border stay of the 
Hasidim with photos demonstrating the abundance of garbage left after the pilgrims: “We 
warned the pilgrims that due to the pandemic we will not let them in regardless of their 
songs or dances. We asked the Belarusians not to let the pilgrims through their checkpoint. 
They did not listen. Now they will have to clean it up”.40

His irony, however, speaks not only of the additional inconveniences caused by the pil-
grims, but also emphasizes the inappropriateness of having pilgrims during the pandemic, 
the undesirable side effects of this pilgrimage, in general. I interpret it as an additional 
persuasive instrument to the discourse of danger.

The second discourse could be seen in the explanation of pilgrims’ motivation to travel 
to Uman regardless of external factors, references to limitation and control of potential 
pilgrimages, obeying the laws of Ukraine, as well as appeals to the pilgrims not to come 
this year with an emphasis on the importance of Rosh Hashanah, in general. This discourse 

37 “Prezydent zaklykav rabyniv Ukrainy dopomogty…”.
38 Tsebrii, “Shanovni umanchany!…”.
39 Gerashchenko, “Vchera v gorode Uman’…”.
40 Gerashchenko, “Palomniki-hasidy polnostiu osvobodili territoriiu.”.
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was detected in the messages of representatives of the Jewish community and in the earlier 
messages of the Government of Ukraine and the President of Ukraine (August 2020). This 
discourse was formulated as negotiations of different sides (for instance, the President 
of Ukraine and the Prime Minister of Israel, the President of Ukraine, and the rabbis in 
Ukraine) and existed in the form of recommendations from the highest rank officials, not 
as a strict order or command. The examples are provided below:

“They (the Israeli government – A.M.) asked us to close down Uman. This holiday is 
very important. I am sure that our relationship will become stronger each year… But we 
are in a complicated situation” – explained Volodymyr Zelensky”.41

“Following the recommendations and warnings of the Ministries of Health of Ukraine 
and Israel, we urge all pilgrims who plan to take part in this year’s Rosh Hashanah celebra-
tions in Ukraine to refrain from visiting the city of Uman due to the threatening epidemic 
situation. However, for those who decided to visit Uman, we would like to emphasize that 
quarantine restrictions in Ukraine apply to all public events and must be strictly adhered 
to”.42 It is worthy of attention that the President of Ukraine Volodymyr Zelensky played a 
mediating role between the two discourses. In his Rosh Hashanah greeting, he combined 
restrictions with values and hope:

“For the sake of the life and health of people, the highest value, we were forced to restrict 
the mass events in the country, including the traditional celebration of this holiday. But in 
Kyiv, Dnipro, Uman, Jerusalem, New York and in other places on our planet the Jewish 
people pray for the peace and prosperity of the whole of mankind”.43

The discourse of “pilgrimage as a proxy for Ukraine’s good reputation” was also main-
tained in all the official reports after Rosh Hashanah – on the side of the police and the 
Jewish organizations. In these cases, the discourse was supported with such instruments: 
confirmation of the peaceful atmosphere during the pilgrimage, confirmation of following 
the medical guidelines by the pilgrims, confirmation of cooperation of all sides connected 
to the pilgrimage, the absence of bad epidemiological outcomes for the local population 
and thank-you words to the different organizations involved. In this vein, the reports could 
be interpreted as evidence of no danger, or as a counterargument to the first discourse.

Both discourses were supported by the same values articulated – the value of human 
life and the value of health. The instruments employed were different, however, while 
the first discourse was supported by the idea that the ban on the pilgrimage would save 
the life and health of Uman locals, while the second one contained messages about the 
obedience of the pilgrims to the rules and safety measures undertaken to maintain the 
above-mentioned values. The discussions around the pilgrimage during the pandemic 
could therefore be called the estimation of gain and loss from the pilgrimage in the frame 
of the above-mentioned values. 

41 “Prezydent zaklykav rabyniv Ukrainy dopomogty…”.
42 “Spil’na ukrains’ko-izrail’ska uriadova zayava…”.
43 Zelensky, “Shanovna ievreiska gromado Ukrainy…”.
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Given the uncertainty of the rapid development of the pandemic, it is not surprising 
that the first discourse connected with danger dominated the second one connected with 
reputation. It became especially clear at the end of August – in September when the borders 
of Ukraine were finally closed for the foreigners.

The documents analyzed unveiled the important problem of power and representation. 
Who represents the official authorities in Ukraine when it comes to the tentative ques-
tion of the pilgrimage in Uman? The central power – the President of Ukraine and the 
Government of Ukraine, or the local power – mayors and deputies? As one might notice, 
their positions initially corresponded to two different discourses, and only in the period 
closer to pilgrimage were they uniform. As Oleksandr Tsebrii wrote ironically later, “it is 
good that Uman had an active mayor that managed to change the situation from above”, 
while Anton Iatsenko wrote about his decisive role in the same story. The same question 
could be addressed to the side of the pilgrims: Who represents the pilgrims when it comes 
to the decisive questions? The Chief Rabbi of Ukraine, a certain community, a certain 
organization? Mikhael Tkach as the Head of the United Jewish Community of Ukraine 
claimed that “Moshe Reuven Azman, the Chief Rabbi of Ukraine, is not an authority for 
the pilgrims, because he represents a different Jewish stream”.44 If so, who represented 
the pilgrims this year – the Jewish community, the Breslov Hasidic stream, some other 
streams? In a different message, Mikhael Tkach emphasized that “this year the celebration 
was extremely significant for the Jewish community of Ukraine”.45

Conclusions

The case of the Hasidic pilgrimage to Uman during the pandemic, caused by the coronavirus 
Covid-19 in 2020, became a unique one due to its nature, the interpretation of the place 
from a historical perspective, the testament of Rabbi Nachman, and the specific rationality 
of the pilgrims aimed at overcoming any obstacles to reach their shrine.

This case revealed several problems connected with authority, representation and sub-
ordination. The local authorities of Uman, represented by the former mayor, manifested 
a strongly negative opinion about the pilgrimage during the pandemic. National authori-
ties, represented by the President of Ukraine, were more ambiguous, demonstrating the 
political importance of the pilgrimage. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of 
Health used different forms to demonstrate their position – from a strict ban to a milder 
recommendation and seeking compromises, and then again to certain clear restrictions. 
In their position about the full ban, national authorities referred to the Israeli government 
and interpreted their step as a reaction to the request from Israel.

The pilgrimage that took place was far smaller than in previous years (2,000 – 2,500 
pilgrims), preceding the municipal elections in Ukraine, and became a hot topic in the 

44 Nikolaienko, “Hasydiv obduryly..”.
45 Tkach, “Nasha komanda prisutstvovala v Umani”.
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electoral campaign, most visible in the messages of the previous Uman mayor Oleksandr 
Tsebrii. These messages mirrored the discrepancy between the decision-making on the 
national and local level and the internal political rivalry. The unexpected closure of the 
Ukrainian borders for all foreigners for one month under the pretext of a fight with the 
pandemic could be interpreted as a means to prevent the mass pilgrimage to Uman and avoid 
international scandal. Both ambiguities of statements and the Jewish origin of Volodymyr 
Zelensky left the field open for positive expectations on the part of the pilgrims, some of 
whom managed to arrive in Ukraine before the borders were closed.

The two main and competing discourses distinguished in the analysis were “pilgrimage 
as a source of danger” and “pilgrimage as a proxy for Ukraine’s good reputation”. The first 
discourse was reflected in the appeals of the officials at the local level and mostly later the 
documents of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ukraine and the President of Ukraine 
(September 2020). The second discourse was evident in the messages of representatives 
of the Jewish community and in the earlier messages of the Government units and the 
President of Ukraine (August 2020). The dominance of the discourse “pilgrimage as a source 
of danger” could be explained by the general atmosphere of panic in the mass media and 
fear of the foreigners during the pandemic, as well as by the suspicion of the locals that 
the pilgrims would not obey the quarantine measures.

At the same time, it does not seem surprising – on the contrary, the discourse about 
“pilgrimage as a checkpoint for Ukraine’s good reputation” may be interpreted in this 
manner in the context of restrictive measures in other countries, and of a request from the 
Israeli government not to allow pilgrims in Ukraine. It could be explained, however, by 
the complicated fabric of the sociocultural context, when many important events both in 
Ukraine and outside Ukraine took place at the same time (protests in Belarus, municipal 
elections in Ukraine, intentions of politicians to show that Ukraine was strong enough 
to manage the pandemic, intentions of politicians to attract investments in Ukraine as 
a democratic state, etc.). Last but not least, there was the attempt of the Ukrainian top-
officials (first of all, Volodymyr Zelensky) to fight the existing negative stereotypes about 
anti-Semitism in Ukraine with acceptance and positive declarations about the current 
Hasidic pilgrimages. 

The case of the Hasidic pilgrimage in Uman in 2020 could serve as a unique model 
for building a common official position of various branches and levels of authority 
(from local to international) on a highly nuanced topic. Despite the above-mentioned 
discrepancies in official declarations, the pilgrimage was initially managed by common 
efforts, including those who asked pilgrims not to arrive in Ukraine (for instance, the 
United Jewish Community of Ukraine). The intentional focus on the official position of 
various sides connected to the pilgrimage left aside most non-official commentaries by 
the regular inhabitants of Uman in the social media, which can become a platform for 
further research.
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