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	MAIN POINTS


	
			The specific nature of the Russia’s politics of memory stems from two types of determinants. These are systemic factors originating from aparticular socio­-cultural substrate, formed mainly in the course of the turbulent 20thcentury history, as well as the present­-day interests of the authoritarian regime. Thelatter results in anextreme politicisation of the issues relating to the past and leads to alternative viewpoints being excluded from the debate. Thenarrative of memory is meant to legitimise the authoritarian system of government as being optimal for Russia, and thus to perpetuate the model of state­-society relationship that serves the Kremlin’s interests.


			Thepolitics of memory is supposed to legitimise the international image of Russia, the roles it aspires to in the global arena, its great power interests and its aggressive foreign policy. Theaim is to justify Moscow’s demand for special influence on the geopolitical shape of today’s Europe, and also on the European security architecture. Theauthorities follow the Soviet matrix of perceiving the country’s history, with its distinctly anti­-Western features. This stems from the fundamental importance of the Soviet era as the peak of Russia’s international status and is meant to help realise the Kremlin’s desired vision for the contemporary international order.


			Theauthorities of the Russian Federation perceive discussions about the past as anelement of national security. This leads to strong ideologisation and even mythologisation of the country’s history. Therepressive state apparatus seeks to safeguard an‘appropriate’ direction of historical studies, via aninstrumentalised approach to criminal and administrative law, and to curb the freedom of historical research by restricting access to historical archives. Theeducation system is designed to indoctrinate young generations in the spirit of neo­-Sovietism and to militarise thinking about the past and the present.


			Russia’s politics of memory rests upon the sanctification of its victory in the Great Patriotic War (1941–1945) as the key event in the country’s history, which constitutes akind of founding myth of the Putin era. Thecult of this triumph is accompanied by areturn to the Soviet interpretation of 20thcentury history, which had been deprecated in the1990s. This cult is based on propagating the idea of Russian messianism, covering up dark chapters in Soviet history, and justifying the Stalinist terror and the territorial annexations of the1930s and1940s. These efforts serve animportant function in the country’s contemporary foreign policy, as the Great Patriotic War is something of anarchetype of military operations conducted by Moscow in the 21stcentury.


			Theimage of war, which has become apillar of the triumphalist official narrative, is becoming increasingly mythologised within Russian society: with the passing of generations of first­-hand witnesses to these events, their image as ahumanitarian tragedy, adrama for the nation and individuals, acontinent in ruins, is fading away. Instead, we are seeing the creation of awar myth as anexclusively heroic act, apath to victory, adesirable way of solving international conflicts, atriumph for the state and the rise of its prestige.


			Theease with which militarised historical memory has been instilled in the public consciousness stems from the specific Russian political culture. Itstraditional features include acult of strength and a‘culture of violence’, awidespread use and acceptance of violence as amethod of managing politi­cal and social relations on many levels– the authority against the citi­zen, the stronger against the weaker, domestic violence, and violence as ameans of education. Themilitarisation of historical memory and making the state its sole ‘custodian’ are also facilitated by public acceptance of the primacy of the state over the individual, alongside the conviction that Russia is predestined to act as agreat power. Indoctrination in agreat­-power and militaristic fashion begins as early as preschool and then continues during state education through the contents of textbooks and history lessons, as well as patriotic education programmes.


			One of the most effective tools for shaping the above mentioned public consciousness is popular culture. Inasimplified, entertaining form, it instils beliefs about the power of the state, the continuity of the ‘thousand­-year­-old Russia’, and the ‘eternal order’ for which there is no alternative, while pointing to the unpatriotic nature of critical attitudes towards the authorities. Films and TVseries depict historical events from different eras (theperiod of the Baptism of Rus, the Russian Empire, the October Revolution, right up to the Soviet era), but with new interpretations supportive of the Kremlin’s present­-day policy. They include those that prop up the cult of the repressive apparatus and the military as the eternal pillars of Russia.


			Thepolitics of memory pursued by those in power is supported and implemented by ahost of organisations formally independent of the government. Animportant tool of the Kremlin in this area is the Russian Orthodox Church. Itcarries on with its traditional mission of legitimising the secu­lar power, emphasising the continuity of the ‘thousand­-year­-old Russian state’ and its great power aspirations, the constancy of its conservative values and its perennial distinctness from Western civilisation. Theso-called GONGOs (organisations which are formally non­-governmental, but in fact controlled and financed by the authorities) are involved in the implementation of this strategy. They operate in the sphere of patriotic and historical education, but are also used to launch attacks (including physical ones) on opponents of the Kremlin’s historical memory. Further contributions are made by Cossack organisations which, through references to the Cossack past and imperial traditions, strengthen the image of the state as the heir to the Russian Empire.


			Russian society easily absorbs the ideological and historical content propagated by the authorities as it falls upon the fertile ground of Russian political culture, traditionally centered around state power and the imperial status of the state. One manifestation of this is asteady rise in public support for Joseph Stalin as ahistorical figure and statesman. Thedictator’s popularity is partly aresult of his indirect rehabilitation by the Kremlin, primarily in the context of victory in World War II. However, this trend also has asocio­-economic background with ahint of protest– being amanifestation of social frustration caused by livelihood problems and corrupt elites. For most of his apologists, Stalin embodies not only the power of the empire­-state, but also social justice, the welfare state and modesty or even asceticism on the part of the rulers.


			Although the majority of citizens are susceptible to the Kremlin’s narrative of memory, the opposite trend can be seen in certain segments of society– aninterest in uncovering the dark and tragic chapters of the nation’s past, delving into the history of one’s own region, city or family (rather than that of the empire), highlighting the costs of building agreat power with its glorious victories, especially in relation to the Stalinist period. InRussia these activities have been dubbed the ‘second memory’ (oralternative memory), in opposition to the heroic and state­-centric ‘first memory’. The‘second memory’ is acollective (yet uncoordinated) effort of the younger generation, grandchildren and great­-grandchildren of both victims and executioners, who, unlike their parents’ generation, are ready and eager to examine their difficult history and do it in aninnovative and appealing way. Theinitiative is facilitated by widespread Internet access, which makes it possible to conduct research, carry out educational and cultural activities, run projects, and seek supporters and funding virtually independent of the state. This process may gain strength as Russians become more and more dis­illusioned with the authorities and the overall condition of the state, which increasingly fails to meet the needs and aspirations of its citizens.

	


	INTRODUCTION


	Representations of the past, assessments of its significance and consequences, as well as historical myths, are aninseparable part of individual and collective identity. Indeed, history is abuilding block for identities of various groups, which transforms the sphere of public discussions about past events into afield of eternal symbolic conflicts.1 Atthe same time, representations of the past are shaped according to the interests of the ruling elite and serve as apolitical instrument for the preservation and succession of power. Attempts to politicise these issues are commonplace: history is ‘too important to be left to the historians’, because it provides models for the organisation of the state and builds apositive image of the national community, thus helping to strengthen society’s loyalty to the authorities and mobilise it around the goals they set. This applies, to avarying extent, both at the internal political level and to the international image of astate and the roles it plays in the regional or global arena. Indemocratic systems, however, the activities of the ruling elite in the field of history and the pursuit of its interests are limited by the primacy of freedom in scientific research and are subject to public scrutiny. Inauthoritarian systems the authorities usurp the monopoly on shaping the desired version of the past and harness the entire institutional system of the state, including the coercive apparatus, to protect it.


	Ideas and activities aimed at shaping collective memory and historical discourse in amanner corresponding to the interests of those in power constitute the politics of memory. Itinvolves the creative use of symbolic resources present in the public sphere and internalised by recipients, as well as the construction of new threads of the historical narrative. Thepolitics of memory takes on special significance in nations with anunestablished collective identity, which are internally divided on the issue of choosing and interpreting past events intended to unite the community.


	Inthe 1990s, the authorities of the Russian Federation refrained from actively formulating its politics of memory, since it was too closely associated with the Soviet­-era state ideology imposed from above. Top­-down activities in this area intensified after 2000. Itwas both aconsequence of Vladimir Putin’s declared efforts to strengthen the state and aresponse to narratives of memory in neighbouring countries and resolutions of international organisations critical of Soviet totalitarianism, which were at odds with the interests of the Russian regime. Aprogressive re-Sovietisation of Russia’s politics of memory– both in terms of its content and the instruments for protecting the ‘ideological righteousness’– means that it bears all the hallmarks of propaganda.


	Massive propaganda campaigns under Putin’s rule were usually carried out before the milestone anniversaries of the victory over Nazism.2 Since 2014, however, there has been anunprecedented intensification of these activities and abrutalisation of the accompanying narratives. Onthe one hand, it is directly related to attempts to justify Russia’s geopolitical ambitions,3 including its aggression against Ukraine. Onthe other– it is designed to legitimise the Russian authoritarian regime that is increasingly dysfunctional across the economic, social and political dimensions. Thescale of lies and manipulations about the past is particularly remarkable in the case of the 20thcentury history. They are peddled in the spirit of ‘post­-truth’ and increasingly rehabilitate Stalinism, which has led to permanent ‘memory wars’ between Moscow and the neighbouring countries. Thelatter, as victims of Soviet totalitarianism, challenge the core messages of the official Russian historiography.


	Thefirst signs that Russia’s politics of memory was taking shape came in 2002–2003, when president Putin, at meetings with historians, suggested a‘pat­riotic’ approach to the content of school textbooks covering Russian history.4 This effort took on amore comprehensive form in response to the 2004 Orange Revolution in Ukraine and in the context of the 60thanniversary of the end of World WarII, which was marked in2005. Theanniversary was seen by the Russian establishment as anideal opportunity to use the symbolic resource associated with this victory for the purpose of building Russian national identity. Since then, the cult of the Great Patriotic War (Russian: Великая Отечественная война) has become the pillar of the Kremlin’s politics of memory. Ithas involved anelevation of the Soviet period for the purposes of Putin’s political regime as it strives to reinforce the public’s conviction that Russia has ‘got up from its knees’ and restored its great power status.5


	Securitisation of the politics of memory (namely its perception as anelement of national security– see ChapterI.3) began in 2006–2007. Atameeting with teachers in2007, Putin expressed criticism of the authors of textbooks who allegedly portrayed the past in line with the interests of Western grant­-givers.6 This gained anadditional context in light of his anti­-US speech delivered in Munich the same year. In2009, the then president, Dmitry Medvedev, set up aspecial commission to counter the falsification of history. Thesame year, the National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation until 2020 stated that any attempts to revise Russia’s historic role would be perceived as having a­negative impact on state security. With little to show from its work, the commission was dissolved in2012, but active efforts to shape the official historical canon gained momentum.


	While during the first decade of Putin’s rule– as president (from 2000–2008) and then prime minister– the state administration was not particularly involved in historical issues, this changed around 2011. For example, top officials began to head organisations that promoted adesired vision of the past and speak frequently on the issues of history and the politics of memory. Asaresult, during Putin’s third presidential term (2012–2018), this policy acquired its current shape. Apowerful impulse for the authorities in this area was provided by the circumstances of Putin’s return to presidency. Thebackdrop to this event was formed by several months of political protests in Moscow in late 2011 and early 2012 (construed by the Kremlin as the result of aplot by Western intelligence services) and declining economic growth. These were followed by further challenges, which included: Ukraine’s Revolution of Dignity at the turn of 2013–2014, perceived by the Kremlin as athreat to Putin’s regime (both in terms of domestic stability and Russia’s position abroad); EU and US sanctions imposed in response to the armed aggression against Ukraine; the financial and economic crisis of 2014–2016; and finally, forecasts of long­-term economic stagnation and amood of discontent and protest among the impove­rished population building up from 2018.


	After some fifteen years of actively constructing an‘ideologically correct’ version of Russian history, the official canon of historical propaganda should be considered as fully elucidated. Itsimportance for the domestic and foreign policy of the Russian Federation and its consequences for Russian– Western relations are unquestionable. This results in apressing need for acomprehensive analysis of the background, objectives and instruments of Putin’s ‘war over history’, as well as its reception by Russian citizens and impact on public attitudes. Thefollowing paper is aresponse to this demand.


	ChapterI outlines the systemic determinants of Russia’s politics of memory. These primarily include the interests of the authoritarian regime and the imperial identity permanently embedded in the collective psychology of Russians. They result in the extreme politicisation and securitisation of historical issues by the authorities; they are presented almost exclusively in the context of national security and existential threats. This leads to historical matters being transformed into ideology and state mythology.


	ChapterII presents various aspects of the cult of victory over Nazism, which constitutes the warp of Putin’s historical narrative. Itperforms the three most important functions from the authoritarian regime’s point of view: legitimisation of anaggressive foreign policy, militarisation of the public perception of the past and present, and rehabilitation of state terror.


	ChapterIII presents the most important instruments of the politics of memory and the channels of its influence, designed to shape the desired social identity and political culture. These include: administrative and criminal laws, restricted access to state archives, the moulding of a‘Homo neo­-Sovieticus’ by the education system, and the use of popular culture as apotent carrier of desired ideological content. Thechapter also describes the institutions and organisations that serve the Kremlin in supporting and implementing its propaganda version of history, such as the Russian Orthodox Church, Cossack associations, or various GONGOs (government­-organised non­-governmental organisations).


	ChapterIV outlines the public reception of the past and the Kremlin’s politics of memory. Itidentifies the sources of Russians’ susceptibility to manipulative propaganda by the ruling elite, including apolitical and social culture centered around the state and power, as well as Russia’s imperial status. Italso describes the phenomenon of the cult of power and violence entrenched in this culture. Atthe same time, it draws attention to the gradual transformation of Russian society and takes acloser look at the phenomenon of the “alternative memory”, i.e.the interest, especially among the younger generations, in uncovering the dark and tragic pages of domestic history and studying the fate of local communities and individuals who fell victim to history, instead of focusing exclusively on the great history of the empire.


	I. THE SYSTEMIC DETERMINANTS OF RUSSIA’S POLITICS OF MEMORY


	1. Theauthoritarian context of the narrative about the past


	Thespecific nature of Russia’s politics of memory stems from two types of determinants which define its most important functions– compensatory and defensive. Thefirst of these are systemic factors originating from aparticular socio­-cultural substrate, formed mainly over the course of the 20thcentury’s turbulent history. These factors include: the discontinuity ofthe state system; the legacy of totalitarian repression; the repeated destruction of the elites and the social fabric in the 20thcentury, leading to the absence of intergenerational bonds and discontinuity of memory; and the balancing of entire social groups on the verge of physical survival. Totalitarian oppression produced agrowing social atomisation, aresult of deliberate social engineering by the authorities which exploited the myth of the enemy and widespread public fear of denunciation. Thegenerations formed under these conditions developed adefence mechanism– the habit of doublethink. Their most common characteristics include fear of open cultivation of individual and family memory, pragmatic subordination to the official imperial narrative, and seeking respite therein for anacute lack of rootedness. The20thcentury came to aclose with new fundamental challenges to the collective identity: the collapse of the USSR, adeep socio­-economic and political crisis, and also the need to build anation­-state upon the ruins of the empire. Over the first decade of the Russian Federation’s existence, the search for the ‘national idea’ was chaotic due to the lack of awell­-established, ‘canonical’ narrative covering the key events from the past that could provide areference point for the new Russian identity.7 Two decades later, that ‘national idea’ has still not developed into acoherent identity project. Ithas now been replaced by avague slogan of ‘patriotism’8, understood as state patriotism– closely associated with loyalty to those in power.


	Russia’s politics of memory is also determined by the current interests of the authoritarian regime. Theousting of politics in its classical sense from public life has resulted in anextreme politicisation of the issues of the past. Theeradication of pluralism of opinion from discussions about history is alogical consequence of the systemic struggle against freedom of speech and the suppression of political competition, free media and independent civil society structures. History becomes another sphere of the state’s activity– as the guardian of political orthodoxy. Thehistorical narrative is meant to legitimise the authoritarian model of government as being optimal for Russia, and thus to perpetuate the type of state­-society relationship that serves the Kremlin’s interests. Thebreakup of the USSR left the elite with the belief that the key threat to both the security of the ruling class and the country’s position in the international arena (meaning above all the ability to block external democratisation impulses) is the weakness of the executive power and its inability to fully control domestic socio­-political processes. Such aconviction is common in authoritarian systems, but in the Russian Federation it is reinforced by the recent experience of state collapse. Aview has taken hold that adismantling of the authoritarian model (deemed traditional for Russia) in the vein of Gorbachev or Yeltsin poses amortal threat to the vital interests of anarrow elite. This conviction is compounded by the specific nature of the Putin regime, which– being much more personalised and less institutionalised than the Soviet one– is inherently more vulnerable to shocks. Thus, the desire to fully control the domestic situation in order to prevent another ‘smuta’ (aperiod of turmoil and state weakness) has become the idée fixe of the generation inpower.


	Russia’s politics of memory thus reflects anapproach to the past that is typical of undemocratic states attempting to build anartificial commu­nity of interests between the government and society. This attitude is based on two main elements: highlighting only those aspects of collective memory which invoke the evil that ‘others’ have done to ‘us’, and denying or suppressing the guilt of the authorities for the wrongs inflicted on citizens.9


	Several fundamental assumptions can be seen here, which automatically lead to abiased selection of the stories about the past of the country and the nation. Thefirst of these holds that the only driving force in the creation of national history is the state, while the nation, society and citizens are the objects of action rather than the subjects of history and politics. According to this narrative, there is no past and society without the state and state power, and the latter in turn cannot exist without anempire (great power status). Theculture of dialogue and consensus in the ruler–citizen relationship is rejected in favour of the culture of obedience and state violence as the main regulators of socio­-political relations. Inthis view, political repression– aspecial manifestation of the state’s monopoly on institutionalised violence– is regarded not as aviolation of the social contract, but anact of restoring order.


	Thesecond assumption is the dogma of afundamental compatibility of the interests of the government and the people. Itstems from the Slavophile belief in anorganic symbiosis between the rulers and the ruled, which results from voluntary subordination. According to this inherently patriarchal, paternalistic vision, the authority of the government is based on trust and faith rather than legal guarantees. Liberal constitutionalism is thus rejected. Every conflict between the state and the citizen is perceived as adissonance disturbing this natural harmony and interpreted as aconsequence of external instigation or fake news– the latter serving as atool in international information warfare.


	Thethird assumption holds that in order to maintain the semblance of convergence between the national interest and the narrowly perceived interest of the elite, the politics of memory needs to shape the views of Russian society regarding international realities. TheKremlin treats foreign policy (both successes in this field and external threats) as the most important means of legitimising the regime. Itssignificance has grown as the impact of other legiti­mising factors– economic, political and social– has diminished. Indeed, the specific nature of the Russian political and economic model makes it impossible to find sustainable foundations for economic development and raising the living standards of the impoverished population. Anideological void, alack of vision for the future, and the primacy of control over development are all clear to see. Theauthorities are also struggling with alack of adequate language to describe contemporary Russia. Their rhetoric on state modernisation rings false and creates adissonance with the rigid, centralised institutional model and aneconomy consumed by systemic corruption. TheKremlin is trying to fill this ideological void and attain legitimacy, not so much in domestic policy and aforward­-looking approach, but in foreign policy and resuscitation of the glorious past.



	2. Theimperial identity


	Apart from domestic political goals, “Project Past” is designed to legitimise the image and the international roles the Russian Federation aspires to, its great power interests and aggressive foreign policy– not only in the eyes of Russians, but also the rest of the world. Inthis dimension, the adopted narrative often clashes with counter­-narratives created by other actors in international relations.


	Themost important factor that informs the thinking of Kremlin decision makers about foreign policy and the choice of its instruments is the insurmountable inferiority complex, aneffect of the ‘phantom pains’ following the collapse of the Soviet empire. Along and difficult farewell to anempire is not anexclusively Russian experience, but it involves aspecial trauma in this case. Itstems from the continental character of the Russian empire, which makes the search for anew identity even more difficult, and from serious barriers to economic development that further aggravate the complex of being a‘second­-rate power’.


	Due to these interests of the authoritarian regime, the ruling elite in the Putin era has decided to return to the traditional– understandable and socially resonant– identity of Russia as agreat power aspiring to play aglobal role. Tothis end, apolitics of memory is employed that follows straight from the Soviet matrix of perceiving the country’s past, with its distinctly anti­-Western features.


	TheSoviet templates have been chosen for several reasons. Thefirst is the temporal proximity to the USSR and its superpower status. Thesecond is the interests and mentality of the key beneficiaries of Putinism, who are mainly former officers of the Soviet secret services, but also military personnel. These people were formed by the Cold War confrontation with the West and perceive history and contemporary international relations as azero­-sum game– afield of confrontation and warfare between armies and intelligence services. Thechoice of Soviet templates for the politics of memory also makes it possible to tap into areadily available symbolic resource, which many Russians still hold dear. Itis aneasy answer to the problems of building anational identity: it seeks to invalidate discussions on ethnic, political or civic nation­-building, and offer aready-made model of an‘imperial nation’ instead. Theimperial narrative thus provides asense of continuity in avolatile environment. Putin cited this need for identity security to justify the reinstatement of the Soviet melody of the national anthem in2000 (“people should have the feeling that they haven’t lost everything”). Thefundamentally unequal government­-society relations and the exclusion of the public from the political process are offset by anostensible sense of personal or collective empowerment by the might of the state. Themap of Russia as evidence of this might (inits geographical, geopolitical, military and strategic dimensions) is supposed to replace the ballot as the material expression of the citizens’ political agency. Being part of abigger entity and sharing its glory means realising one’s desire for uniqueness and status.


	Theimperial­-great power narrative of history is designed to advance Russia’s desired vision of acontemporary international order. Moscow is trying to transplant the model of hierarchical power, where states have different rights depending on the degree of their self­-sufficiency and where full sovereignty is the exclusive attribute of great powers, into the (inherently anarchic) international environment. Under this vision, the Kremlin seeks to pursue its permanent strategic interests. They include: obtaining Western acceptance of Russian hegemony in the post­-Soviet area, remodelling the European security architecture to suit Moscow’s interests, reducing US presence and influence in Europe, and maximising benefits for Russia from economic and political cooperation with the West without concessions on its part.


	Theimperial optic is reflected in Russia’s politics of memory on several levels. Firstly, irrespective of the fact that its main reference point is the Soviet period, it is clearly building the image of an‘eternal empire’– athousand­-year­-old (“historical”) Russia10 which is heir to all the state structures ever created on its vast territory. Asearly as2000, anattempt was made to implement aneclectic imperial quasi­-ideology, whose symbols included the tsarist double­-headed eagle in the state emblem, the national flag originating from the tsarist era, and the Soviet melody of the national anthem, reinstated after several years. In2003, Putin clearly articulated the idea of astrong state– “preserving statehood across the vast area”– as the basis for Russia’s past and future greatness. In2005, the great power discourse finally crystallised (symbolised by the thesis of the USSR breakup as “the greatest geopolitical disaster of the 20thcentury”), marking afinal break with the Yeltsin discourse.11 According to the experts of the Izborsky Club (aKremlin­-linked conservative think tank), “the first empire was Kievan and Novgorod Rus. Thesecond was the Grand Duchy of Moscow. Thethird was built by the Romanov dynasty. Thefourth was the Soviet Union. TheRussian state of today, even though it has lost large territories, still bears the hallmarks of anempire. Thegeopolitics of the Eurasian continent is once again giving great momentum to the collection of lost lands”.12 This account is clearly aimed at legitimising Putin’s (failed) Eurasian integration project.


	Secondly, the basis of identity is astrong state, both in its domestic and external dimensions. Theslogan of building astrong state in opposition to its weakness in the 1990s has been asymbolic feature of Putin’s image­-building. Thebenchmarks of this power have been defined in atraditional way– military power (above all the nuclear arsenal), in addition to geopolitical influence and geostrategic potential, along with the status of aveto­-wielding permanent member of the UN Security Council. Associating positive moments in history almost exclusively with military victories and conquests precludes acooperative model of international relations. Even PeterI, at the very top of the pantheon of historical figures, is remembered not so much as the architect of modernisation and westernisation of the country, but as the creator of anempire and the author of military conquests. Making the destructive potential of nuclear weapons the prime criterion for Russia’s international status implies awillingness to raise the stakes in negotiations with other countries to the level of intimidation and blackmail. This approach sidelines those indicators of power that refer to international cooperation, such as the scale of foreign investment, political or ideological attractiveness, or the ability to win allies.


	Thirdly, the imperial optic– founded on the idea of territorial expansion, strategic depth and competition for spheres of influence– invokes the category of the enemy as areference point for state identity and international politics. Itis based on the logic of azero­-sum game, akin to the Chekist mentality.13 Thechoice of adversary, however, is not based on real threats, but on the vested interests of the authoritarian ruling elite, which are equated with state security. Theauthorities fuel the syndrome of a‘besieged fortress’– in the neo­-Soviet spirit– and cultivate the image of Russia as perpetually surrounded by enemies, being aware that the country’s archaic, uncompetitive political and economic system would not survive in anopen competition with Western democracies or Asian models of authoritarian modernisation. Hence, official propaganda portrays the Russian Federation as aself­-contained entity, aseparate civilisation pursuing its own path of development, which by definition rules out the import of foreign civilisational models.


	Naturally, the West has been identified as the chief enemy. Thewave of ‘colour revolutions’ in the 21stcentury reignited the fear of apossible loss of power, exposed the insecurity of the Russian elite over its public legitimacy and filled it with aseemingly genuine dread of the regime’s overthrow as aresult of a‘conspiracy’ orchestrated by Washington. Theanti­-Western narrative has many features of apersistent myth of the enemy, where the latter is defined in avague way and in isolation from immediate threats, thus confrontation can occur in virtually any field and involve various actors.14 Semantically, ‘Western conspiracies’ have become acatch­-all category in Putin’s Russia. Themain role of such amyth is to perpetuate the fear that society is under constant threat.


	Inthis context, it is crucial that the Putin regime blames the West, particularly the US, for the decline of the state in the late Soviet period (especially in the years of Gorbachev’s perestroika) and then Yeltsin’s ‘smuta’. Thetop­-down acquiescence at the time to acautious adoption of elements of Western political models in order to reform the state has been recognised as the cause of its collapse and the subsequent political, social and economic chaos. “Inthe 21stcentury, it proved easier to blame the West than to take stock of Russian choices”.15 Placing all the responsibility for external and internal conflicts on foreign powers makes it possible to build the narrative of athousand­-year­-old ‘besieged fortress’. Itranges from the externally supported Novgorod conspiracy in1570, the Polish intervention in1612, the Napoleonic campaign of1812, the Nazi aggression in1941 and the Cold War confrontation, through to the ‘Western inspiration’ for the mass anti­-Putin protests of 2011–2012 and the alleged plans for NATO expansion into Ukraine in2014. Russian historical memory has largely been formed by the leitmotif of “expelling the foreign enemy”.16


	Fourthly, the dominant category of the enemy as the key reference point coexists with another leitmotif of the politics of memory, which aims to discredit those ‘enemies’ even more: the story of a‘good empire’, which fights only defensive wars and pursues peaceful expansion.17 “Animperial power does not recognise the political entities that it encounters in what it regards as colonial territories, and so it destroys or subverts them while claiming that they never existed”.18 Inthis view, armed aggression is also portrayed as ‘defence’19 or ‘preventive attack’, often compared by Russian propaganda to the Western concept of humanitarian intervention. The‘good empire’ prospers when state power can be exercised ‘harmoniously’ and smoothly, meaning when it is fully “sovereign” (autocratic). Theempire is further legitimised as astronghold of Christianity in its ethical and civilisational dimensions– itperforms amessianic mission in the eschatological struggle between good and evil. Theimage of Moscow as the Third Rome, well­-established in Russian historiography, has found its continuation in apseudo­-conservative ideological project pushed since 2011–2012, where the Russian Federation has become the defender of ‘traditional’ values in the face of degenerating Western liberalism.20 This initiative tends to have areligious setting, though it is not aprerequisite.21


	Themain objective of the narrative about agood, peaceful empire is to justify Russian aspirations for exclusive influence in the post­-Soviet area. For this purpose, the Russian authorities have been nurturing the idea of the ‘Russian world’ (Russian: Русский мир).22 Atpresent, it is mostly narrowed down to the Russian ‘triune nation’– anorganic community of Russia, Belarus and Ukraine, with the former as the natural ‘elder brother’. Indoing so, the Kremlin appropriates the legacy of Kievan Rus, which differs in many ways from that of Muscovite Rus. “Theexistence of aUkrainian state was thus conceived as aform of aggression against Russia”.23 Thereligious aspect served as anadditional, historical justification for the annexation of Crimea as the cradle of Russian Christianity.


	Both the ruling elite and the ‘licensed’ opposition (de facto allies of the government) are the guardians of this imperial legacy. TheCommunist Party of the Russian Federation (CPRF) invokes the legacy of the communist empire, whereas Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR) refers to the empire as such. According to Zhirinovsky, the empire is the best form of state organisation.24 One of the LDPR’s recent initiatives was the announcement of adraft law to establish anew holiday in2021– Day of Empire.25 Thetopic was clearly considered as socially appealing in the context of the parliamentary elections scheduled for September 2021.



	3. Thesecuritisation of history in Russian political thinking


	Itis common for nations to primarily seek reasons for pride in their past and to gloss over its inconvenient sections. These efforts usually translate into attempts to shape the discourse in abiased manner. InRussia, however, this phenomenon is qualitatively different, as history is subject to securitisation: its desired interpretations have been subjectively recognised by the authorities as avital yet endangered state interest, anelement of the state’s existential security, one of the guarantees of its survival. This approach implies the need to take decisive action to defend the ‘righteous’ historical narrative– and to devote adisproportionate amount of attention and resources to this end, including emergency measures.


	Inliberal democracies, the securitisation of anissue means excluding it from the standard practices of state operation, shifting it from the pluralistic public sphere of politics into the area of emergency measures, where decision­-making processes are not subject to public scrutiny. Inauthoritarian states such as Russia, where politics by definition is outside the public sphere, securitisation further strengthens and justifies amodel where these decision­-making processes are hermetic and public discussion is replaced by top­-down propaganda. Risk creation is used to legitimise not only the authoritarian system of government, but also the style of governance characteristic for the Putin era, namely apermanent ‘special operation’. What is striking is the extent to which laws are used instrumentally to defend the desired narrative, as well as the involvement of the military and security agencies in the aggressive implementation of the politics of memory.26


	Thesecuritisation of memory about the past, which leads to ‘memory wars’, falls within the classic security dilemma in international relations.27 Thenational narratives under its purview compete with each other– there is no middle ground as the logic of azero­-sum game prevails. Thesense of threat to one’s own identity leads to even greater mobilisation in the struggle for memory. Inthis respect, the “securitisation of historical memory tends to reproduce insecurities and reinstate historical animosities instead of alleviating them”.28 Kremlin ideologists, fighting against the alleged ‘distortion’ or ‘falsification’ of the past by neighbouring countries, depict narratives inconsistent with the ­official line as a‘cognitive weapon’. Itsalleged purpose is to shape the perception of the world, as well as the identity of Russians, in amanner that serves the interests of the enemy, with the aim of breaking the country apart.29


	In Russia, the securitisation of history is partly based on the securitisation of so-called spiritual and moral values. InPutin’s own words at the beginning of his third presidential term (aturning point in the consolidation of Russian authoritarianism), “cultural self­-awareness, spiritual and moral values (…) are asphere of brutal competition and sometimes the object of open information warfare and carefully orchestrated propaganda attacks”. Their supposed aim is to influence the worldview of entire nations, to subordinate them to someone else’s will. Putin placed the “war over values” in aninter­mediate sphere between “hard” (military) and “soft” (socio­-ideological) security and explicitly compared its significance to the struggle for raw materials. He stressed that distortions of national, historical and moral consciousness have repeatedly led to the weakening or even loss of sovereignty and collapse of state organisations.30


	Similar discussions are taking place in the Scientific Council under the Security Council of the Russian Federation– anadvisory body to the president that acts as aninformal centre of strategic decision­-making in the field of national security and foreign policy. This body treats the politics of memory as anobject of “intentional destructive actions taken by foreign states and international organisations in order to pursue their geopolitical interests in the spirit of anti­-Russian policy”, which requires Moscow to diligently prevent and swiftly respond to any attempts to falsify the past. These issues also attract the interest of the Ministry of Defence, which is calling for the development of astate strategy to counteract the falsification of history. Alongside this, in Kremlin­-linked academic circles at the service of the security agencies there are voices which see the falsification of the past as one of the components of hybrid warfare. Intheir view, Moscow’s adequate response should be to conduct strategic information operations designed to change the consciousness of Western audiences, instil in them Russian assessments of history.31


	Theissue of countering the distortion of the past (especially the topics of the Great Patriotic War and World WarII) has been raised in the context of national security in anumber of Russian strategic documents. The­National Security Strategy of the Russian Federation adopted in2015 stated that attempts to “falsify Russian and world history” have anegative impact on national security in the cultural sphere. Among the key threats, it mentioned the destruction of traditional Russian spiritual and moral values and the propagation of fascist and extremist ideologies (understood extremely broadly in local legal practice). Italso stipulated the need to strengthen the role of schools in the “prevention of radical ideology” (theterm was not explained, so anything that contradicts the official line could be considered as radical ­ide­ol­ogy) and to protect society from external ideological expansion.32 Theupdated version of this Strategy, signed by Vladimir Putin in July 2021, lists “the defence of traditional Russian spiritual­-moral values, culture and historical memory” among the strategic priorities of national security.33 Theuse of information technologies to protect the cultural, historical and spiritual­-moral values of the multi­-ethnic nation of the Russian Federation is identified as anational interest in the 2016 Doctrine of Information Security. Thedocument refers to the “discrimination” that Russian media allegedly face in the West and the “growing information and psychological pressure” towards the Russian population, which aims to “erode the traditional spiritual and moral values” and “undermine historical foundations and patriotic traditions related to defending the homeland”.34 Therevised Military Doctrine, adopted in2014, identifies “subversive information activities against the popu­lation (…) aimed at undermining historical, spiritual and patriotic traditions related to the defense of the motherland” as one of the “main internal military risks”.35 The2016 Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation stipulates the need to decisively counter attempts to “rewrite history and use it to stir up confrontation and revanchism in global politics” and to “revise the outcomes of World WarII”.36 Theobligation to defend the “historical truth” was also included in the amendments to the Constitution of the Russian Federation adopted in July 2020.37


	In2016, advisors with the Security Council identified six major issues and events that are subject to “falsification” and need to be “defended”. They are: the ethnic policy of the Russian empire (“falsification” allegedly involves attempts to discuss its colonial character), the 1917 revolution, the ethnic policy of the USSR, the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, the role of the USSR in the victory over fascism (Nazism) in World WarII, and the attitude of the USSR towards political crises in the GDR, Hungary, Czechoslovakia and other formerly socialist countries.38


	Thesecuritisation of history is accompanied by militarised narratives with astrong ‘Chekist’ spirit. Asmentioned above, the militarisation of historical memory is aconsequence of the imperial identity and the authoritarian vision of government­-citizen relations. Theofficial canon is dominated by triumphalist, military aspects of the past and focused around state authority, which is embodied by the army. Ifthe civilian population (thenation or society) appears in this narrative, it is usually in the form of cardboard heroes– bearers of the official patriotic ideology. This is designed to familiarise the audience with the widespread violence employed by the authoritarian system, including in its foreign policy. Force and violence are presented as apath to the state’s power– both in its domestic and external dimension.


	This approach leads to anincreasingly explicit affirmation and even glorification of the state security bodies. They openly proclaim themselves to be heirs to the Soviet security apparatus. Thepositive image of the KGB, NKVD and Cheka is promoted by pop culture (see ChapterIII) and top state officials. Theadvocates of this peculiar “Chekist mythology”39 primarily include the head of the Federal Security Service (FSB), Alexander Bortnikov, and the head of the Foreign Intelligence Service, Sergei Naryshkin. Inamuch­-publicised interview in December 2017,40 Bortnikov offered anidealised history of the security agencies since 1917 to mark acentury of patriotic struggle against foreign agents, terrorists, bandits and enemies of the state. He also warned against forces that aim to destroy Russia today. He made adirect link between the history of the FSB and that of the NKVD and Cheka. By attributing only intelligence and counterintelligence tasks to the Soviet security services, he whitewashed their role in Stalin’s mass terror. Theinterview was interpreted by academics and human rights defenders as the first attempt to justify the mass repressions of the 1930s and 1940s by asenior public official since the 20thCongress of the CPSU.41



	4. Theideologisation and mythologisation of history


	Centuries of repression and censorship in Russia served to protect the interests of those in power. This has prevented the development of astrong tradition of reliable, independent scholarly reflection on the past that could offer areal alternative to official propaganda. For most of the 20thcentury, historians performed subservient functions on the Cold War frontline. Inthe 21stcentury, the Kremlin has assigned them anequally important role in the consolidation of the authoritarian regime and Russia’s struggle to regain its position as akey player in the international arena. This has led to the questioning of those facts (and their interpretations) that made it into mainstream historiography during the brief period of freedom of research and publication in the 1990s. Theservile function of national history studies was best described by Vladimir Medinsky, former minister of culture, currently assistant to the president and head of the state­-sponsored Russian Military­-Historical ­Society: “national interests set anabsolute standard of the truth and reliability of historical research”.42


	Alogical consequence of this state of affairs is anexceptionally strong ide­o­logisation and mythologisation of the past. This is underpinned by apolitical culture that rejects dialogue and compromise.43 Theofficial narrative about history has effectively become asubstitute for state ideology, forbidden by the Russian constitution. Itstrives for a‘monopoly on truth’: the authorities are systematically eliminating information and the pluralism of research from the public sphere, thus blurring the boundary between the politics of memory and state propaganda. The‘ideology of memory’, however, is highly eclectic, and does not correspond to the coherent, comprehensive Soviet ideology. History in the hands of the Kremlin has turned into post­-truth– aneclectic set of myths, amalleable material from which any narrative can be spun arbitrarily. Thepast is anobject of “situational usage” rather than intentional design.44


	Historical material takes its desired shape owing to classic methods of distorting facts. They include: aselective omission of disagreeable facts, fabrication (denying something that did happen and affirming something that did not), exaggeration, and embellishment. These narratives employ amanipulation of the cause­-effect relationship and seek to blame the ‘objective circumstances’ or enemies. Thelatter, in its ultimate form, leads to the attribution of Russia’s own misdeeds to its enemies.45 Thus, the past becomes problematic and “fundamentally unpredictable”.46 This unpredictability is adirect result of the desire to ‘sovereignise’ the narrative of memory by the ‘sovereign’ authoritarian power. Thelatter imposes successive versions of the state’s history, according to its own opportunistic interests.


	Thepolitics of memory is being constructed in the spirit of the “politics of eternity”. Itis based on acyclical concept of history, on the myth of ever­-returning moments of glory and existential threats. Selective, biased presen­tation of facts from the past aims to build amyth of innocence in danger and immerse the nation in the cyclically recurring history of martyrdom.47 Therulers usurp the status of the only heirs and custodians of the great achievements of the bygone era– the legacy of the ‘thousand­-year­-old Russia’.48 Such avision, which can ironically be described as ‘forward, into the past’, means both arejection of reformist ideas and anescape from the ambitious challenge of building anew Russian identity. Thepolitics of memory and the associated collective identification are thus increasingly out of step with the demands of postmodernity and innovative development.


	Emotionally charged language describing Russian history has been reduced to atool for mobilising the people. This explains the growing aggressiveness and intransigence of the politics of memory. Theofficial narrative is based on reinforcing the divisions between the ‘patriotic majority’ and the marginalised ‘traitors’ or ‘foreign agents’. Independent, defiant historians are repressed, as are those who dare to disseminate narratives that run counter to the canonical official version. Alternative messages do not reach the information mainstream, including the education system. The‘disloyal’ individual and family memory, as well as anti­-colonial narratives found in some of the country’s regions, are suppressed. Theworks of foreign historians are also censured, as long as their theses contradict the Kremlin’s canon.


	II. THE RELIGION OF VICTORY AS THE FOUNDATION OFPUTIN’S POLITICS OF MEMORY


	1. Thevictory of 1945– the founding myth of Putinism


	Atthe heart of Russian ideology and state mythology is the martyrdom of the Great Patriotic War (1941–1945) and the sacred, messianic myth of Victory (capitalised) over Nazism in1945. Itis the only national myth that truly unites Russians. Victory entered the canon of the Soviet state symbolic politics quite late– it was not until 1965 that 9May acquired the status of astate holiday. Itwas aresult of the generation of war veterans coming to power and ameans of legitimising the late­-Soviet ‘thriving stagnation’ of the Brezhnev era, when faith in the future­-oriented ideological project of the October Revolution was definitively abandoned. Themyth of war temporarily lost its importance in the period of perestroika and transformation of the 1990s, when the main source of legitimacy for the new elites was the forward­-looking concept of building amarket democracy. Solemn commemorations of the 1945 events were only reinstated in1995.49


	Inthe domestic political dimension, the victory over Nazism is akind of founding myth of Putin’s Russia. Asthe 1990s did not bring forth any coherent concept of national and historical identity, it has become the only uncontroversial, universal reference point for the collective identification of Russians in the 21stcentury. Inthe external dimension, in turn, 1945 is the ‘founding moment’ of the USSR’s/Russia’s status as asuperpower. Itsdouble, crucial role for the Kremlin’s interests determines the manner in which all the earlier and later events are interpreted. This applies in particular to the actions of the Soviet authorities at home and abroad in the 1930s and to Moscow’s post­-war policies in the Soviet bloc.


	Asthe ruling elite draw extensively on the legacy of the Soviet politics of memory, it is noteworthy that they have consciously abandoned its cornerstone– the story of the 1917 revolution, which refers to alinear, progressive dimension of history. Thegradual dismantling of this myth began in the1990s as part of overcoming the totalitarian ideology, but the reasons for its marginalisation after 2000 should be sought primarily in the sphere of the Kremlin’s domestic political interests. Putinism, seeking legitimacy in Russia’s eclectic imperial heritage and its centuries­-old statehood, focuses on continuity rather than rupture. Itinvokes moments of consolidation of state power as opposed to disintegration of old structures, chaos and ‘smuta’. TheKremlin’s pseudo­-conservative ideology treats social and political stability as asupreme value. Thecondemnation of the idea of arevolutionary change of power is mainly the result of fears triggered by the ‘Arab Spring’, the protests in Russia in 2011–2012, and finally the Ukrainian ‘Revolution of Dignity’ in 2013–2014. Today, the thousand­-year­-old imperial Russia protects authoritarian regimes around the world against ‘colour revolutions’, in the name of defending the ‘legalism’ of power, its ‘eternal continuity’.50 Itis symptomatic that the Soviet narrative about the USSR’s armed interventions in the second half of the 20thcentury has been revived, which is accompanied by (asyet unimplemented) initiatives to cast them in apositive light in legislation. This applies primarily to the interventions in Czechoslovakia (1968) and Afghanistan (1979–1989),51 and to alesser extent to the bloody suppression of the Hungarian uprising in1956.52


	
    	Atroublesome revolution


		Thelast parade in Red Square on the anniversary of the 1917 October Revo­lution took place in1990. Currently, only the Communist party celebrates its anniversaries and openly defends its legacy. Since 1996 the most significant Soviet holiday (7November) was honoured as the Day of National Concordance and Reconciliation. In2004 it lost its status as apublic holi­day and was replaced by anew one– the Day of National Unity on 4November, which never became popular. Itsmeaning remains unclear to the broader public but it was quickly appropriated by nationalists who organise the so-called Russian (russkiye) marches on this day.


	2017 marked the 100thanniversary of the outbreak of the October Revolution. Theofficial discourse accompanying its celebrations revealed the ambivalent attitude of the Russian ruling elite towards these events and became atestimony to apartial reinterpretation of the communist heritage. The“year of the revolution in Russia” celebrations were dominated by discussions related to the Bolshevik coup (theauthorities’ official narrative carefully avoids references to democratic episodes in the state’s history, such as the February 1917 revolution). Still, the coup itself is viewed negatively by the rulers. Itpoints to both the illegal nature of the Bolshevik seizure of power and the massive number of victims of revolutionary terror. Official propaganda reinforces the negative image of the event by equating revolutionists and foreign intelligence agents. InRussian movies about 1917 released on that occasion, the thesis about foreign inspiration and financing of the Bolshevik activities, led by Lenin, was repeated. Some establishment representatives directly compared the coup of ahundred years ago to the modern ‘maidans’.


	Due to the difficulties in including the revolution in official state propaganda, the authorities sought to depoliticise this topic. They mostly shaped the narrative around the theme of national ‘reconciliation’. Tothis end, they also pointed to the positive socio­-economic effects of the events of 1917 (industrialisation, modernisation, social justice slogans), favoured the cult of Tsar NicholasII, canonised by the Russian Orthodox Church, and used the subject of revolutionary terror as awarning against ‘mistakes of the past’.


	This ambivalence was reflected in the attitude of the authorities towards the anniversary celebrations. Onthe one hand, ayear­-long program of celebrations of the “century of the 1917 revolution in Russia” was adopted. Itwas coordinated by the Russian Historical Society, headed by Sergei Naryshkin, the director of the Foreign Intelligence Service. Theprogram included dozens of conferences, exhibitions, and publications; state television channels featured numerous information and documentaries about the revolution. Onthe other hand, no jubilee ceremonies were held in the Kremlin. ThePresident’s spokesman even questioned the legitimacy of celebrating this date, and Putin himself has criticised several times both the way the Bolsheviks took over and exercised power and the Soviet system established by Lenin. According to the president, this system contained the seeds of the state’s future disintegration.


	However, the symbolism associated with the revolution is still strongly present in the public space, as evidenced by, among other things, toponyms, monuments, and maintenance of Lenin’s mausoleum in Red Square in Moscow. Italso remains anessential element of Russians’ identification with the Soviet legacy, which is beneficial for the Kremlin.

	


	Thenarrative that employs the mythology of the Great Patriotic War is addressed to three distinct audiences, with aslightly different appeal for each of them.53 Thefirst are Russian citizens, and the main purpose of the message is to legitimise in their eyes both Putin’s regime and the very idea of authoritarian power as the only guarantee of survival for the state and ­nation. Wesee the creation of acult of strong leaders who navigate the country through moments of crisis and guide it to success in the international arena. Thelatter is supposed to perform acompensatory function in the face of adeepening economic decline and increasing ossification of the political system. Themyth is meant to instil in the citizens areadiness to make sacri­fices in the name of the strong state and thus override socio­-economic or demo­cratic demands that are dangerous to the authorities. Thecult of victory is also designed to neutralise the potential dissonance between pride in the nation’s achievements and awareness of the painful, dark pages of totalitarian history.


	Thesecond audience are the elites and societies of the post­-Soviet states– anarea considered as azone of Russia’s vital interests. Thevictory is presented by Moscow as anachievement of the multi­-ethnic Soviet nation. TheKremlin instrumentally utilises the myth of brotherhood in arms to keep the community of the ‘Russian world’ together54 while seeking to discredit supporters of integration with the Euro­-Atlantic community by equating them with fascists. Belarus and Ukraine are supposed to play aspecial role in this ‘Russian world’ project– their ties with the Russian Federation are described by ­Moscow as ‘eternal’ (which excludes consent to their full sovereignty). The1939 annexation of Poland’s eastern territories by the USSR, like Russia’s territorial conquests during the partition of the First Polish Republic, is thus depicted as alegitimate recovery of territories that are ‘eternally Russian’. Theaim of this narrative is to coerce neighbours into economic, political and military integration with Moscow. However, this strategy has yielded limited results and often been counterproductive.


	Thethird audience is the ‘collective West’– the political circles and societies of Europe and the United States. Themessage addressed to them is intended to justify Russian ambitions to shape the continental and global security system in away that marginalises the role of Western integration structures. Thesacral, messianic narrative of the Soviet victory and historical disinformation have amarginal reach there, practically limited to the Russian diaspora, but the accompanying discourse on contemporary international relations finds more fertile ground.


	Although ‘memory wars’ over the history of World WarII are waged by many countries, only in Russia are they so fierce, with astrongly ideological and propagandistic form that excludes any criticism of official claims. Thelanguage of the stories about this period refers to the religious domain: any discussions undermining the ‘canonical’ version of events are deemed blasphemous.


	
    	Themyth overriding the truth: Vladimir Medinsky’s cult of the ‘Panfilovtsy’


		One illustration of the Kremlin’s ambiguous approach to facts and the deliberate, open mythologisation of history is the ideological campaign by the former minister of culture, Vladimir Medinsky, who has perpetuated the legend of ‘Panfilov’s 28Men’ (‘Panfilovtsy’, Russian: Панфиловцы). These were soldiers of the 1075thrifle regiment, killed in the battles near Moscow in November 1941; their story was told twice in the Soviet press in 1941–1942 by Alexander Krivitsky. ThePanfilovtsy became asymbol of heroic resistance against the overwhelming enemy forces. However, the credibility of the story had already been undermined in Soviet times: among other things, it turned out that several ‘fallen’ Panfilov’s Men had in fact survived the war. In1948, aninvestigation by the USSR military prose­cutor’s office proved that Krivitsky had invented the whole story. In2015, the director of the Russian State Archives, Sergei Mironenko, concluded– based on archival documents– that it was amyth and afabrication of Soviet wartime propaganda.55


	Initially, Medinsky did not insist on the story’s veracity; he instead practised akind of hagiography. He used to call it “aholy legend that must not be tampered with”, he viewed the fallen Panfilovtsy as “saints”, and in2016, he labelled the critics of this narrative as “downright bastards” who will “burn in hell”.56 InDecember 2018, however, he tried to make the story more believeable. Inan article published by the state­-owned Rossiy­skaya Gazeta,57 he argued extensively that some newly declassified archival documents allegedly delivered irrefutable proof. He also repeated accusations against his opponents of acting to the detriment of the Russian state. Professional historians criticised his article.


	Medinsky has written several books popularising historical knowledge in which he interprets Russia’s history quite freely. He calls these stories “historical mythology”. They create asimplistic dichotomy between the true patriots, defenders of the motherland, and its enemies. In2017, he was almost stripped of his postdoctoral degree in historical sciences: professional historians rebuked his habilitation thesis for defying stan­dards of academic research.

	


	Given the Kremlin’s political goals, the following three issues are of the greatest importance in war mythology: advancing the desired vision of the international order on the European continent, resuscitating the ‘Homo Sovieticus’ through the militarisation of the historical discourse, and justifying Stalinist repressions– the most glaring example of violent state­-society relations.



	2. History in the service of geopolitics


	Russian demands for special influence on the geopolitical shape of today’s Europe and the Euro­-Atlantic security architecture are justified by the messianic role of the Soviet empire in the fight against Nazism. This war messianism combines two intertwined components. Theactive one represents strength and invokes the image of the USSR as achosen nation, avictor­-saviour. Thepassive component, embedded in the war martyrdom, refers to its image as aninnocent victim of aggression. Inthis narrative, Russia inherited from the USSR the ‘moral mandate’ of the only true opponent of Nazism who saved the world from annihilation in aneschatological struggle between good and absolute evil. This special ‘mission of salvation’ is supposed to justify today’s calls for anactual return to the Yalta order– the peak of Russian­-Soviet power– in the 21stcentury, in the name of ‘stabilising’ the international situation. Itis reflected in demands for the formation of a‘multipolar order’, adefacto concert of powers, leading to adivision of spheres of influence between the strongest players. Inthe Kremlin’s opinion, the Euro­-Atlantic partners, in order to avoid anew global conflict, should accept Russia’s repeated proposals to create anew, “non­-bloc” system of indivisible international security. This would effectively mean agreeing to give Moscow the right of veto in decision­-making processes concerning Euro­-Atlantic security. Putin’s call for asummit of permanent UN Security Council members made in Jerusalem in January 2020 should be interpreted in this spirit.58


	Thepursuit of these objectives requires the elimination of all the facts and interpretations that might weaken or discredit the Russian narrative. Itis no coincidence that World WarII has been almost entirely replaced in this narrative by the Great Patriotic War. Thefirst years of the global conflict, when the USSR acted as aninvader of neighbouring countries, are absent from this mythology. Itonly begins in1941– this ‘moment of innocence’ amply serves the story of a‘victim of aggression’ and the subsequent ‘liberation’ of adjacent territories. Inthis context, the USSR’s loss of 27million citizens during the war is meant to debunk the claims of neighbouring countries that they fell victim to Soviet imperial ambitions in the 20thcentury. Inthe war mythology constructed for the purposes of contemporary foreign policy, Soviet troops brought nothing but liberation to Europe in 1944–1945. For the message to be coherent, it is necessary to misrepresent or openly falsify history and explain aggression by the need for ‘defence’ or ‘prevention’.


	Theprimary means of manipulation include holding Western Europe responsible for the rise of Nazism and the outbreak of war, whitewashing the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, justifying the invasions of neighbouring countries and the mass repressions against their populations. Asaresult of apersistent reversal of concepts and roles in the Russian discourse, it is not the alliance of 23August 1939, but the Munich Pact from over ayear earlier, that is recognised as the war’s immediate cause. Such history­-making is used as atool of information and psychological warfare against the West and is part of Russian efforts to weaken those milieux in the Euro­-Atlantic community that call for staunch opposition to Moscow’s aggressive foreign policy. Inthis propaganda, Poland is made out to be a“systemically anti­-Semitic” country that collaborated with Hitler59 (such as in the partition of Czecho­slovakia60). Thevictory is increasingly presented– contrary to historical truth– as anindividual achievement of the USSR, which reflects the logic of Cold War confrontation rather than the spirit of the anti­-Hitler alliance.


	Aninteresting illustration of the official rhetoric is aremark made in September 2019 by Sergei Ivanov, former head of the Presidential Administration and chairman of the supervisory board of the Russian Military­-Historical Society. According to him, the Soviet occupation of the Baltic states or Poland’s eastern territories cannot be called anoccupation as their inhabitants were granted Soviet citizenship “with all the associated rights and duties”, and some even entered the Soviet elite. Nor did those areas stand out from the rest of the country in terms of the scale of repression.61 Inits fullest form, the Kremlin’s propaganda theses were repeated in Putin’s ideological manifesto, published in the conservative magazine TheNational Interest in June 2020.62


	
    	Russian narrative on the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact during Putin’s presidency


		Putin’s narrative about the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact should be viewed in relation to the resolution adopted by the Congress of People’s Deputies of the USSR on 24December 1989. Itwas abreakthrough docu­ment, which disavowed the earlier Soviet position on the pact and stressed adherence to historical truth as one of the essential elements of political transformation. Thepoint of view expressed in this resolution persisted in the official narrative throughout the 1990s.


	Theresolution stated that the Soviet Union “was facing tough choices” in1939, and one of the agreement’s goals, albeit unachieved, was to shelter the country from the danger of alooming war in the face of a“critical” international situation. Thedeputies also acknowledged that although the text of the treaty did not deviate notably from the standards of international law applied to similar agreements, the secret protocols attached to it deserved condemnation. TheCongress stated that both the procedure of concluding the pact and its content was in conflict with the sovereignty and independence of several third countries and violated the existing bilateral agreements with them. Itemphasised that Stalin and Molotov were negotiating in secret from the nation and the Communist party, and the signing of secret protocols was anact of personal power and did not reflect the will of the Soviet people who bear no responsibility for this “treacherous collusion”. Congress declared the secret protocols as invalid from the moment of signing.


	Theprevailing narrative during Putin’s era has been gradually drifting away from the position of the Congress:


	February 2005– Putin referred to the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact in an interview with the Slovak media. He described it as aresponse to the ‘Munich conspiracy’ of 1938 and acountermeasure to Western attempts to turn the German army towards the East.63


	May 2005– State Duma resolution “OnAttempts to Falsify History” condemned the attempts to accuse the USSR of collusion in the outbreak of WWII. Itstated that the Munich conspiracy was the decisive factor that contributed to the unleashing of the global conflict. Thedocument also disavowed appeals to Russia to apologise for the occupation of the Baltic states as “duplicitous” and “cynical”; the occupation itself allegedly “allowed the Baltic nations to survive within the borders of another state” instead of being “totally wiped out”.


	August 2009– Putin published anarticle in the Polish newspaper Gazeta Wyborcza64 on the eve of the 70thanniversary of the outbreak of World WarII. Thetext contained ritual wording about “all premises” to condemn the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact and areference to the1989 resolution of Congress. Atthe same time, Putin reiterated accusations against the Western powers: the USSR could not reject the German proposal to conclude the pact when its potential allies in the West had already agreed to “analogous” agreements with the Third Reich and did not want to cooperate with the Soviet government. Toillustrate the thesis that “the borders in Europe were violated much earlier than 1September 1939”, he recalled the Anschluss of Austria and the Polish annexation of Cieszyn Silesia in1938.


	November 2014– Putin met young historians.65 Thepresident spoke about ongoing “disputes” about evaluation of the pact and relativised the partition of Poland between Germans and Soviets in1939 by comparing it to the Polish incorporation of Cieszyn Silesia. He also returned to interpreting the treaty as “anon­-aggression agreement”, which expressed the USSR’s desire to avoid war.


	May 2015– Putin’s press conference with German Chancellor Angela Merkel. Thepresident unequivocally justified the pact, referring to its vital importance for the USSR’s national security threatened by the irresponsible policy of the West. This was the first such firm statement by Putin and one pronounced during ahigh­-level meeting.


	Inthe months and years that followed, the advocates of the pact became increasingly vocal; they defined it as the greatest achievement of Soviet diplomacy and asource of pride. Onthe one hand, it stemmed from the continuing conflict with the US and the EU over the Russian aggression in Ukraine. Onthe other– it accompanied the upcoming 75thanniversary of the end of World WarII. Concerning the latter context, the following events and statements deserve particular attention.


	23August 2019– anarticle by the then minister of culture, Vladimir Medinsky, was published on the government portal RIA Novosti.66 Medinsky called the pact “adiplomatic triumph of the USSR” and disavowed its condemnation by the USSR Congress of Deputies as “hysterical defamation”. He also decried the anti­-Stalinist politics of memory of the perestroika period. Medinsky stated that the US–USSR Yalta agreement was “the same [as the Molotov–Ribbentrop] pact of non­-aggression, only brokered on aglobal scale”, serving to “establish rules of mutual competition to avoid war”.


	15September 2019– Sergey Ivanov, former head of the Presidential Administration and chairman of the supervisory board of the Russian Mili­tary and Historical Society, called the pact “anachievement of Soviet diplo­macy, which is something to be proud of”.67


	22September 2019– the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs issued anofficial statement on the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact. Itpointed out that this agreement helped to postpone the outbreak of the German­-Soviet war and start it on more advantageous terms for the USSR. Due to that, the population of the Western territories of the USSR (annexed from Poland in1939) experienced Nazi terror only two years later, which saved hundreds of thousands of people.68


	December 2019– Putin publicly criticised, on six occasions, the European Parliament’s resolution of 19September 2019. This document indicated that the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact and its secret protocols paved the way for World WarII. Atthe informal summit of the CIS leaders on 20December Putin spoke for about anhour about ‘real’ causes of the war and held Poland and the Western allies accountable for its outbreak. He based his narrative on the relativisation of the pact (asonly the last of many agreements concluded by European states with the Third Reich) and aimed to discredit the pre­-war policy of Poland, England, and France towards ­Germany. Inparticular, he devoted much time to accusing Poland of coope­ration with the Nazis (concerning the annexation of Cieszyn ­Silesia and the “anti­-Semitic” policy of the Polish authorities).


	18June 2020– Putin’s article published by TheNational Interest repeated his theses about the causes of the outbreak of World WarII. Additionally, the president alleged that agreements between the Western powers and the Third Reich might have contained secret protocols analogous to the Soviet­-German ones. He also stated that by occupying the eastern Polish borderlands in September 1939, the USSR saved the local population, including Jews, from the Nazis and their local allies– anti­-Semites and ultranationalists. He described the annexation of the Baltic states as adefensive action in line with the standards of international law of thattime.


	So far, the Russian parliament has rejected attempts to rehabilitate the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact officially. Postulating the cancellation of the 1989 resolution of the Congress of People’s Deputies of the USSR, the last bill was submitted in May 2020 by the chairman of the nationalist party Rodina, Alexei Zhuravlov.

	


	Ofparticular note is the warning repeated by the authorities that disregard for Russia’s geostrategic demands, justified by its unique role in 20thcentury history, could lead to another war tragedy. Thewarning rings out against the background of thinly veiled suggestions and threats, ritually echoed by apart of the public, that the Russian Federation ‘may repeat’ its military actions if forced to do so. TheGreat Patriotic War and the Cold War, combined with the ongoing geopolitical confrontation with the West, have thus merged into asingle narrative about acyclically recurring ‘eternal threat from the West’ that seeks to destroy Russia. Inthis manner, the Kremlin has finally overcome the legacy of Gorbachev and Yeltsin that was based on Russian– Western cooperation.


	TheMyth of Victory thus organises representations of history as acircular, repetitive motion rather than alinear one. Itis thereby the fullest illustration of the authoritarian ‘politics of eternity’– apattern of the same threats, the same enemies and the same ‘patriotic’ responses endlessly echoed in state propaganda. Due to its sacred, messianic nature, the Great Patriotic War is somewhat of anarchetype of all the subsequent ‘defensive’ wars fought by the USSR and Russia (interventions in the Soviet bloc and Afghanistan as well as contemporary conflicts such as the seizure of Donbas or the military campaign in Syria). Their objective has always been to push arbitrarily defined or artificially created threats away from the country, through operations on distant territories also, under the logic of forward defence.69


	Thebiased message about World WarII and the Great Patriotic War was recently used mainly in the anti­-Ukrainian disinformation campaign launched at the turn of 2013–2014, which served the purpose of preparing and justifying the subsequent military attack on this country. Theemotional force of the wartime lexicon was revived at that time. Pro­-European Ukrainians were most often called fascists and Nazis, and allegations of aresurgent Ukrainian ‘anti­-Semitism’ and ‘pogroms’ were intended to have the strongest propaganda firepower in the international arena. TheEuropean Union and the United States were accused of supporting the ‘resurgent Ukrainian Nazism’ (‘Banderism’) and trying to destabilise Russia through another ‘colour revolution’ on its borders, this time a‘fascist’ one. Together with the purported NATO plans to base its ships and missiles in Crimea, this was presented as justification for Russia’s preventive military attack against Ukraine. This aggression was depicted from the outset as one aiming to defend universal humanitarian values and to liberate the Russian and Russian­-speaking population from the alleged ‘Nazi’ threat. Theaccompanying schizophrenic discourse was meant to confirm the myth of Russian innocence– according to contradictory messages, “Nowar was taking place, and it was thoroughly justified”.70


	Ukraine’s European aspirations were treated by the Kremlin as aserious threat to Russia’s great power interests in the post­-Soviet area. By launching its attack, Moscow effectively reactivated the Brezhnev doctrine of ‘limited sovereignty’, once intended to justify military interventions in the Soviet sphere of influence by the need to keep ahostile ideology at bay. Itwas clear from the start that the Kremlin was de facto treating its military operations in Ukraine as aquasi­-Cold War ‘proxy war’ with the West for domination in Russia’s traditional sphere of influence. Theaspirations of Ukrainian society were therefore not only ignored (inline with the Yalta­-style perception of international politics, where societies are the objects rather than subjects of political processes), but also framed in the myth of aneternal threat from the West. This was accompanied by adisavowal of the very idea of Ukrainian statehood, with echoes of Soviet propaganda from the late 1930s and early 1940s that justified the annexations of neighbouring territories. Inthe spring of2014, Putin suggested that the violation of Russian security guarantees for Ukraine enshrined in the 1994 Budapest Memorandum resulted from an“interruption of the continuity of Ukrainian statehood” brought about by the “revolution”, which– according to him– legitimately nullified all of Moscow’s commitments vis-à-vis Kyiv.71



	3. Militarisation of hearts and minds


	Theaffirmation of the use of force in international relations is reinforced by the militarisation of war memories and demonstrations of mili­tary might. Atraditional occasion for this is the annual Victory Day parade held on 9May in the Red Square in Moscow.72 Inlight of the Kremlin’s domestic and foreign policy objectives, what draws attention is agovernment­-inspired trivialisation of the war myth, often with atawdry tinge. 9May is no longer just aday of remembrance of the biggest ever armed conflict and its social toll, but anopportunity to manifest pride in the power of the state, often in acrude way. Themessage no longer says “war should never happen again”, but “since that war ended with victory, the next one would end with victory as well”.73 Ostentatious displays of military and patriotic symbols in state propaganda lead to public trivialisation of the war issues and unreflective participation in ideologised rituals. Increasingly frequent practices during 9May parades and festivities include making up prams as plywood tanks or aircraft and dressing up little children as soldiers (which coincides with the militarisation of education of children and youth– see further).74 There are also rallies of cars painted in military colours.75 Inthe second decade of the 21stcentury reenactors started to gradually replace veterans during commemorative celebrations.76 In2015, there were reenactments in the form of show trials against the enemies and traitors, including ‘corridors of shame’ where ‘German prisoners of war’ were ostentatiously humiliated.77


	Such theatrical rituals express symbolic aggression78 and attest to afar­-reach­ing reformulation of the sentiments associated with the Victory. Thefirst post­-war years were dominated by the ‘shameful memory’ of its enormous price and the tragic mistakes of the Soviet leadership. From the 1960s, it was replaced by the formula of a‘holiday with tears upon the eyes’, with the veterans at its centre. Itbalanced pride in the achievements of the USSR and mourning for the fallen. This way the state­-oriented, top­-down component, symbolised by the parade, interwove with the human dimension of the war experience, represented by the memories of soldiers. Inthe 1990s, as part of aconfrontation with the totalitarian legacy, the victory was primarily portrayed as one achieved by the nation in spite of mistakes made by the government. Under Putin, however, it has been embedded in the continuous tradition of the thousand­-year­-old empire and separated from the negative perceptions of the Stalinist regime.79


	The‘living memory’ of war participants and their families is increasingly appropriated by the authorities as time passes and its bearers pass away. Particularly noteworthy is the censorship imposed on discussions about the siege of Leningrad– asacralised symbol of the martyrdom and sacrifice of 27million USSR citizens.80 Itis one of very few testimonies of the tragedy of the civilian population found in official propaganda, but it is subject to top­-down stylisation and regulation. Just as the Soviet authorities censored any non­-canonical statements about the siege, the Kremlin today does not permit narratives that undermine the monolithic myth of asteadfast and heroic nation organically united with the totalitarian government. Itportrays monumental heroes instead of living people while dismissing difficult issues (such as the problem of cannibalism in the besieged city). Any suggestions that adifferent scenario was possible (e.g.surrendering Leningrad to save its inhabitants) or that the Soviet leadership was responsible for the scale of this tragedy are not only considered as blasphemy, but in fact acrime.81 Atthe same time, the ordeal of the city is implicitly compared to the Holocaust– amanipulation exploited by the Kremlin to press ahead with the aforementioned initiatives to redefine the global order.82


	Other examples of the appropriation of ‘living memory’ by the state administration include: the takeover of the organisation of the popular Immortal Regiment march (Russian: Бессмертный полк); the instrumentalisation of another grassroots initiative– the use of the ribbon of Saint George as asymbol of the ‘community of memory’; or active suppression of the Immortal Barrack project (Russian: Бессмертный барак) that commemorates the victims of Soviet repression.



	4. Thelong shadow of state terror: defence of executioners, anonymisation of victims


	Theglorification of Victory as the greatest achievement of Stalinism, as well as the logic of the authoritarian regime, lead to aconscious, systemic evasion of comprehensive confrontation with the Soviet terror. Thememory of repression is presented as undermining the nation’s heroism during the Great Patriotic War. Theambivalent attitude of the Russian authori­ties towards the persecutions does not result from the inherent complexity of the problem– although overcoming the totalitarian legacy would undoubtedly be extremely painful due to the often blurred lines between executioners and victims. TheKremlin seems to be pursuing two specific goals. Thefirst is to build an‘organic’ society centered around state power as the main reference point, and the other is to bring about a‘reconciliation’ across divides and eras in the name of great power interests. Thetruth about the repression would undermine not only the domestic political legitimacy of the authoritarian power which draws on the legacy of totalitarianism, but also the validity of geopolitical ambitions based on the thousand­-year history of ‘peaceful expansion’. Russia’s real succession from the USSR is becoming apparent here– not only in legal terms, but above all in terms of identity, axiology and ideology.


	There is also aclear desire to anonymise the victims of mass crimes. Itsprimary aim is to devalue the role of individuals relative to the state and authority, to demonstrate their powerlessness in the face of history: ananonymous citizen has neither identity, nor rights. Anonymity of victims also leads to namelessness of executioners and, above all, to the institutional system of the state being absolved of crimes. Inthis context, declaratory condemnation of the repression carried out goes in parallel with getting the society accustomed to violence as the main regulator of government­-citizen relations. Inturn, criti­cism of totalitarianism is often equated with defiance against the contemporary Russian state and alack of patriotism.


	Theambivalent attitude of the Kremlin’s rulers to Soviet repression is well illustrated by concrete examples of their actions and omissions. Onthe one hand, between 1991 and 2014, 3,510,818 people were rehabilitated, and another 264,085 (children of the repressed) were recognised as victims of political repression.83 Also, the State Policy Concept for Perpetuating the Memory of the Victims of Political Repression was adopted in2015, and the president personally unveiled amonument in their honour in Moscow in2017. Onthe other hand, the authorities do nothing to prevent unofficial or semi­-official initia­tives to commemorate Stalin. Putin himself is far from unequivocally condemning him,84 and shortly after the monument to the repressed was unveiled, the FSB director whitewashed the Stalinist security organs in anextensive interview.85


	So far, no detailed information has been collected on how many people were imprisoned and murdered during the period of terror under formally non­-political laws or as aresult of mass deportations.86 Nor has the necessary work to find the burial sites of the victims been carried out. Therestoration of memory by publishing lists of those executed depends on whether arelevant initiative emerges at the regional level. Law enforcement and security agencies in some regions actively persecute independent researchers and activists under various pretexts (thecase of Yuri Dmitriyev, aresearcher of mass graves of NKVD victims in Karelia’s Sandarmokh, is particularly striking in this context)87. Gagging those who try to perpetuate the memory of the repressed stands in contrast to commemorating fallen soldiers. Allkinds of grassroots activities to search for and identify mass graves of soldiers obtain the unequivocal support of the authorities.


	The2015 Concept… does not say aword about the need to identify and punish (oreven symbolically condemn) individual perpetrators. Infact, its adoption has led neither to anincreased availability of terror­-related archives, as called for in the document, nor to acredible programme of teaching about the Stalinist terror in schools. Moreover, even though the Concept… calls for the popularisation of knowledge concerning repression and commemoration of victims among the youth, the Memorial Association– which has spent years organising competitions for students’ works on these issues– is constantly harassed.88 Thecountry’s only museum of political repression on the site of aformer gulag, Perm-36, has been de facto transformed into amuseum of prison service. Itseems that the erection of amonument to the victims of mass terror in Moscow was primarily intended as apretext to put anend to aninconvenient topic in the public sphere. Itis agrim paradox that Putin issued adecree in April 2014 on measures to rehabilitate and support the nations repressed in the Crimea during the Soviet era, including Crimean Tatars,89 while at the same time the latter, as well as other residents of the peninsula who protested against its annexation by Russia, have been persecuted since spring 2014. Theactual siding with the executioners rather than the victims is dictated by the logic of the present model of rule. According to data from the Memorial Association, ahuman rights watchdog, there were 420political prisoners in the country as of November 2021 (afigure which the organisation itself says is anundercount). 340 of them were imprisoned in connection with the exercise of the right to freedom of religion.90


	Manipulation of the theme of repression takes place at both the official and ‘grassroots’ levels (themedia, social organisations supported by the authorities, sections of academia). Thefollowing methods are mainly employed for this purpose:


	a) Silence (thetheme of mass terror is absent from public discussions at the federal and regional levels).


	One of many examples thereof is the discovery of mass graves of those executed during the years of Stalinist terror near Vladivostok. In2009, their remains were found by accident during road construction. Previously, the local authorities had refused to allow asearch despite repeated requests from local researchers. Back in1991, on the initiative of Memorial, acommemorative stone was erected at the presumed execution site (theexact location of the spot is known to only afew interested persons). During the exhumation works carried out in connection with road construction, the remains of 495people were excavated and then moved to alocal cemetery. These activities were discontinued in spite of reliable estimates by historians that up to several thousand murdered people may be buried in the entire area. Worth noting is the number inscribed on the monument to honour the “nameless” victims, unveiled at the cemetery in2013– “over 5,000” (this has not been conclusively confirmed in any way). Theexact figures will most likely remain unknown for along time to come and the available information suggests that no archival work has been carried out to identify the excavated remains. Inthis context, the monument erected by the local authorities largely follows the logic behind the unveiling of the monument to the victims of repression in Moscow in2017– asymbolic gesture intended to put anend to aninconvenient topic.91


	b) Relativisation. Itis carried out through the following measures:


	
			admitting that repression did take place, but searching for a‘legal basis’ in the form of purported misdeeds of the persecuted (this argument was used, for example, by Bortnikov in the 2017 above­-mentioned interview; there are claims in Russian propaganda that those buried in Mednoye were not Polish prisoners of war from 1939 murdered by the NKVD, but “Poles shot for criminal offences”92);


			admitting that repressive measures did take place, but treating them as ‘just retaliation’ for someone else’s (alleged) guilt; in the spirit of this logic, the Katyn massacre is justified by aspurious extermination of Soviet prisoners of war in Polish POW camps in 1919–1921;


			substitution– as in the case of the mass graves in Sandarmokh (promoting the thesis that those buried there are not victims of Stalinist terror, but Soviet prisoners of war murdered by the Finns during the 1939–1940 war) or Mednoye (admitting that victims of repression rest there, while at the same time highlighting the issue of Red Army soldiers who died in nearby field hospitals93);


			playing numbers games– agreeing on the scale of repression but emphasising that there were many more innocent victims of the Great Patriotic War. This way the crimes of the authorities are covered up by glorified heroism of the nation. Relativisation based on juggling with numbers is also conspicuous in the narrative about Soviet prisoners of war who died in Poland in 1919–1921. Thenumber of the deceased is sometimes inflated several fold: from 16,000–20,000 (according to Polish and Russian historians) to over 100,000. This is intended to play down the gravity of the ‘retaliatory’ Katyn crime (almost 22,000 murdered).

	



	c) Denial– e.g.the lie about the German perpetration of the Katyn crime.


	
    	From lie to lie. Themeanderings of the Russian narrative about the Katyn massacre94


		13April 1990– the Soviet news agency TASS published astatement admitting that the NKVD was responsible for the Katyn massacre. Polish authori­ties received the first portion of archival documents on these killings from the Soviet side.


	September 1990– TheChief Military Prosecutor’s Office of the USSR initiated aninvestigation into the Katyn case, which was actually conducted until 1994, then the investigators’ actions were shammed.


	Since the beginning of the nineties the authorities of the Russian Fede­ration have been trying to relativise the crime through the so-called anti­-Katyn narrative. Itboils down to accusing Poland of the spurious extermination of Soviet POWs in “concentration camps” during the Polish­-Bolshevik war (1919–1921). Thenumber of victims is deliberately inflated (up to as many as 100,000), while Polish historians estimate it to be between 16,000–18,000, and their Russian counterparts– approximately 18,000–20,000.


	February 1994– the Polish­-Russian Agreement on graves and memorial sites of the victims of wars and repressions was signed, together with ajoint statement that enabled the construction of the Polish war cemetery in Katyn (itbegan in1995).


	28July 2000– ceremonial opening of the Polish and Russian parts of the memorial complex in Katyn (theRussian part remained essentially undeveloped until 2018).


	21September 2004– Russian Chief Military Prosecutor’s Office discon­tinues the Katyn investigation “due to the death of the perpetrators”.


	7April 2010– Vladimir Putin, the then prime minister, paid anofficial visit to the Polish cemetery in Katyn, where he condemned the massacre as aStalinist crime that cannot be justified in any way. After the Smolensk air disaster on 10April95 Russian state television broadcast the film ‘Katyn’ by Andrzej Wajda. ThePolish side was provided with subsequent volumes of archival documents referring to the Katyn massacre (intotal 148 out of the 183volumes were transferred, while the rest were classified and Russian authorities refused to release them to Poland). TheRussian State Archives published documents relating to the murder on their official website.


	26November 2010– TheRussian State Duma adopted adeclaration stating that the Katyn massacre was carried out on Stalin’s direct orders. Itasserted that German responsibility for the crime was “alie of Soviet propaganda”. President Dmitri Medvedev spoke in asimilar vein in December 2010. Theversion about the Nazi perpetration of the crime, however, still appears in the public discourse, and it also happens that state media disseminate opinions questioning Soviet responsibility for the massacre.


	2017– the exhibition “Gulag on wheels” in the Russian part of the Katyn cemetery, presenting the fate of the victims of Stalinist repression, was replaced by plaques devoted to the Polish­-Bolshevik war. They describe the harsh conditions in which Soviet POWs were held in Polish POW camps; they also indicate anoverestimated number of deaths among them– 25,000–28,000.


	20April 2018– the ceremonial opening of the reconstructed and enlarged cemetery in the Russian part of the memorial complex in Katyn (theceme­tery had been undeveloped since 2000).96 Over 8,100 Soviet citizens murdered in the years 1918–1953 are buried there (ofwhich approximately 7,000 were killed in 1937–1938). Instark contrast to the Polish cemetery, information about each of them is extremely scarce (only surnames and patronyms are presented). Animportant part of the complex is the museum, which shows Polish­-Russian relations in the 20thcentury in adistorted way. Itpresents Poland as anaggressive state and whitewashes the policy of the USSR. Itincludes accusations against Poland of spurious extermination of Soviet POWs in 1919–1921; information about the Polish annexation of Cieszyn Silesia in1938; outright lies about the Soviet aggression against Poland on 17September 1939; no information about communist repression; glorification of the Red Army as “liberators” of Poland in 1944–1945).


	5March 202097– the Russian state agency RIA Novosti published aninterview with the “publicist and political scientist” Vladislav Shved, who blamed Nazi Germany of the Katyn massacre, thus repeating the long­-refuted lies of Soviet propaganda. He labelled the true version of the NKVD responsibility for the crime as aprovocation concocted by Goebbels in close cooperation with the then Polish government in exile. He also accused Poland of running “anti­-Russian campaigns”.98


	7May 2020– employees of the Medical University in Tver (where the NKVD prison was located during the World WarII) together with activists from the nationalist organisation NOD (see ChapterIII) dismantled two memorial plaques from the walls of the university. Theplaques com­memorated the executed Polish citizens buried in the cemetery in Mednoye and other victims of NKVD. Thealleged legal basis for this action was adocument issued by Tver prosecutor’s office in October 2019: it claimed that the plaques had been installed unlawfully in the 1990s. Moreover, contrary to the facts, it stated that there was no evidence that the executions of prisoners had been carried out in this very building.99




	III. THE INFRASTRUCTURE OF RUSSIA’S POLITICS OF MEMORY– TOOLS, ACTIONS, ACTORS


	Thepolitics of memory is pursued by state institutions and the media, the Russian Orthodox Church, as well as social organisations established and financed by the authorities. Laws, archives, the system of education and the prolific sphere of pop culture have all been harnessed to promote the Kremlin’s desired version of the past.


	1. Thetoolkit of Russia’s politics of memory


	Thepolitics of memory in Russia is framed in acentralised way (itsmain assumptions are formulated in the Kremlin), but with the use of anextensive network of institutions of various kinds, generously financed both from state coffers and the budgets of state­-owned and private enterprises. These (cooperating or competing) institutions jointly shape the politics of memory as desired by the authorities and construct anideological message from the intersection of persuasion, propaganda and repression of opponents. They include government agencies (ministries of education and science), universities, social organisations financed by the state or Kremlin­-linked businesses (theso-called GONGOs– government­-organised non­-government organisations), associations of ‘patriotic’ historians, Kremlin­-sponsored political parties and the state media. Thetwo most active entities in the field of historical propaganda– the Russian Historical Society and the Russian Military­-Historical Society– are headed by senior public officials: the head of the Foreign Intelligence Service, Sergei Naryshkin, and the president’s assistant, Vladimir Medinsky100 (for the most important GONGOs, see the table in ChapterIII.3). Theabsence of aspecialised body similar to Poland’s or Ukraine’s Institute of National Remembrance helps to fabricate aspontaneous, grassroots nature of defending the ‘historical truth’ against ‘Russia’s enemies’. One characteristic feature of Russia’s politics of memory is the active involvement of the secret services and the Ministry of Defence. Their zeal in developing and guarding the orthodoxy of historical research has been steadily increasing since the mid-1990s.101


	Thedesired picture of history is shaped on domestic political grounds mainly by media content (high culture and pop culture– theatre, cinema, literature, daily news coverage), educational and academic content (state­-funded histori­cal research, school and university textbooks), narratives disseminated by Kremlin propagandists and officials, the calendar of national holidays, and ­finally the symbolic organisation of public space, monuments, museums and archives. Laws, including criminal code provisions, are also animportant tool for defending the ‘canonical’ vision of the past.


	Historical propaganda addressed to the foreign audience is spread via media outlets with international reach (such as the multilingual RT television channel or the Sputnik news agency), GONGOs, apart of foreign academia, agents of influence, popular culture, and finally trolls and bots operating on social media. Recipients of the outward­-facing message include foreign decision­-makers, as well as broadly defined opinion leaders and the general public. Thenarrative that falsifies history is animportant element of Russia’s active measures, including information warfare aimed at manipulating public opinion and decisions made by political elites through reflexive control.102


	Aspecial case in point is Russia’s activity targeting post­-Soviet societies and elites. InOctober 2019, Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov came up with aninitiative to set up acommission of historians within the CIS to combine efforts aimed at countering distortions of historical facts– although the only largely uncontroversial topic inside the group is the Great Patriotic War (according to unofficial information, researchers from the Baltic states would also be invited to join its work).103 Itseems no coincidence that anextensive lecture presenting the Russian perception of the causes of World WarII, with astrong anti­-Polish bias, was delivered by Putin in December 2019 at asummit of CIS leaders. Itwas aclear signal that Russia sees the common historical heritage as amandate to claim special influence in the ‘near abroad’.



	1.1. Laws as gatekeepers of the historical canon


	InRussia, the language of law– along with quasi­-religious language– has become atool of the official historical discourse and is used to censor politically inconvenient content. Thefirst example of acriminal provision explicitly referring to ‘falsification of history’ (thefirst Russian memory law) was Article354.1 of the Criminal Code, introduced in May 2014, which penalises ‘exoneration of Nazism’.104 Itapplies both to overt propagation of Nazi symbols and content and to free discussion on the USSR’s role in World WarII, especially its alliance with the Third Reich in 1939–1941. Itsenactment coincided with anideo­logical offensive accompanying the military aggression against Ukraine. During the first four years of the amendment, 19convictions were handed down under this article. So far, no one has been sentenced to imprisonment, yet– in line with the practices of Russian judiciary– there have been no acquittals either.105 Courts have also convicted people for inaccurate statements about the history of the USSR and Russia under other provisions, including Article282 of the Criminal Code on combating extremism, which sometimes results in prison sentences.106 Another restriction is aban on publishing certain materials deemed ‘extremist’ (based on aspecial list kept by the Ministry of Justice107). Administrative pressure on historians and ordinary citizens is also common.108 Politically motivated laws (such as the law on ‘foreign agents’,109 repeatedly used against the Memorial Association) and morality­-related ones (asin the Dmitriyev case) are also utilised to suppress undesirable research into the past, including commemoration of the victims of repression.


	TheKremlin is seeking to extend the application of national memory laws beyond Russia’s borders. Inparticular, it protests at the de-Sovietisation of public symbolic space, including the removal or relocation of monuments honouring Soviet ‘soldiers­-liberators’. Itsometimes happens that in such cases the Russian Investigative Committee initiates proceedings under Article354.1, as in response to the dismantling of astatue of Marshal Ivan Konev in Prague in April 2020. One of the recent amendments to the Criminal Code (initiated by Putin, who signed the relevant law on 7April 2020) introduced criminal liability for removing or damaging war monuments and military burial sites both inside and outside Russia.


	
    	Patriotic paragraphs. Law and state institutions in the service of ideology


		May 2009– agroup of deputies from the party of power, United ­Russia, submitted to the State Duma adraft amendment to the Criminal Code, introducing criminal punishment for the “exoneration of Nazism” (the code was to be supplemented with article354.1). Among other things, it banned the denial of the USSR’s victory in the Great Patriotic War. Theinitiative to adopt such anact was put forward in February 2008 by Sergei Shoigu, the then minister for emergency situations. He referred to laws on the prohibition of Holocaust denial, present in foreign legal systems. InJanuary 2010, the government gave anegative opinion on the draft after pointing to formal shortcomings.110


	May 2009– president Dmitry Medvedev established the presidential commission for counteracting attempts to falsify history that were harmful to Russia’s interests. Sergei Naryshkin, the then head of the Presidential Administration and aformer KGB officer, was appointed its chairman.111 There were almost no professional historians in this body. Instead, it was composed of representatives of the Presidential Administration, ministries of education, justice, culture and foreign affairs, the Foreign Intelligence Service, FSB and universities; it also included the general director of the state media holding VGTRK. Atone of the first meetings of the commission, Naryshkin stressed that their purpose was to oppose “revisionists” who try to undermine the geopolitical effects of World WarII and attempt to create an“ideological basis” for making political, financial and territorial claims against Russia.112 Thecommission was abolished by Medvedev in February 2012.


	March 2013– agroup of deputies of the Federation Council submitted to the State Duma abill prohibiting the “exoneration of Nazism”, including Holocaust denial. Itwas not considered by the parliament.


	May 2014– the Criminal Code was amended by article354.1 that criminalised the “exoneration of Nazism”. Itpenalises dissemination of knowingly false information about the activities of the USSR during the Second World War and denial of facts established by the judgment of the International Military Tribunal in Nuremberg. Thelaw provides for penalties of afine, community service or up to five years of imprisonment. Dissemination of “manifestly disrespectful information about the dates of military glory and memorable dates related to the defence of the homeland”, as well as “desecration of symbols of Russia’s military glory”, are punishable by afine or community service.113


	November 2014– Art.20.3 of the Code of Administrative Offences, which envisaged sanctions for “promoting or publicly displaying Nazi symbols, symbols of extremist organisations or other symbols prohibited by statute”, was amended. While before it had been required to prove that forbidden symbols were both “propagated” and “publicly demonstrated”, after the amendment was passed, it was enough to prove the presence of any of these two premises. Asaresult, the number of cases initiated pursuant to Art.20.3 increased nine times by2018 and six times as many suspects were arrested (during this period 6,622 people were punished for publicly displaying the forbidden symbols). InFebruary 2020, Duma adopted amendments to the administrative code that abolished penalties for the use of Nazi symbols, as long as no hallmarks of promoting the Nazi regime are revealed. This followed aseries of scandalous judgments from previous years: courts used to fine individuals and institutions for publishing archival materials that contained the swastika, even though it was not accompanied by the affirmation of Nazism.114


	November 2019– Russian authorities once again announced that they would demand the UN General Assembly to adopt aresolution in2020 in which victory over Nazism and the monuments of ‘soldiers­-liberators’ would be recognised as part of the World Heritage (theformal goal of the initiative was to “prevent Nazism”). Thelegal protection of victory and its recognition as apart of the World Heritage would facilitate Russia’s moral and legal pressure on other states, including interference with their internal affairs on issues particularly sensitive and important for the Kremlin. These measures would attempt to restrict the freedom of historical research, grant special status of monuments to Soviet soldiers and defy claims relating to USSR’s illegal annexations of anumber of territories in 1939–1945.


	April 2020– the Russian Investigative Committee launched aninvestigation under Art.354.1 of the Penal Code against the Prague councilors in connection with the dismantling of the monument to Marshal Ivan Konev. According to Vladimir Medinsky, the councilors who supported the demo­lition were “impious”, they “mocked the greatest sanctities” and should be punished by Russia with all the severity of the law if the investigation proves their “personal guilt”. Among the methods of prosecuting them, Medinsky mentioned the intervention of Interpol. He also explicitly stated that the actions he proposed were intended to effectively deter other people from making similar decisions in the future.


	April 2020– another amendment to the Criminal Code was adopted on Putin’s initiative. Itintroduced criminal liability for the removal or deva­station of war memorials and military burial sites, both in Russia and abroad. Such acts are punishable with afine of up to 3million roubles, community service or imprisonment for up to three years (inthe case of group actions, the penalties are higher and include imprisonment of up to five years).115 Previously, the code provided for criminal liability only for damage to monuments of history and culture.

	


	1.2. Thearchives as anideological battlefield


	Another weapon the authorities can use to protect authoritarian­-imperial myths is restricted access to the archives. After the collapse of the USSR, despite far­-reaching changes in the law and aclimate of political transparency, Soviet records were never fully examined by historians. Theproblem was both alack of will and insufficient financial resources to efficiently carry out the process of declassifying the released CPSU documentation, alongside sabotage from the security services which, contrary to the original plans, did not transfer the extensive KGB archive to civilian control (itwas taken over by the FSB). There is still no reliable information about its contents and access to materials remains restricted– contrary to law– on the basis of internal FSB regulations and arbitrary decisions of the management of individual institutions (itis similar with the archives of the Ministry of Internal Affairs or the Ministry of Foreign Affairs).116


	Thetendency to block access to archival resources and to make previously declassified documents secret became apparent by the late 1990s. Inthis context, Putin’s 2001 decree dissolving the commission for the declassification of CPSU documents, established in1994, was of symbolic meaning. Itsfunctions in this respect were transferred to the inter­-ministerial commission for the protection of state secrets.117


	Itis standard practice that the Ministry of Defence regularly publishes abiased selection of World WarII documents– usually on significant anniversaries. Itsprime goal is to glorify the Red Army as the liberator of Central Europe, but also to discredit Russia’s contemporary opponents (see the distorted picture of the Warsaw Uprising in the materials published in January 2020, or the ministry’s publications on ‘Banderites’ during the Russian­-Ukrainian war).118 One of the latest initiatives in this field is aplan announced by Putin in January 2020 to create acomprehensive archive of materials (including audiovisual ones) about World WarII, accessible to Russian citizens and foreigners.119 According to the Russian president, it would “shut the mouths” of those who try to “­distort” and “falsify” history and belittle the role of the “heroes who saved the world from the brown plague”.120


	Atthe same time, archival documents that could cast ashadow on the official version of history (e.g.on crimes committed by Soviet soldiers in the ‘liberated’ territories) remain inaccessible. Itis also increasingly problematic to access records relating to the Stalinist terror, including dossiers on the victims of political repressions. Inrecent years, it has become more and more difficult to examine the archives of the FSB and the Ministry of Internal Affairs, which explicitly build their professional ethos on the tradition of the Cheka, NKVD and KGB. Itreveals acoherent picture of neo­-Soviet motivations behind the actions of the ruling elite in today’s Russia.


	Thearchives are treated by the authorities as their property, and thus public access to them is not aquestion of ‘rights’ but of obtaining aspecial ‘privilege’. Everything related to state power is acarefully guarded secret. Thearchives are meant to protect the sovereignty of the authorities, including the ‘sovereignty’ of the secret services, which stand above the law. This approach reflects anextreme politicisation of history in authoritarian Russia, but above all asystemic, instrumentalised approach to the law. Particularly noteworthy is meticulous protection of the personal data of NKVD investigators responsible for repression, which is maintained for years after their deaths. This is aclear promise to their successors: in return for their loyalty, Putin’s Russia will give them the same unlimited guarantees of impunity.


	
    	Archives wide shut


		According to the Act “OnState Secrets” (Art.13), the period of classifying information that contains state secrets may not exceed 30years. Inexceptional cases, the classification may be extended, but by default the docu­ments should be declassified after this period. Inpractice, the opposite presumption prevails: materials remain secret until adecision is made to declassify them, and even then access to them is often made difficult under any pretext.


		In2014, the inter­-ministerial commission for the protection of state secrets decided to extend the declassification date of the archival collections of the Soviet security services (Cheka, NKVD, KGB) from 1917–1991 for another 30years– until 2044. This refers, among other things, to docu­ments on the Great Terror of 1937–1938. Thedecision formally applies to materials containing information about intelligence, counterintelligence and operational work of the security apparatus and was justified by the “ongoing sensitivity” of these data and their importance for Russia’s national security. Inactuality, given the lack of independent supervision of the archives, access to any document from this collection can be denied.121


		Inorder to control archival resources and limit free access to documents, the authorities most often use the following methods:


		1) Invoking the “secrecy of private life” (even when it means breaking the law)


		InSeptember 2017, acourt in Moscow rejected arequest by Marie Dupuy, the niece of Swedish diplomat Raoul Wallenberg, to grant access to the FSB archives in order to fully explain the circumstances of his death. Wallenberg was murdered by the Soviet security services in1947. Thecourt accepted the FSB’s argument that it was impossible to disclose documents containing “sensitive personal data of third parties”.122


		2) Invoking state secrets


		TheFSB refuses to disclose the names of NKVD officers participating in repressive measures, relying on internal instructions and a1995 presidential decree that classified information on security services personnel as astate secret. However, the FSB’s interpretation contravenes both the spirit of that decree (itconcerned mainly active employees of the secret services) and the law “OnState Secrets”. Inaccordance with the latter, secrecy applies neither to the data of NKVD officers (their names, ranks, signatures), nor the information about violations of human and civil rights and freedoms, or violations of the law by state authorities.123


		3) Bending the law on the rehabilitation of victims of repression


		InSeptember 2018, aRussian citizen, Dmitry Ostryakov, asked the FSB to declassify documents in the case of Admiral Aleksandr Kolchak, who was executed by the Bolsheviks. InMarch 2019, he received information that the materials had been declassified, but that access to them was impossible due to the fact that Kolchak had never been officially rehabilitated. Differentiating access to documentation based on the status of victims is contrary to the law “OnArchives”. Ofthe approximately 11–12million people who suffered some form of repression in the USSR, less than half have been rehabilitated. Hundreds of thousands of victims cannot be rehabilitated due to the lack of relatives interested in submitting arelevant application or the absurd interpretation of the legal provisions. Theapplication should be substantiated by archival information but– in the case of non­-rehabilitated persons– access to such information is increasingly denied. However, as practice shows, researchers loyal to the authorities have no problem obtaining access to such data. This is evidenced, for instance, by a2015 publication by two Kremlin­-linked historians (Andrei Artizov– head of the Federal Archives Agency, Rosarkhiv, and Vasily Christoforov– head of the FSB archives) devoted to general Andrei Vlasov, who is considered atraitor in Russia. Thestudy contains numerous quotations from the FSB archives.124


		4) Impeding access to documents relating to repression without legal justifications


		One example is the practice widespread in the FSB Central Archives in Moscow and the FSB Archives in Saint Petersburg. Researchers are not only prevented from copying (photographing) documents by themselves, which runs counter to the law, but the employees also refuse to make copies for them or even issue certificates confirming their content. This also applies to materials from investigations into rehabilitated victims of repression. According to researchers, such practices have intensified since around 2017.125

	


	1.3. Theschool as alaboratory of neo-Sovietism


	Another field where the politics of memory is implemented is the education system. Itis anintegral part of the power vertical, both in the adminis­trative-financial and political­-ideological dimensions. Itis geared towards the dissemination of aspecifically understood patriotism as akind of state ideology, with strong militaristic features, affirmation of the authoritarian power and the imperial idea. Theofficial version of Russian history is passed on through the content of textbooks and history lessons, and also through patriotic education programmes, including paramilitary classes.


	Themoulding of young minds in this imperial, militaristic and state­-centric fashion begins in Russia as early as in pre­-school. Inkindergartens, aspart of ‘patriotic education’, little children are taught war games and songs, watch films about the Great Patriotic War and learn patriotic poems, and to mark military holidays they are dressed in uniforms, perform war­-themed plays,etc. On9May anniversaries, many towns organise festivities and war games where little children are taught things like how to fire dummy guns (including machine guns), and in some towns they even march in parades as ‘kinder­garten troops’.126 Military­-patriotic clubs and groups are springing up in some kindergartens. Military clothing shops, such as the Voentorg chain, offer awide range of children’s uniforms or outfits with military elements, even ‘themed’ baby rompers, and there is also ahuge range of military­-related toys on the market.127 Inthe consciousness of little children, this romanticises the image of war, devalues the price of human life and accustoms them to aconfrontational vision of the world from their earliest years. Allthis lays the groundwork for further stages of indoctrination at school level.


	Theschool is designed to develop areflex of subordination to the state and the government­-imposed system of myths and symbols. Indoing so, it reproduces anauthoritarian culture that excludes dialogue and discussion and strives to mould pupils through restricting the permitted interpretations of history. Thethemes to be internalised by pupils in the course of their education include the apotheosis of astrong authority that protects the state against enemies. Itis presented as the only subject enjoying political agency, while military conquests are qualified as the main criterion of state strength. Boosting the leader’s personal power and expanding territory are portrayed as apriori positive developments. State power is thus reduced to the person of the leader, who acts arbitrarily (treats the state as ‘his own’). Atthe same time, pupils are not familiarised with issues relating to the importance of the state’s institutional system or the empowerment of society. This is consistent with servile statements by some representatives of the ruling elite (e.g.the remark by Vyacheslav Volodin, the current speaker of the State Duma: “there is no Russia without Putin”). Pupils are taught the official narrative of a‘voluntary’ accession of conquered lands to the Russian and Soviet empires and the threat of destabilisation and bloodshed (‘smuta’) arising from popular protests. Theaffirmation of stability and ‘peaceful’ Russian foreign policy contrasts with the negative image of enemies who incessantly wage aggressive wars against Russia.128 Itappears that the ultimate goal of the authorities is to shape auniform ‘Homo neo-Sovieticus’, apassive recipient of the official ideo­logical message, asoldier in the new ideological wars. Thespirit of militarism gives adisturbingly literal tinge to the understanding of war, if we take into account the growth of paramilitary child and youth organisations (see further).


	From 2012, after Vladimir Putin’s return to the Kremlin, ultra­-conservative and ‘patriotic’ content began to dominate school curricula. That year, the subject TheBasics of Religious Cultures and Secular Ethics was introduced (within which around 30% of pupils chose TheBasics of Orthodox Culture and 42%selected TheBasics of Secular Ethics)129. These trends were further reinforced by the appointment of Olga Vasilyeva, aconservative­-minded official with ties to the Russian Orthodox Church and afriend of Patriarch Kirill, as Minister of Education in2016. Under Vasilyeva’s leadership, the ministry has implemented changes to the so-called federal educational standards (FGOS) serving as the basis for the core school curricula. Theongoing changes are intended to centralise the education system and greatly reduce the didactic autonomy of schools, including the choice of textbooks. Anobligation to equip schools with textbooks purchased with state funds has been introduced, while the criteria under which they are included in the official register of the Ministry of Education and approved for use have been tightened; many history textbooks highly rated by experts have been left off the list.130 Ithas resulted in amonopoly over substantive content for the state as well as acommercial monopoly for Kremlin­-linked structures. The“Education” publishing house (Russian: “Просвещение”), controlled by entities linked to president Putin’s friend Arkady Rotenberg, holds almost 100% of the textbook market. Itcurrently receives 80% of budget funds for the purchase of textbooks.131


	A‘unified standard’ for teaching history was adopted in2014, which limited independent choice of content by teachers. Itwas initiated by Putin and implemented under the supervision of the Russian Historical Society, led by then Duma speaker Sergei Naryshkin. Onits basis, publishing houses, generously supported from the state budget, prepared aset of textbooks presenting official interpretations of Russian history in the spirit of ‘respect for all its pages [both bright and dark]’. Itmeans that critical assessments of the past of the Russian state– expressed on moral or legal grounds– are left out. Thetextbooks were included in the curriculum for the 2016/2017 school year. They included passages on the role of Crimea and Sevastopol in the history of the Russian Empire, the USSR and contemporary Russia, with the aim of legitimising the annexation of the peninsula.


	
    	Analternative history from Russian textbooks


		Themain change brought to the history curriculum in schools under Putin’s rule is the dominance of imperial­-great power ideas and the tendency to rehabilitate, albeit indirectly, the Stalinist period. Theshameful and dark pages of Russian and Soviet history are presented in textbooks either cautiously, cursorily or simply covered up.


	Thepresentation of the Stalinist period does not constitute anunequivo­cal apology for the tyrant (the2010 textbook, which contained anunambiguously positive assessment of Stalin’s rule, was withdrawn from circulation after ascandal erupted132). However, indirect apology is afrequent phenomenon. Itis based on relativisation, avague and superficial presentation of tragic events, and avoidance of unambiguous moral judgements. Theacts of repression are justified by “exceptional” circumstances or presented as ahistorical necessity and the price to pay for the rapid development of the country and victory in World WarII. Most of the textbooks do not mention the Gulag at all. Theperiod of repression itself is often limited to the years 1937–1938, while its other waves are ignored. Itis significant that the textbooks of the aforementioned “Education” publishing house devote alot of attention to the history of the Soviet counterintelligence, especially during the war (NKVD, SMERSH). Their activities are presented solely as afight against the “enemies of the motherland” and their participation in repression carried out against the civilian popu­lation are covered up.


	These measures are to instil abelief in the peaceful nature of Soviet wartime policies towards neighbouring countries. For example, the aggression against Poland in1939 is described as “the crossing of the Polish border by Soviet troops”.133 TheKatyn massacre is presented in some textbooks as Stalin’s retaliation for the tragic fate of the Red Army soldiers in Polish POW camps in 1919–1921.134 Thetreaty of friendship between the USSR and the Third Reich is referred to as an“agreement”, without mentioning the content of its secret protocols. Experts and educators have repeatedly assessed this superficial approach as adeliberate policy inspired by the authorities.135


	Onthe other hand, school history textbooks contain arelatively extensive description of the “history after 2000”, presented in apologetic tones– as aperiod of stability and growing living standards, contrasted with the 1990s– aperiod of Russia’s weakness and humiliation.136

	


	Theidea of patriotic education of children and youth (PE) has been implemented for years at the federal, regional and local levels. Both state bodies (primarily military circles) and formally non­-state organisations controlled or financed by the Kremlin (including veterans’ organisations, the Russian Orthodox Church, Cossack organisations,137 youth clubs) are involved. ThePE sphere is financed exclusively with state funds.138 TheGreat Patriotic War is at the centre of educational programmes.


	Theidea of introducing PE elements into the educational process dates back to the 1990s. A1996 decree by president Boris Yeltsin provided for state support for social organisations involved in the military and patriotic education of young people. In1997 the Ministry of Defence was instructed to take steps to strengthen cooperation between the military and entities operating in the field of education, with aview to further preparing young people for military service.139


	In2003, astrategic document was adopted as abasis for the development of PE programmes: TheConcept of Patriotic Education, which set anexplicit goal of reviving Russia as agreat power.140 Inaddition, five­-year federal government programmes called Patriotic Education of Citizens of the Russian Federation have been adopted since 2001; military education was defined as anintegral part of them from the outset. The2011–2015 programme emphasised state security and the fight against extremism, and also reactivated Soviet forms of education focused around the military dimension of patriotic education (such as military camps and classes on military history). The2016–2020 programme, with abudget of 1.67billion roubles,141 encouraged the creation of cadet classes in ordinary schools, mainly for boys (children wear uniforms, take anoath, military symbols are omnipresent). Itis expected that many of these children will then choose amilitary career, although it is not compulsory. Ofparticular note is the Young Army (Yunarmia) created under the umbrella of the Ministry of Defence.


	
    	Youth paramilitary organisations


		Themilitary­-patriotic organisation Young Army (Yunarmia, Russian: Юнармия) was established in2016 on the initiative of Defence Minister Sergei Shoygu, by several GONGOs gathered around the Ministry of Defence. Itoperates under the supervision of this ministry and receives funding from the ministerial budget. Itis also financed by some state­-owned banks, such as Sberbank and Vneshtorgbank (VTB). InJune 2019, Yunarmia and the enterprises of the military­-industrial complex signed acooperation agreement aimed at encouraging young people to choose military­-linked careers in the future.142 Yunarmia has its branches in all regions of Russia (including occupied Crimea).


	According to official data, in January 2021 Yunarmia had 760,000 ­members– children and youth, aged from8 to18.143 Itsgoals include: strengthening the authority of military service in these age groups; promoting patriotism; popularisation of historical knowledge, local history and military achievements (including the search for anonymous burial sites of soldiers fighting in the Great Patriotic War); counteracting extremism; sports activities (including shooting), technical activities and classes on the basics of Orthodox culture. By2020, over 100centres for military and patriotic education were to be created to prepare staff for regular mili­tary service. According to Minister Shoygu, 1,660 summer patriotic (military and sports) camps for children and adolescents were organised in2019.144 Thepeculiarity of this ‘patriotism’ is illustrated, among other things, by the activities of the Tver regional branch of Yunarmia. Ithas been organising such training camps since 2018, including shooting exercises in the Mednoye cemetery complex, where Polish POWs murdered in1940 and Soviet victims of Stalinist terror are buried.145


	Yunarmia is actively advertised in schools. Membership in the organisation is perceived by many parents as aguarantee of their children’s future careers in state administration (military families are expected to enroll their children in Yunarmia). Itsmembers are treated preferentially during the university entrance exams.146


	Asof the end of 2015, there were 177cadet schools in Russia with almost 62,000 students. Inaddition, there were 7,000 cadet classes in other schools (including classes run by Cossack organisations).147 InMoscow, cadet classes appeared in2014; they were opened in 231schools, and atotal of 20,000 children are enrolled there. Theprofiles of these classes include: military logistics, land forces, missile forces, navy, specialities of the Ministry of the Interior, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry for Emergency Situations, and the FSB.148 Almost all law enforcement agencies in Russia (even the Investigative Committee or the prison service) have opened their own cadet classes to recruit future officers.


	Inaddition, thousands of clubs and associations for children and youth operate throughout Russia and military and sports camps are regularly organised. Theparticipants take part in war reenactments, festivals of military song, classes of patriotic education (entitled, for example, “Children– heroes of war”) and are trained to use weapons.

	


	PE programmes are coordinated by the Russian Centre for Civil and Patriotic Education of Children and Youth (RosPatriotTsentr) under the Federal Agency for Youth Affairs (supervised by the Ministry of Education).149 Themain ministries at the federal level are the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Culture and the Ministry of Defence. Relevant bodies have also been established at the regional and local levels. Theregions have adopted their own PE programmes or PE legislation.


	Atameeting with representatives of social organisations in2012, Putin framed the patriotic education of youth in the context of information warfare and the imposition of foreign systems of values and worldviews as part of inter­national competition. He said that the distortion of national and historical consciousness results in the weakness of states and loss of sovereignty.150


	Despite the adoption of anumber of documents of different status and the operation of anextensive network of institutions, the PE sphere had not been fully formalised until recently, as its regulation was left to educational facili­ties.151 However, the parliament passed alaw in July 2020, initiated by the president, introducing acompulsory patriotic education component into the school curricula. This has resulted in the unification of PE programmes and the Kremlin’s monopoly on shaping their content.



	2. TheRussian Orthodox Church– one of the pillars of the Kremlin’s politics of memory


	Another important tool in the Kremlin’s politics of memory is the Russian Orthodox Church (ROC), which carries on with its traditional, centuries-old ‘mission’ of legitimising the secular rulers. Itstask is also to emphasise the historical continuity of the Russian state, the invariability of its conservative values and ultimately, its very essence and the specific relations between the rulers and the ruled.


	For most of its history, the ROC enjoyed limited autonomy and was embedded in the hierarchical structure of the state, headed by amonarch. Thepolitical function of the Orthodox Church was to legitimise the secular rulers and the continuity of their rule: anointing the monarch to the throne, granting him quasi­-sacral legitimacy, promoting messages and values compatible with the interests of the rulers, who were presented as God’s anointed. After ahiatus during the Soviet period, this function was regained by the Church following the collapse of the USSR,152 particularly under Vladimir Putin. President Putin, echoing the traditions of the Russian Empire, portrays Orthodoxy as astate­-forming element, pointing out that “Russian statehood does not exist in isolation from the spiritual and historical legacy of the Orthodox Church”.153 Elements of the Orthodox religion are instrumentally used by the Kremlin to emphasise the historical continuity of Russia and the invariability of its state model, and thus to justify the Kremlin’s desire to consolidate and preserve power. TheKremlin also uses Orthodoxy to provide anideological foundation for the assumption that Russia is eternally and fundamentally distinct from Western civilisation, to create acounterbalance to liberalism, to justify Russia’s confrontation with the ‘degenerate’ West and to buttress its aspirations to the role of asuperpower that has some sway over the world order.154


	TheOrthodox Church plays aservile role in the Kremlin’s efforts to legitimise Russia’s geopolitical ambitions and hegemonic claims towards the regions historically considered by Russia as its sphere of influence– including Eastern Europe, first and foremost Ukraine and Belarus. TheROC has played aprominent role with regard to Ukraine, particularly in the context of the annexation of Crimea155 and the war in Donbas. Inorder to justify the annexation, the Russian authorities led by president Putin have repeatedly resorted to religious and historical arguments, emphasising the close histori­cal link between present­-day Russia and Crimea as the ‘cradle of Russian ­Orthodoxy’.156 TheChurch has also been anactive actor in the political and diplomatic efforts to thwart the process of granting autocephaly to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church. This process was detrimental to the interests and position of the Moscow Patriarchate, as it jeopardised its position as the largest autocephalous Orthodox Church in the world, as well as to the interests of Russia itself as acountry striving to maintain its role as the political, economic, cultural and religious hegemon over Ukraine. TheRussian propaganda campaign highlighted historical, confessional and moral arguments: representatives of the Russian state and the Moscow Patriarchate outlined the disastrous consequences of granting autocephaly to Ukraine, accusing both Kiev and the Constantinople Patriarchate of causing another schism in global Orthodoxy– the largest one since the Great Eastern Schism in the 11thcentury.157


	TheOrthodox Church often refers to historical traditions of the Russian Empire to support the Kremlin’s projects aimed to strengthen the ‘state­-centric patriotism’ and the fighting spirit, often in cooperation with the Russian army or secret services. Thus, it means to legitimise– grant God’s blessing to– military and security operations by the Russian state, including in Ukraine and Syria. TheOrthodox Church hierarchs consecrate military facilities, soldiers participating in war operations and exercises, armaments and weaponry, even nuclear weapons, which some clerics have called Russia’s Guardian Angel and a‘miraculous invention’ without which the state would not exist.158 Theglorious history of the Russian armed forces and ­military power is highlighted by the largest historical­-religious­-military ­project of recent years– the construction of the Resurrection of Christ church complex on the grounds of the ‘Patriot’ military park in Kubinka near Moscow, which has the status of the official Patriarchal Cathedral of the Russian Orthodox Church.159 Themonumental temple– one of the tallest in the world, accommodating 5,000 worshippers– opened in2020. Itsinteriors are decorated with frescoes and mosaics depicting key battles from throughout Russian history– from the Battle of Kulikovo Field back in1380 to the annexation of Crimea and the Russian operation in Syria. Ithad also been adorned with images of Joseph Stalin, Vladimir Putin, Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu and other contemporary leaders of Russia’s power and state structures, but they were removed following anoutcry.160 Themessage conveyed by the very appearance and decoration of this monumental temple is to emphasise the historical and sacral dimension of the Russian government and its military actions– as bearing the hallmarks of higher historical motives, God’s anointed, and thus beyond evaluation by and accountability to ‘mere mortals’.


	Theinitial placement of frescoes depicting Joseph Stalin in the temple (approved by Patriarch Kirill) aroused objections from parts of the Orthodox clergy, even those as loyal to the Kremlin as Metropolitan Hilarion, the head of Orthodox Church diplomacy. Hilarion publicly opposed honouring “apersecutor of the Orthodox Church, with the deaths of millions on his conscience, including new martyrs and followers of the Church”.161 Hilarion’s stance demonstrates the anti­-Stalinist attitude of many Orthodox clergymen of the younger gene­ration and illustrates the paradoxes of the attitude of the entire Russian Orthodox Church towards the Soviet period of history, in particular the Stalinist terror. Inthat period, tens of thousands of clergymen fell victim to the security organs, and the Church as awhole was profoundly infiltrated by them.162 Today, considering the Kremlin’s indirect apology for Stalin, the ROC hierarchs refrain from expressing unequivocal moral criticism of the Soviet clampdown on the Church, while some lower­-level clergy even manifest their sympathy for Stalin. Itcan be presumed that the ROC’s restraint stems both from the fear of openly opposing the authorities in their assessment of modern history, especially the events on which the Kremlin builds its historical legiti­macy, and from the awareness that many current believers (who joined the Church after the collapse of the USSR) nurture asentimental attitude not only to the USSR, but also to Stalin himself.163 Interestingly, the Church has nowa­days assumed the role of Russia’s largest institutional custodian of the memory of Stalin’s repression. Iteven seems to be seeking to ‘privatise’ this memory and place Orthodox memorials at crime scenes wholly unrelated to the ROC and discovered by other organisations, primarily by the Memorial Association, as was the case with amemorial at the Butovo firing range near Moscow, which was handed over to the ROC.



	3. Quasi-NGOs as enforcers of the Kremlin’s politics of memory


	TheKremlin’s politics of memory is supported and implemented by an array of organisations which endorse, affirm and disseminate the propagandist version of history in various forms. Many of them have the formal status of non­-governmental organisations, whether social or non­-profit, but in fact they are what is called GONGOs, government organised NGOs– structures set up, controlled and financed by the authorities, which follow instructions and carry out tasks under direct orders from the Presidential Administration or security agencies. Their areas of activity include: broadly understood patriotic and historical education, erecting monuments and memorials, and identifying the final resting places of World WarII victims. Also, their activities include fighting opponents of the Kremlin’s version of historical memory– whether in the form of campaigns in the virtual space or physical attacks on critics of the Kremlin’s vision of Russian history and opposition activists. Many of these organisations receive financial assistance from the state, both official, such as presidential grants, and informal.


	These organisations include countless associations of veterans of various wars– from the Great Patriotic War to the intervention in Afghanistan, the war in Donbas and the operation in Syria. One of the largest is the ‘Brothers InArms’, which has 90,000 members and brings together veterans of 35wars and conflicts in 19countries. Itaims to promote patriotic values associated with Russia’s great power status. With branches in all Russian regions, it is involved in patriotic education programmes for young people and organises numerous sports, military and educational events. Tocarry out these tasks, the ‘Brothers InArms’/Combat Brotherhood has received several large presidential grants (totalling 17.6million roubles in2015 and 24million roubles in2017). This organisation, like many similar ones, is anatural source of (and anintermediary in recruiting) volunteers fighting on the Russian side in Donbas or Syria, although it officially admits only to carrying out humanitarian operations in those regions.164


	There are anumber of nationalist­-imperialist militias in Russia, formally operating as legal social organisations, whose aim is to support Russia’s imperial status and fight Kremlin opponents. One such organisation is the National Liberation Movement (NOD), which claims to fight for Russia’s sovereignty and against ‘colour revolutions’, founded by nationalist State Duma deputy Yevgeny Fyodorov. NOD members have been employed for ultra­-nationalist historical actions, including those targeting Poland: picketing with posters of Stalin at the cemetery in Mednoye, the resting place for thousands of Polish prisoners of war murdered by NKVD, and assisting in the dismantling of aplaque commemorating those murdered Polish prisoners in Tver.165 NOD members have also taken part in the Russian military operations in Crimea and Donbas and assaulted opposition activists in Russia.166 One high­-profile scandal provoked by the NOD was a2016 attack on participants in ayouth history competition organised by the Memorial Association. Thecontestants, along with ajuror, prominent Russian writer Lyudmila Ulitskaya, were attacked by members of the organisation dressed in military­-like outfits and doused with the so-called zelenka (brilliant green, apopular disinfectant in Russia).


	Asimilar function is performed in Russia by the SERB (South­-Eastern Radical Block) movement, involved in supporting separatists in southeastern Ukraine and targeting the Russian opposition, including its leader Alexei Na­valny, who was doused with zelenka in2017 and almost lost his eyesight. Using activists of this movement, the Russian authorities have also tried to inflame histori­cal divisions between Poland and Ukraine: SERB members laid flowers at the Polish Embassy in Moscow on the anniversary of the massacre of Poles in Volhynia and expressed solidarity with Poland.167 Another organisation of this kind is the Night Wolves motorcycle club, widely known both in Russia and abroad. Members of the organisation, headed by Alexander Zaldostanov (a.k.a.Surgeon), identify themselves as supporters of the superpower status of Russia and Stalin, and at the same time as adherents of conservative Orthodox values. In2015, on the 70thanniversary of the end of World WarII, the Night Wolves tried to organise amotorcycle rally ‘Roads of Victory: towards Berlin’, which was blocked due to Poland’s objections (some of the motorcyclists ultimately reached Berlin via adetour). Many of the organisation’s activities have been aimed at legitimising Russian claims to Crimea. Members of the club were involved in Russian campaigns on the peninsula even before its annexation, e.g.in Via Crucis organised by the Russian Orthodox Church in Sevastopol in2009. After 2014 they took part in the Russian military operation in Crimea and Donbas, which resulted in the organisation being placed on the US sanctions list. TheNight Wolves have also engaged in campaigns of support for the Russian Orthodox Church and ‘traditional values’.168 Inreturn, they have repeatedly benefitted from financial support offered by the state, whether in the form of presidential grants or decisions to allocate attractive plots of land in occupied Crimea,169 and president Putin has personally participated in their initiatives– he joined arally in annexed Crimea in2019.


	Finally, the Kremlin’s politics of memory and remembrance involves various Cossack, or more precisely neo­-Cossack organisations, which implement the historical, political and cultural concepts advocated by the Kremlin. Although most of them have been established in the last 20years by the Kremlin and are under its strict control,170 they invoke the historical traditions of the Russian Cossacks, their cultural distinctiveness, military­-defensive way of life and, more broadly, Russian imperial traditions. Thecustoms cultivated by the Cossack communities are supposed to strengthen the sense of historical continuity and permanence of the Russian state as anheir to the traditions of the Russian Empire.171 Today, these communities are anobedient tool of the Kremlin: they demonstrate statist attitudes, profess support for the authorities, glorify and cultivate the militaristic traditions presented as the pillar of the Russian state model, perform security and protection functions172 and also declare themselves to be Orthodox and attached to conservative values and traditional mores.173 This attachment has been emphasised in the activity of Cossack structures (particularly since 2012) as support for the conservative ideology championed by Putin that refers to traditional Russian values as acounterbalance to Western liberal values, which the authorities view as alien to Russia in cultural and civilisational terms.174 Moreover, the Cossacks support the authorities in shaping the historical awareness of society by carrying out ideological and educational tasks involving children and youth (starting from pre­-school age). They conduct various campaigns of military and patriotic education– teaching history with anemphasis on Cossack traditions and war victories, organising patriotic camps and mass events, and establishing profiled ‘Cossack classes’ in schools, especially in the southern regions of Russia.175 Cossack circles cooperate with the Russian Military­-Historical Society (RVIO), organising remembrance actions and various military exercises to emphasise the historical continuity of the military traditions of the Russian state. This continuity is also highlighted by close cooperation between Cossack communities and the Russian Orthodox Church: the Cossacks, who pose as bearers of traditional, spiritual, Orthodox values within the broadly defined ‘Orthodox civilisation’, stand together with the ROC in opposition to liberal values and the ‘degenerate Western civilisation’, which is completely in tune with the assumptions of Putin’s espoused conservative ideology.176



  
	Table. Selected GONGOs that the Kremlin has involved in projects related to historical memory
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							“Historical Memory” Foundation

						
											
							Established in2008 by historian Alexander Dyukov, aimed atconstructing aRussian­-centric historical memory of the Eastern Slavic region. Their activity includes downplaying the role of national heroes in those lands who opposed Moscow (they recently targeted the Belarusian leader of the 1863 January Uprising, Kastus Kalinoŭski) and presenting acritical assessment of the Polish contribution to the history of the eastern lands of the Polish­-Lithuanian Commonwealth and the Second Polish Republic. Thescope of the foundation’s activities, however, is rather limited: its Facebook posts only garner adozen or two likes. Dyukov himself was granted apersona non grata status in Latvia in2012 (Latvian authorities accused him of attempts to falsify this country’s history).

						
					

					
										
							Historical Perspective Foundation

						
							
							Founded in2004 (formally as anNGO) by aDuma MP, historian Natalya Narochnitskaya. TheFoundation’s projects are aimed at promoting the legacy of Russian civilisation, tracing any signs of “falsification of history” and “colour revolutions”, strengthening of Russia’s sovereignty, with special emphasis on the role of Crimea in the entire history of Russia. Infact, the pompously advertised projects and publications have little scope and impact.

						
					

					
							
							Society for the Development ofRussian Historical Education “Double­-headed eagle”

						
							
							Founded by an“Orthodox oligarch”, Konstantin Malofeyev, and headed, among others, by Leonid Reshetnikov, the long­-standing head of the foreign intelligence service. Theorganisation works as alink between the Kremlin, Russian intelligence and the Russian Orthodox Church. Malofeyev himself is adeputy of Patriarch Kirill in the World Russian People’s Council established by the Russian Orthodox Church in1993; he is also the founder of the Orthodox television Tsargrad. “Double­-headed eagle”, whose motto is “Weare Russians, God is with us” (“Мы– русские, снами Бог!”), promotes the imperial, Orthodox nature of historical memory, celebrates the “glorious past” of the Russian Empire and advocates its reconstruction in the future. This organisation and Malofeyev’s other structures and contacts were used by the Kremlin prior to and during the annexation of Crimea and the war in Donbas (Malofeyev organised the transfer of Russian “volunteers” to Donbas, financed their operation,etc.).

						
					

					
							
							Institute for Foreign Policy Research and Initiatives

						
							
							Established in2011 by historian Veronika Krasheninnikova, member of the United Russia party council, former employee of the Russkiy Mir foundation (government­-sponsored organisation aimed at promoting theRussian languageand values worldwide), adviser to the management of RT (Russia Today) television, one of the initiators of the Russian foreign agent law, ardent supporter of the annexation of Crimea and Russian aggression in Donbas. TheInstitute’s declared goals are fostering education in the field of Russia’s internal and foreign policy, promoting and defending “traditional values”, propagating the Kremlin’s vision of historical memory and ultimately, “restoring historical justice”. According to declarations, the Institute has access to unique archive materials and therefore its publishing activity helps in “revealing adeeper meaning of historical events and processes”. Lately, the Institute has focused on pursuing anarrative that makes Western countries responsible for the outbreak of World WarII and criticises interwar Poland for its alleged imperial and revisionist ambitions.

						
					

				
			

	


	4. Pop culture– atool for shaping minds


	One of the most effective carriers of ideological (including historical) content, is popular and mass culture. Asthe most appealing form, it guarantees reaching awide audience and multiplies the impact of this content on public consciousness. Back in the aftermath of the October Revolution, the Bolsheviks seized avirtually complete monopoly in the sphere of culture. Thecultural and ideological offensive became, alongside mass terror, the most important tool for subjugating citizens to the new order, swaying their minds and ‘writing history anew’. Thepublic was targeted with amass ideological message encapsulated in artistic forms (fiction and documentary films, posters and architecture), designed to portray, often without words, the essence of the new order. Aninvaluable role was played at that time by artists– poets, writers, architects, graphic artists and designers– who became advocates of the new reality, gave it anew language (Vladimir Mayakovsky), new image (Aleksandr Rodchenko, ElLissitzky)177 and architectural forms (e.g.constructivism– Konstantin Melnikov, the Vesnin brothers and others), helping it reach the masses and permanently reshape public consciousness. One of the symbols of the reality at the time were Rodchenko’s graphics and the so-called ‘Pilot’ font (a.k.a.the Rodchenko font) he designed together with Mayakovsky, which is to this day associated with the birth of the new Soviet state.


	After abreak caused by the collapse of the USSR and the 1990s, which were marked by adecentralisation of state communication, popular culture in Putin’s Russia has once again become akey carrier of ideological content, aligned with the Kremlin’s priorities. Popular culture productions, invoking Russian history and laden with ideological messages, are animportant soft power tool that complements widespread use of force and ­repression, their common purpose being to demonstrate the power of the state, indicate the desired attitudes of Russian citizens, and stigmatise and intimidate opponents. Some culturologists even argue that culture in this respect has agreater impact than politics, religion and ideology, as it is the most effective channel for reproducing and transmitting key ideological content to amass audience, atool for large­-scale yet covert ‘implantation’ of certain thinking patterns in public consciousness.178 Ideological content seems to be most effective when it is contained in asimplified, attractive and easily absorbed form of popu­lar culture productions or conveyed (e.g.to children and youth) by teachers or parents who often unknowingly replicate beliefs about what can be described as the ‘natural order of things’ and instil them in their subordinates, pupils, family.


	Contemporary Russian mass culture is filled with references to historical events. Even though we can see agreat variety of interpretations of history (including the most recent ones, relating to the USSR period), it nevertheless seems to be dominated by aclear message that aligns with the Kremlin’s ideology and interests, which can be summed up in the following ideas:


	
			anemphasis on the continuity of Russian history and non-alternativeness of the ‘eternal order’, which reflect the essence of the Russian state; on Russia’s civilisational distinctness from the Western world (based on liberal values and the empowerment of societies); on the West’s eternal hostility towards Russia which has forced it– for centuries– to take decisive steps, also involving the use of force, in defence of its internal system, borders and influence in the region; moreover, anemphasis on the idea of Russia’s imperial status, resulting both from its territorial vastness and historical determinants, which grant Russia the right to decide the fate of the countries and regions that Moscow claims as its sphere of influence;


			the need to maintain the status quo– the historically justified invariability of the ‘essence’ of the Russian state, which is anextension of the traditional model: vertically organised, headed by aruler with aquasi­-sacral status who is beyond public control, who concentrates most powers in his hands and is surrounded by a‘power guard’;


			demonstration of the power of the Russian state, which is the para­mount value in Russian political culture– both to its own citizens, who remain subordinate vis-à-vis the state, and to the outside world;


			instilling the conviction that critical attitudes towards the authorities are unacceptable and unpatriotic and equating them with treasonous attitudes, arguing that any attempts to overthrow the authorities (even authoritarian or tyrannical ones) will bring disastrous results, both for those who contest the existing order and for the state as awhole.

	



	Popular film and television productions depict historical events from different periods– starting from the Middle Ages and the baptism of Rus, through the times of the Russian Empire, the October Revolution, up to the USSR period. However, many of them contain aclear message that aligns with the current interests of the ruling class. AccordingtoanoldSoviet joke, thefutureis certain, it isonlythepastthat isunpredictable– as aresult, many important events from the past have gained new, surprising interpretations in contemporary culture, with direct references to today’s situation, supporting the current policy of the Kremlin and striking at its opponents.


	Thehistorical continuity of Russia and its imperial ambitions is demonstrated by the film epic ‘Viking’ (2016), which is set in the Middle Ages and tells the story of Grand Duke Vladimir who baptised Rus in the 10thcentury in Kherson, Crimea. Thefilm was unequivocally interpreted as anattempt to justify Russia’s historical claims to the peninsula, portrayed as the historical baptismal font of Rus and its spiritual source.179 Moreover, another event occurring in 2016 was the erection of ahuge statue of Vladimir the Baptist in Moscow, in front of the Kremlin, making him the historical symbol of Putin’s conser­va­tive project.180 Inthe public sphere, many comparisons have been made between Grand Duke Vladimir, who baptised Russia, and Vladimir Putin, who has restored Russia to its rightful greatness and reunited historical lands along with the cradle of Orthodoxy.


	Thecontemporary ‘moral’ is also contained in many productions set in the Tsar­ist period: their main message is to discredit the idea of anuprising against the authorities. One example is the blockbuster about the 1825Decembrist uprising titled ‘Union of Salvation’ (2019). Numerous allusions to today’s situation in Russia can be drawn from the film.


	
    	Decembrists and anti­-Kremlin hipsters


		The‘Union of Salvation’ film devoted to the Decembrist uprising pictures Decembrists as agroup of reckless young officers who do not appreciate the reforms initiated by Tsar AlexanderI and organise aconspiracy that eventually leads to bloodshed, and adeath sentence for themselves. Against their background, the monarch– NicholasI, Alexander’s successor– is presented as atrue statesman, strict but just, and his tough actions have ahigher motive behind them– the need to preserve stability and prevent civil war. TheDecembrists, as portrayed in the movie, irresistibly bring to mind contemporary Russian ‘hipsters’ involved in street protests in today’s Moscow and other Russian cities: boys from good (inthe film: aristocratic) families, well­-educated (including, in Western universities), yet naive and inconsiderate, infected by Western ideas of freedom, and thus posing athreat to what is Russia’s ‘eternal order of things’. This impression is reinforced by the film cast: actors with contemporary faces, reminiscent of today’s youth involved in anti­-Kremlin street protests. TheDecembrists’ motives are not presented clearly, and their revolt is shown as thoughtless as it is merciless, leading to bloodshed and doomed to fail. Theimpossibility of overthrowing the existing order seems to be the guiding idea of the entire film; it recurs in numerous quotes, such as: ‘What is law? Itis the highest will of the monarch’ or ‘One should distinguish between the legal authority and the self­-proclaimed saviours of their homeland’.

	


	TheOctober Revolution has also acquired aninterpretation in popular culture that aligns with the current priorities of the Kremlin elite: maintaining the status quo and preserving power. Although contemporary Russia claims to be the successor to the USSR, the meaning of the term ‘revolution’ itself has clearly evolved over the last decade. Itis now portrayed more as anirresponsible attack on the legitimate authorities leading to dramatic consequences, often with comparisons to the wave of ‘colour revolutions’ inspired– in ­Russia’s view– by the hostile West. Theseries aired on Russian television in2017 on the centenary of the October Revolution– ‘Demon of the Revolution’, ‘Trotsky’– emphasised the perniciousness of any attempts to overthrow legal authorities and their proxy nature (suggestions of being instigated by Western intelligence). Atthe same time, they were aclear allusion to the 2017 situation in Russia, engulfed by the anti­-government protests organised by Alexei Navalny that drew many young people demanding political change.181 Historians pointed out numerous factual inaccuracies in the series and noted that the image of Trotsky was deliberately demonised to discredit present­-day Russian opposition activists, also accused of working for Western intelligence.


	
    	TVseries on the October Revolution


		‘Demon of the Revolution’ (2017)– aTVseries from the state­-run Rossiya channel, narrated by acounterintelligence officer of tsarist Russia, the type of hero concerned about the fate of his homeland, whose security is attacked by external and internal enemies. Thefilm’s anti­-hero is the revolutionary Alexander Parvus, who in1915 strikes anagreement with the German government and using German money, fuels protest activity in Russia, prepares arevolution to overthrow the tsarist regime, and brings Vladimir Lenin back to Russia from exile. Asimilarly negative image of revolution and its instigators was also conveyed by the ‘Trotsky’ series, broadcast on the state­-run Channel OneTV in2017. Lev Trotsky was presented as anutterly demonic figure, devoid of principles, pursuing power at any cost (“Iam the revolution”), affirming terror (also aimed at his loved ones). Alexander Parvus reappears in this series as well, as the main liaison of revolutionaries with foreign intelligences, who instigates the Bolsheviks to act and covers all costs (aGerman representative asks Parvus in aprivate conversation: “How much money do you need for the revolution to crush Russia?”). Themessage of the series seems nihilistic, there are no truly ‘positive heroes’, the new order and the ‘new religion’ are established by the ruthless destruction of the existing tsarist state. Oddly enough, the evil omnipresent in this series indirectly contributed to Stalin’s apology: according to the creators, the series was supposed to refute historical speculations that Russia’s fate would have been less tragic if Trotsky had defeated Stalin in their struggle for power. By many independent observers, the series have been dubbed the ‘triumph of post­-truth’ that tells much more about today’s Russia than about any historic events they depict.182 Despite the controversy, the series was shot with impressive skill and fast­-paced action, it enjoyed great popularity in Russia and was purchased and broadcast on the Netflix platform.

	


	Agenre that fills almost all television channels and enjoys enormous popularity in Russia is films and series glorifying the Russian and Soviet ­secret services and other power structures that form the backbone of the Russian state today.183 Regardless of their plots, they are designed to make the viewer believe that Russia is at war with Western secret services, awar often overlooked by the unaware citizen, hence the term ‘fighters of the invisible front’ used to describe intelligence officers. Asthese productions argue, the frontline runs across Russia rather than along the border, as there are plenty of agents recruited by the West among Russian citizens, officials, or even siloviki, and– above all– in the ranks of the opposition and human rights defenders. Many of these productions suggest that the current intelligence warfare is part of aneternal, immanent antagonism between two hostile civilisations– the Western and the Russian.


	
    	TVseries that glorify the ‘Chekists’


		‘Where Homeland Begins’ (2014)


		Thetitle of the series refers to the cult Soviet song ‘C чего начинается Родина’ from one of the most famous Soviet spy series, ‘TheShield and theSword’ (1968). Over time the title phrase became abyword for patriotic attitudes. Theseries shows the rivalry between the Soviet and American secret services in the time of perestroika and the first signs of the decline of the Soviet Union. Themain character is ayoung, idealist KGB officer, played by apopular Russian actor. Theseries is not entirely demagogic, it contains some self­-criticism of the Soviet services, shows the conflicts within the KGB, the flaws and weaknesses of the officers, the attractiveness of American lifestyle. However, ultimately the main character’s sense of patriotism takes over and, despite personal costs, he decides to sacrifice himself for the sake of his homeland. Theseries contains references to current events, such as insinuations that the USA unleashed the war in Ukraine in2014 to cover up its own scandals. Italso features Edward Snowden– aloner who has exposed America’s violations of democracy, to whom the Russians extend ahelping hand. Theseries can be watched on the vokrug.tv website.


		‘Sleeper Agents’ (2017)


		Theseries tells the story of the alleged American sleeper agents (spies who are placed in atarget country and do not undertake their mission unless activated) in Russia. These include Russian oppositionists, human rights defenders and bloggers, depicted as morally shaky, corrupt, cowardly or simply daft. TheCIA is trying to instigate a‘colour revolution’ in Russia: by murdering anopposition activist and trying to put the blame on the FSB, it seeks to cause apublic outcry and provoke street riots that would eventually topple the government. When the FSB thwarts this operation, the CIA transfers its ‘colour revolution specialist’ to Ukraine, where– by implication– this revolution soon happens (theseries takes place in2013). Oddly enough, the wrongdoings that Russian authorities and services have been accused of were attributed in this series to their opponents. Thefilm depicts the CIA­-funded farm of Internet trolls who try to stir anti­-Kremlin sentiments, anti­-corruption activists and whistle­blowers who are driven by mercantile motivations, and grotesque Russian opposition figures who are reminiscent of Alexei Navalny, Leonid Volkov, Boris Nemtsov and Anna Politkovskaya. Thebottom line is that their killings or persecution, widely attributed to Russian services, are in fact inspired by the US. Theseries juxtaposes patriotism and all that is ‘eternally Russian’ (theFSB director says: “Weare what we are– we will never change”) to treacherous attitudes, whether conscious (numerous CIA agents in state administration, the media) or unconscious (sympathisers of the West and democracy whose desire for change leads them astray).184

	


	Russian popular music, with dozens of millions of listeners, is also filled with content that reinforces patriotic attitudes as interpreted by the authori­ties and anacceptance of the broadly defined status quo. This phenomenon can be illustrated by two extremely popular Russian pop rock bands, one of which supports the Kremlin’s vision of the world in anovert manner (theband Lube), while the other (Leningrad) does so in aveiled but very effective way. Lube, who have been on stage for 30years, adopted amilitary­-like style from the very beginning: their members often wear outfits resembling military uniform, perform at concerts and festivals organised by the power structures, and invite Spetsnaz officers, including Alfa Group, to appear on stage. Most of Lube’s songs include patriotic and military themes (thedominant motifs are war, courage, solidarity in arms, giving one’s life for the homeland), but also nostalgia for the USSR and acertain kind of life in the criminal underworld. Inrecent years, the band has become involved in legitimising the annexation of Crimea, recording avideo about the Crimean Bridge inaugurated in2018, which connects the peninsula with mainland Russia.185


	Thework of Leningrad, in turn, is seemingly rebellious and countercultural– filled with obscene language, imbued with glorification of violence, drugs and alcohol, disregard for moral and social norms. But in fact, the message contained in Leningrad’s songs is not acriticism of the existing, dire reality. Instead, this reality is legitimised through the acceptance of the ‘lyrical subject’ with his low social status, powerlessness vis-à-vis the state, with his addictions, boorishness, disregard for hygiene and accepted rules. Asnoted by writer and journalist Sergei Medvedev, in ‘the world of Leningrad’ there is no encouragement for critical reflection on the reality and the desired systemic changes, no motivation for self­-improvement. Instead, there is adeeply rooted sense of helplessness and inability to effect changes. Theonly possible– and available to the ordinary person– form of relieving frustration is ashort­-lived, thoughtless and anarchic act of protest: abrawl, abender, promiscuity– after which you inevitably return to your everyday life, which cannot ever be changed. Medvedev argues that Leningrad’s songs actually perform asocio­-political function that benefits the state, fostering conformity, stabilisation and acceptance of the existing system, while also acting as ashock absorber allowing frustration to be vented in away that does not threaten the entire system. Inaflamboyant and seemingly rebellious form, Leningrad embodies the age­-old compensatory mechanisms used by the Russian people for centuries: vodka, swearing, brawls and iconoclasm.186


	Another channel for promoting certain historical interpretations to glorify the state, including its authorities and power structures, are ludic traditions: jubilees, holidays, concerts and festivities organised frequently and grandly to celebrate not only important national holidays but also holidays of numerous militarised institutions. Here, Russian history is closely intertwined with military themes: it is told through the prism of wars, victories, battles, state and military leaders, but in agame­-oriented and accessible form. Well­-known and widely celebrated events include: Defender of the Fatherland Day (formerly Soviet Army Day, 23February), Chekist Day (20December), Police and Internal Affairs Serviceman’s Day (Interior Ministry, 28March), Airborne Forces Day (2August, combined with the now traditional baths of soldiers in city fountains), Emergency Rescuer’s Day (Ministry for Emergency Situations, 7December) and countless holidays of other power structures, including more than adozen holidays of the Spetsnaz structures alone, like OMON Day (3October) and Special Operations Forces Day (27February).187 Onthe occasion of many of these holidays, concerts and events are organised and broadcast on television, with top Russian officials, led by the president, as well as businesspeople, cultural activists and celebrities in attendance. Russia’s largest open­-air rock festival ‘Nashestviye’ (about 200,000 participants every year) has acquired anopenly military character in recent years. In2013, it started its cooperation with the Ministry of Defence– the army brings and displays tanks, military equipment and weapons at the festival, sets up mobile recruitment stations where anyone willing can sign acontract with the army. These changes caused controversy among the artists performing at the festival, some of whom pulled out of the event.188 Military­-historical festivals and various reenactments of battles and other military operations are becoming increasingly popular in Russia, including the Battle of Borodino Day (Moscow Oblast), the ‘Battle of Gumbinnen’ in the Kaliningrad Oblast, and the ‘Open Skies’ air show in the Ivanovo Oblast. According to the Russian Military­-Historical Society, more than 50military­-historical events are held in Russia every year, with the participation of 11,000 reenactors and about 1.7million spectators from Russia and the CIS countries.189 Many of the above­-mentioned military holidays and traditions are rooted in Russian everyday culture– from the tradition of newlyweds laying flowers at the grave of the unknown soldier and the so-called eternal flame, to the celebration of the Defender of the Fatherland Day as ‘aman’s day’ on which women give their men ‘defence’-­related presents (e.g.certificates for shooting ranges, war­-themed games, quasi­-military clothing or accessories).190


	IV. THE PUBLIC RECEPTION OF HISTORY AND THE KREMLIN’S POLITICS OF MEMORY


	1. Path dependence: society, empire, astrong authority and Russia’s ‘thousand-year history’


	Russia’s ingrained, centuries­-long tradition of authoritarian rule has left its mark on public consciousness and attitudes. One of the legacies of the Russian political tradition is the deep­-seated conviction that the natural order of things for Russia is amodel where the authorities, led by the president, are the driving force. Atthe same time, society is the object and recipient of decisions made at the top.191 Although this state model is often oppressive for the citizens, there seems to be awidespread conviction and asense that the individual is powerless in the face of the state and the tide of history. This, in turn, imposes the attitudes of pragmatism or conformism on the majority of citizens, requiring them to adapt to the existing conditions, which ‘cannot be changed’– and creates avicious circle of government­-society relations. Asaresult, Russian society is highly susceptible to the Kremlin’s ideological (and historical) message.


	Themajority of Russians, 75%currently and no less than 70% throughout Putin’s rule, support state paternalism and a‘strong hand’ rule.192 Just as many believe that Russia’s destiny is to be agreat power– more than70%.193 Atthe same time, public opinion is highly susceptible to official propaganda campaigns and manipulation aimed at fuelling great power sentiments and patriotic mobilisation, in response to both the Kremlin’s declarations (such as Putin’s 2007 Munich speech) and actions, including military operations (the2008 war against Georgia, the annexation of Crimea and the war in Donbas, as well as several waves of repression against domestic opponents). After the annexation of Crimea, support for the idea of Russia as agreat power went up by around 20pp (from 47% in2011 to 65% in2015).194 Asimilar correlation can be seen in support for president Putin himself– from January to June 2014, his ratings soared by21pp (from 65% to86%).195 Themain achievements attributed to Putin at the time included restoring Russia’s status as agreat power and the public’s sense of pride in their country. Foreign policy, which draws on Russia’s historical role as anempire, has for years been anessential tool for legitimising the Kremlin’s rule and adriving factor for the ratings of the president, the ministers of defence and foreign affairs. Compared to his performance in the international arena, Putin’s record in domestic policy, especially in the economic and social sphere, is assessed much more critically.196 Significantly, in their assessment of the internal situation, Russians often express criticism of the authorities– that they are corrupt and put themselves ‘above the law’. Atthe same time they proudly point out that the leadership has restored Russia’s great power status, recognition and respect. Sociologists note in this context that public attitudes towards the authorities look more like aforced compromise, aloyalty based on fear, rather than fervent support.197


	Itis also worth noting that this ‘great power mentality’ and taking pride in Russia’s global achievements is for Russians acompensatory measure meant to offset both the trauma of the USSR’s collapse and the loss of superpower status, as well as the economic problems, development deficits and civil rights violations. After the USSR disintegrated, there were widespread public expectations that Russia would manage to reform its politi­cal model, embark on arapid growth path and catch up with the development levels and living standards of Western countries. Thecollapse of these expectations gave rise to deep frustrations, asense of failure and aninferiority complex that persisted throughout the 1990s. Inthe absence of sustainable economic and social development, Russia’s geopolitical achievements under Putin’s leadership became aform of compensation for many Russians, asymbol of regained superpower status– if not on the economic and social level, then in the geopolitical and military domain. Theannexation of Crimea is the best illustration of this mechanism, as it triggered awave of public euphoria. Thegeopolitical successes acted as compensation that made up for both the economic difficulties of the citizens and their chronic sense of helplessness and humiliation caused by their own state. They became anindirect response to the public demand for respect, pride and self­-esteem.198


	
		Chart 1. Supporters of the ‘strong hand rule’ in Russia
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		Source: ‘Государственный патернализм’, Левада Центр, 25February 2020, levada.ru.

	


	
		Chart 2. Is Russia agreat power?
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		Source: ‘Bеликая держава’, Левада Центр, 28January 2020, levada.ru.

	



	Thecollapse of the Soviet Union left anideological and identity vacuum in Russian public consciousness, which the incoherent actions of the Russian state in the 1990s under the presidency of Boris Yeltsin failed to fill. Much greater coherence, at the expense of agradual elimination of pro­-Western, pro­-democratic and liberal elements, has been achieved in recent years by the Kremlin’s policy. Ithas boiled down to perpetuating the authoritarian model of government using acooked­-up version of history to legitimise it. TheKremlin invokes the vision of a‘thousand­-year Russia’199– acountry of military ­victories and power, predestined to act as anempire. This resonates in the public consciousness due to the trauma induced by the collapse of the empire– the Soviet Union. TheKremlin’s propaganda campaigns clearly influence the historical memory of society. Affected by Putin’s narrative of a‘thousand­-year Russia’, the public increasingly starts to trace the country’s history back ‘to time immemorial’, and the notion of ‘Old Rus’ (‘Древняя Русь, древнерусское государство’) gains importance as aturning point in the country’s history.200 Itis telling that the term ‘Kievan Rus,’ used almost as asynonym of ‘Old Rus’ during the Soviet period, has been gradually removed from Russian historiography after the collapse of the USSR. Theterm almost exclusively used by today’s Russian historians is ‘Old Rus’ (‘древнерусское государство’).201


	However, for anabsolute majority of Russians (75%), the Soviet period is the best era in the entire history of Russia. 65%lament its demise, which is consistent with president Putin’s 2005 statement that the collapse of the USSR was the greatest geopolitical disaster of the 20thcentury. Today’s Russians primarily associate the USSR with awelfare state (59%), friendship between nations (46%) and awell­-functioning economy with no unemployment (43%). Inthe context of the USSR’s breakup, Russians most strongly regret the lost sense of being part of agreat power (52%), the dismantling of the unified economic system (49%), but also the lost sense that they felt at home across the whole Soviet area (31%). Nostalgia for the USSR is akind of a‘retro utopia’, it often embodies alonging for animagined realm of justice and social equality. Itis symptomatic, however, that this romanticisation of the Soviet past does not translate into anactual readiness to return to that reality: only 28% would like Russia to resemble the USSR, while the majority favours adifferent path for the country’s development: its own separate path (58%) or the European variant (10%).202


	Most respondents consider the victory in the Great Patriotic War (the period of World WarII after the USSR was attacked by the Third Reich, 1941–1945) as the crucial event in the history of Russia. Tellingly, in Russia World WarII is present in mass consciousness almost exclusively in aform limited to the Great Patriotic War, i.e.one that omits the aggressive phase of the USSR’s ­actions in1939 and focuses solely on the country’s status as avictim of Nazi aggression, and ultimately as the defeater of Nazism and liberator of Europe. Victory in the Great Patriotic War is akey element of Russian national identity that intertwines the state’s history with that of most families. More than 80% of Russians have or had participants in the Great Patriotic War in their families, almost 60% declare that someone in their family died or went missing during the war.203


	Intoday’s Russia, the myth of war has become apillar of the triumphalist official narrative. Itpictures war as aheroic act, apath to victory, adesirable way of resolving international conflicts or building the state’s prestige. War and military elements– including the ‘heroic narrative’ and arguments about the need to use force, especially in defending the country– are anintegral part of historical memory in many countries. However, in the case of the politics of memory created by Russia, these elements become the overarching theme, leading to the affirmation of war, redirecting all attention to the state as a‘war machine’, towards which people with their lives and tragedies are supposed to be merely anobedient tool. Public consciousness of the war has been evolving, affected by the government’s all­-out propaganda: over 60% of Russians now share the conviction that the Soviet Union could have defeated the Nazis even without the support of the Allies. Itis also affecting the attitudes towards Stalin, i.e.gradually diminishing his responsibility for the enormous number of victims on the USSR side.204 Asgenerations of war veterans and first­-hand witnesses pass away, the image of the war becomes increasingly mythologised in Russian society, fuelled by the state narrative and propaganda campaigns. Theimage of the war as atragedy of the nation and individuals, both military and civilian, of death, disability, fear, hunger, homelessness, back­-breaking labour and the devastation of anentire continent is fading away in the public consciousness.205 This image, which was still vivid for decades after the war and nurtured by war participants and witnesses, has now been replaced by visions of ceremonial parades, ademonstration of the power and omnipotence of the Soviet empire. Catchy slogans like ‘we can do it again’,206 intended to prove the existence of fighting spirit in today’s generations of Russians,207 have taken root in the mass imagination. Thesame happened with symbols such as St George’s ribbon,208 which was initially worn during anniversaries of the war victory (9May). Since the annexation of Crimea, the ribbon has been commonly worn on various celebrations or simply as asymbol of Russia’s military might.209


	Themyth of war stems from Russian political culture, which traditionally embraces acult of strength– both in relation to the power and authority of the state (with its repressive­-administrative apparatus) and the strength of individuals. The‘culture of violence’ in Russia, identified by sociologists, manifests itself via the widespread presence and unwritten acceptance of violence on many levels: the state against the citizen, the physically stronger against the weaker, domestic violence, violence as aneducational method. State violence is widespread even in today’s Russia. According to studies, about 10% of citizens have suffered torture by power structures (Russian ‘пытки’ means physical and psychological violence in abroader sense than the term ‘torture’ suggests), including 4–6% in the past year alone, while about aquarter of the population has come into conflict with law enforcement agencies in one way or another and become victims of violence.210 Itis also common for citizens to have experienced incarceration. During the USSR period, amassive part of the population passed through prisons and gulags– the number of victims of the Soviet gulag and prison system is estimated at 15–18million. These millions of people adopted awhole complex of prison rules, which have become anintegral part of social and political culture and permeated virtually all spheres of life. Thelegacy of this system can still be seen in Russia today. Therepressive nature of the justice system persists: the percentage of acquittals is at arecord low– about 0.36%211 (i.e.out of about 300judgments, only one is anacquittal, and ajudge passes such averdict once in 5–7years on average). Conversely, the percentage of repeat offenders is very high– up to 70% are subsequently readmitted to prison after being released. Inthe previous decade, 15million people went through prisons– every tenth resident of Russia; currently, there are about 500,000 people in prisons and labour camps.


	Since various forms of violence have become so prevalent and common, most of society has adapted to living under repressive conditions. Violence by ‘the stronger’ has itself become akind of social norm in contemporary Russia.212 Theso-called AUE movement (theUniversal Criminal Code, declared anextremist movement by the Supreme Court in August 2020) is spreading in youth circles as part of acriminal subculture based on cruelty. Within the movement, young people (usually of school age, not only from so-called dysfunctional families) cultivate the traditions of the criminal underworld and commit violent crimes, including murders. Teenage members of the movement argue that there is no guarantee that one won’t end up in prison in Russia, so one should prepare for it beforehand.213 Despite the economic and lifestyle changes, most Russians still consider ‘male might’ to be the guarantee of state security: the share of people who believe that ‘areal man should do military service’ has risen from 42% to 60% in recent years.214


	Thelast decade has also been aperiod of glorification of brute force as an instrument in the state’s toolbox– both towards domestic opponents (escalation of violence by the security forces during opposition rallies, regular use of torture in penitentiaries,etc.) and in Russia’s external environment (thearmed annexation of Crimea, the war in Donbas, the intervention in Syria, increased hostility and militaristic rhetoric in relations with the West).215


	Thepublic consciousness easily absorbs the ideological and historical content propagated by the authorities, imbued with archaic and traditionalist elements: ‘mythical thousand­-year­-old Russia’, ‘sacred values– homeland, family and land as the nation’s spiritual bond’. Thereason is they fall on the fertile ground of Russian political culture, traditionally centred around the state and power. Atthe same time, both Russian society itself and the authorities combine these traditionalist ideas with the cult of state­-of­-the­-art technologies– thelatest types of weaponry which, as they emphasise, “have no peers in the world”, space technologies, digitalisation of the economy, implementation of the 5G mobile network,etc. Associologists point out, the authorities don’t mean to return to traditionalism or archaism in the strict sense, but rather to exploit imagined archaism and appeal to contemporary myths about Russian traditions, greatness and history. Strikingly, in the minds of citizens these easily coexist with areas where they behave and act in rational, pragmatic and modern ways.216 Ineveryday life, Russians value the achievements of modern (especially Western) civilisation, the comfort of their lives and tend to favour Western consumer products over domestic ones. However, at turning points in modern history– most recently after the annexation of Crimea and during the war in Donbas– Russian society has undergone avisible mobilisation and emotional agitation, in which historical, traditionalist and even mythological elements have been heavily exploited (‘Crimea as the cradle of the Baptism ofRus’). This peculiar cultural and political syncretism, afusion of modern and archaic dimensions, was aptly captured in Vladimir Sorokin’s iconic book Day of the Oprichnik.217 Released back in2006, it describes Russia AD2027, sepa­rated from the rest of the world by the Great Russian Wall, behind which autocracy and terror­-wielding oprichnina coexist with the advanced technologies of tomorrow.


	Sociologists point out that the young generations of Russians are also susceptible to the official ideological narrative. Itis aconsequence of poor quality education, fragmentary knowledge, and ahigh degree of sympathy for the strong hand rule, selfishness, cynicism, conformism and atendency towards passive adaptation among the young generations.218 Surveys show that 80% of youth are not interested in politics at all, but the ­institutions they trust most are the president (42%) and the army (44%) because of their strong leadership, the guarantees of national security and territorial integrity they offer, and the restoration of Russia’s status as agreat power.219 Onthe other hand, acertain portion of Russian youth shows great ­interest in history (including its grim chapters) and politics, and are able to think independently and critically. They also express readiness to participate in opposition activities and suffer the ‘costs’ of being in opposition– being ­detained or arrested, suffering violence by law enforcement agencies, and bearing personal consequences, such as problems at universities or at work. This politicised youth do not constitute the majority in their age category– ­according to studies, it is approximately 19%220– yet they are anotable presence, in the context of street demonstrations also. High school students221 participating in protests have attracted the most attention, even though their numbers have not been prevalent. There has also been anoticeable shift in values among the young generations, including values associated with the state, politics and recent history. Youth communities (more strongly than older generations) are experiencing asense of stagnation in the political sphere. There is also amuch stronger contrast between the repressive, top­-down organised state with anossified political structure and the qualities of the young generation of Russians: openness, mobility, individualism, adesire for change.222



	2. Thepublic perception of Stalin: asymbol of nostalgia for the empire and social justice


	Inthe past decade, anindisputable trend related to Russians’ perception of history is asteady increase in support for Joseph Stalin as ahistorical figure and statesman. In2019, the belief that Stalin played apositive role in Russian history reached ahistorical high– 70% of respondents believed so (in2007–39%, in2014–52%, and in2016–54% of those surveyed).223 Theincrease in sympathy for Stalin is seen in the affirmation of his achievements relating to World WarII, for example, and in anincreased presence of his image in various areas of the public space. Year after year, more and more people lay flowers on his grave at the Kremlin Wall on the anniversary of his death. Inthe last decade, many busts of Stalin (less often monuments) have been erected in different Russian regions. His image appears on billboards, in public transport (e.g.on the walls and cars of the Moscow metro224), on school supplies (notebooks, calendars) and banners during music festivals.225 There are plenty of T-shirts with his image in the market, especially in online shops– both ‘serious’, reminiscent of Soviet propaganda posters, and ironic, hipster style, e.g.picturing young Stalin sporting ascarf with aninscription “Did you know Stalin was ahipster?”, or with acomic­-style Cyrillic inscription “Рашн репрешн” (‘Russian repression’)226 or “Execute!”.227 Stalin has become apopu­lar figure in Internet memes, the vast majority of which directly or indirectly glorify him. They may do it through trendy catchphrases and designs, slogans such as “Make even your posthumous monuments scare the living daylights out of your enemies”.228 After years of condemnation of the bloody dictator, his image is seemingly becoming more ‘domesticated’, less controversial, filtered through pop culture. Thephenomenon of Stalin’s rising popularity is aclear social trend, although sociologists estimate that the percentage of declared ‘Stalinists’, who openly glorify the generalissimo and deny his crimes, only constitutes around 15% in Russian society.229 Itappears that his growing popularity has its source in two partly contradictory processes.


	Onthe one hand, the rise in Stalin’s popularity stems from the public’s susceptibility to the Kremlin’s propaganda narrative which exploits historical themes. Thefigure of the Soviet leader who used terror ‘for higher state objectives’ is supposed to strengthen the legitimacy of the current authorities, who also resort to violence against opponents and in foreign policy. Itis also designed to strengthen the conviction that iron­-fisted rule is the most appropriate model for Russia, one that is deeply rooted in the country’s history and tradition. Therelativisation of Stalin’s crimes, which were a‘price’ paid for the rapid development of the USSR and victory in World WarII, is meant to consolidate the values that the authorities desire in society: the primacy of the state over the individual, and of global state ends that justify the means.230 TheKremlin’s spectacular foreign operations, evoking the USSR’s might as asuperpower (inparticular, the annexation of Crimea), have thus strengthened public support for the current authorities and fuelled sympathy for Stalin, who embodies the peak of Russian state power, i.e.the victory in World WarII (since 2014, his positive rating has risen from 52% to70%).


	Onthe other hand, the rise of Stalin’s popularity also has asocio­-economic background. References to the dictator may be anindirect manifestation of public expectations and frustration caused by today’s acute problems. For most of those who view him positively, Stalin embodies not only the power of the empire­-state, but also the notions of welfare state, social justice, modesty or even the asceticism of those in power. This vision of the Stalinist period is often invoked when Russians are dissatisfied with the surrounding reality: the lack of adequate social safety nets, the ostentatious corruption and consumerism of the elites, which is something that agrowing number of citizens are aware of. Public discontent was seriously exacerbated by a2018 pension reform that extended working life by five years, which was perceived as afinancially adverse and also extremely unfair decision.231 Against the background of public frustration at the time, Stalin even began to be referred to as one of the symbols of Russian protest.232 Ameme “There was nothing like that under Stalin” (theoriginal contains obscene language), usually referring to social cuts and corrupt elites, is gaining popularity on the Internet as anindirect form of criticism of Putin.233 Today’s sympathies for the Soviet tyrant are thus often aform of passive protest against areality perceived as unjust, albeit unchangeable from below. Public perception of Stalin is also marked by ahigh degree of sentimentality, selectivity and wishful thinking: many are guided by the propaganda image of an‘ascetic and caring leader’ and the conviction that the leader’s ‘firm hand’ only curbed the nomenklatura (most tend to overlook the fact that Stalin’s terror affected all social strata). Aswith yearnings for superpower status, Stalinist sentiments have become citizens’ compensatory mechanism for their helplessness in the face of the surrounding reality. Just as references to Stalin as the triumphant victor in World WarII are supposed to compensate for Russia’s loss of its great power status, on the social and welfare level Stalin often embodies people’s passive longing for amodest, caring and just leader: the truly good tsar.234


	Atthe same time, public sympathy for Stalin rarely translates into genuine, widescale social action or anactual readiness to live in aStalinist­-type state. Only 5% of Russians declared in2019 that they would like to live in the era of Joseph Stalin.235 Thesame is true of nostalgia for the USSR, which is not followed by readiness to live in that period. Memorials to the generalissimo have been erected in recent years, mainly on the initiative of local branches of the Communist Party and are usually located on their fenced­-off areas rather than in public spaces. InMoscow, his bust was placed in the so-called Avenue of the Leaders of Russia in aninner square of the Russian Military­-Historical Society. Thevast majority of such initiatives are therefore top­-down acts, whether carried out by Communist Party structures or Kremlin­-linked organi­sations advocating imperialistic policies. Theordinary people, in turn, are those who vandalise these memorials, by pouring red paint or scribbling ‘murderer’.236 Itcan be estimated that clothing or accessories bearing Stalin’s image are also only moderately popular; it is rare to see people wearing T-shirts with his image on the streets of Russian cities. Inthe minds of Russians, he remains more of amyth to which they can appeal having lost their trust in state institutions, trade unions and even in president Putin, who was seen for years as acaring and pro­-social leader.



	3. Thepower of apathy: public attitudes towards the Kremlin’s narrative of memory, great power ideas and the authoritarian state model


	One legacy of the totalitarian period, still present in the Russian public consciousness, is the widespread support for the values imposed by the authorities. These include the leading role of the state, also highlighted in the Kremlin’s narrative of memory; Russia’s status as agreat power entitled to claim spheres of influence and determine the fate of the region and the world; and the cult of war and brute force. This support stems from attitudes that have been ingrained over centuries of living under authoritarian and totalitarian regimes– passivity, inertia, conformism, citizens’ sense of powerlessness towards the state– which have become the norms of social life in ­Russia.237 Passivity (inmost cases– passive discontent) is the dominant attitude of the majority of society in the face of state omnipotence, exclusion of the public from decision­-making processes, curtailment of individual rights, various forms of abuse and violence by state structures– physical, legal or administrative ones. Active forms of protest are rare and tend to be local and short­-lived, expiring after public frustration burns out or aspecific problem is at least partially resolved. Passive dissatisfaction, as already mentioned above, may take various forms, including references to historical issues. Taking excessive pride in Russia’s and the Soviet Union’s achievements in the inter­national arena is akind of compensation for present­-day living problems, and the rise of Stalin’s popularity is often amanifestation of discontent with the current authorities.


	Thepassivity and conformism of Russian society are the Kremlin’s ‘allies’ in its political strategies, aimed at concentrating power, excluding the public from decision­-making processes, and imposing astate­-centric narrative and agenda. Atthe same time, passivity is a‘double­-edged’ weapon which also reduces the quality of public support for the authorities’ initiatives.238 Support for or acceptance of the government’s policy, even if sincere, is very often limited to the superficial layer of emotions and declarations, and is not backed up by citizens’ readiness to take action, to become actively involved in the government’s initiatives. Such ‘doublethink’ can often be seen in the public’s attitude to the authorities, starting with president Putin, and their initiatives. This attitude combines contradictory stances: genuine pride in the fact that Putin has ‘rebuilt the great empire’, and alack of illusions about how top officials really treat the citizens. Most Russians are convinced that the officials are corrupt (41% think so), detached from the people (31%), para­sitic (13%), unprofessional and undereducated (11%). Positive opinions are expressed by asmall percentage of respondents: the government is considered as strong (14%), honest (9%), close to the people (8%), fair (8%), effective and competent (6%). Generally, negative opinions about the authorities account for two­-thirds of the answers, while positive ones– for one­-third.239 Moreover, many flagship yet controversial initiatives by the authorities often mobilise their opponents to engage in active forms of protest, but not the supporters of those ideas and the authorities in general. For example, despite numerous online shops offering T-shirts with Stalin, Putin, Shoygu or military motifs, the Russian ‘street’ has not adopted this trend on any visible scale. Only the so-called St.George’s ribbons, which became asymbol of Russian power after the annexation of Crimea, are worn in large numbers. However, many people wear them insensitively, without any awareness of their history and significance, and sometimes in anoffensive way, tied on shoes or dogs.240


	Just as inert is public involvement in many official initiatives related to historical memory. Asfar as moods are concerned, Russians demonstrate high support for the ideas promoted by the authorities, in particular the decisive role of the USSR in the victory over fascism. However, public activity is limited to participation (orwatching on TV) of the 9May parades, as this event is acentral element of modern Russian national identity and pride and has animportant personal dimension: the commemoration of family members who died during the war. Inpractice, the vast majority of other historical memory initiatives are initiated and arranged by state administration or various GONGOs, controlled by the Kremlin, primarily by the Russian Military­-Historical Society, which runs alarge number of historical projects. GONGOs such as NOD mentioned in the previous chapter, controlled and financed by the Presidential Administration, regularly carry out historical campaigns to glorify Stalin and deny the Soviet perpetration of the Katyn crime.241 They also conduct campaigns in support of Putin as asymbol of the struggle with theU.S. for ‘Russian sovereignty’, and actions directed against ‘Ukrainian fascists’ and others.242 These campaigns tend to be limited in numbers, attracting adozen or afew dozen people at most.


	Moreover, the impact and attractiveness of the Kremlin’s historical and superpower narrative is not indisputable– it requires constant nourishment and diversification. The‘Crimean euphoria’, which gripped the public after the annexation of the peninsula in2014 and provided the authorities with ahuge boost of confidence, began to fade in the years that followed, giving way to pragmatic economic calculations by citizens. Inthe subsequent years, support for Russia’s imperial policy diminished, and the public’s attention increasingly shifted from global goals to domestic problems– economic, social and environmental ones. More and more grievances were addressed to the authorities and support for them began to erode. Thesusceptibility of citizens to state propaganda has also been waning, as Russians increasingly turn to the Internet as their main source of news rather than state­-controlled television.243


	Atthe same time, Russian society– especially the metropolitan middle class– is subject to global economic, lifestyle and consumer trends, which are often at odds with traditional Russian political culture and its core values, which is also reflected in the Kremlin’s narrative and politics of memory. Onthe one hand, liberal values and global lifestyle changes are beginning to affect the existing cult of war and male might, the image of a‘man without weaknesses’, alegacy of Soviet conscription and brutal ‘hazing’ rituals.244 Thecult of strength, although still present in Russian culture and fuelled by the authorities, competes vigorously with the cult of economic success, which is associated with intellectual superiority and well­-developed social skills, including openness, flexibility and friendliness. Onthe other hand, citi­zens are aware of the power and predominance of the state, which can deprive acitizen of all their possessions or put them in asituation of war– as acitizen of anaggressor country or even as adirect participant in combat operations.245 Aclear duality or doublethink can be seen in public sentiment: in opinion polls, the army tops the rankings of trust in institutions, verbal support for the army is on the rise,246 and the majority of Russians consider their country agreat power entitled to possess and defend its spheres of influence. Ineveryday life, however, the priorities of Russians include household, financial and social matters, and young men (and their families) try to avoid conscription and deployment on amilitary operation at any cost.247


	Similar doublethink can be seen in the public attitude towards the Russian authorities, the situation in the country and the grim chapters of Russian history. Although polls continue to show significant support for the ruling class and the heroic vision of Russian history they have touted, wide­-ranging and intense criticism can be seen on the Internet. Popular independent productions dealing with politics and history are usually accompanied by thousands of critical, sometimes excoriating comments by Internet users aimed at the government and Vladimir Putin personally– be it films and shows by Yury Dud, TVRain, independent online news programmes, interviews and investigations produced by Alexei Navalny, Alexei Pivovarov’s Redaktsiya, interviews and films by Irina Shikhman, the opposition youtuber StalinGulag and many others. Videos about the difficult past resonate widely, like Yury Dud’s ‘Kolyma’ about the Stalinist terror, which has gained 25million views and nearly 200,000 comments from Internet users, most of them writing bitterly about the unresolved past and the similarities between Stalin’s Russia and ­Putin’s Russia of today. The2019 HBO series ‘Chernobyl’ also reverberated loudly in Russia: as many as 22% of Russians watched it (according to aLevada Center poll), despite the fact that it was broadcast on asubscription­-based TVservice. Theseries provoked heated discussions in Russia about the cost of Kremlin lies and comparisons between the Chernobyl­-era USSR and Putin’s Russia, also ‘built on lies’ as many see it.248


	Aparadoxical asymmetry can thus be seen in Russia: most of the population holds imperialist and pro­-Kremlin views, which is counterbalanced by the passivity and inertia of most of them, and this stands in contrast with the activity, determination and higher social capital of the minority that opposes the Kremlin’s policy. Intoday’s Russia, there is astark competition between the cult of astrong state with imperial ambitions promoted by the authorities, which implies the subordination of the individual to the higher state objectives, and the values and attitudes that prioritise anindividual and their well­-being, the right to have one’s own independent opinion, worldview and lifestyle. This competition divides society into different groups adhering to different values, but it can also affect the consciousness of the same individual, wherein the pride in imperial Russia and abelief in the strongman rule coexist with alonging for respect for individual rights and dignity and ahope for prosperity. Itcan be expected that the competition between these two worldviews or philosophies will only intensify in the years to come, along with the Kremlin regime’s efforts to halt the erosion of power by stepping up repression against all dissenters.



	4. The‘second memory’: grassroots social activism in the field of the politics of memory


	Although the majority of Russian society shows ahigh degree of susceptibility to the political, ideological and historical content propagated by the authorities, the last decade has seen agrowing interest among certain segments of society in analternative historical memory to that offered by the authorities– aheroic, glorious vision focused on the state’s victories and power. More and more Russians, including the younger generation, are interested in uncovering the dark and tragic periods of domestic history while focusing not on the fate of the empire, but that of their own region, city, community and family. Historians and commentators have already dubbed this trend the ‘second memory’– in opposition to the heroic ‘first memory’ promoted by the authorities.249 Itmay also be referred to as the phenomenon of post­-memory250– the memory inherited by descendants of victims of repression, by people from ‘the generation after’ who did not experience persecution directly but who inherited akind of trauma or anxiety from their ancestors. This subconscious trauma prompts them to search for and uncover hidden family dramas, to experience and reflect on them.


	One of the most famous books by Nobel Prize­-winning Svetlana Alexievich, TheUnwomanly Face of War, written back in the 1980s, can be regarded as the forerunner of this trend. Inthe book, the writer offers adifferent perspective from that of most Russian and Russian­-language fiction and non­-fiction lite­rature on World WarII. Firstly, it is the perspective of women, who– both in times of war and peace– remained in the shadow of men, anappreciation of their contribution to the fight and victory, as well as their insight, sensitivity and values. Secondly, war is shown through the prism of ‘small human tragedies’ and ordinary everyday matters, activities, experiences. Thebook paints apicture that shows the struggle against apowerful and cruel enemy, but above all the dramas of individual people, their suffering, fear, as well as everyday worries, duties and joys. InAlexievich’s book, it is people, not the state, who are in the centre of the world, and this is avery different perspective from the one that dominates the Russian narrative of memory.


	Inrecent years, Russia has seen many grassroots, social initiatives aimed at uncovering the previously unspoken, tragic history of small homelands of those involved, their family members who became victims of the Great Terror, or other dramatic events. One of the best known such initiatives was the‘Immortal Regiment’, acampaign initiated in2012 in the Siberian city of Tomsk by agroup of residents with the support of the independent local channel TV2. Participants started coming to World WarII marches with portraits of their loved ones who fought or died in the war, rather than with banners and heroic slogans. Thefirst campaign on 9May 2012 attracted 6,000 residents of Tomsk; in subsequent years, it was joined by participants from other Russian cities, as well as cities in Belarus, Ukraine, Kazakhstan and Israel. Sadly, this popular campaign was soon ‘taken over’ by the Kremlin: in2015, president Putin and top officials first attended the march, and today it resembles other state­-run, bureaucratic, top­-down initiatives. Itis financed by the state and its Kremlin organisers, in aneffort to increase its numbers, bring participants in anorganised manner and equip them with identical posters. One of the most controversial incidents distorting the original meaning of the campaign was the participation in2016 of Kremlin politician Vyacheslav Nikonov– he marched with aportrait of his grandfather Vyacheslav Molotov, the USSR’s commissar for foreign affairs and asignatory of what is known as the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact with Nazi Germany.


	Another important social campaign to commemorate the victims of Stalinist repressions has been the ‘Last Address’, launched in2014 by Moscow journalist Sergei Parkhomenko.251 Aspart of this campaign, initially in Moscow and later in many other Russian cities, small metal memorial plaques were placed on buidings from which repressed people were taken ‘on their last journey’. Theplaques contain the name of the repressed person, their occupation and the date of their arrest, death and rehabilitation. Todate, more than athousand such plaques have been placed in Russia, as well as in Ukraine, Moldova, Georgia, the Czech Republic, Germany and elsewhere.


	Another notable ‘second memory’ initiative was undertaken by Tomsk resident Denis Karagodin, who spent four years searching the archives, determined to reconstruct and bring to light the fate of his great­-grand­father, apeasant from the Tomsk Oblast, who was arrested by the NKVD in1937 as a‘resident of Japanese intelligence’, convicted and executed. After much effort, Karagodin managed to identify the names of all those involved in the arrest, fabrication of charges and execution of his great-grandfather– starting with the Kremlin initiators of the Great Terror, up to the executioners, drivers and typists of the NKVD branch in Tomsk.252 Thestory resonated widely and encouraged thousands of Russians to uncover and share their family stories from that period. Itturned out that many families spent decades concealing the tragic fate of their loved ones– victims of Stalin’s purges– and it was only their grandchildren or great­-grandchildren who began to take aninterest in it.253


	One of the most poignant family confessions came in2016 with the story of well­-known journalist Vladimir Yakovlev, founder of the Kommersant publishing house and grandson of aprominent Chekist. Yakovlev described his happy childhood in his grandparents’ apartment in central Moscow, which, he later learned, had been confiscated from aMoscow merchant, who had fallen victim to Stalinist terror. Thesofa on which his grandmother read him fairy tales (and the rest of the furniture) had come from aspecial warehouse to which the belongings of executed Muscovites were brought and which the Chekists used to furnish the seized flats. His grandmother turned out to be alongtime KGB informer who used her noble background to establish contacts and provoke her friends into confessions. AsYakovlev writes, “under athin layer of obliviousness, my happy childhood memories are saturated with the spirit of robbery, murder, violence and betrayal, soaked with blood. AmIspecial? Allof us living in Russia are grandchildren of victims and executioners. Allof us with no exception. There were no victims in your family? So there were executioners. There were no executioners? So there were victims. There were neither victims nor executioners? Then there were secrets”.254


	One of the signs of the broader trend of the young generation’s interest in the difficult history of their own country is the aforementioned documentary film ‘Kolyma. Thehomeland of our fear’ (Alternative titles: ‘TheHome of Our Fear’; ‘TheBirthplace of Our Fear’), shot in2019 by well­-known youtuber Yury Dud.255 Anidol of the younger generation and previously apolitical author of celebrity interviews, Dud surprised most observers by taking on the subject of Stalinist terror and its impact on subsequent generations, including today’s Russia. Asaproduction made by the young for the young that gained high viewing figures, the film sparked ahuge discussion in Russia. Itraised important questions and uncovered the past in amanner characteristic of today’s youth, who rarely turn to academic papers or studies by institutions specialising in the history of repression. Nevertheless, Dud’s film posed serious questions about the legacy of the totalitarian system, people’s deep­-rooted fear of the authorities, and the resurgence of sympathy for Stalin even among the descendants of the persecuted. Thefilm has great educational value: it starts with aquote saying that half of young Russians (18–24years old) have never heard of Stalinist repression, while over 40% of adults justify it. Thefilm, with its dynamic and modern form and its unequivo­cally critical moral and ethical assessment of Stalinism (which is by no means the rule in Russia), can be considered one of the best history lessons for the younger generation in recent years.


	Another product aimed at younger audiences is the ‘Arzamas’ project– aplatform of video and audio podcasts which feature lectures on Russian and world history, cultural and artistic developments in aconcise, cutting­-edge and attractive form. Itcontains anextensive collection of multimedia lectures on the history of Russia and the USSR, including dozens of podcasts covering the Stalinist period alone.256 Thelectures often introduce history in anunconventional way, seen through the lens of famous writers or people living next door to each other in multi­-room communal apartments, the so-called komunalkas. In2017, the project earned the prestigious ‘Promoter of Education’ (‘Просветитель’) award for aseries of lectures on the 1917 revolution by well­-known historian Boris Kolonitsky, winner of the Gaidar Prize.257


	Theyoung generation of historians, activists and volunteers is joining the ranks of renowned institutions (such as the Memorial Society, the Sakharov Centre, the Gulag History Museum) to create interesting, innovative projects with astrong appeal in youth circles. Theyoung director of the Gulag History Museum, Roman Romanov (born 1982, was appointed head of the museum in2008 at the age of26) has turned it into amodern, multimedia facility that attracts many young visitors. He has established adocumentation centre in the museum, to help seek information about the fate of persecuted ancestors. Another example is the activity of young historian Pavel Gnilorybov (born 1991), who specialises in the history of Moscow and Stalinist repression. He is the author of several books, but also awell­-known Moscow guide, and one of his walking tours is called ‘Topography of Terror’ (developed in collaboration with the Memorial Society). Gnilorybov is acolourful figure, well­-known to the younger generation, involved in the 2011–2012 protests, active on social networks, he is the author of aYouTube channel on the history of Russian architecture258 and runs apopular Instagram profile. His original forms of expression attract the attention of young Internet users, becoming non­-trivial history lessons with anti­-Stalinist and anti­-totalitarian overtones.


	Thesubject of Stalinist repression and the history of the USSR is also taken up by many young authors– writers, directors, documentary filmmakers, musicians, who apply modern, often avant­-garde forms. Inthe last decade, many books dealing with the traumatic history of Stalinist repression have been published in Russia. Anexample of literary fiction is Oblivion by Sergei Lebedev (born 1981), with acentral image of avillain– aStalinist hangman, aliterary trick unprecedented in Russian writing (thebook has been translated into more than adozen languages).259 Anexample of popular literature is the novel Zuleikha by Guzel Yakhina (born 1977), which describes the dramatic story of arepressed and displaced Tatar peasant woman in the 1930s. Thebook was very popular in Russia and it was soon adapted into afilm.260 Another reflection on Russian politics of memory– or rather lack of it– is AnInconvenient Past261 by Nikolai Epplee (born 1977), which tackles the scale of concealment and unresolved crimes of Soviet totalitarianism– abook that was enthusiastically received in Russia and the West.


	Many plays dealing with the Stalinist epoch have been performed at the Gogol Center, one of the best­-known Russian theatres domestically and abroad (thanks to Kirill Serebrennikov, its artistic director until 2021). One of the most famous events was the documentary project ‘Stalin’s Funeral’ directed by Serebrennikov himself. He argued: “Recently there have been more and more attempts to justify dictatorship and repression, which means only one thing: history lessons have not been learned. Statements that Stalin lifted the country out of ruin, that Stalin won the war, that various atrocities did not happen under Stalin– this is appalling”.262 Apoignant image of Stalinism and repression also appeared in such Gogol Center plays as ‘Mandelstam’ or ‘Pasternak’ (directed by Maksim Didenko, born 1980). Difficult history­-related topics are also tackled by Teatr.Doc, aMoscow­-based documentary theatre made up almost exclusively of actors and directors of the young gene­ration. Itsperformances touching on painful history include: ‘Viatlag’, which describes the gulag experience of aLatvian named Artur Stradinsh, based on his diaries written on cigarette paper; ‘Kantgrad’ about the dramatic fate of Konigsberg residents in1945– both Germans who had not yet been displaced and those who had been resettled by force from other parts of Russia; ‘AShort History of the Russian Dissent’, which depicts the tragic fate of opponents of the authorities over the centuries (including the Decembrists); and finally aseries of plays telling the history of Rus, based on the old Russian chronicle TheTale of Bygone Years dating back to the 12thcentury.263 Theissues of difficult history are also taken up by the young generation of documentarians, such as ­Ksenia Sakharnova (born 1981), author of documentaries about Stalin, ­dissident Natalya Gorbanevskaya, and the movement of human rights defenders in the USSR.264


	Theestablishment of the Free Historical Society in2014265 may be regarded as agrassroots effort by the community of historians. Itwas created in protest against the instrumental use of history by the authorities for current political goals and the restriction of freedom of research. TheFree Historical Society is not another formal institution, but rather aplatform for information and coordination of independent historical initiatives. Itis committed to promoting education in its broader sense, working to liberalise access to archival historical materials, especially the archives of security agencies, fighting against the instrumentalisation of history teaching and the degradation of the academic community under the Kremlin’s ideological pressure. TheSociety brings together many renowned Russian historians, such as the previously mentioned Boris Kolonitsky, Anatoly Golubovsky, Irina Karatsuba, Nikita Petrov, Jan Raczyński, Leonid Katsva, Ivan Kurilla, and the aforementioned Pavel Gnilorybov. TheSociety has published animportant report on historical memory and the ‘second memory’ (‘What Kind of Past Does the Future of Russia Need’, see footnote249), it also speaks out on current issues concerning history: in March 2020, it published anopen letter criticising anamendment to the Russian constitution, especially its provisions on the attitude of citi­zens to the past and history.266


	There are more and more grassroots, community­-based, non­-institutional initiatives in the sphere of historical memory in Russia. However, they cannot compare to the ideological machinery of the state in terms of their impact. This disparity is exacerbated by the growing authoritarianism in Russia and the omnipotence of the secret services, heirs to the Soviet repressive apparatus. Asaresult, history is being increasingly instrumentalised, the memory of repression wiped out by the state and its criminal nature relativised.267 Itis worth pointing out, however, that this ‘state memory’ is imposed prescriptively from above, usually driven by organised campaigns commissioned and carried out by state structures or entities with purely mercantile motives. They simply seek to ‘manage’ budgetary resources and gene­rously allocated funds for patriotic projects. Against this background, the grassroots, ‘second historical memory’, even though possessing incomparably fewer resources and tools, is anexpression of the genuine interest and commitment of citizens. Ithas anauthentic ‘drive’, i.e.the determination, creativity and passion of the individuals concerned, and its authenticity often makes it appealing and inspiring for others. Itmeans that projects with no major funding, driven by those involved and volunteers, may prove more lasting than large­-scale Kremlin projects which will quickly fade away without adequate funding.


	SUMMARY


	Thedeepening ideological exhaustion of Putin’s model of government, the prospects of long­-term recession or stagnation, and the declining public support are likely to push the Kremlin in the near future to intensify its ‘aggressive­-defensive’ actions, aimed both at protecting the interests of the political and business establishment and at defending its foreign policy assets. Inthis case, we should expect Russia to maintain or intensify its aggressive, neo­-Soviet politics of memory, which is increasingly treated as one of the few remaining tools for legitimising the regime.


	However, the social appeal of this narrative may be steadily eroding. Invarious forms, Russian society manifests its deepening disillusionment with the regime, which fails to satisfy the basic needs and aspirations of ever more groups. Asmentioned in ChapterIV.3, apart of Russian society– first of all the metropolitan middle class– affected by global economic, lifestyle and consumer trends, is drifting away from the traditional Russian political culture and its paternalistic attitudes, i.e.recognition of the total primacy of the state over the individual. Many attitudes in today’s Russian mentality can be characterised as ‘doublethink’, also with regard to the Kremlin’s ideology and narrative of memory. They combine stances that seem mutually exclusive: support for the heroic vision of Russian history, the cult of astrong state and its imperial ambitions, with the awareness of how oppressive this state is and unwillingness to subordinate one’s interests to it. Insocial perception, the values promoted by the state– pride in the empire and the glorious history– are becoming increasingly abstract, while citizen­-oriented values, fostering their well­-being, development and sense of security, prevail in everyday life. Asindicated by in­-depth sociological studies, individual­-centered values and attitudes are gradually gaining ground in society, including the right to have apersonal opinion, worldview, mores and lifestyle, the expectation of empowerment along with the readiness to assume greater responsibility. Citizens are also increasingly expressing demand for economic, partly political changes, and for real guarantees of civil rights (especially such tangible ones as property rights, bodily integrity,etc.), which cannot come about without aprofound restructuring of the system of government. There is agrowing demand not for the celebration of the heroic past, but for avision of the future, not for apolicy of costly foreign expansion, but for programmes to develop the country and raise the living standards and security of its citizens. Russians are less and less susceptible to the influence of state propaganda as they more often turn to online sources of information and entertainment beyond the control of the authorities, and they increasingly vent their criticism of those in power, irrespective of the vast toolbox of state control over the Internet. These trends are likely to develop in the years to come and that will probably widen the gap between further top­-down initiatives ‘defending the historical truth’ and the public perception of the state, officials and the vision of history they offer, encapsulated in the slogan ‘Forward, into the past!’.


	MARIA DOMAŃSKA, JADWIGA ROGOŻA
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