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INTRODUCTION

Changes in Central and Eastern
European Politics of History
in the Context of Russian Aggression

Hanna Bazhenova

Russia’s full-scale military invasion of Ukraine that began on 24 Febru-
ary 2022 has unexpectedly given new colours to the notion of “desovie-
tisation”. Although it is hard to predict the outcome of the war at
the time of writing of this monograph, it is evident that the ongoing
warfare has triggered a reshaping of the entire geopolitical, secu-
rity, and value architecture of the post-Soviet space and the whole
of Europe. These shifts have in turn challenged the very object and
framework of post-Soviet studies, including analysis of historical pol-
itics in the region.

By invading Ukraine, President Vladimir Putin destroyed the ex-
isting fragile consensus that the states of the region had managed
to achieve in relation to the Soviet period. Irrespective of assessments
of this period, it had already begun to be perceived as a bygone era.
The Russian president justified his decision by citing fundamentally
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contradictory and manipulative goals of conducting the “decommuni-
sation” and “denazification” of Ukraine.! These references inter alia
highlight that the current all-out war is a war over territory as much
as memory. By means of this aggression, the Russian authorities seek
to return not only to the former Soviet borders, but also to an imagined
Soviet-era consensus about the recent past.

Putin’s progressing historical revisionism? instrumentally inter-
twined reflections of a common European politics of history, which re-
gards Nazism as the “ultimate evil”, and of Leonid Brezhnev’s vision
of the Soviet Union as the defender against this evil and the liberator
of peoples. There was also an attempt to challenge the results of Soviet
national policy and the political project embodied in the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics (USSR) itself. For instance, the legitimacy of the ter-
ritorial-administrative structure of the USSR was questioned. Putin ar-
gues that Ukrainians have never been a nation® and that Ukraine has
no historical claim to independent statehood. On 21 February 2022,
he even stated that modern Ukraine was “entirely created by Russia”.*
Most likely, the choice of the date for the start of the war was not acci-
dental, since the day before, 23 February, Russia celebrated Defender
of the Fatherland Day (the former Red Army Day). This can be considered

AHTOH AHTOHOB, “[TyTWH 3aaBWA 0 rOTOBHOCTU Poccmm nokasatb YkpanHe «HacTo-
ALY AeKOMMYHU3aUnto»,” B32/140. enosas zazema, 21 hespansa 2022, aata 06-
paweHus 7.11.2022, https://vz.ru/news/2022/2/21/1144888.html.

See bepHap-AHpu JleBu, “llyTuH, YKpanHa n MCTOpMyecknin peBusmoHmnsm,” MHocmu,
6 man 2015, naTa o6pauieHns 7.11.2022, https://inosmi.ru/20150506/227887651.
html; Muxaun Cokonos, “3a CtanuHa, 3a lytuHa?”, Paduo Ceoboda, 24 pneka-
6psa 2019, nata obpalenns 7.11.2022, https://www.svoboda.org/a/30342270.
html?fbclid=IwAR3XSOJNKO-AiRfGQLjtQNW7gUkiBVORg8gtoyMeR8bBxRTHzlfC
WvDrycc.

3 Bnagumup MyTuH, “06 UCTOPUYECKOM €IMHCTBE PYCCKMX U YKPanHLeB,” [pe3udeHm
Poccuu, 12 vtons 2021, aata ob6pauienns 8.11.2022, http://kremlin.ru/events/pres-
ident/news/66181.

Idem, “O6pauweHnne Mpe3naenta Poccuiickoin depnepaunn,” Mpezudesm Poccuu,
21 dbeBpans 2021, aata ob6paweHns 10.11.2022, http://kremlin.ru/events/presi-
dent/news/67828.
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as an attempt to link modern Russian and Soviet memorial traditions
in rather a dramatic way.

It is worth noting that the outbreak of the current war, although
propagandistically based on the long and carefully constructed official
mythology of the Soviet Union and post-Soviet Russia (in particular, on
the concepts of the “Victory over fascism”, the “friendship of nations”,
and the unity of the three fraternal Eastern Slavic peoples), in fact de-
stroys these ideological templates. For example, by referring to the “de-
communisation” of Ukraine, Vladimir Putin is rejecting the legitimacy
of the Soviet tradition by contrasting it with the doctrine of the “Russian
world” (or historical Russia).” Simultaneously, the Russian president
denies the existing post-Soviet consensus, aiming to change the security
architecture in the region by military force and to return to the situation
before the enlargement of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
to post-Soviet and post-socialist states. Putin’s historical revisionism
encourages the states of this region to engage in counter-revisionism,
for instance in reassessing the memory of World War II and the Soviet
Union’s contribution to the defence of Europe against Nazism. This has
already led to a spontaneous third wave of demolition of monuments
in Central and Eastern European countries, this time targeting the re-
maining memorial sites of Soviet soldiers.® These processes show that

5> The concept of the “Russian world” has been progressively developed by Rus-
sia over the last two decades and now serves to justify the military invasion
of Ukraine. See Ilya Budraitskis, “The Birth and Death of the ‘Russian World’:
a History of the Concept,” Lefteast, June 20, 2022, accessed November 15, 2022,
https://lefteast.org/the-birth-and-death-of-the-russian-world-a-history-of-the-
concept/.

6 See Dmitrijs Andrejevs, “Unhealed Wounds: Russia’s Aggression against Ukraine
Prompts Baltic States to Remove Soviet Memorials,” Milwaukee Independent, Au-
gust 24,2022, accessed November 14, 2022, https://www.milwaukeeindependent.
com/syndicated/unhealed-wounds-russias-aggression-ukraine-prompts-bal-
tic-states-remove-soviet-memorials/; Andrew Higgins, “Soviet Monuments Be-
come Latest Target of Backlash Against War in Ukraine,” The New York Times,
September 25, 2022, accessed November 15, 2022, https://www.nytimes.
com/2022/09/25/world/europe/soviet-monuments-war.html.
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Soviet-era relics are not neutral signs of a long-gone epoch, but still an
important political instrument in the hands of each side.

Over the last two decades, Europe has seen significant changes
in the area of historical politics, driven both by the expansion of the
European Union (EU) to the east and by the EU’s own changing role
in world politics. In the 1980s and 1990s, a historical narrative was
established at EU level that centred on the Holocaust as an event
unique in European history in its scale and consequences. However,
with the waves of EU enlargement in 2004, 2007, and 2013, this nar-
rative was challenged by the new Member States.” These countries
sought to equate Nazi and Soviet totalitarianism by treating the crimes
committed by the former and the latter in the same way, thus equating
the Gulag with the Holocaust.® However, this conflict remained rather
latent, as the countries of the post-socialist region, in the hope of join-
ing the EU sooner, imitated the adoption of the Western cosmopolitan
canon of history as a “shared European value”.® At the same time, this
made the European politics of history more complicated and suscepti-
ble to internal disagreements and conflicts.

How and why did such a situation develop and what was its outcome?
In which ways and to what extent can the current war in Ukraine be
seen as a reflection of the politics of history of this region and the ge-
opolitical problems that have remained unresolved in the decades
since the collapse of the USSR? That is the focus of this collective mon-
ograph. The authors discuss different aspects of desovietisation and
new geopolitical challenges in the countries of Central and Eastern

~

The Czech Republic, Cyprus, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland,
Slovakia, and Slovenia entered the European Union in 2004. Bulgaria and Ro-
mania joined the EU in 2007, and Croatia became a member in 2013.

8 Anexceit U. Munnep, “BeseHue. bonbwue nepemMeHbl. Y70 HOBOFO B NONUTUKE
namaTh U B ee usydeHun?”, in lMosumuka namsmu e coepeMeHHol Poccuu u cmpa-
Hax Bocmoy4Hol Egponsi. AKmopbl, UHCMumMymesl, HAPPAMUBsI: KOJIIeKMUBHASA MO-
Hoepagus, pen. Anekceit Munnep u Omutpuit Edpemenko (Cavkt-Netepbypr:
W3patenbcTBo EBponeiickoro yHueepcuteta B CaHkT-Metep6ypre, 2020), 8-9.

® IvanKrastev and Stephen Holmes, “Explaining Eastern Europe: Imitation and Its

Discontents,” Journal of Democracy 29, no. 3 (2018): 117-128.
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Europe, concentrating on recent events that have led to rapid chang-
es. They study the chosen subject from different perspectives: a trans-
national perspective (EU policy developments, analysed in Georgiy
Kasianov’s article), regional solutions in a situation of increased in-
security (the Intermarium project, discussed in Przemystaw Furgacz’s
article), the change in the internal politics of countries linked by
a common vision of the past (museum representations of the Molotov-
Ribbentrop secret protocols and the consequences of Soviet rule
in the Baltic States and Moldova, examined in Rasa Cepaitiené’s article),
and the perspectives of specific countries (Russia, Ukraine, Belarus)
and pseudo-countries (Transnistria).

Structurally, this collective monograph consists of three parts and
eight chapters. It is important to see the broader European context
in order to understand the dynamics of memory politics in the indi-
vidual countries of Central and Eastern Europe at the moment. This
perspective is presented in detail in the first part of the book. Georgiy
Kasianov in his chapter focuses on the description and analysis of pro-
jects in the field of history and historical memory aimed at creating
a common European supranational identity. The author discusses
projects for a pan-European textbook on European history, museum
projects (the House of European History), and initiatives of trans-
European institutions (the European Parliament, the Council of Europe,
and the European Association of History Educators — EUROCLIO). A spe-
cial section of the chapter is devoted to the history of the construction
of the pan-European memory of the Holocaust. Kasianov critically eval-
uates the results of the studied projects that aim to construct a common
European identity and notes their “moderate success”. He also points
out that in this particular case, the process may be more important
than the immediate result.

The second chapter, written by Przemystaw Furgacz, addresses
the historical perceptions of the Intermarium idea and describes the re-
vival of this geopolitical agenda in contemporary Poland. The au-
thor emphasises that the increasingly expansionist, aggressive, and
belligerent Kremlin’s policy in Central-Eastern Europe inclines some

15
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of the policy-makers, commentators, and scholars, both inside and out-
side of the region, to once again revise the idea of Intermarium - an
alliance of relatively small and weak states situated between the great
powers of Germany and Russia and between the Baltic Sea and the Black
Sea. The primary security provider and protector of these countries —
the United States (US) - is evidently pivoting to Asia, and as such,
it is also pivoting away from Europe, at least in the long term. Having
this in mind, Furgacz also seeks to answer the following questions:
Have the states of the region no choice but to form an alliance? Are
the states in the region really evolving closer cooperation and alliance
on security matters, and if so, is this a permanent trend or just a tran-
sitional phenomenon? Is the commonality of interests between Central
and Eastern European states sufficiently close to overcome the exist-
ing disagreements, differences of opinions, and animosities to form
such an informal alliance? Could the Intermarium concept be a viable
response and effective antidote to Russia’s unfriendly actions as well
as acts of unprovoked aggression?

The next part of the book, also consisting of two chapters, focuses on
analyses of memory institutions in Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Moldova,
and Russia. The third chapter, by Rasa Cepaitiené, studies occupation
museums in four post-Soviet states: Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, and
Moldova. All these countries are united by the fact of their incorporation
into the USSR in 1940 as a result of the signing of the secret protocols
of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. The author looks at the narrative that
is shaped by the museums of occupation and provides a comparative
analysis of the expositions’ content in order to identify their semantic
and visual similarities and differences. In the course of the research,
Cepaitiené observed certain commonalities in terms of plot narrative
and visual expression. It is concluded that, despite the efforts of the ex-
amined memory institutions to highlight the suffering and injustice
experienced by a particular nation during Stalinism, the dramatic nar-
rative created through the museums’ work is emotionally quite similar
in all of them.
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The fourth chapter of the monograph, written by Igor Torbakov,
addresses the issue of the persecution and liquidation of Memorial,
Russia’s oldest and most influential historical-educational and human
rights group. The Memorial Movement was born in 1987 and almost
immediately became one of the leading agents of democratic change
in the country. It concentrated on researching repression in the USSR,
restoring the memory of its victims, and on monitoring present-day
repression of the political opposition in Russia. This activity, from
the Kremlin’s perspective, significantly damaged Russia’s domestic and
international reputation. Torbakov argues that the decision to liquidate
Memorial in December 2021 marked the end of an era. The closure
of the organisation and the Russian authorities’ attempt to establish
full control over the historical narrative is merely a means to a larger
end. President Putin and his supporters’ goal is the revision of the geo-
political results of the demise of the Soviet Union, which in their opin-
ion was the biggest catastrophe of the 20™ century.

The third part of the monograph consists of four detailed studies
that discuss the discourses and diverse practices of memory politics
in Ukraine, Belarus, and Moldova. The fifth chapter, written by Alla
Kyrydon, offers an overview of the content and the main trends of mem-
ory politics in Ukraine over the years of its independence. The author’s
focus is on the years from 1991-2021, which she separates into six
phases. Kyrydon shows that during these phases, the conceptual frame-
work of memory politics changed and a new memory canon was formed.
However, no comprehensive consolidating vision of the past has been
constructed, and the politics of memory has remained non-systemic,
selective, and situational. At the same time, Russia’s full-scale military
aggression evidently accelerated the elimination of Soviet heritage,
the establishment of a Ukraine-centric model of memory, and the crea-
tion of a new pantheon of heroes, a new catalogue of places of memory,
and new memorial practices.

The sixth and seventh chapters of the book address different aspects
of the politics of history in Belarus after the 2020 protests against
the existing regime. In the sixth chapter, Aliaksei Lastouski examines

17



18

Introduction

the “historical turn” in the symbolic politics of the Belarusian author-
ities in the conditions of a deep political crisis following the protests.
The authorities actively used the resources of historical politics to build
a new model of loyalty and political mobilisation. In particular, memo-
ry of the Great Patriotic War was exploited both to stigmatise “traitors”
and to rally the political camp of Aliaksandr Lukashenka. The author
also analyses the main initiatives of Belarusian historical politics
during 2020-22: the Year of National Unity, the adoption of the law
“On the Genocide of the Belarusian People”, and the Year of Histori-
cal Memory. Lastouski concludes that these initiatives do not actually
lead to the restoration of the political unity of Belarusian society; on
the contrary, they strengthen confrontation and social division.

Aliaksei Bratachkin in the seventh chapter examines the securitisa-
tion of memory politics in Belarus and the new laws and “images” of his-
tory that are taking shape in the public space following the 2020 mass
protests. The author shows the increasing securitisation of memory
politics in Belarus and the rising role of the security services, which
in particular results in the transfer of the right of professional historic
expertise from the academic community to representatives of the power
structures. Bratachkin emphasises that the Belarusian authorities and
state propaganda use the discourse of “the genocide of the Belarusian
people” as the main argument, exploiting the theme of World War II
history. Moreover, the authorities adopt memorial laws, imposing in-
terpretations of history and creating a kind of “state of emergency”
in the country.

The final, eighth, chapter of the monograph is written by Anastasia
Felcher. She discusses mnemonic actors behind collective memory
of the 1990-92 armed conflict on the Dniester River, as well as mech-
anisms of dissemination of this memory, including commemorative
rituals and institutions. For more than thirty years, memory of the short-
lived armed conflict (also known as the Transnistrian War) has remained
a bone of contention between the authorities and the people living on
the right bank of the Dniester in Moldova and on the opposite bank
in the self-proclaimed Pridnestrovian Moldavian Republic (also known
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as Transnistria). The chapter traces how commemorative strategies have
changed over the last three decades and contextualises public memory
of the conflict within the larger context of post-communist transition
in the region, including the 2022 war in Ukraine.

This monograph is the collective effort of an international team of
authors consisting of historians, historians of culture, cultural heritage
scholars, political scientists, and sociologists from Poland, Ukraine,
Lithuania, Sweden, Germany, Hungary, and Austria. The book examines
the specificity of identification of the post-socialist region of Central
and Eastern Europe in the new geopolitical reality. This changing reality
comes with both opportunities and challenges, demanding a rethink-
ing of the content of memory politics and the culture of remembrance.
Therefore, the themes discussed in the book draw our attention not only
to the past or the present, but also to the future, signalling the chal-
lenges the Russo-Ukrainian war is likely to pose for memory politics
in Central and Eastern European states.

19
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Chapter 1

Shared Past as a Present:
Transnational European Memory
as a Challenge

Georgiy Kasianov

From the very beginning of the post-war European integration, the issue
of a common European identity was one of the most crucial problems
of the united Europe. Various European institutions, governmental,
transnational, and non-governmental, addressed this problem with dif-
ferent strategies and visions, however, with one common idea in mind:
to detect and develop a unifying concept.

History and Memory in United Europe:

Supranational vs. National

Three major geopolitical shifts determined the nature and direction
of historical politics on the continent in the 1990s-2000s: the collapse
of the international communist system, accompanied by the break-
down of supranational entities (the USSR, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia);
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the disappearance of the bipolar world followed by the end of the con-
frontation between the two systems (communist and capitalist); and
the formation of a new supranational entity (the European Union), along
with its expansion to the east. The dissolution of the international com-
munist system has resulted in the re-emergence of ethnic nationalism
and relevant ethnocentric narratives of the past in the post-communist
space in the 1990s. Central-Eastern Europe, the Baltics, and the Bal-
kans considered the return to the classical national narrative as a res-
toration of historical truth and justice, as a farewell to communism,
and, last but not least, as a re-establishment of true national identity
and cultural sovereignty.

Concurrently, the construction of a united Europe (with no inter-
nal borders and a common economy, political institutions, values, and
currency) led to a search for unifying transnational forms of identity
that would match the idea of a shared European collective awareness.
A sense of shared history and collective/historical memory had to play
an essential role in establishing this kind of identity. A shared con-
structed past based on common values had to become the prerequisite
of the historical politics of transnational European structures; the na-
tional governments of old Europe also supported this strategy.

As a result, two parallel approaches marked the period
of the 1990s-2010s in the development of the politics of history:
transnational and national. EU transnational institutions were preoc-
cupied with elaborating and implementing various unifying strategies
based on the idea of a common European identity. National govern-
ments and societies accepted this strategy; nevertheless, they insisted
on keeping the sovereignty of national narratives. The EU institutions
did not challenge national memory and history narratives as such.
Their primary concern was to overcome the extremes of ethnocentrism
that were so evident in history writing and remembrance, particularly
in post-communist areas.

After the EU expansion in the middle of the 2000s, these approach-
es gained a new dimension. The newcomers took the unification com-
ponent of the entrance package in identity policies (for instance,
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Holocaust remembrance as a common framework) for granted. They
were eager to (re)join the European family and to perceive themselves
as a part of a common European past. However, they brought with
them their own plan, first: defending their national narratives; second:
promoting the idea of their unique roles as nations that suffered twice
in the 20™ century, from Nazism and from communism.

Apart from this, the idea of using the common past for building
unity in the present and future was also determined by other challeng-
es to the EU’s internal unity. The failure of the European Constitution
in 2005 revealed the communication problem between supranational
political and bureaucratic elites concentrated in Brussels, the Hague,
and Strasbourg, and EU citizens. These groups addressed the challenge
through various political means and new cultural policies that included
work on a common European past and memory. Decisions and new strat-
egies aimed at constructing a common European memory (Holocaust
Remembrance Day, the Europe for Citizens Programme, the House of Eu-
ropean History, and others) emerged in the second half of the 2000s.

One can distinguish several significant trends within memory unifi-
cation/transnational policy. The first aimed at creating transnational or
supranational all-European narratives and spaces of memory. The sec-
ond, which corresponds to the previous one, amounts to the selection
of issues common to most European nations.! The third is the forma-
tion of supranational institutions and structures that assume specific
functions focused on creating a common European identity. These new
institutions had to develop all-European models and strategies that
represent shared values and political principles connected to the past
and its representations in the present. Finally, legislative acts regulat-
ing the interpretations of many past issues at the national and trans-
national levels are another all-European tendency worth mentioning.

|
' See, forinstance, Aline Sierp, History, Memory, and Trans-European Identity: Uni-
fying Divisions (New York, NY: Routledge, 2014).

25
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Let us illustrate these trends with the most significant cases. Each
example in practical implementation should be seen as a combination
of the above-mentioned trends. Creating a supranational “all-inclusive”
narrative is inevitably be linked to a specific common topic. For in-
stance, the idea of a unifying supranational historical narrative has
developed in at least two variants: first, as a common European his-
tory; and second, as transnational memory of the Holocaust. Imple-
menting this idea and translating it into policies required institutional
and financial support. These tasks, in turn, necessitated the creation
of specialised institutions with international coordination and funding.

The emergence (or re-emergence, taking into account some trends
of the interwar period, such as an attempt to overcome extremes
of the national narratives in textbooks) of the idea of a unified Europe
after World War II nurtured demand for projects that were now related
to transnational all-European history based on the concept of integra-
tion. They usually have been initiated and sponsored by supranational
European structures and, less commonly, by national organisations.
Solid national and transnational memory could not be formed sponta-
neously; it could only take root under the influence of public discourse
or media representation. It required political decisions, bureaucratic
institutions, management networks, and adequate financial means.2

However, all initiatives aimed at establishing all-European narra-
tives and remembrance often encouraged by European transnational
institutions faced a whole range of hurdles - technical, cultural, and po-
litical. The primary obstacle in all European countries was the existence
of traditional master narratives that, by definition, contradicted any
attempt to propose or impose a standard unified European narrative.
Furthermore, attempts to implement supranational or common histo-
ries usually provoked some defensive reaction: either an increasing in-

|

2 Aleida Assmann, “The Holocaust — A Global Memory? Extensions and Limits
of a New Community,” in Memory in a Global Age: Discourses, Practices and Tra-
jectories, ed. Aleida Assmann and Sebastian Conrad (Houndmills, Basingstoke;
New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 103.
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terest in national history or a revival of autonomist national narratives
(Catalonia, Scotland, Flanders)® that intended to vindicate a version
of “Europeanness” held by one of the nations that lacked statehood.

Initially, the transnational narrative addressed the problem of over-
coming the legacy of the violent past and dealing with the “long shad-
ow” of World War II. Recent decades have been noticeably marked by
defining Europe as a peaceful and stable continent in the framework
of a “United Europe”, congruent to the EU. Strategically, common
values as a basis for common identity were seen as fundamental for
a common framework. However, this general conviction met the dif-
ficulty of reaching a shared understanding of what Europe or United
Europe is as a phenomenon: cultural, political, economic, religious,
or sociopsychological. At the same time, complications accompany
the process of identifying common unifying topics combined with
an ambiguous attitude toward overcoming the Eurocentric approach
to the European past (in light of postcolonial criticism of Eurocentrism
and the “civilising” role of Europe). Finally, there is the difficulty of de-
fining “all-European” values capable of supporting such a history’s
affirmative and didactic components.*

Common European History as Magistra Vitae

Efforts aimed at the unification of the past in the field of didactical
history have probably the most protracted record. Bilateral and mul-
tilateral initiatives concerning the prevention of hatred and xenopho-
bia in history teaching and textbooks date back to the interwar period.

|

3 Stefan Berger and Christoph Conrad, The Past as History: National Identity and
Historical Consciousness in Modern Europe (Basingstoke; New York, NY: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2015), 341-342.

4 Konrad H. Jarausch and Thomas Lindenberger, “Introduction. Contours of a Criti-
cal History of Contemporary Europe: A Transnational Agenda,” in Conflicted Mem-
ories: Europeanizing Contemporary Histories, ed. Konrad H. Jarausch, Thomas
Lindenberger and Annelie Ramsbrock (New York, NY; Oxford: Berghahn Books,
2007), 7-8.
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After World War II, emerging supranational European institutions took
the lead in promoting such initiatives.

The Council of Europe (CoE) became the primary player and planner
in common European history and memory at the supranational level
as early as the 1950s. At the very first event organised by the CoE, which
was dedicated to the promotion of the common Europe idea in history
teaching, the participants stated that their

purpose [was] not to use history as propaganda for European unity, but
to try to eliminate the traditional mistakes and prejudices and to establish
the facts... It is especially necessary to avoid any interpretation of histo-
rical development which might be used in the particular interest of one
state, or which might disturb the friendly relations between peoples.>

Already at this stage, historians agreed that a project with such a guid-
ing ideology would be unfeasible if it did not include such regions
as the Iberian Peninsula (where autocratic regimes held power) and
Eastern Europe, which was dominated by totalitarian communist re-
gimes controlled by the Soviet Union.®

From the beginning, the idea of cementing Europe’s unity through
buttressing the common past was translated in practical terms into
a strategy of combatting prejudices and biases in textbooks and
the teaching of history. In the 1950s, bilateral Franco-German, Ger-
man-Polish, and German-Israeli commissions were established. In all
cases, it took almost half a century to obtain tangible results from their
activities.”

e}

“History textbooks (1953-1991),” Council of Europe, accessed June 24, 2022,
https://www.coe.int/en/web/history-teaching/history-textbooks.

¢ Berger and Conrad, The Past as History, 344.

7 Mona Siegel and Kirsten Harjes, “Disarming Hatred: History Education, National
Memories, and Franco-German Reconciliation from World War I to the Cold War,”
History of Education Quarterly 52, no. 3 (August 2012): 370-402; Karina V. Ko-
rostelina, History Education in the Formation of Social Identity: Toward a Culture
of Peace (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 7.
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The idea of introducing a common European didactical history
periodically re-emerged. For instance, in 1965, at the Elsnor sympo-
sium, educators from European countries agreed that “there could be
no question of trying to impose a unified version of European history
on schools in the countries that participate in the Council of Europe’s
education programme”.® However, at the same time, the participants
proposed a list of themes that could form a basis for the European his-
tory syllabus.

In the middle of the 1980s, the European Commission supported
French historian Jean-Baptiste Duroselle in writing and publishing
“a European history of Europe” — supporters of the project envisioned
a future book to become a sort of European history textbook. Once pub-
lished,’ the book provoked a lot of controversy among EU constituents,
to the extent that the European Commission officially disassociated
itself from the project.*®

At the beginning of the 1990s, an attempt to produce a sort of Eu-
ropean history textbook resulted in an edition written by scholars and
educators from several countries and translated and published in sev-
eral European languages in fifteen countries. This attempt to propose
a kind of transnational European narrative resulted in a multinational
representation of a “common European history”. The book had sever-
al editions before the early 2000s.!* Nevertheless, no visible feedback
about its influence has ever been presented.

8  Council of Europe, Against bias and prejudice: The Council of Europe’s work on
history teaching and history textbooks (Strasbourg: Council for Cultural Co-oper-
ation, 1995), 10.

° Jean-Baptiste Duroselle, Europe: A History of its Peoples, translated by Richard
Mayne (London: Viking, 1990). See review by Paschalis M. Kitromilides in Euro-
pean History Quarterly 24, no. 1 (1994): 123-127.

0 OQriane Calligaro, “Legitimation Through Remembrance? The Changing Regimes
of Historicity of European Integration,” Journal of Contemporary European Studies
23, no 3: Transnational Memory Politics in Europe: Interdisciplinary Approaches
(2015): 335.

" Winfried Schulze, “From European History to the European History Book,” Eu-
ropean Education 32, no. 2: Toward a European Identity: Finding a New Paradigm
for Teaching History (Summer 2000): 37-47.
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Concurrently, in the 1990s-2000s, the idea of bilateral or multilat-
eral commissions of historians or common bilateral history textbooks
took further development in the light of the “reunification of Europe”.
The results of these efforts could be assessed as a moderate success
in terms of participants from different countries of the region hearing
each other and understanding colleagues’ priorities. However, regard-
ing institutional impact, these projects were less effective: national
educational systems did not officially introduce their results into reg-
ular curricula.?

After the collapse of communism, promoting a common European
history acquired a new meaning, especially in the context of the pros-
pect of the “return to the European family” of the peoples of the former
socialist camp. The CoE launched a strategy named “The New Europe”,
which prioritised (together with the support of the reform of history
teaching in Central and Eastern Europe) the “review of the concept
of the European dimension”.?

In October 1993, the Vienna summit of the leaders and heads of gov-
ernment of the CoE states declared a goal of combatting racism, xen-
ophobia, antisemitism, and intolerance. European leaders considered
history teaching among the essential tools to pursue this goal, asking
for “strengthening [of] programmes aimed at eliminating prejudice
in the teaching of history by emphasising positive mutual influence

2. Karina V. Korostelina and Simone Ldssig, eds., with Stefan Ihrig, History Educa-
tion and Post-Conflict Reconciliation: Reconsidering Joint Textbook Projects (Lon-
don; New York, NY: Routledge, 2013); Joke van der Leeuw-Roord, “A common
textbook for Europe? Utopia or a Crucial Challenge?”, in Geschichtslernen - Inno-
vationen und Reflexionen. Geschichtsdidaktik im Spannungsfeld von theoretischen
Zuspitzungen, empirischen Erkundungen, normativen (iberlegungen und pragma-
tischen Wendungen. Festschrift fiir Bodo von Borries, ed. Jan-Patrick Bauer, Jo-
hannes Meyer-Hamme and Andreas Korber (Herbolzheim: Centaurus Verlag &
Media, 2008), 5-9.

B “The ‘New Europe’ (1989-1998),” Council of Europe, accessed June 20, 2022,
https://www.coe.int/en/web/history-teaching/the-new-europe-.


https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_2?ie=UTF8&field-author=Simone+L%C3%A4ssig&text=Simone+L%C3%A4ssig&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books
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between different countries, religions and ideas in the historical de-
velopment of Europe”.*

In 1992-93, the CoE supported the establishment of the European
Association of History Educators (EUROCLIO), which initially brought
together associations of history teachers in eleven Western European
and three Eastern European countries.”® It was a remarkable combi-
nation of a grassroots initiative (undertaken by motivated educators)
and the political (as well as financial) support of the supranational
institution and some national governments (for instance, the Dutch).
Initially, the primary focus of EUROCLIO activities was on combatting
the extremes of national narratives in “Eastern European history” edu-
cation. Then, the association moved on to projects aspiring “to develop
a sense of European identity, based on common values, history, and
cultural diversity”.’6

In 2002, the CoE’s Committee on Education launched another pro-
ject, “The European dimension in history teaching”. Among other
objectives aimed at developing critical thinking skills, introducing
a comparative perspective in teaching national histories, etc., the pro-
ject emphasised the need to “focus on events, topics, themes or devel-
opments which are truly European either because they happened across
much of Europe or had direct or indirect consequences for much if not
all of the continent”.”” The topics selected, according to their “Europe-
an significance”, included the revolutions of 1848, the Balkan wars

% Council of Europe Summit, Vienna Declaration, October 9, 1993, 10, accessed
June 22, 2022, https://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?0bjec-
tID=0900001680536¢83.

> Website of the organisation: http://euroclio.eu/.

6 This was the definition of one of the aims of the Multi-faceted Memory project
dedicated to the memory of Nazism and Stalinism. See Jaco Stoop, “Multi-facet-
ed Memory,” EuroClio, January 25, 2016, accessed June 23, 2022, http://euroclio.
eu/projects/multi-faceted-memory/.

7 “The European dimension in History teaching (2002-2006),” Council of Europe,
accessed June 22,2022, https://www.coe.int/en/web/history-teaching/the-euro-
pean-dimension-in-history-teaching.
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of 1912-13, the peace treaties of 1919, the end of World War II, and
the Cold War and events of 1989-90.

In 2007, German Minister of Education Anette Schavan came out with
arenewed idea of a common European history textbook to be used in all
27 EU member countries. Notably, EU officials supported the idea, while
representatives of national governments (Poland, the Netherlands,
the Czech Republic) did not show enthusiasm (for different reasons,
however).'® Education professionals also demonstrated a good deal
of scepticism about this idea.' Instead, EUROCLIO decided to promote
an interactive media tool based on various topics united by the concept
of a multiperspective approach and diversity.?°

The name of another project, “Teaching ‘Europe’ to Enhance EU Co-
hesion”, which was dedicated to the history of European integration
in the history curricula of EU member states, spoke for itself.! The pro-
ject resulted in a comprehensive report based on the study of the text-
books on European integration in twenty-eight countries. The expert
team concluded that the teaching courses on “Europe” and European
integration presented a common Europe as an elitist project which is not
relevant to the everyday lives of citizens. However, these courses and
textbooks considered and explained the EU positively, emphasising
shared European values.?

8 See Lucia Kubosova, “Germany to present plans for EU history book,” EUObserv-
er, February 23, 2007, accessed June 25, 2022, https://euobserver.com/eu-politi-
cal/23559; “Common European History,” Deutsche Welle, March 2, 2007, accessed
June 22,2022, https://www.dw.com/en/call-for-european-history-book-as-educa-
tion-ministers-meet/a-2370988.

% Foradetailed and broadly contextualised analysis of the common European text-
book history, see Falk Pingel, “History as a project of the future — the European
history textbook debate,” in History Education and Post-Conflict Reconciliation:
Reconsidering Joint Textbook Projects, ed. Karina V. Korostelina and Simone Lds-
sig, with Stefan Ihrig (London; New York, NY: Routledge, 2013), 155-176.

20 Van der Leeuw-Roord, “A common textbook for Europe?”.

' Jaco Stoop, “Teaching ‘Europe’ to Enhance EU Cohesion,” EuroClio, March 11,
2016, accessed June 21, 2022, http://euroclio.eu/projects/teaching-europe-en-
hance-eu-cohesion/.

22 Henrik Hartmann, Juliette Montlahuc, Aleksei Rogozin and Steven Stegers, Teach-
ing Europe to Enhance EU Cohesion. Final Research Report (Barcelona 2017), 54-55,
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Europe for Citizens Programme

Concurrently, after the enlargement of 2004-07, the Europe for Citizens
Programme, financed by the European Commission, was augmented
to include a new component, “Active European Remembrance”, the aim
of which was defined as follows: “Fostering action, debate, and reflec-
tion related to European citizenship and democracy, shared values,
common history, and culture... bringing Europe closer to its citizens
by promoting Europe’s values and achievements, while preserving
the memory of its past.”?

Ideologically, the programme aimed to promote activities devot-
ed to preserving the memory of repressions, deportations, and other
forms of human rights violations by the Nazi and communist regimes
during and after World War II. The strategy focused on the involvement
of non-governmental organisations (NGOs) through direct funding
of their activities. Between 2007 and 2013, the programme financed
322 projects and awarded grants totalling 14.203 million euros. One
hundred seventy-eight projects that took place in Western Europe main-
ly focused on the crimes of Nazism, the Holocaust, and the memory
of World War II. The other 144 projects took place in Eastern Europe,
including the Balkans and the Baltic states, with most topics dedicated
to the crimes of totalitarian regimes, both National Socialist and com-
munist.?* Approximately 1.7 million European citizens and 500 organ-

accessed June 21, 2022, https://euroclio.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Euro-

Clio.-Hartmann-Montlahuc-Rogozin-Stegers.-Teaching-Europe-Final-Research-Re-

port-2017.pdf.
3 “Europe for Citizens Programme,” European Commission, accessed December 7,
2020, https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/europe-for-citizens_en.
Calculated based on the reports under generic title “Selected projects” for
the years of 2007-13, accessed December 9, 2020, https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/
sites/eacea-site/files/stats_action_4.pdf; https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/sites/ea-
cea-site/files/sucproj_p4.pdf; https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/sites/eacea-site/files/
action_4_list_selected_projects.pdf; https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/sites/eacea-site/
files/citizen_action4_selection_2010.pdf; https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/sites/ea-
cea-site/files/12082011_accepted_publication.pdf; https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/
sites/eacea-site/files/20120905_list_result.pdf; https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/sites/
eacea-site/files/rem-selected-2013.pdf. These pages no longer exist.
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isations were involved in remembrance projects at the programme’s
peak in 2011-13.%

In April 2014, the European Commission decided to extend the pro-
gramme until 2020, with two major components, one of them named
“European Remembrance”, focused on “Europe as a peace project”.
The programme, with a total budget of 187.7 million euros, aimed
to “support initiatives which reflect on the causes of the totalitarian re-
gimes that blighted Europe’s modern history” and projects that “look at
its other defining moments and reference points, and consider different
historical perspectives” to remember the lessons of the past as a pre-
requisite for building a brighter future.?® In 2014-19, the programme
supported 225 projects with total funding of 16.9 million euros.”

The authors of the interim evaluation report mentioned, among
beneficiaries, that four Central and Eastern European countries “were
disproportionally presented relative to their population”, which may be
considered as indirect evidence of an imbalance of interest in the pro-
ject objectives in favour of former Eastern Europe or as an intention
of the donor to invest more into the politics of memory in this region.

All the projects and strategies described above were built on
the principle of indirect impact: through educational approaches and

|

% Coffey International and Deloitte, Ex-post evaluation of the Europe for Citizens Pro-
gramme 2007-2013. Final report (Luxemburg: Publications Office of the Europe-
an Union, 2015), 41, accessed June 20, 2022, https://ec.europa.eu/citizenship/
pdf/final_efcp_final_report_2015_10_15.pdf.

% EU Citizenship Portal, “The ‘Europe for Citizens’ funding programme for the pe-
riod 2014-2020 is officially adopted!”, April 15, 2014, accessed June 25, 2022,
https://ec.europa.eu/citizenship/news-events/news/15042014_en.htm.

27 Calculated with data from the following sites of the Europe for Citizens Pro-
gramme: https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/europe-for-citizens/selection-results/
selection-results-european-remembrance-2014_en; https://eacea.ec.europa.
eu/sites/eacea-site/files/efc_european_remembrance_list_of_projects_selec-
tion_results_2015_en.pdf; https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/sites/eacea-site/files/
publicationremem2016.pdf; https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/sites/eacea-site/files/se-
lected_applicants_remem_2017.pdf; https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/sites/eacea-site/
files/european_remembrance_selection_2018.pdf; https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/
sites/eacea-site/files/publication_selected_0.pdf, all accessed December 7, 2020.
These pages no longer exist.
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the involvement of non-governmental organisations. Now we turn
to a significant project, which from the beginning was quite definite
and straightforward in formulating the task of constructing a past nec-
essary to achieve a specific political goal.

The House of European History
Perhaps, the House of European History (HEH) provides the most
illustrative attempt to create a pan-European transnational “space
of memory”. The idea itself was not a novelty. The House of the Histo-
ry of the Federal Republic of Germany in Bonn,? established in 1994,
which is devoted to the history of Germany since 1945, or Parlamentari-
um,” the European Parliament (EP) visitors centre dedicated to the his-
tory of the EP, might be considered cultural and political predecessors
that influenced the mode of thinking of those who initiated the project.
Another similar venture which could be seen as a prototype, based
on a very similar idea (the notion of the common European past), could
be the Museum of Europe (Musée de I’Europe), established in 1997 by
a group of academics, intellectuals, and politicians in Brussels. The mu-
seum started functioning in 2001 as a private initiative, having strong
ties to the Belgian government and EU structures.?® Three temporary
exhibitions in 2001-7 evolved from the idea of European cultural and
historical commonality to the tale of the success of Eurointegration.
The museum’s narrative presents European heritage as a unifying basis
where the “humanistic tradition of Europe culminates in the integra-
tive process of the post-war era”. Apart from presenting exhibitions,

|

8 Haus der Geschichte der Bundesrepublik Deutschland, accessed June 25, 2022,
https://www.hdg.de/haus-der-geschichte/.

2 “Parlamentarium,” Visiting European Parliament, accessed September 25, 2022,
https://visiting.europarl.europa.eu/en/visitor-offer/brussels/parlamentarium.

30 Christine Cadot, “Can Museums Help Build a European Memory? The Example
of the ‘Musée de I’Europe’, in Brussels in the Light of ‘New World’ Museums’ Ex-
perience,” International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 23, no. 2/3: Arts
and Politics: A French-American Perspective (2010): 127-136.
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the museum also promoted educational activities, again planning (how-
ever vaguely) a new attempt to publish a European history textbook.*

The idea of establishing the HEH was first expressed at the top
political level by Hans-Gert Péttering, the president of the Europe-
an Parliament between 2007 and 2009. According to him, the HEH
should become “a locus for history and for the future where the concept
of the European idea can continue to grow”.3? The establishment of man-
aging and consultative bodies and developing the concept took about
four years.** The creation of the exhibition took another four. A pro-
longed search for consensus between political demands and the ambi-
tions of various lobbying groups in the European Parliament, academic
team, and the board again revealed the complexity of the problem
of seeking a singular and universal reference point for a “common
European memory”.

The academic group presented an updated concept in 2013. All
project constituents somehow agreed that the primary aim of the mu-
seum should be to foster a shared European historical consciousness
and a common European identity based on it.>* However, further de-
velopment and implementation of this noble idea were challenged

3 Daniel Rosenberg, “Exhibiting Post-national Identity. The House of European
History,” in History and Belonging: Representations of the Past in Contemporary
European Politics, ed. Stefan Berger and Caner Tekin (New York, NY: Berghahn
Books, 2018), 24-25.

32 Taja Vovk van Gaal and Christine Dupont, “The House of European History,” in En-
tering the Minefields: The Creation of New History Museums in Europe: Conference
Proceedings from EuNaMus; European National Museums: Identity Politics; the Uses
of the Past; and the European Citizen; Brussels 25 January 2012, ed. Bodil Axels-
son, Christine Dupont and Chantal Kestelooteds (Link6ping: Linképing Univer-
sity Electronic Press, 2012), 44.

3 See collection of essays, memoirs and discussion at: Andrea Mork and Perikles
Christodoulou, eds., Creating the House of European History (Luxembourg: Publi-
cations Office of the European Union, 2018); Raivis STmansons, Europe’s Journey
to Modernity: Developing the House of European History in Brussels, PhD thesis
(Leicester: University of Leicester, 2018).

3 Veronika Settele, “Including Exclusion in European Memory? Politics of Remem-
brance at the House of European History,” Journal of Contemporary European Stud-
ies 23, no. 3: Transnational Memory Politics in Europe: Interdisciplinary Approaches
(2015): 408.
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by the migration crisis and the need to include “marginal voices”
in the bright picture of the European continent as a venue of a shared
consciousness regarding human rights, democracy, liberty, legality,
and solidarity.

In the end, an international team of experts decided to clear these
ideological and methodological hurdles by using the principle “uni-
ty through diversity”. The museum’s primary mission is to “enhance
understanding of European history in all its complexity, to encourage
the exchange of ideas and to question assumptions”.?® The main top-
ics of the permanent exhibits are European history in the twentieth
century and the history of European integration. The museum opened
in Brussels in May 2017. The first permanent exhibition may come into
existence in 2023.

The Holocaust as Pan-European Memory
Remembrance and constructed collective memory of the Holocaust
exemplifies the transnational narrative of memory: first, as a global
narrative of memory/history; second, as a selection of a topic capable
of stitching together different national narratives; third, as a practice
of establishing transnational institutions to implement the standard
narrative; and fourth, as an attempt to codify and regulate interpreta-
tions of the past with the help of memorial laws and legal practices.
The canonised historical narrative of the Holocaust looks like a classic
example of the transnational version of the past and related suprana-
tional practices.*”

The story of transforming the Holocaust into a universal transna-
tional form of collective/historical memory started in the 1960s and

3 Ibid.

36 “Mission & Vision,” House of European History, accessed September 25, 2022,
https://historia-europa.ep.eu/en/mission-vision.

3 This is exemplified by the central slogan of this narrative: “Never again!”.
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took almost forty years to accomplish.3® Holocaust remembrance went
through several stages of internal transformation, from an imposed or
intended oblivion to a victimhood narrative, then to a representation
of heroic resistance, and finally to a paradigmatic case of genocide.
On the European continent, Holocaust remembrance came to the fore
of transnational memory politics at the end of the 1990s and the be-
ginning of the 2000s as the consensus of national governments and
transnational bodies in search of a unifying symbol and narrative.

At the state level, Germany, Israel, and the US were initially the lead-
ing promoters of the Holocaust as a morally and politically effective
form of collective memory.*® In the 1990s, the war in the Balkans
and the quest for a symbol that would become the mainstay of Euro-
pean identity triggered the transformation of the collective memory
of the Holocaust and its corollary, a didactic historical narrative.

In 1998-99, just before the final stage of preparations for EU enlarge-
ment, Swedish Prime Minister G6ran Persson, having secured the sup-
port of UK Prime Minister Tony Blair and US President Bill Clinton,
initiated the creation of the Task Force for International Cooperation
on Holocaust Education, Remembrance, and Research. Implementing
such a large-scale project would undoubtedly have been impossible
without international cooperation at the highest level.

Renamed the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA)
in 2013, it has become an organisation that brings together thirty-one
countries (as permanent members) and ten observer countries; thirty-
three of these countries are European.*® Only governmental bodies rep-
resent their countries in the Alliance, ensuring that the project main-
tains its high political and bureaucratic status. The organisation states

38 For a discussion on this topic, see Jeffrey C. Alexander, Remembering the Holo-
caust: A Debate (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2009).

3 For more detail, see Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider, “Memory Unbound: The Hol-
ocaust and the Formation of Cosmopolitan Memory,” European Journal of Social
Theory 5, no. 1(2002): 87-106.

40 The official website of the organisation is https://www.holocaustremembrance.
com/about-us.
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that its goals are formative and educational (studying and teaching
the history of the Holocaust) and political (fighting against xenopho-
bia, racism, and antisemitism). For instance, in 2010-14, the Alliance
financed ninety-three projects in forty-two countries, including twen-
ty-nine in Europe. Its main targets are representatives of government
structures and non-governmental organisations, teachers, and educa-
tion authorities: these groups amounted to 56.7 percent of the audi-
ence.”' In 2017, the Alliance redrafted its funding strategy for 2019-23,
focusing on two significant areas: safeguarding the record of the Holo-
caust and the genocide of Roma, and countering distortion - this agenda
became an urgent issue in the former “Eastern Europe”.*?

The supranational European historical politics in Holocaust mem-
ory, which aimed to establish a supranational community of memory,
became a standard. Since 2005, 27 January, the day of liberation for
the inmates of the death camp in Auschwitz, has been marked in the cal-
endar of memorable dates for the European Union as International
Holocaust Remembrance Day. Additionally, national-level memorial
complexes dedicated to the Holocaust exist in seventeen European
countries, including Ukraine; eleven of these sites of memory are spe-
cialised museums.*®

Most European countries accepted the Holocaust universalist claims
as a form of all-European collective/historical memory. Eighteen coun-
tries of the European Union recognise International Holocaust Re-

4 Calculated in 2016 based on: https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/fund-
ing-grant-program/funding-overview. This page no longer exists. In 2015,
the funding programme was paused. Information about the funding programme
can be found here: “Funding,” International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance,
accessed June 21, 2022, https://2015.holocaustremembrance.com/grant-pro-
gramme/funded-projects-by-year.

42 “THRA Grant Strategy 2019-2023,” International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance,
June 21,2022, accessed December 8, 2020, https://www.holocaustremembrance.
com/sites/default/files/inline-files/THRA%20Grant%20Guidelines_call_2021%20
%281%29.pdf.

4 “Jewish Studies: Global Directory of Holocaust Museums,” Israel Science and
Technology Directory, accessed December 8, 2020, http://www.science.co.il/Hol-
ocaust-Museums.asp.
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membrance Day as a national day of remembrance. In comparison, six
countries have their own particular dates dedicated to the Holocaust,*
insisting on their particularity in commemoration practices. Attempts
of transnational bodies to introduce (if not to impose) a common stan-
dard of the Holocaust were confronted with the claims that these ex-
periences are different in various countries and, therefore, its memory
and representation should also be diversified.*

Moreover, additional problems arise regarding the perception
of the Holocaust at the societal level. In Sweden and the United Kingdom,
countries whose governments initiated the representation of the Holo-
caust as a pan-European phenomenon, the level of awareness among
certain groups required to teach the Holocaust (history teachers, for
instance) is still considered unsatisfactory.*® The most recent study on
Holocaust education shows that the successful and increasing insti-
tutionalisation of Holocaust education and proliferation of study pro-
grammes, research institutes, and museums about the Holocaust are
now followed by growing ignorance about this event.*

In the post-communist space seen as the project’s target audience,
the pan-European version of the collective/historical memory of the Hol-
ocaust often conflicts with national narratives and their ambition to pro-
pose another transnational history about “Eastern Europe” as a victim
of communism. Needless to say, they have many skeletons in the closet,
as proven by stories of participation in the Holocaust by both ordinary
people and prominent figures and organisations that possess a special

4 European Commission, Report from the Commission to the European Parliament and
to the Council. The Memory of the Crimes Committed by Totalitarian Regimes in Eu-
rope, COM(2010) 783 final (Brussels, December 22, 2010), 4, accessed June 21,
2022, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52010D-
C0783&from=FR.

4 Aleida Assmann, “The Holocaust — A Global Memory?”, 100-102.

4 See data from surveys among teachers in Michael Gray, Contemporary Debates
on Holocaust Education (New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 4-5.

47 Andrea PetG, “A paradigm change in Holocaust memorialization: lessons to be
learned,” in Holocaust Remembrance and Representation: Documentation from a Re-
search Conference. Swedish Government Official Reports (Stockholm 2020), 19.
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place in the national pantheon (notably in the cases of Poland, Hungary,
Ukraine, Lithuania, and Moldova).

The most recent study, undertaken by the United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum in ten countries of Europe and Russia, exposed
systemic cases of Holocaust distortion and revisionism in Europe at
the state level. The list of such practices includes public statements
denying or minimising national and societal responsibility for crimes
against Jews or collaboration with Nazi Germany; attempts to limit ac-
ademic and public discourse on Holocaust history through legislation,
penalties, and political interference with the accurate representation
of history in museums and exhibitions and at historical sites; rejec-
tion of the importance of Holocaust remembrance and memorials by
influential political and societal leaders; and efforts to glorify, honour,
forgive, or otherwise “rehabilitate” Holocaust-era historical figures or
entities despite their association with crimes against humanity, collab-
oration with Nazi Germany, or direct involvement in the persecution
and murder of Jews.*8

Conclusion

The idea of a common European past (in the forms of memory and his-
tory) emerged and developed together with the paradigm of a united Eu-
rope. It has gone through different phases and shapes since the 1950s.
In the beginning, different strategies and approaches were aimed at
overcoming the legacy of the immediate past. Since 2000, the narra-
tive of the harmful past as a unifying symbol and the “Never Again!”
formula was amended by positive symbolism based on the European
Union’s history in a triumphalist tone. In all cases, visionaries, dis-
course mongers, and policy-makers based these strategies on the con-

|

4 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Holocaust Memory at Risk. The Dis-
tortion of Holocaust History across Europe. Summary of Findings and Recommen-
dations (Washington, September 2021), 5, accessed June 21, 2022, https://www.
ushmm.org/m/pdfs/USHMM-Holocaust-Memory-at-Risk-2021.pdf.
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cept of cultural integration and a common European supranational
identity. “Europeanisation of remembrance processes and actions re-
lated to Europe’s past were directly connected to the theme of citizens’
sense of belonging to the European community as a political project.”?

As we see, these strategies and actions spurred by them resulted
in what we can describe as a “moderate success” (to use the language
of project management). None of them reached their strategic goal.
Moreover, each faced permanent internal and external challenges, start-
ing from the formulation stage of the basic concepts. These challenges
stemmed from factors including the different political or corporate in-
terests or ideological diversity among actors. In the final analysis, most
of these projects accepted the idea of “unity in diversity”.

Perhaps the primary and most fundamental reason for “moderate
success” lies in the origin of the idea of “common European identity”.
Its promoters tailored it on the paradigm of national identity. In their
vision, the transnational common European identity looked like a na-
tional identity covering the whole of Europe, in other words. Basically,
it was the same discourse, just framed within broader political bound-
aries.

Another fundamental reason is that all these projects and initiatives
followed a top-down approach (except EUROCLIO, perhaps). The Council
of Europe, the European Commission, the European Parliament, pres-
idents, heads of governments, and members of parliament proposed,
initiated, formulated, and promoted specific ideas based on political
interests and values. Of course, preliminary research and baseline stud-
ies were done in many cases, expert recommendations were sought, and
ideas and strategies were discussed and tuned. In many cases, these
ideas were noble and potentially useful. However, their implementation
at the grassroots level was routinely less successful than expected, per-
haps due to alack of communication with the objects of these strategies.

|
4 Annabelle Littoz-Monnet, “The EU Politics of Remembrance: Can Europeans Re-
member Together?”, West European Politics 35, no. 5 (2012): 1192.
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Finally, perhaps paradoxically, the idea of a common European mem-
ory and remembrance was too Eurocentric. A considerable share of new
Europeans with less European memory (both communicative and cul-
tural) populated the continent. Memory managers have only recently
noted this fact and are only just now starting to adjust their strategies.
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Chapter 2

Revival of the Intermarium Concept
as a Remedy for Russia’s Aggressive
Foreign Policy: Achievable Reality
or Impossible Fantasy?

Przemystaw Furgacz

Introduction

Though in political discourse and in historiography the term “Inter-
marium concept” is commonly used, one thing ought to be explained.
We should in fact talk about Intermarium concepts, not a single Inter-
marium concept, because over the past decades there have been many
variants of this political idea. There have been various configurations
of states proposed to form this alliance. Some versions of Intermarium
were broader and deeper, others narrower and shallower. As a mini-
mum, they should encompass at least two states of the region; as a max-
imum, a dozen or so countries from Sweden to Bulgaria and Croatia.
As far as pure geography is concerned, in less open variants, Interma-
rium was understood as an area between the Baltic and Black Seas.
In more open variations, Intermarium was interpreted as the territory
lying between three seas: the Baltic, the Black Sea, and the Adriatic.
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As the foundation of the whole Intermarium geopolitical idea lies
the conviction that small and medium-sized nations situated between
aggressive, belligerent, predatory, and powerful Germany to the west
and expansionist, bellicose, imperialist, and mighty Russia (regard-
less of its current incarnation) to the east cannot survive on their own,
but if they team up and unite to repel any potential aggressor, then
the chances for their survival in this hostile environment would rise
appreciably. Only such an alliance, union, or federation of small and
medium Central European states can potentially hold Russia and Germa-
ny in check. To put it differently, the backers of this geopolitical design
argued that if Intermarium were founded, both Germany and Russia
would be deterred from invading the countries, which are otherwise
very susceptible to invasion. If there is a truth in the saying “the weak
are meat the strong do eat”, Intermarium would make the weak Central
and Eastern European states no longer weak and, therefore, they would
cease to be easy prey for invaders. As history has proved many times,
for the states in this region, the ramifications of falling prey to con-
quest by foreign tyrannies trying to realise insane totalitarian ideolo-
gies are extraordinarily painful, deadly, and dire. Presently, Ukraine
is sharply feeling the consequences of Russian invasion, with numerous
war crimes perpetrated against civilians, a devastated economy, and
progressing general impoverishment of society. It is well justified that
reputable American historian Timothy Snyder named the Intermarium
area “Bloodlands” when he described the numerous genocides and cru-
elties that these countries experienced during the first half of the 20%
century, mainly at the hands of Moscow and Berlin.!

The goal of this chapter is to respond to the following research
questions:

m Are the nations of Central and Eastern Europe truly and consist-

ently evolving into closer cooperation and alliance in the realm

|
' See Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin (Philadelphia,
PA: Perseus Books Group, 2010).



Chapter 2 » Revival of the Intermarium Concept as a Remedy for Russia’s Aggressive...

of security, and if so, is this a permanent tendency or merely
a temporary political fashion that would cease if Russia were
to resign from its imperial ambitions?

m Are the raisons d’état of Central European countries similar and
congruent enough to become a serious driver of a strengthening
security partnership?

m Towhat extent do the animosities, differences of opinion, histor-
ical disputes, divergent interests, various geopolitical locations,
and differing ambitions among Central and Eastern European
states impinge on their will and ability to create a sustained and
viable formal or informal alliance?

m  Which states of the region are particularly prone to strengthen
their security cooperation and which regional states — in marked
contrast to the former — prefer to remain outside Intermarium
and similar security conceptions?

m Canthe Intermarium idea be a wise response and a feasible an-
tidote to manifold antagonistic activities on the part of Russia?

At first, the chapter examines the historical background of the whole

Intermarium idea, enumerating its four most famous incarnations.
Then there is a description of the Intermarium concept in contemporary
Poland - the country from which it originates. The final section briefly
discusses the increasing cooperation in the Poland, Ukraine, Romania
triangle — the three largest states of the region.

The Beginnings of the Intermarium Political Concept

Very often the conception of the Intermarium project is incorrectly
ascribed solely to Jozef Pitsudski, though in reality many other people
vastly contributed to this idea.? Most of them were Poles, but the con-

|

2 Robert D. Kaplan, “Pilsudski’s Europe,” Stratfor Worldview, August 6, 2014,
accessed August 5, 2022, https://cc.bingj.com/cache.aspx?q=%22Pilsud-
ski%e2%80%99s+Europe%22+Stratfor&d=4864639222549030&mkt=pl-PL&-
setlang=pl-PL&w=Eapq--zwmSykLu2sSLsJsjntw-TKj8Ng.
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cept gained ground — however limited - also outside of Poland. During
the interwar period, Poland on different occasions pursued four princi-
pal versions of the Intermarium concept in its foreign policy. In chron-
ological order, they were as follows:

1. Federalist concept. This was endorsed by Polish marshal Jozef
Pitsudski and his followers at the dawn of the II Rzeczpospolita (Sec-
ond Republic). Jozef Pitsudski, who dominated Polish political life
in the interwar period and is considered by the majority of Poles to be
a national hero, profoundly believed that no matter what particular
government — be it white or red — was in power in Russia, this state
had been, was, and would be an imperialist one because imperialism
was immanent to the nature of this important world power. He stated
in an interview given in 1919 to French newspaper Le Petit Parisien:
“Irrespective of what its government will be, Russia is fiercely imperi-
alistic. It is definitely the underlying feature of its political character.”
He was convinced that in order to stop expected future Russian armed
expansion into Central-Eastern Europe, a confederation or even feder-
ation of the nations which in the remote past formed the Polish-Lithu-
anian Commonwealth should be established. In other words, Pitsudski
and his adherents intended to create, at the minimum, a sort of alli-
ance or, at the maximum, a federation of states consisting of Poland,
Ukraine, Belarus, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, and Moldova. Forming
such an alliance would result in two fundamental advantages. Firstly,
a close alliance or Intermarium federation would make Poland as well
as the aforementioned countries militarily, economically, demograph-
ically, and diplomatically stronger. Secondly, it simultaneously would
make Russia weaker, because Russia devoid of the resources of Ukraine,
Belarus, Moldova, and the Baltic states would be measurably weak-
ened. The following words written by Col. Adam Skwarczyfiski, one of

w

Janusz Cisek, “Kilka uwag o mysli federacyjnej J6zefa Pitsudskiego,” in Miedzy-
morze: Polska i kraje Europy Srodkowo-Wschodniej XIX-XX wiek: studia ofiarowane
Piotrowi tossowskiemu w siedemdziesigtq rocznice urodzin, ed. Andrzej Ajnenkiel
et al. (Warszawa: Instytut Historii PAN, 1995), 94.
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Pitsudski’s followers, in the article entitled “The Goals of the War
in the East”, accurately summarised the way of thinking of the pro-Pitsud-
ski political camp: “Either Poland standing on the enormous so-called
Intermarium must be powerful or its right to existence will be ques-
tioned.™ These words turned out to be prophetic. Future events proved
Skwarczynski was right in his pessimistic evaluation of Poland’s geo-
political location and the intentions of its stronger neighbours.

Though in Polish historiography it is sometimes stressed that all
the member states of such an Intermarium federation would enter this
design on equal conditions and with equal rights, an in-depth analysis
of the Polish-Ukrainian Treaty of Warsaw of April 1920 agreed upon by
Jozef Pitsudski and Symon Petliura (thus also known as the Petliura-
Pitsudski Alliance/Agreement) indicates that this view is far from ac-
curate. In particular, the economic provisions of this treaty were obvi-
ously disadvantageous to the Ukrainian People’s Republic. To express
this another way, according to Pitsudski’s intentions, the planned In-
termarium federation would be something very similar to the earlier
great geopolitical idea of German “Mitteleuropa”, but with Poland - not
Germany - at the helm and in charge. In any case, Pitsudski’s federalist
plans ended inconclusively. During the Polish-Bolshevik war of 1920,
it turned out that Ukrainian society — to Warsaw’s chagrin — did not
support the Polish-Ukrainian armies’ offensive of spring 1920 as had
previously been promised by Petliura. Apparently, Ukrainian national
consciousness — not to mention that of Belarusian — was still immature
in those times. Disenchanted, Pitsudski had to slowly re-evaluate his
hopes and judgements.

2. The Baltic Union concept. The author of the idea to set up the Bal-
tic Union was the first ever Estonian minister of foreign affairs, Jaan
Poska, who came up with such a proposal in 1919. The suggestion was

|

4 Piotr Okulewicz, Koncepcja “miedzymorza” w mysli i praktyce politycznej obo-
zu Jézefa Pitsudskiego w latach 1918-1926 (Poznafi: Wydawnictwo Poznaiskie,
2001), 120.
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willingly received in Poland. However, it must be highlighted that this
concept had never been crystallised into specific plans. Nevertheless,
from 1919, Polish diplomats presented this project to their colleagues
from the region. According to Warsaw, the planned grouping should
have consisted of five Baltic states: Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia,
and Finland.> Most notably, all of them had just gained independence
from the collapsing Russian Empire, hence from the outset, the design
took an evident anti-Russian direction. Lithuania, in spite of being open
to a sort of unification within the Baltic Union, absolutely excluded
Poland from this grouping. At the time, Poland was seen in Lithuania
as a principal foe. Interestingly, the United Kingdom opted for the foun-
dation of the Baltic Union, but also without Poland and under its own
patronage. Generally, during the whole interwar period, Tallinn - or at
least a large part of the leading Estonian political establishment — was
the one most in favour of this design.® As far as Poland was concerned,
representatives of the Polish Armed Forces were particularly sympa-
thetic to the union concept in their belief that such an alliance would
enhance the defensive potential of Poland in case of war with the Soviet
Union.” In 1922, diplomats from Poland, Latvia, Estonia, and Finland
signed a political agreement which stipulated, among other things, that
in case of a foreign aggression by a third state against one of the sig-
natories, the others would take an attitude of friendly neutrality. How-
ever, the agreement was not ultimately ratified by Finland, therefore
it did not go into effect.® After 1923, disappointed and disillusioned,
the Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs evidently lost interest in further
pushing through the Baltic Union project. Warsaw came to the con-
clusion that from the military point of view, a Baltic Union without

> Lech Wyszczelski, Polska mocarstwowa: wizje i koncepcje obozéw politycznych IT
Rzeczypospolitej: Miedzymorze, federalizm, prometeizm, kolonie i inne drogi do
wielkosci (Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Bellona, 2015), 141.

¢ Ibid., 148.

7 Ibid., 150-151, 155.

8 Ibid., 151-153.
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Finland would not contribute substantially to the nation’s security. On
their parts, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia began to conclude bilateral
accords.’ The General Staff of the Polish Armed Forces blamed Kaunas,
Riga, Tallinn, and Helsinki for the freeze in forging a military alliance
with Poland, accusing them of purposeful interlinking with Moscow,
which for its part incessantly and intransigently went to great lengths
to thwart this design. From Moscow’s viewpoint, the whole concept
of a Baltic Union was nothing more than a feature of Polish eastern
policy clearly oriented against the Soviet Union.*

3. The Promethean project. The idea of so-called Prometheism ap-
peared in Polish political thinking in the 19" century. Its followers
treated Russia as the most threatening and implacable enemy of Poland.
This set of political views was sui generis continuation of the federalist
concept but with some fundamental differences. Whereas the federal-
ist versions of Intermarium postulated the separation of Poland from
Russia with buffer states in close partnership with Poland, Promethe-
ism posited breaking Russia apart through a series of simultaneous or
consecutive secessions of non-Russian nations from the empire. It was
based on the conviction that Soviet Russia as well as its Tsarist prede-
cessor was strongly hostile vis-a-vis Poland and was patiently waiting
for the best possible moment to attack it. Concurrently, communist
Russia was also a tyrant to a multitude of small nations which would
very willingly split from the Soviet empire if only some external pow-
er would help them. Therefore — according to the proponents of Pro-
metheism - Poland should actively encourage these nations in their
pro-independence aspirations in order to make Russia weaker. It was
thought that after gaining independence, the ethnically non-Russian
nations would enter a close defensive alliance with Poland. Moreover,
in case of Soviet aggression against Poland, these nations were expected
to practise subversion and sabotage or even rise up against the Soviet

]
® Ibid., 151-164.
1 Ibid., 165-167.
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Union.! The idea was quite popular not only in Poland but also among
intelligentsia of the East European and Caucasian nations. The name
Prometheism for the whole project was probably concocted for the first
time in Georgia. Jozef Pitsudski was a fervent supporter of both the fed-
eralist and the Promethean concepts, though his preferences slowly
evolved over time from the former to the latter.

In line with the prescriptions of Prometheism, in the interwar peri-
od the Polish intelligence services clandestinely shored up Ukrainians,
Georgians, Armenians, Tatars, Azeris, Don Cossacks, Karelians, Komi,
and Ingrians in their struggles with the Kremlin.!? Activity aimed at
undermining the Soviet Union was particularly intense in the 1920s,
especially in the latter half of the decade. After the Soviet Union and
Poland struck a non-aggression pact in 1932, these “Promethean” activ-
ities significantly abated.!® To speak metaphorically, Warsaw decidedly
did not want to tease the Soviet bear, all the more due to the undenia-
ble fact that every consecutive year, this bear boasted bigger claws and
teeth. Interestingly, Prometheism concentrated primarily on supporting
Caucasian nations, despite the great geographical distance separat-
ing the Caucasus from Central Europe. Poland supported Ukrainians
to a much lesser extent. This can be explained in part by the fact that
a substantial part of Ukrainian society at the time had a negative atti-
tude toward Poland. Another reason was that the Ukrainian diaspora
did not enjoy measurable support among the Ukrainian nation then
and, on top of that, treated Poland only as a passing instrument to re-
alisation of its political aims, preferring and prioritising liaison with
Czechoslovakia, Germany, and France over cooperation with Poland.'

" Ibid., 197-200.

12 Alexandr Bovdunov, “Poland: The Jagiellonian Alternative,” Katehon.com, May 10,
2016, accessed August 5,2022, https://katehon.com/en/article/poland-jagiello-
nian-alternative.

3 Wyszczelski, Polska mocarstwowa, 209.

“  Ibid., 211-212.
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4. Jozef Beck’s Intermarium concept. In 1934, Poland’s then foreign
minister J6zef Beck — a person who steered Polish foreign policy through
almost all of 1930s - after taking stock of the geopolitical situation,
came to the conclusion that the Intermarium design should be brought
back to life. He furtively worked out a new version of the Intermari-
um idea, which intended to unite countries stretching from Scandi-
navia to the Balkan Peninsula in a sort of defensive alliance against
possible future aggressions of firstly the Soviet Union and secondly
the Third Reich.”® Accordingly, the politician commenced a series of dip-
lomatic initiatives aimed at convincing other states to adopt this idea.
To Beck’s disappointment, the Scandinavian states turned out to have
reservations about his plans. In general, they wanted to preserve their
neutrality’ and did not intend to antagonise the Soviet Union, let
alone Germany, with which they maintained deep economic relation-
ships. Beck’s endeavours to co-opt the Baltic states to the project also
foundered. In spite of Estonia and Latvia being interested in the idea,
Lithuania, which at that time was at loggerheads with Poland over
a territorial dispute around Vilnius, staunchly torpedoed the Polish
démarche.!” Beck appealed to the countries south of Poland, but at-
tempts to unite them around the concept also failed. In those times,
it was impossible to accommodate the divergent interests of Romania,
Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia, which were joined together in the so-
called Little Entente against revisionist Hungary. The latter in turn was
intending to change its borders with the states mentioned above. This
time around, with strong pressures pushing the countries in different
directions, such an alignment proved to be too hard to achieve.

Retrospectively, all these projects came to a calamitous end.!® Actual-
ly, the only state that sincerely, consistently, and productively acted on
strengthening its security and economic ties with Poland was Romania.

' Ibid., 269.
® Ibid., 269-271.
7 Ibid., 271-272.
®  Ibid., 276.
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Poland’s alliance with Romania in the interwar period benefited both
states.’® As one of the Polish ministers of foreign affairs from that time,
Konstanty Skirmunt, correctly stated, the Polish alliance with Roma-
nia which was initiated in 1921 created a continuous defensive line
against Russia and provided both states with the shortest communica-
tion lines between the Black and the Baltic seas.?’ Warsaw at the begin-
ning of 1920s appreciated Romania’s military capabilities, which had
the potential to relieve Poland during its war with Bolshevik Russia.!

After World War II, the Intermarium concept had been vividly dis-
cussed amid manifold Polish — and not only Polish — emigrant organisa-
tions in exile, to name just a few: the Christian Service for the Liberation
of Nations,? the Assembly of Captive European Nations,? the “Bridge”
Socio-Political Movement, and the most famous and most influential

% Forinformation about the beginnings of Polish-Romanian alliance in the interwar
period, see Okulewicz, Koncepcja “miedzymorza” w mysli, 67-68, 71; Wiestaw
Balcerak, “Strategiczne uwarunkowania polityki zagranicznej II Rzeczypospo-
litej (1918-1925),” in Miedzymorze: Polska i kraje Europy Srodkowo-Wschodniej
XIX-XX wiek: studia ofiarowane Piotrowi tossowskiemu w siedemdziesiqtq roczni-
ce urodzin, ed. Andrzej Ajnenkiel et al. (Warszawa: Instytut Historii PAN, 1995),
165-166; and Henryk Buthak, “W poszukiwaniu sojuszow i zwigzkéw integracyj-
nych z pafistwami Europy Srodkowej i Potudniowo-Wschodniej: Przyczynek do
dziejow dyplomacji polskiej jesienig 1920 r.,” in Miedzymorze: Polska i kraje Eu-
ropy Srodkowo-Wschodniej XIX-XX wiek: studia ofiarowane Piotrowi tossowskiemu
w siedemdziesigtq rocznice urodzin, ed. Andrzej Ajnenkiel et al. (Warszawa: In-
stytut Historii PAN 1995), 227-239. For the succinct description of Polish-Ro-
manian political relations in the interwar period, see Manuel Stanescu, “Jeden
naréd o dwdch sztandarach,” Méwig Wieki, no. 5 (May 2016): 12-16; and Bogu-
staw Kubisz, “Manifestowana przyjazi. Wizyty gtéw panstw Polski i Rumunii
w okresie miedzywojennym,” Méwig Wieki, no. 5 (May 2016): 17-21.

20 Maria Nowak-Kietbikowa, “Objecie Ministerstwa Spraw Zagranicznych Rzeczy-
pospolitej Polskiej przez Konstantego Skirmunta,” in Miedzymorze: Polska i kraje
Europy Srodkowo-Wschodniej XIX-XX wiek: studia ofiarowane Piotrowi tossowskie-
mu w siedemdziesigtq rocznice urodzin, ed. Andrzej Ajnenkiej et al. (Warszawa:
Instytut Historii PAN, 1995), 282.

2 Balcerak, “Strategiczne uwarunkowania”, 173.

22 See Mirostaw Boruta, “Miedzymorze” w mysli politycznej oSrodkéw emigracji naro-
déw Europy Srodkowej i Wschodniej w latach 1945-1985 (Krakéw: Towarzystwo
Pomost, 1998), 8-9.

3 Ibid., 9.
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European Borderlands
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Figure 1. Intermarium states in the most typical configuration.

Source: Eugene Chausovsky, “In Europe’s Borderlands, the Winds of Change Blow in Every Direction,” Stratfor World-
view, February 28, 2017, accessed September 23, 2022, https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/europes-borderlands-
winds-change-blow-every-direction.

of these, the Polish Government-in-Exile,?* as well as many others. Ad-
mittedly, most of these were quite exotic; nonetheless thanks to them,
the idea did not vanish entirely but circulated among an Eastern Euro-
pean intelligentsia which did not let it die (Figure 1). Simultaneously,
in communist Poland, the Intermarium concept was also taken up from
time to time by opposition factions, like the right-wing party the Con-
federation of Independent Poland.?

| |

24 Tbid., 4-6.

% In 1993, this party issued a special brochure in which it concisely clarified its po-
sition vis-a-vis the Intermarium and related Polish foreign policy concepts. See
Tomasz Szczepariski, Miedzymorze: Polityka Srodkowoeuropejska KPN (Warszawa:
Dziat Poligrafii KPN, 1993), 3-23.
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The Intermarium Idea in the 21 Century

in Contemporary Poland

At the foundation of the contemporary foreign policy of the Republic
of Poland lies the assumption that sovereign and relatively strong states,
situated east of Poland and independent from Russia, would make
Poland noticeably safer. This presumption was clearly and unequivo-
cally put forward for the first time by Jozef Pitsudski just after World
War I ended.? Polish leaders, regardless of their party affiliation, almost
universally believe that until Ukraine, Belarus, and the Baltic nations
are independent and not subjugated by Moscow, Russia in its aggres-
sive aspirations will concentrate on subordinating or even conquering
these countries, putting Poland aside for a while. As one of the most
controversial Polish politicians and a member of the European Parlia-
ment, Janusz Korwin-Mikke once amusingly — yet accurately — opined:
“Ilike Russia very much, but the farther Russia is from Polish borders,
the more I like it!”

Polish political leaders never really believed that Moscow had com-
pletely resigned from its imperialist ambitions, in contrast to many
Western politicians who naively and groundlessly took this controver-
sial assumption for granted in the 1990s. Since 2014, apprehensions
about the Kremlin’s long-term intentions and plans toward neighbour-
ing states have only increased, from Tallinn through Warsaw to Bucha-
rest. However, it is one thing to identify the potential external risks for
one’s nation, but another to find solutions that minimise these risks.
Whereas Polish politicians are, by and large, united in their fear of pos-
sible invasion from Russia, they are not so united in trying to find an
answer of what to do in this situation. Most of them have a strongly
held belief that Poland should remain a member state of NATO and
crave close security ties with the United States. Nevertheless, except for
that common conviction, there are some serious differences. For one,
the main current opposition party, Civic Platform, opts for close integra-

|
% Kaplan, “Pilsudski’s Europe.”



Chapter 2 » Revival of the Intermarium Concept as a Remedy for Russia’s Aggressive...

tion within the European Union and is looking for security allies among
the Western European powers — primarily Germany and France — where-
as the ruling conservative party, Law and Justice, conspicuously dis-
tances itself from Berlin and Paris, apparently in preference to close
relationships with the United Kingdom and some Central-Eastern Eu-
ropean states. Donald Tusk — the former prime minister of Poland and
the former president of the European Council — staunchly criticises this
policy. According to him, the Intermarium design propagated by Law
and Justice is the consequence of a mistaken assessment of Poland’s
capabilities. On one occasion, he reflected: “What worries me the most
is Poland’s drift in this geopolitical arrangement again toward periph-
eries, toward loneliness.”?” Tusk argues that endorsement of the Inter-
marium concept is dangerous because it exaggerates Poland’s strength
and is a sign of the immature great power-dreams of the current Polish
government, which is dangerously out of touch with reality.?® Another
representative of Civic Platform, during a debate in the Polish parlia-
ment dedicated to the question of Polish foreign policy, called the In-
termarium concept “an anachronism and a whim”.?

Civic Platform, which is positioned roughly at the centre of Polish po-
litical spectrum, is not the only opposition party undermining the pos-
sibility of promoting the Intermarium geopolitical project, particularly
as an alternative to good relationships with Western European powers.
The left-wing parties are also sceptical of that idea. For instance, the for-

2 “Szczerski krytycznie o bilansie przewodnictwa Tuska w Radzie Europejskiej,”
Dziennik. Gazeta Prawna, December 10, 2016, accessed September 14, 2022,
https://www.gazetaprawna.pl/wiadomosci/artykuly/1000580,bilans-przewod-
nictwa-tuska-w-radzie-europejskiej.html.

8 “Tusk krytykuje polityke zagraniczng PiS: To dryfowanie na peryferia,” Dziennik.
Gazeta Prawna, December 8, 2016, accessed September 14, 2022, https://www.
gazetaprawna.pl/wiadomosci/artykuly/1000023,tusk-krytykuje-polityke-zagran-
iczna-pis-to-dryfowanie-na-peryferia.html.

2 “Witold Waszczykowski przedstawit tezy informacji o kierunkach polityki zagra-
nicznej,” Rzeczpospolita, February 8, 2017, accessed March 19, 2017, http://www.rp.
pl/Rzad-PiS/170208990-Witold-Waszczykowski-przedstawil-tezy-informacji-
o-kierunkach-polityki-zagranicznej.html#ap-1.
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mer prime minister of Poland, Leszek Miller, representing the social
democratic party the Democratic Left Alliance, called the Intermarium
ideas outmoded historic concepts that are meaningless, or even worse,
daydreams.3°

The criticism for the Intermarium dimension of present Polish for-
eign policy comes also from experts associated with rather right-wing
Polish political factions. For example, a well-known lecturer from
the Jagiellonian University and political commentator, Prof. Antoni
Dudek, expressed the opinion that if Poland is not able to come to terms
with other Visegrad Group countries (namely, the Czech Republic,
Slovakia, and Hungary), then it is even less likely that it would be
able to work out a harmonised and coordinated foreign policy amidst
the much wider grouping of Intermarium states. Prof. Dudek responded
straightforwardly to a journalist’s question whether the Intermarium
design is an illusion with following words:

Yes. I will say brutally. Poland is too poor for that. If we had had at least
half the German GDP, we could have thought about that, but we do not
have it. Nothing sustainable is going to emerge from this.*

The opinions expressed and arguments mentioned above imply that
the Intermarium project has difficulty gaining traction in Polish politics.
Yet, there are prominent Polish top politicians who eagerly promote
Intermarium. Probably the most frank proponent of the Intermarium
alliance is the incumbent President, Andrzej Duda.?? Another passionate
supporter of the Intermarium design is Polish historian and publicist

30 Leszek Miller, interviewed by Marek Migalski, “W ocenie PiS zachowuje zdrowy
rozsadek,” Do Rzeczy 206, no. 4 (January 23-29, 2017): 62.

31 AntoniDudek, interviewed by Marek Migalski, “Trzeba grac iz Berlinem i z Waszyng-
tonem,” Do Rzeczy 200, no. 49 (December 5-11, 2016): 61.

32 “Prezes PiS Jarostaw Kaczynski spotkat sie z premierem Stowacji Robertem
Fico,” Rzeczpospolita, February 5, 2017, accessed March 19, 2017, http://www.
rp.pl/Polityka/170209442-Prezes-PiS-Jaroslaw-Kaczynski-spotkal-sie-z-premier-
em-Slowacji-Robertem-Fico.html#ap-1.
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Leszek Moczulski.® In his opinion, Poland “is able to integrate with
Ukraine to the same extent as took place between Sweden and Norway.
And considerably easier and faster with Lithuania along with the rest
of the Baltic countries.”** He staunchly claims that the ties linking In-
termarium states have been and still are very firm, which can partly be
explained by the strikingly similar geopolitical location, social mental-
ity, a common sense of identity, or — at least — interests and external
threats that are convergent to a significant degree.*

Another distinguished Polish scholar and political commentator
backing up the Intermarium idea — however with some relevant reser-
vations - is Grzegorz Kostrzewa-Zorbas. He pays attention to the fact
that at the beginning of the 1990s, when Poland’s membership in NATO
and the EU, along with that of other Central European countries, was by
no means a foregone conclusion, many politicians and pundits present-
ed the Intermarium project as an alternative to integration with Euro-
Atlantist structures. Furthermore, he maintains that the Intermarium
design absolutely should not be treated as a substitute for NATO, because
the military potential of the Intermarium countries - even if unified al-
together — does not reach even half of the military might of the Russian
Federation. Kostrzewa-Zorbas indicates that the defence expenditure
of Poland accounts for around half of the defence spending of all Inter-
marium states and is low in comparison with Russian defence expend-
iture.’® To sum it all up, regarding Intermarium as a military alliance

3 Bovdunov, “Poland: The Jagiellonian Alternative.”

34 “Leszek Moczulski o koncepcji Miedzymorza,” Rzeczpospolita, November 3, 2016,
accessed August 5,2022, http://www.rp.pl/Plus-Minus/311039905-Leszek-Moc-
zulski-o-koncepcji-Miedzymorza.html?template=printart.

3 Ibid.

3% For comparison, in 2021 Poland allocated for its defence $13.4 billion, whereas
Romania $5.61 billion, Greece $7.86 billion, Ukraine $4.27 billion, the Czech Re-
public $3.97 billion, and Hungary $2.85 billion. The remaining states in the region
have had defence budgets below $2.5 billion. At the same time, in 2016, Poland
allocated for its defence $9.2 billion, whereas Romania $ 3.08 billion, Greece
$2.7 billion, Ukraine $2.4 billion, the Czech Republic $1.8 billion, and Hunga-
ry $1.1 billion. See The Military Balance 2022: The Annual Assessment of Global
Military Capabilities and Defence Economics, International Institute for Strategic
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able to deter or repel Russian aggression is completely unrealistic. Such
a military alliance would certainly not be able to provide its own mem-
bers with military security against the most likely potential external
threat. He also stresses out that the Intermarium states are economi-
cally poor and backward compared to Western Europe, so the countries
of the region need to cooperate closely with Western powers to catch
up with them economically. But despite all these indisputable factors,
Kostrzewa-Zorbas still supports the idea of Intermarium not as a sep-
arate organisation but rather as an informal grouping of states within
the broader community of the West. Only if this precondition is fulfilled
will forcing through the Intermarium design be achievable.*”

Trilateral Relations Among Poland, Ukraine,

and Romania

Ukraine-Romania

Of particular note is the essential deepening of relations between
Ukraine and Romania in recent years.*® As far back as 2011, Bucharest
and Kyiv were involved in a territorial dispute over the Snake Island.
Neither country wanted to concede its claims to this territory. It’s wor-
thy of praise that both states were mature enough to resolve the prob-
lem in the Court of Justice in the Hague instead of resorting to violence.

Studies (London: Routledge, February 2022), 96, 112, 115, 134, 139, 211; “Ro-
mania has second-highest defense budget in Eastern Europe,” Romania-Insider.
com, December 2, 2016, accessed September 9, 2022, http://www.romania-in-
sider.com/romanias-second-highest-defense-budget-eastern-europe/.

3 Grzegorz Kostrzewa-Zorbas, interviewed by Jakub Maciejewski, “Jesli jestes
oredownikiem idei Miedzymorza, koniecznie TO przeczytaj!”, Telewizja Repub-
lika, February 19, 2017, accessed August 5, 2022, http://telewizjarepublika.pl/
jesli-jestes-oredownikiem-idei-miedzymorza-koniecznie-to-przeczytaj,44805.
html.

38 Tomasz Dabrowski and Tadeusz Iwafski, “Breaking through distrust in rela-
tions between Romania and Ukraine,” Centre for Eastern Studies, Analyses,
April 27, 2016, accessed August 5, 2022, https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publik-
acje/analyses/2016-04-27/breaking-through-distrust-relations-between-roma-
nia-and-ukraine.
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Just a few years ago, Romania and Ukraine were squarely distrustful
of one another. Romanian economic activity in the Black Sea was per-
ceived in Kyiv as impinging on Ukraine’s economic interests.* Likewise,
support given by Bucharest to the Romanian minority in Ukraine was
viewed suspiciously in Kyiv, which had been afraid of a possible seces-
sionist movement in that area of the country.*° Both states sparred also
over the use of the transport potential of the Danube Delta.*

Since that time, the bilateral relations of these two Orthodox Christian
countries have gradually evolved toward friendship and partnership.
Russia’s annexation of Crimea was met with apprehension in Bucharest.
The biggest Romanian port in Constanta is situated 392 km (244 miles)
in a straight line from the Russian naval base in Sevastopol, whereas
the distance from Constanta to another crucial Russian naval base on
the Black Sea in Novorossiysk is 728 km (393 miles). In essence, the Ro-
manian political and military leadership considers Crimea to be a kind
of giant stationary Russian aircraft carrier on the Black Sea. Bucharest
not only fears a repetition of the events in Crimea and Donbas in Trans-
nistria, but also the rapidly growing militarisation of the Crimean Pen-
insula together with Russian dominance in the Black Sea. Therefore,
the Romanian authorities declared their intention to boost military
spending more than symbolically from the unambiguously insufficient
level of 1.4% of GDP in 2014 to 2% in 2017.> This promise was prin-
cipally kept. In 2020, Romania earmarked $5.18 billion for defence

|

3 Tadeusz Iwanski, “Ukraine — Romania: a sustained deadlock,” OSW Commentary,
no. 68 (December 29, 2011): 1.

4 Tbid.: 3-4.

4 Ibid.: 4-5.

42 See Tomasz Dabrowski, “Romania after the NATO summit in Newport,” Centre for
Eastern Studies, Analyses, September 10, 2014, accessed August 5, 2022, https://
www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analyses/2014-09-10/romania-after-nato-sum-
mit-newport; “Romania has second-highest defense budget in Eastern Europe”;
and “Romania’s defense minister confirms defense spending will increase,” Ro-
mania-Insider.com, December 15, 2016, accessed August 5, 2022, http://www.
romania-insider.com/romanias-defense-minister-confirms-defense-spending-in-
crease/.
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expenditure (2.08% of GDP), whereas in 2021, it funnelled $5.61 billion
for defence purposes (1.95% of GDP).*

It isjustifiable to draw the conclusion that primarily thanks to Rus-
sia’s aggressive steps in Ukraine, bilateral relations between Kyiv and
Bucharest clearly improved in the three years after the annexation
of Crimea. Nevertheless, these relations were strained in 2017 when
Romanian President Klaus Iohannis cancelled his visit to Kyiv in an
act of protest against a new Ukrainian education law that was unfa-
vourable to ethnic minorities.** Undoubtedly, against the background
of Russia, Romania presents itself as a friendly, responsible, and pre-
dictable neighbour for Ukraine. The Romanian government not only
unequivocally condemned Moscow’s aggression against Ukraine, but
also without hesitation expressed its support for the imposition of sanc-
tions against the Russian Federation. Moreover, Romania was one
of the first states to ratify the EU’s Association Agreement with Ukraine.
Additionally, in 2014, both countries signed a deal facilitating border
traffic for their citizens. Bucharest also endorsed the help for Ukraine
from the NATO’s Trust Fund in the domain of cyber-security.* There
are many clues indicating that Romania and Ukraine took a decision
to grow closer to each other and to seriously instigate military secu-
rity cooperation. In Chernivtsi in March 2017, Viktor Muzhenko and
Nicolae-Ionel Ciuca signed a plan on bilateral cooperation between
the armed forces of both states.*¢

43 The Military Balance 2022, 139.

4 )Jakub Piefikowski, “Romania’s Support for Ukraine Clear but Restrained,” PISM
Bulletin, no. 122 (2038) (July 29, 2022): 1.

4 Tomasz Dabrowski, “President Iohannis’s first steps in foreign policy — how much
change, how much continuation?”, Centre for Eastern Studies, Analyses, March 11,
2015, accessed August 5, 2022, https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/publikacje/analy-
ses/2015-03-11/president-iohanniss-first-steps-foreign-policy-how-much-change-
how.

46 “Szefowie sztabow generalnych Ukrainy i Rumunii podpisali umowe o prioryte-
tach we wspoétpracy wojskowej,” Kresy24.pl, March 16, 2017, accessed August 5,
2022, http://kresy24.pl/szefowie-sztabow-generalnych-ukrainy-i-rumunii-pod-
pisali-umowe-o-priorytetach-we-wspolpracy-wojskowej/.
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The Romanian government became even more worried when in Feb-
ruary 2022, Russia began a full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Russian
troops captured Kherson and approached the Romanian-Ukrainian
border, threatening Mykolaivand Odessa. Moreover, both warring sides
laid many sea mines along the Ukrainian Black Sea coast. Some of these
were drifting mines, which pose risks for shipping to Romanian ports.
Especially worrying for Romania was the temporary occupation of Snake
Island by Russian soldiers, due to its proximity to Romania: This island
is situated some 40 km off the Danube delta. Any potential deployment
of Russian surface-to-water missile launchers on this island would pose
a serious threat to Romanian shipping. At the same time, the Romani-
an authorities are concerned that the next victim of Russian invasion
could be Moldova. Preservation of independent Moldova is regarded
in Romania as a vital national interest. Hence, the new stage of Russian
aggression against Ukraine contributed to the rapprochement between
Bucharest and Kyiv.

Diplomatically, Romania unequivocally condemns the Russian in-
vasion of Ukraine. Romania accepted roughly 1 million Ukrainian ref-
ugees in February and March 2022, and several tens of thousands still
remain on its territory. The country also supported giving EU mem-
bership candidate status to Ukraine and allowed for the transit of US
and Western armaments to Ukraine, although supplies of Romanian
weapons and arms to Ukraine are modest in comparison with, for ex-
ample, Poland. Most importantly, the Romanian government has made
the port of Constanta available for the export of Ukrainian grain and
agricultural products.*” Given that about 40% of Ukraine’s annual ex-
port revenues come from exporting agricultural products, the ability
to ship them abroad is of vital importance to Ukraine.

All the aforementioned actions were positively received in Kyiv and
vastly contributed to the enhancement of bilateral relations, which had
previously been poor. Sparring over islands or minority rights seems

|
47 Pienkowski, “Romania’s Support”: 1-2.
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at present to be a matter of the distant past. Once again, the old belief
that nothing unites so much and so close as a common foe turns out
to be true.

Poland-Ukraine

One of the fields of potential fruitful liaison between Poland and
Ukraine is cooperation in military manufacturing. Taking into ac-
count that Ukraine is a relatively poor country,*® it boasts a surprisingly
modern and advanced military industry. Many technical innovations
of Ukrainian military industrial firms are unique. On March 2017,
the CEO of the biggest Ukrainian defence industry association, Ukrobo-
ronprom, proposed to the Polish vice-minister of defence that Poland
and Ukraine work together on the construction of a new short-range air
defence system known under Polish code name Narew.*® The offer was
rejected. The fact that the defence industries of Poland and Ukraine
are relatively complementary to one another is an additional factor fa-
vouring cooperation in this sector. For one, Poland can boast a well-de-
veloped helicopter production industry. However, it does not produce
helicopter engines. Ukraine, in turn, has the famous enterprise Motor
Sich in Zaporizhzhia, which produces advanced helicopter engines.
Some time ago, the Polish Minister of National Defence suggested that
both states could jointly construct a new military helicopter. Examples
of successfully implemented Polish-Ukrainian partnerships in the mil-

4 Inthe “GfK Purchasing Power Europe 2016” report Ukraine was ranked exactly at
the unenviable last — that is 41° - position in Europe in terms of its GDP per capita.
See “GfK Purchasing Power Europe 2016,” GfK, November 8, 2016, accessed Au-
gust 5,2022, http://www.gfk.com/insights/press-release/pp-europe/. Since that
time Ukraine, did not improve its position in the ranking. In 2021, the country
was ranked 41t with only Kosovo behind Ukraine in Europe. See “GDP per cap-
ita PPP | Europe,” Trading Economics, accessed August 5, 2022, https://trading-
economics.com/country-list/gdp-per-capita-ppp?continent=europe. The revived
and ablazed war will only deepen already severe Ukrainian economic problems.

49 See Wojciech tuczak, “Nowy gracz o Narew,” Raport: Wojsko, Technika, Obronnoscé,
no. 3 (March 2017): 26; and idem, “Nowy gracz o Narew,” Altair.com.pl, March
16, 2017, accessed August 5, 2022, http://www.altair.com.pl/news/view?news_
id=21810. The Narew is a river in northeastern Poland.
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itary industry include: the light anti-tank missile complex Pirat (Pi-
rate), the precision artillery strike munition APR 120 and APR 155,°
and the Ukrainian laser self defence system Adros mounted on Polish
military helicopters W-3 Gtuszec.

By and large, since 2014 Ukraine has increasingly often approached
Poland with offers of cooperation in the defence sector. This was chiefly
the result of the loss of the Russian market for Ukrainian weaponry and
subassemblies which took a toll on the Ukrainian military industrial
complex. Nowadays, Ukrainian firms from this sector are desperate-
ly searching for new partners and customers abroad. In other words,
Ukraine’s defence industry complex is experiencing a pressing need
to reorient itself as soon as possible. If it fails in this endeavour, its
further existence - to say nothing of successful development — will be
open to doubt. Currently, production of military equipment in the coun-
try is considerably hampered by repeated air and missile strikes on
the factories of the defence industry. Therefore, even relocating some
military plants from Ukraine to Poland would make sense - the proba-
bility of an open Russian strike on a factory located in a NATO member
state is less likely, though not entirely impossible.

Kyiv has been continuing to ramp up its joint training and military
drills with Poland, Lithuania, Romania, and other NATO eastern flank
countries. For instance, in the years preceding the second Russian in-
vasion, Ukrainian soldiers were trained in Yavoriv by the Joint Multina-
tional Training Group - Ukraine (JMTG-U) established by NATO. Many
officers serving in the JMTG-U are seconded from the Polish Armed Forc-
es. Many Ukrainian soldiers and civilians wounded in combat are being
treated in Polish hospitals. This applies to both the military operations
conducted in 2014-15 and those in 2022. Since 2014, a joint Lithuani-
an-Polish-Ukrainian military brigade (also known as LITPOLUKRBRIG)

|

50 On Polish-Ukrainian cooperation in development of advanced precision artillery
munition, see Andrzej Kifiski, “APR 155 gotowy do produkcji,” Wojsko i Technika
82, no. 7 (July 2022): 20-26.
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has been in existence.>! This brigade has conducted military exercises
regularly.

Even before 2022, Poland also provided some logistical assistance
as well as non-lethal military equipment to Ukraine’s army during
its fight in Donbas with pro-Russian and Russian forces. Since 2022,
Poland has shipped a significant number of miscellaneous weapon-
ry to Ukraine, including tanks, infantry fighting vehicles, drones,
self-propelled howitzers, hand-held anti-tank grenade launchers, ri-
fles, man-portable air defence systems, bulletproof vests, helmets,
and munitions of various calibres. Most of these weapons were given
to Ukraine for free. However, not all relevant information, especial-
ly the exact numbers of weapons delivered, have been made public.
The weaponry conveyed to Ukraine by Poland varies in terms of its
modernity, advancement, and quality. Some of the weapon systems
handed over are outdated, such as T-72 tanks or BWP-1 infantry fight-
ing vehicles. On the other hand, Ukraine has received such up-to-date
weapons as the Piorun man-portable air defence system, which is re-
garded as the leading system of its type in the world,>> and modern
Krab self-propelled howitzers. Apparently, only the United States has
sent more weaponry and munitions to Ukraine. Taking into account
that Poland is less economically and militarily powerful than the US
and the Western European powers, Polish military and economic aid
for Ukraine is very significant. The aforementioned cases are evidence
in support of the thesis that military cooperation amongst Intermar-
ium states (and particularly between Poland and Ukraine) has taken
off. This trend will almost surely be continued in the coming years.

51 “Poland, Baltic States Will Continue to Promote Ukraine’s Western Ties,” Strat-
for Worldview, January 7, 2015, accessed September 11, 2022, https://worldview.
stratfor.com/article/poland-baltic-states-will-continue-promote-ukraines-west-
ern-ties.

52 Jerzy Reszczyniski, “Ukraina: Pochwaty dla przeciwlotniczego Pioruna,” Defence24,
August 4, 2022, accessed August 4, 2022, https://defence24.pl/sily-zbrojne/
ukraina-pochwaly-dla-przeciwlotniczego-pioruna.
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According to Prof. Andrzej Zybertowicz, as of the end of June 2022,
Polish military aid provided to Ukraine was three times greater than
the German, French, and Italian deliveries combined.> At the same
time, Poland has a smaller population, a much smaller economy, and
weaker armed forces than Germany, France, and Italy. Ukrainian society
undoubtedly notices this substantial aid “in the hour of trial”. Accord-
ing to the June 2022 Rating Group Ukraine survey, Poland’s President
Andrzej Duda enjoyed the greatest trust of Ukrainian citizens amongst
foreign political leaders.>* Another opinion poll, conducted by Ukrain-
ian research institute Info Sapiens for the Mieroszewski Centre, indi-
cates a very high level of sympathy toward Poles amongst Ukrainians
at present.>

Ukraine has also intensified cooperation with Poland in the sphere
of energy security. In the years after 2014, the Ukrainian authorities
went to great lengths to lessen Ukraine’s dependence on imports of nat-
ural gas from Russia. Due to, among other things, the good cooperation
with Warsaw, Kyiv successfully managed to diversify the sources and
routes of its gas imports. Currently, a significant quantity of gas is flow-
ing to Ukraine via pipeline interconnectors linking Ukraine with Poland,
Slovakia, and Hungary. In 2016, both Ukraine and Poland announced
their plans to construct a new gas pipeline by 2020, thanks to which
Ukraine would have been able to import an additional 5 billion cubic

53 Andrzej Zybertowicz, interviewed by Jan Wrébel, “Agentura i zwigzki gospo-
darcze - tu sie nic nie wyklucza,” Dziennik. Gazeta Prawna, no. 136 (5798)
(July 15-17, 2022): A21.

4 “Sondaz: Ukraificy najbardziej pozytywnie postrzegajg Dude, Johnsona i Bidena,”
Rzeczpospolita, June 21,2022, accessed September 23, 2022, https://www.rp.pl/
spoleczenstwo/art36542131-sondaz-ukraincy-najbardziej-pozytywnie-postrze-
gaja-dude-johnsona-i-bidena.

5 tukasz Adamski, interviewed by tukasz Rogojsz, “Ukraificy w sondazu opo-
wiedzieli sie za zblizeniem z Polska. Dr tukasz Adamski wyjasnia,” Interia,
August 24, 2022, accessed September 23, 2022, https://wydarzenia.interia.
pl/raporty/raport-ukraina-rosja/aktualnosci/news-ukraincy-w-sondazu-opow-
iedzieli-sie-za-zblizeniem-z-polska-d,nId,6240755#utm_source=paste&utm_me-
dium=paste&utm_campaign=firefox.
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metres of gas from the sources to the west.>® Unfortunately, this natural
gas interconnector has not been built. The Polish authorities blamed
the delay on the Ukrainian side. The objective fact is that to complete
this interconnector on the Polish side of the border, it was enough
to construct a 1.5 km stretch of the gas pipeline, whereas a 100 km
stretch was needed on Ukrainian territory. This imbalance meant that
the construction costs of the interconnector on the Ukrainian side were
much higher than that on the Polish side.>” Given Ukraine’s limited
budget, finding financial resources for this purpose was a challenge.

Good relations and cooperation with Poland without doubt give
Ukraine more leeway as to its Russian policy. After the start of the next
stage of the Russo-Ukrainian war in 2022, a lot of oil has been export-
ed to Ukraine from Poland, supplementing shortages in fuel supplies
after the damage done to the Ukrainian oil refinery in Kremenchuk.

It must be emphasised that Poland received around 4 million
Ukrainian war refugees. This was by far the largest movement of mi-
grants in Europe since World War II. The massive Ukrainian emigration
in 2022 eclipsed the European migration crisis of 2015-16. Just during
the first three months of the war, Polish public spending on aid for ref-
ugees from Ukraine amounted to around PLN 15.9 billion, while private
expenditure amounted to around PLN 10 billion. Ukrainian refugees
were given access to the Polish healthcare system. At the same time,
thanks to a simplified procedure, 360,000 Ukrainians found employ-
ment in Poland as of 28 July 2022.58

|

6 Eugene Chausovsky, “Picking Up Where the West Leaves Off,” Stratfor Worldview,
December 9, 2016, accessed September 8, 2022, https://worldview.stratfor.com/
article/picking-where-west-leaves.

57 Leszek Kadej, “Rynek ciagle zainteresowany przesytem gazu na Ukraine,” Wysokie-
Napiecie.pl, November 10, 2021, accessed August 4, 2022, https://wysokienapie-
cie.pl/42237-rynek-ciagle-zainteresowany-przesylem-gazu-na-ukraine/.
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Though Poland can by no means replace the EU or NATO as Ukraine’s
ally, it has one big advantage from Kyiv’s standpoint: its foreign pol-
icy toward the Russian Federation is stable and much less hesitant.
Irrespective of which political party or coalition of parties is in charge
in Warsaw, Poland’s stance and policy vis-a-vis Russia is more or less
the same. Of course, sometimes it can be a little bit milder, sometimes
slightly harsher, but it does not change drastically regardless of which
party holds power. This cannot be said in the case of Germany or France.
Germany’s left-wing Social Democratic Party (SPD) is traditionally
more concessive and compliant to Moscow. The chancellery of Gerhard
Schroeder has made plenty of statements that support such a the-
sis. Various statements by Sigmar Gabriel or Frank-Walter Steinmeier
give additional evidence confirming this opinion. Also, the incumbent
chancellor Olaf Scholz’s enthusiasm for aiding Ukraine in repelling
the aggression appears to be limited. In contrast to Germany’s Social
Democrats, the right-wing Christian Democratic Union (CDU) - particu-
larly under the leadership of chancellor Angela Merkel — was evidently
more critical toward the Kremlin. Similarly, in France there is doubtless-
ly a clear-cut gap between Francois Hollande or Emmanuel Macron, on
the one hand, and Marine Le Pen or Francois Fillon on the other in their
Russian policies. The former are more distrustful towards Russia,
the latter are much more enthusiastic and decidedly more likely to lift
sanctions. In this respect, Poland presents as a more reliable and pre-
dictable ally than the western European states or Hungary. Moreover,
as the old proverb says, “beggars can’t be choosers”. In fact, Ukraine
does not have the luxury of freely choosing among a raft of potential
allies courting it incessantly. As Robert Kaplan bitterly remarked:

It is common knowledge that neither the EU nor NATO want Ukraine
to become their member. It is too poor, too large, too corrupt. The union
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had too many troubles with absorbing new member states to think
of Ukraine yet.>

If this judgement, highly pessimistic and upsetting for Ukrainians
as it may be, is right, then Kyiv does not have many options apart from
strengthening its links to those states which sincerely and square-
ly strive after a long-term, authentic, and honest cooperation with
Ukraine on mutually advantageous terms. Poland appears to be one
of few such countries.

As a matter of fact, the only serious problem in bilateral Polish-
Ukrainian relations concerns Kyiv’s historical politics. The promo-
tion of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (known under the abbreviation
UPA) together with Ukrainian nationalists who perpetrated ethnic
cleansing of Poles and Jews on a massive scale during World War II,
remains point of contention in Polish-Ukrainian bilateral relations.
This issue is of special significance to the currently ruling conserv-
ative Polish party Law and Justice and its electorate, which is re-
sponsive to historical issues. Many people who voted for Law and
Justice are descendants of the victims of the UPA’s atrocities; hence
the party listens intently to their voices. However, this emotional is-
sue has been impinging on Polish-Ukrainian relations for many years,
it is arguably not severe enough to completely obscure the benefits
of the mutual partnership.

Poland-Romania

According to Robert Kaplan, Poland and Romania are the “two largest
NATO states in northeastern and southeastern Europe respectively,
that are crucial to the emergence of an effective Intermarium to coun-
ter Russia. Together they practically link the Baltic with the Black

|

% Robert Kaplan, interviewed by Ziemowit Szczerek, “Jaka bedzie Rosja po Puti-
nie?”, Polityka, December 27, 2016, accessed August 5, 2022, http://www.poli-
tyka.pl/tygodnikpolityka/swiat/1687354,1,jaka-bedzie-rosja-po-putinie.read.
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Sea.”®® The bilateral relations of Warsaw and Bucharest throughout
the last quarter of a century are without a doubt good. To a very sub-
stantial degree, both countries share their perception of Russia. Even
though Romania does not border Russia, it feels almost as endangered
by the Kremlin as Poland does. Both states look for intensification
of bilateral relations. However, Romania was slightly disappointed by
the lack of sufficient activity by Warsaw oriented toward tightening
mutual relations not only verbally but also in more practical, tangible
ways during the rule of the former Civic Platform and Polish People’s
Party coalitional government. To put it simply, from Bucharest’s view-
point at the time, in reality the Polish-Romanian strategic partner-
ship was not implemented to a satisfactory extent. That was a point
at least in the past.®! Now, the situation in this respect has somewhat
improved. For the incumbent Polish President, Andrzej Duda, who took
office in mid-2015, Romania appears to be one of the priority directions
of diplomatic activity. For President Duda, Romania “is absolutely
a strategic partner of Poland in the region”.®? On a joint Polish-Romani-
an initiative undertaken in November 2015, that is before the Warsaw
NATO Summit, the leaders of all the eastern NATO flank countries met
in Bucharest — with the notable exception of the Czech Republic, which
delegated a lower official to the meeting.®® This event proves the thesis

60 Kaplan, “Pilsudski’s Europe.”

61 Interestingly, my personal experiences partly confirm Robert Kaplan’s account
from his visit and talks in Romania in 2014. He tellingly remarked: “Indeed,
during a recent visit to Romania, the president, the president’s national securi-
ty adviser, and the prime minister all told me in separate meetings that Poland
and Turkey were critical countries for Romania in light of the Ukrainian crisis.
Throughout my stay in Bucharest, calls for closer relations with Warsaw and An-
kara as part of an anti-Russian alliance were made explicit.” See Kaplan, “Pilsud-
ski’s Europe.”

62 “Prezydent w Rumunii m.in. o bezpieczefnstwie i szczycie NATO,” Biuro Bezpieczen-
stwa Narodowego, November 2, 2015, accessed August 5, 2022, https://www.
bbn.gov.pl/pl/wydarzenia/aktywnosci-prezydenta/7154,Prezydent-w-Rumu-
nii-min-o-bezpieczenstwie-i-szczycie-NATO.html.

83 For detailed information on what was decided at this meeting, see Kamil Sobczyk,
“Wspétpraca osSrodkéw prezydenckich pafstw wschodniej flanki NATO w toku
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that Poland and Romania have an aspiration to jointly and in a coordi-
nated manner lead the eastern flank of North Atlantic Alliance.

As far as the economic domain is concerned, both states are try-
ing to build the Gdansk-Constanta®* transport corridor, which would
certainly accelerate their mutual commercial exchanges and the dy-
namics of their economic development. During the NATO Warsaw
Summit in 2016, a decision was made that the 205™ Air Defence Bat-
talion of the Romanian Army, numbering approximately 100 soldiers,
would be stationed in Poland® within the broader scheme of backing
NATO’s presence in its eastern flank to deter Russian aggression. These
troops became subordinated to the US-led special NATO battlegroup. At
the time, NATO member states were not too willing to send their troops
to Poland, so a political decision made by the Romanian authorities
to send a small contingent of soldiers to be stationed on Polish soil
might have been interpreted as a gesture toward Warsaw that Bucharest
was seriously interested in military partnership with Poland. It is worth
mentioning that it was the first time a Romanian Army battalion had
been deployed in one of the NATO member states. For its part, Warsaw
decided to send a mechanised company to Romania.5¢

It must be noted that strengthening of Polish-Romanian partnership
is viewed with satisfaction in Washington. The White House treats both
states as the two most pro-American and most loyal nations in Central
and Eastern Europe regardless of which particular party holds power

przygotowan do szczytu Sojuszu w Warszawie,” Bezpieczeristwo Narodowe, no. I-
IV (37-40) (January — December 2016): 56-57.

¢  Anita Sobjak, “An ‘Economic NATO’ — A Polish-Romanian Answer to the current
Questions of Europe,” Polish Institute of International Affairs, October 28, 2013,
accessed March 20, 2017, http://www.pism.pl/events/PISM-visitors/Crtin-An-
tonescu.

6 Maksymilian Dura, “Pierwsza bateria przeciwlotnicza 35 mm juz w tym roku
w Polsce,” Defence24.pl, March 18, 2017, accessed August 5, 2022, http://www.
defence24.pl/564323,pierwsza-bateria-przeciwlotnicza-35-mm-juz-w-tym-roku-
w-polsce.

6 “Wizyta szefa BBN w Rumunii,” Biuro Bezpieczeristwa Narodowego, Novem-
ber 20, 2016, accessed August 5, 2022, https://www.bbn.gov.pl/pl/wydarze-
nia/7716,Wizyta-szefa-BBN-w-Rumunii.htm[?search=7589631.
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in Warsaw or Bucharest, so actually no one ought to be surprised that
US policy-makers took the decision to locate the key elements of the ad-
vanced Ballistic Missile Defence (BMD) on the territories of these two
particular states. Since 2010, Polish and Romanian Defence Ministries
have closely and widely consulted about miscellaneous intricacies
of the BMD project on a regular basis.¢’

Besides Poland, Ukraine, and Romania, other states in the region
also foster their mutual ties in various configurations. In short, they all
seek closer links with each other. Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia have
been consistently enhancing their military security liaison, creating de
facto a single security space.®® Perhaps the best example of coordinated
actions of Intermarium states is their joint protests against the devel-
opment of the Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline.®®

Conclusion

The main thesis of this chapter is that the Intermarium concept is vi-
able and realistic to a limited extent, though the Russian invasion
of Ukraine in 2022 noticeably increased the prospect of the Intermar-
ium political concept being realised. Closer security ties, particularly
in military and energy areas, among certain countries of Central and
Eastern Europe are by all means imaginable. Six states of the region
appear to be more inclined to align on security matters, namely Poland,
Romania, Ukraine, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia. These states share
in essence the same perception of Russia and see it as a potent threat.
Other countries of the region, such as Hungary, Slovakia, the Czech
Republic, Moldova, and Bulgaria, are much less prone to creating an

57 Przemystaw Pacuta, “Polsko-rumufiska wspétpraca obronna. Stan obecny i per-
spektywy,” Bezpieczeristwo Narodowe, no. 111 (35) (July - September 2015): 19.

%8 Qlevs Nikers, “Baltics Take Step Toward Creating Single Security Space,” Eurasia
Daily Monitor 14, no. 35 (March 15, 2017), accessed August 5, 2022, https://james-
town.org/program/baltics-take-step-toward-creating-single-security-space/.

%  “Miedzymorze zablokuje Nord Stream-2?”, Kresy24.pl, March 17, 2016, accessed
August 5, 2022, http://kresy24.pl/miedzymorze-zablokuje-nord-stream-2/.
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informal alliance against Russia. Hungary under Victor Orban’s lead-
ership took quite a pro-Russian stance, distancing itself from Kyiv. Slo-
vakia holds a position that is in line with the Kremlin’s expectations
more often than other countries in the region.” It should be pointed
out that from a military, demographic, economic, and political view-
point, Poland, Ukraine, and Romania are the core and the backbone
of the whole region, thus the cooperation of these countries makes
the idea of the Intermarium worth considering. Moreover, these states
noticeably strengthened their cooperation, especially on military and
energy security, after the Russian Federation annexed the Crimean Pen-
insula and incited rebellion in Donbas. Polish-Ukrainian cooperation
and mutual support considerably intensified in 2022. Without the broad
assistance provided to Ukraine by Poland, the prospects of repelling
the Russian invasions would be clearly worse.

What’s more, such an intensified cooperation is taking place under
the informal aegis of the United States of America, which is unques-
tionably interested in holding Russian influences back from this part
of the world. Even though preservation of the independence and full
territorial integrity of Ukraine is not a vital interest of Washington,
nonetheless the US does not want Moscow to fully subjugate Ukraine
because this would vastly ease the recreation of the Russian Empire
which, in turn, would markedly threaten the hegemony of the US and
the West in the long run.

It must be emphasised that the formal enforcement of the Intermari-
um alliance between the states of the region may be fulfilled in practice
solely in very specific and not very likely scenarios, such as the breakup
of NATO and/or the EU, the total withdrawal of the US from European
affairs, etc. Unless Russia finally turns swords into ploughshares and
ultimately abandons its traditional imperial ambitions and penchant for
the use of armed forces to interfere in its smaller neighbours’ domestic

|
70 See Krzysztof Debiec, “Stowacja: strategiczne dylematy po rosyjskiej inwazji na
Ukraine,” Komentarze OSW, no. 445 (May 10, 2022): 1-5.
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affairs, the endangered states of the region will continue to heighten
their security through either military partnerships with external pow-
ers like the US at present or France in past, or strengthening security
ties among themselves.

The budding Polish-Ukrainian alliance seems to be the most promis-
ing one in this context. The experiences of 2022 decidedly corroborate
such an opinion. As an old saying goes, “a friend in need is a friend
indeed”. Poland at the time of need provided invaded Ukraine with mil-
itary and economic aid that was considerable given its limited financial
and military resources. If the idea of Intermarium were to come true,
the alliance between Poland and Ukraine would certainly play a key role
in such a geopolitical concept. In the context of reviving the idea of In-
termarium, Polish-Ukrainian relations are of high importance, if only
for the simple reason that the two countries are the largest in the region.

At the same time, a healthy Polish-Romanian partnership also mat-
ters. During the interwar period of the 1920s and 1930s, Poland and
Romania enjoyed a sincere and mutually beneficial security partner-
ship, though there were some short periods when Bucharest and War-
saw were more reserved toward one another.” Yet, even during the time
when Nicolae Titulescu, at the helm of Romanian foreign policy, forced
through a pro-Moscow turn in Romanian diplomacy — much to Warsaw’s
discontent — bilateral military security cooperation, though troubled
for a while, did not cease entirely.”

" To make a long story short, in the 1930s, Polish military circles, including Mar-
shal Pitsudski, were increasingly concerned with the really bad —in their assess-
ment — condition of the Romanian armed forces, which diminished Romania’s
usefulness and reliability as a military ally. On their part, the Romanian author-
ities were disgruntled with the way Poland treated Czechoslovakia in 1938 and
Warsaw’s permanent sympathy for Hungary. See Stanescu, “Jeden naréd o dwéch
sztandarach”: 21.

2. Marian Leczyk, “Polscy attachés wojskowi w Bukareszcie o sojuszu polsko-ru-
mufiskim (1934-1937),” in Miedzymorze: Polska i kraje Europy Srodkowo-Wschod-
niej XIX-XX wiek: studia ofiarowane Piotrowi tossowskiemu w siedemdziesigtq
rocznice urodzin, ed. Andrzej Ajnenkiel et al. (Warszawa: Instytut Historii PAN,
1995), 299-303, 309-310.
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Poland, Ukraine, and Romania are currently on track to tighten their
mutual cooperation. The Intermarium idea appears to once again be
on an upward trajectory and will become more popular with time. Who
knows, perhaps the simplest way Intermarium may be realised will be
the increasingly likely breakup of the European Union into smaller
blocs — a contingency that cannot be ruled out in light of Brexit and
the deteriorating condition of the financial sector in the euro area.
If that occurs, Intermarium could go into force much quicker than any-
one expected in the past.

Moscow interprets Warsaw’s vivid and unequivocal support
of the pro-Western Orange Revolution and Revolution of Dignity
in Ukraine as a Polish continuation of the interwar Promethean con-
cept. Similarly, Poland’s active backing of Georgia in the Russian-Geor-
gian war of 2008 as well as its sympathy to Chechen separatism
in the 1990s are perceived in Russia as indications that the old po-
litical concept mentioned above is still present in the foreign policy
of contemporary Poland. Some Russian scholars, such as Alexandr
Bovdunov, maintain that this old Intermarium concept is nowadays
oftentimes masked under phrases like “Baltic-Black Sea axis”, “Baltic-
Black Sea arc”, “Baltic-Black Sea cooperation”, or “Baltic-Black Sea
corridor”.”® This opinion appears to be factual. Russia is evidently in-
creasingly concerned and annoyed by tightening of Polish-Ukrainian
relations in security, military, economic, financial, energy, social, and
educational fields. In the Polish-Russian competition for influence
in Ukraine, it seems that Poland’s soft power has definitely won over
Russia’s. Another question is whether Polish soft power will be enough
to win out against Russian hard power in Ukraine.

In general, Russians tend to lean towards the conviction that al-
though the Intermarium doctrine is ostensibly univocally and cate-
gorically anti-imperialist (and especially oriented against Russian
imperialism), in practice it is the manifestation of Polish imperialism

|
3 Bovdunov, “Poland: The Jagiellonian Alternative.”
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and tendencies to dominate the region.” This opinion seems to be true
only to a limited extent. Admittedly, some variants of Intermarium
have either an explicit or hidden trace of Polish “imperialism”. How-
ever, the majority of Intermarium’s variations focus merely on assur-
ing the sovereignty and security of Central-Eastern European countries
against external invasions and appear to be far from pushing through
the purported long-term, well-hidden agenda of building a Polish em-
pire on the territory between Germany and Russia. Such interpretations
are all the more unconvincing when one takes into account the obvious
and irrefutable fact that Poland definitely does not have the economic,
demographic, military, territorial, or political resources to build an
empire equally powerful and mighty as the ones Russia and Germany
created on many different occasions in the past. Moreover, Poland’s
“imperial” traditions are very modest in comparison with the imperial
traditions of Germany, Russia, or Turkey. In fact, one cannot point at
a single period of Poland’s history in which it could be justifiably and
convincingly called “an empire”. Even at the zenith of Poland’s might
and influence at the turn of the 16™ and 17" centuries, Polish rulers
called themselves “kings” as opposed to the German and Russian em-
perors or Turkish sultans/caliphs. Last but not least, pro-democratic and
anti-imperialist values are very well rooted in the psyche of the Polish
nation, which makes it even more impossible to imagine Poland as an
empire in the future. For these reasons, Intermarium should be rather
interpreted as an original way to secure the sovereignty, independence,
and territorial integrity of Poland and other Central-Eastern European
states against any unfriendly designs on the part of primarily Russia
and secondarily Germany.

However, having the potential to bring plenty of advantages
to the states of the region, Intermarium absolutely cannot replace
NATO or the EU, due to the simple fact, that the associated states are too

|
™ Compare with the argumentation of Alexandr Bovdunov: Bovdunov, “Poland:
The Jagiellonian Alternative.”
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weak, too small, and too poor to replace the Euro-Atlantist structures,
particularly in their function of deterrence against aggression. Indeed,
nothing can replace the strong, sincere security ties of the region with
the single global superpower. Yet by expanding security ties among
themselves, countries of the region strive for an insurance policy in case
of a decline in NATO or US assistance and their will to fulfil the role
of protector(s). In addition, history proves that a shared perception
of a common adversary can be a powerful driver for unification. In fact,
the main reason why the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, a predeces-
sor of Intermarium, emerged was the common foe for both the Kingdom
of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania in the form of a powerful
and hostile Teutonic Order. Nowadays, some Central-Eastern Europe-
an countries have found once more a common cause of precluding
Russia from imposing its will on them. Unquestionably, the Kremlin
would prefer to see the nations of the region disunited, antagonised,
and squabbling, because it would ease the attainment of its not always
friendly purposes. Thus, the Intermarium design is universally per-
ceived in Moscow as a US-Polish conspiracy to contain, or even worse
hem in, Russia that should be countered and ultimately thwarted. We
must wait to see which of these two divergent visions of Intermarium’s
future will eventually come to fruition. Nevertheless, the aggressive,
possessive, and expansionist policies of the Russian Federation greatly
contribute to reviving the idea of Intermarium. Nothing can unite states
as much as a common stronger and aggressive enemy, openly trying
to deprive them of independence and wanting to seize their territory.
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Reflection of National Suffering
and Freedom Fighting
in Museums of Occupation

Rasa Cepaitiené

Introduction

According to the semiotician Yuri Lotman, each culture decides for it-
self what to remember and what to forget.! This observation can also be
applied to an analysis of museums devoted to the communist period,
because their exhibitions can also be considered as specific cultural
texts that are created and recreated by both their authors and read-
ers.2 Contemporary museums reflect a radical change in the perception

lOpwuii NotmaH, “MamATb B KynbTyposornyeckom ocseulenmnu,” in KOpuit JloTman,
U36paxHbie cmameu, B 3 T., T. 1: Cmambsu no ceMmuomuke U munoso2uu Kyasmypebl
(Tannuuu: Anekcanapa, 1992), 200.
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of the past that has taken place in the West, which Aleida Assmann
describes as “the collapse of temporal relations”.> She maintains that
the temporal regime of modernity,* which has existed since the end
of the 18™ century, is in crisis, and the contours of a new temporal ori-
entation are already emerging. Whereas in modernity the past, the pres-
ent, and the future were clearly separated, the present can be currently
described as a “deep now” that is filled with the past and carries the
future in itself.’ Filling the present with the past is not a reason to pan-
ic, but an excuse to work with the past, which cannot be simply forgot-
ten but has to be recycled and overcome in order to better understand
the present and to cope with the future (this is what Assmann theorises
about the German programme of “working with the past” and “over-
coming the past”). Creating a public space for dialogue with the past,
museums play a key role in this process. In other words, they become
one of the forms and components of the expression of public history.
In a museum, the past is represented in a unique way. The commu-
nication of a museum with its visitors is achieved through the display
and interpretation of selected museum exhibits. What is important here,
however, is both the material, documentary truth of the authentic eye-
witness to the past, and the coherence and persuasiveness of the nar-
rative about the past. The selection, accumulation, and categorisation
of objects in a historical museum allows them to be placed in a cer-
tain logical system of meanings that promotes a better understanding
of the lives of people in the past and the passage of time itself. How-
ever, while traditional historical museums used to focus on creating

HuA: MexdyHapodHas HayyHo-npakmuyeckas koHgepeHyus (Pa3aHs, 25-28 anpens

2011 200a). Mamepuasnsi u doknadel (Mocksa: Nota Bene, 2011), 16-26.

Aneiina AccmaH, Pacnanace cesi3e 8pemeH? B3iem u nadeHue memMnopasabHo2z0 pe-

Jxuma ModepHa, [nep. b. Xne6Hukosa u [l. Tumocteesa] (Mockea: Hosoe nutepa-

TypHOe 0603peHue, 2017).

4 Assmann defines the temporal regime of culture as a structure in which some
values, desires, and hopes are mobilised, while others are ignored, bypassed,
silenced, and erased. Ibid., 85-86.

5 Andrew Hoskins, ed., Digital Memory Studies: Media Pasts in Transition (New York,
NY; London: Routledge, 2018).
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systematic (i.e., typological-chronological sequence) or ensemble (i.e.,
recreation of the environment) exhibitions based on the use of museum
objects, it has finally become evident that this principle is no longer
sufficient for conveying the complexities of historical processes and
phenomena. This has led to the emergence of the thematic method
of presenting exhibitions, which is based on the selection of a particu-
lar theme, idea, problem, or narrative to be revealed not only through
authentic artefacts, but also through a wide variety of exhibition ma-
terials.®

The events of the 20™ century that involved extreme state-perpetrat-
ed violence, crimes against humanity, and extreme long-term traumati-
sation of entire groups (world wars, the Holocaust, Stalinist repression,
genocides, etc.) laid the foundations for a rethinking of a museum’s
functions and its relationship with the past. Unlike conventional histor-
ical museums, which present society’s past in a linear way and usually
with a heroic tone, the newly established museums of memory” focus
on working with this painful past and efforts to overcome it. The ac-
tivities of such museums, which reflect an ethical turn in museology,
are concerned less with the accumulation, preservation, and display
of museum objects and collections than with the reflection of history
from the perspective of the victims, and especially with the pursuit
of the restoration of historical justice. The creators of these museum
exhibitions are also concerned with the present: the transition from
an authoritarian to a democratic regime, preparation for research into
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the material on crimes against humanity committed by the state, the de-
fence of human rights, and the consideration of topical social issues.
That is why personal stories and testimonies of ordinary people with
tragic experiences, which would not have found a place in museums
before, are placed in the foreground. These new museums are the re-
sult of the joint effort of architects, designers, historians, and artists,
and most often their exhibitions are based not on historiography, but
rather on historiophoty,® as Hayden White puts it. This means that
they give preference to visual sources, such as photography and video,
to represent the past.

In specialist literature, museums of communism as one type of mu-
seum of memory are often discussed as a specific kind of institution
of memory, which is supposed not only to bear witness to the past
(“it was like this”) but also to warn against it (“this should not hap-
pen again”). The examples researchers investigate often range from
the most famous “specimens” of the type, such as the German Demo-
cratic Republic (GDR) Museum in Berlin or the House of Terror in Bu-
dapest,® to a comparative analysis'® of typologically quite different
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institutions, which complicates a deeper understanding of this phe-
nomenon. The museums of occupation have played an important role
in the process of desovietisation in post-socialist and post-Soviet coun-
tries and have contributed considerably to imparting more tangible
content to the concept. The histories of their establishment suggest
two distinct phases. The first phase, that of 1992-93, marked the early
wave of spontaneous desovietisation initiated by anti-communist NGOs
and individuals who were very active at the time, were often linked
to dissident circles and national diasporas abroad, and who felt obliged
to preserve the memory of Soviet repression. This led to the establish-
ment of museums in Vilnius (Lithuania), Riga (Latvia), and Sighetu
(Romania). The process reflected the need to replace one hegemonic
(Soviet) version of history with a national one, which resulted in ideo-
logical decolonisation.! Museums of the second phase were more con-
cerned with the countries’ preparations for accession to the European
Union, when the intention was to elevate the memory of communist
crimes in the Central-Eastern European region to a pan-European scale.
The founders and staff of these museums undoubtedly looked to each
other’s decisions and museum practices for the optimal way to convey
not only the local, but also the regional shared experience of totalitar-
ianism. For example, Amy Sodaro, who analysed the narrative struc-
ture of such museums, observes that the Terror Hiza (House of Terror)
in Budapest is conceptually closer to the ideas and meanings of similar
museums in the Baltic countries.?

See Aro Velmet, “Occupied Identities: National Narratives in Baltic Museums
of Occupations,” Journal of Baltic Studies 42, no. 2 (2010): 89-211.

" Pierre Nora, “Reasons for the current upsurge in memory,” Eurozine, April 19,
2002, accessed May 5, 2022, https://www.eurozine.com/reasons-for-the-current-
upsurge-in-memory/.

2. Amy Sodaro, Exhibiting Atrocity. Memorial Museums and the Politics of Past Vio-
lence (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2018), 60.
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However, it can be noted that museums of occupation in the Bal-
tic countries are described either individually® or together with other
post-socialist Central-Eastern European museums of the same type,
which does not always help to bring out their local and regional speci-
ficity. In this context, the aim of this chapter is to clarify the kind of nar-
rative that is shaped by museums and exhibitions of the occupation
in post-Soviet countries. To what extent do the four cases selected for
the study covering museums and exhibitions of the occupation in Vil-
nius, Riga, Tallinn, and Chisinau share common features and which
of them are specific to a particular country? How do these museums
and exhibitions define the very notion of “occupation”? Do they cross
the threshold of the national perspective of “suffering and freedom
fights” and move to the regional (common Baltic) level (or, more broadly,
to the level of memory of the countries affected by the Molotov-Ribben-
trop conspiracy) and, finally, to the level of common European memory?
How and by what means do they interpret and distinguish between Nazi
and Soviet “totalitarianisms”? What is the extent that these museums
reflect the narrative of “victims” on the one hand and of “heroes” on
the other? What emotional effects are they trying to evoke? Finally,
who is the collective “we” that the curators of these museums and ex-
hibitions address? An important consideration in the analysis of this
case, just as of the case of other types of museums and exhibitions ad-
dressing the Soviet era, was the question of the authenticity of their
location, which enhances their informational and emotional impact.

|

B Laura A. Lenss, “Capturing the Next Shift: The Mapping of Meaning onto
the Museum of the Occupation of Latvia,” Future Anterior 3, no. 1 (2006): 48—
57; BaneHtuna XapxyH, “lonTnka namaTi 0 KOMMYHU3Me 1 My3eiiHas KOMMYHU-
Kauusa,” Tpydel «Pycckoli aHmpononozuyeckol wkoei» 11 (2012): 119-126; Linara
Dovydaityte, “Which Communism to Bring to the Museum? A Case of Memory
Politics in Lithuania,” Meno istorija ir kritika, no. 6 (2010): 80-87; ExaTepuHa
MaxoTuHa, “BunbHtoc. Mecta namaTv eBpONencKoi nctopun,” HenpukocHo8eHHbIl
3anac, N2 4 (2013): 277-297; Meike Wulf, “The Struggle for Official Recognition
of ‘Displaced’ Group Memories in Post-Soviet Estonia,” in Past in the Making:
Historical Revisionism in Central Europe after 1989, ed. Michal Kopecek (Budapest:
Central European University Press, 2013), 221-246.
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Lithuania

Lithuania has a number of museums dedicated to the Soviet period,
both public and private, mostly devoted to freedom fights and depor-
tations.!* Their exhibitions highlight the tragic aspects of the Soviet
occupation and the incorporation of the Republic of Lithuania into
the USSR, and emphasise the negative long-term consequences of So-
vietisation and the resistance of Lithuanian society to the imposition
of Soviet rule. In terms of the semantics of place, the most prominent
of all the museums discussed below is the Museum of Genocide Victims
in Vilnius (since 2018, the Museum of Occupations and Freedom Fights),
which is located in the building where some of the events discussed
in the exhibition took place. The cells in the basement of what used
to be a KGB (Committee for State Security) prison became a museum
where former prisoners led tours and later worked as guides eagerly
answering questions from visitors. A permanent exhibition devoted
to the tragedy of the Holocaust opened in one of the cells in 2011 is still
poorly connected to the overall context of the exhibition. Although
partially reconstructed, the facility is most valuable for the preserved
authentic surroundings of its interior and exterior spaces (punishment
cells, torture cells, prisoners’ exercise yard, and the execution cell).
The idea of the creative staff of the company Ekspozicijy Sistemos,
which developed the design of the museum, to install a glass floor
in the execution cell, the most emotionally powerful part of the build-
ing, in order to show the sand underneath and the prisoners’ authentic
belongings seems to metaphorically express not only the desire of mu-

% Inaddition to the institutions and memorial museums of famous cultural figures
established during the Soviet period, mention should also be made of the Muse-
um of Occupations and Freedom Fights in Vilnius, the Museum of Freedom Fights
in Utena, the Museum of Freedom Fights in Lazdijai, the Museum of the History
of Freedom Fights and Exile in Priekulé, the Ramovénai Museum of Freedom Fights,
the Museum of Lithuanian Freedom Fights in Garliava, the Museum of the History
of Freedom Fights in Obeliai, the Museum of the Afghanistan War Veterans’ Club
in Alytus, the Cold War Museum in Plokstiné, Gratas Park, the Atomic Bunker
on Raudondvario Road in Kaunas, the House-Museum of the Brazauskas Family
in Kaisiadorys, Kaunas 9*" Fort Museum, etc.
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seum curators to remain transparent in the face of the historical truth,
but also signals the fragility of existence to the visitor. (This idea was
also replicated in an exhibition at the White Manor - the former villa
of Franciszek Walicki - in Tuskulénai Peace Park.) Information and
photographs printed on glass make it possible to reconstruct the per-
sonalities of the prisoners who were shot here, thus turning this horri-
ble place into a cold and impassive forensic laboratory. Glass separates
the area on a bare wall where most of the bullet traces remain. On
a screen in the centre of an empty room, a three-minute-long excerpt
from Andrzej Wajda’s 2007 film Katyn depicting the execution plays
on a loop. The same scene is also shown in the Tuskulénai Peace Park,
commemorating victims of the KGB (Figure 2).

The tragic nature of this particular place and of Lithuanian people
who were caught up in the maelstrom of the occupation and repression
is also conveyed by the surroundings of the former KGB palace, which
is enriched with memory fragments created by artists. These include
the names of the partisans who were imprisoned and killed here, carved
on the bricks of the foundations of the former KGB palace by the art-
ist Gitenis Umbrasas; they achieve a strong emotional impact through
minimal means. They also include a modest pyramid made of boul-
ders brought from places of imprisonment and deportation in Victims’
Square nearby. The monument to the Lithuanian exiles who suffered
and died in Yakutia between 1942 and 1956 (sculptor Jonas Jagéla,
architect Algis VySniiinas) which was supposed to be unveiled in Ya-
kutsk in 2006 (the Russian side unexpectedly cancelled the coordinat-
ed decision) rises behind the pyramid.” Lukiskiy Square, which bears
other symbols of resistance and repression, is also very close by. All

5 1In2011, such a memorial did appear in a churchyard in Yakutsk, on the initiative
of the “Gintaras” community of former Lithuanian exiles and their descendants.
“B flkyTcke (HaKoHeL) yCTAaHOBMEH NaMATHUK PenpeccMpoBaHHbIM TUTOBLAM,”
MexdyHapodHeilli Memopuan: [poekm «Ypoku ucmopuu», 25 nioHa 2011, pata
o6paweHns 15.04.2022, https://urokiistorii.ru/articles/v-jakutske-nakonec-us-
tanovlen-pamjatni.
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Figure 2. A fragment of the exposition of the Museum of Occupations and Freedom
Fights, Vilnius.
Photo by Rasa Cepaitiené, June 2020.

of this facilitates viewing the former KGB building and its surroundings
as a meaningful, coherent, and consistent text. The Museum of Occu-
pations and Freedom Fights is therefore not only a cultural institution,
but also a place of remembrance of extraordinary political importance.

The dominant colour palette in the exhibition on the ground and
first floors of the museum is limited to white, black, and red, which
is quite typical of museum exhibitions depicting tragedies. The starting
point of the museum narrative is the Molotov-Ribbentrop collusion and
its consequences for the security of the region and the independence
of the Baltic countries. The narrative continues with a coherent account
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of the course of the occupation, the destruction of Lithuania’s sovereign-
ty, and repression. Through blown-up photographs, video installations,
and a collage of authentic documents and artefacts, the emergence
of the anti-Soviet resistance, the armed struggle, and the suppression
of this movement unfold before the visitor. The contrast of authentic ob-
jects (such as the uniforms of NKVD [People’s Commissariat of Internal
Affairs] officers) and photographs with blown-up photographic prints
creates an impression of authenticity and makes it possible to recreate
the events of the past. The first floor of the museum is devoted to de-
portations of Lithuanians and the Gulag and follows the same principle
of combining a variety of materials and images to create empathy for
the victims of repression.' Exile is depicted as a world of women, chil-
dren, and the dead, but there is also the space of the deportees’ everyday
life and cultural activities. A small room houses an installation dedicat-
ed to the return from exile, with a fragment of railroad tracks and a suit-
case standing on top of it as the centrepiece. The exhibition ends with
a depiction of the figures of the 1954-91 unarmed resistance, its main
events, and the means of resistance and disobedience, thus bringing
the narrative to an optimistic scene of “victory won after long struggle
and suffering”. However, the remaining two sections of the museum
exhibition, which detail the activities of the KGB in Lithuania, contra-
dict this interpretation, thus implying that the control and repression
of society continued right up to the collapse of this system. The com-
pany Ekspozicijy Sistemos, which created the design for the museum,
often collaborates with the Genocide and Resistance Research Centre
of Lithuania (Lietuvos gyventojy genocido ir rezistencijos tyrimo cen-

|

6 The Folk Life Museum in Rumsiskés was perhaps the first to dedicate space
to the memory of the deportations. In 1994, it built the first of several depor-
tees’ yurts, similar to those built for the deportees on the shores of the Laptev
Sea. This attracted a lot of public attention.
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tras, hereinafter LGGRTC) and has also developed exhibition designs
for other Lithuanian museums and visitor centres of protected areas."”

Anthropologist Neringa Klumbyté relates the design of the museum
to “affective ideology”, whereby a visit to such a place allows citizens
and tourists to emotionally experience the suffering once endured by
other people there. According to her, the building’s dungeons (terror),
the ground floor of the exhibition (lives in the name of freedom), and
the first floor (the deported nation), or, in other words, repression, re-
sistance, and the Gulag, convey the narrative through the eyes of the vic-
tims, thus depicting and summarising the losses and deprivations
suffered by Lithuanian society during the years of the occupations.®

The branch of the museum directly related to the dungeons of the for-
mer KGB palace - the Museum of Occupations and Freedom Fights — and
the events that took place there is located in the territory of the histor-
ic Tuskulénai Manor, which was converted into a peace park. The area
near the Neris River at the boundary of the present-day residential area
of Zirmiinai is famous for the fact that from 1944 to 1947, the bodies
of the victims of the Soviet repressive system shot in the basement
of the NKVD-MGB (Ministry of State Security) palace were secretly buried
in this area, which was then under the jurisdiction of the NKVD. A to-
tal of 767 remains were discovered during archaeological excavations
carried out in 1994-95 and 2003.% Although the ethnic composition
of the victims varied, the majority of them were Lithuanians involved
in the anti-Soviet underground.

On 2 February 1998, the Government of the Republic of Lithua-
nia established a commission for the memorialisation of the victims

|

' For more, see UAB “Ekspozicijy sistemos”, accessed April 25, 2022, https://ek-
spozicijusistemos.com/.

8 Neringa Klumbyté, “Sovereign Pain: Liberation and Suffering in the Museum
of Occupations and Freedom Fights in Lithuania,” in Museums of Communism.
New Memory Sites in Central and Eastern Europe, ed. Stephen M. Norris (Bloom-
ington, IN: Ivndiana University Press, 2020), 23-45.

¥ Remigijus Cernius, “Tuskulény masinés kapavietés atsiradimas: 1944 ar
1945 m.?”, Genocidas ir rezistencija, no. 1 (41) (2017): 7-24.
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of Tuskulénai. On its proposal, in 2002 and 2007, the government
approved a programme for the founding of a memorial complex -
the Memorial Complex of Tuskulénai Peace Park, with the buildings
of the former manor house and the chapel-columbarium, in which
the remains of the victims of NKVD are kept, as its main highlights.
In 2008, the Ministry of Culture handed this territory over to the LGGRTC
and the park became an integral part of the Museum of Occupations
and Freedom Fights, which is attached to the Memorial Department
of the LGGRTC. The main functions of the memorial complex are the col-
lection, preservation, and publication of historical-documentary ma-
terial reflecting the ideology of the occupying Soviet government and
the repression perpetrated against the population of Lithuania; protec-
tion of the columbarium and ensuring access to visitors; and the im-
plementation of the educational programmes of the LGGRTC. When
archaeological and anthropological examination to identify the re-
mains was completed, the design for the columbarium was created
(architects Vytautas Edmundas Cekanauskas and Algirdas Umbrasas,
architect-restorer Lina Masliukiené, sculptor Gediminas Karalius, art-
ist-monumentalist Gitenis Umbrasas, technical design by architects
Marius Saliamoras and Jiiras Balkevi¢ius). The design of the complex
and the restoration of the buildings were completed by the public com-
pany Lietuvos Paminklai. In 2009, the ceiling of the columbarium was
decorated with the mosaic Trinity by Gitenis Umbrasas. It is dedicated
to the memory of the victims of Stalinism, with birds symbolising des-
tiny, happiness, and freedom.?° The part of the manor that previously
accommodated servants now houses the administration of the park and
is also used for conferences and temporary exhibitions.

A permanent exhibition dedicated to the victims of Stalinism, “Se-
crets of Tuskulénai Manor”, designed and installed by the aforemen-

|

20 The broader history of this place is described in the monograph Severinas Vai-
tiekus, Tuskulénai: egzekucijy aukos ir budeliai (1944-1947) (Vilnius: Lietuvos
gyventojy genocido ir rezistencijos tyrimo centras, 2002).
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tioned Ekspozicijy Sistemos, was opened in the territory of the park,
in the so-called White Manor. There is therefore a certain stylistic and
conceptual affinity with the main exhibition of the museum of the for-
mer KGB prison on Auky Street. However, there are some differences.
While the main exhibition emphasises the massive numbers of fight-
ers and victims, here, along with the extension of this strategy, there
are also attempts to personalise the historical narrative by contrast-
ing the personality of Bishop Vincentas Borisevic¢ius, who was shot
at Tuskulénai in 1946, with that of Vasily Dolgiriov, the deputy head
of the NKVD prison, by setting them against each other physically
(their photographs face each other in the hall) and visually (blown-up
photographs of the executioner and his victim look at one another).
The museum is one of the most visited tourist attractions in Lithuania;
it is also an important part of the country’s historical policy as delega-
tions of foreign leaders visit it during official visits.

Latvia

Unlike its Lithuanian counterpart, the Museum of the Occupation of
Latvia was created as a private initiative and financed by private and
public funds. As in the case of Vilnius, the museum is also visited by
foreign officials. However, its authenticity is different: the building cho-
sen for this exposition is a gloomy socialist modernist building with
a dark facade. It is situated in the very centre of Riga, next to the re-
stored house of the Blacksmiths’ Guild, where the Museum of the Revo-
lution used to be (architects Dzintars Driba and Gunars Lisis-Grinbergs,
1968-70).In 1971, a monument to the Latvian Red Riflemen (sculptor
by Valdis Albergs) was erected in the nearby square. In 2000, a new
plaque, “Latvian Riflemen 1915-1920”, appeared on this monument
and in 2006, the monument was restored.

Laura Lenss, an American architectural scholar, believes that the Mu-
seum of the Occupation of Latvia has at least two meanings, which con-
tradict each other. On the one hand, the building symbolises the Soviet
period of Latvia’s history and the then attempts to create a coherent
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symbolic landscape in the historic city. On the other hand, however,
the fact of its transformation into a museum of the occupation and
the creation of an exhibition that is diametrically opposed to the mean-
ing of the previous one makes the building a symbol of the fights for
independence, thus demonstrating that contemporary Latvia is capable
of reworking its past in accordance with new ideological attitudes, even
though the propagandistic functions of the museum remain.? In 2012,
when renovation began, the museum temporarily moved to the build-
ing of the former US embassy and, due to a lack of space, it could dis-
play only a part of the exhibition, while the reconstruction of the main
building has been delayed (Figure 3).

The exhibition was mainly structured as a poster display dominated
by panels of documents, photographs, and posters, none of which were
originals. The showcases and authentic objects were not numerous.
With the exception of a few posters on Latvia’s history before 1940 and
after 1991, all the exhibition materials were divided into the periods
of Nazi and Soviet occupations, marked by the swastika or the ham-
mer and sickle, respectively, and, naturally, rendered in unequal pro-
portions (14 to 30). As in Vilnius, the colour palette of the exhibition
was dominated by black, white, and red. The exhibition started with
a demonstration of the changing borders of European countries during
the occupation and a reproduction of the secret Molotov-Ribbentrop pro-
tocols (this document was also represented by the installation of a “bor-
der pillar” in the next hall, where one could also watch a documentary
on the deportations of 1941). Other themes were similar to those dis-
played in Vilnius: they also dealt with the mechanisms of occupation,
annexation, destruction of statehood, and repression, and emphasised
their illegitimate nature. Considerable attention was given to the Lat-
vian anti-Soviet underground and deportations. A significant part
of the exhibition was devoted to the Nazi occupation. The Holocaust
was presented as a purely German affair which Latvians had nothing

|
2 Lenss, “Capturing the Next Shift”: 56.
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Figure 3. Museum of the Occupation of Latvia, Riga.
Photo by Rasa Cepaitiené, September 2016.

to do with. Interestingly, Latvians are equally open about their collabo-
ration with both the Nazi and Soviet authorities by engaging in military
action on a respective side (this was shown in the display of military
decorations of both regimes placed side by side in a showcase). The last
of the four halls of the temporary museum was dedicated to the sec-
ond Soviet occupation: with more artefacts and multimedia displays,
the themes of resistance and non-adaptation dominated here. After ten
years of using the former US embassy in Riga as an interim exhibition
space while the museum building was under construction, in 2022 the
Museum of the Occupation of Latvia returned to its permanent location
with a renewed exhibition.
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Another branch of the museum opened in 2014 in the former KGB
building, the so-called “Corner House” (Stiira maja in Latvian). It hous-
es an exhibition of posters about the victims of Soviet terror and of-
fers a visit to the underground part of the building where the prison
was located. Such a visit, however, is only possible in a group with
a guide who locks the door from the inside, thus enhancing the effect
of the place. The execution cell shows the same fragment of Wajda’s
film, which would indicate that the Latvians have copied a lot from
their Lithuanian colleagues in preparing their exhibition.

Estonia

The name of the Estonian Museum of the Occupations indicates that
both Nazi and Soviet occupations are addressed. Like its Latvian coun-
terpart, this museum avoids the notion of “genocide” and therefore
does not face the problems that the museum in Vilnius was forced
to deal with. In 2018, it was reconstructed and renamed the “Vabamu
Museum of Occupations and Freedom”. Interestingly, Lithuanian web
surfers wishing to visit the website of the museum are immediately
redirected to a page in Lithuanian, where the description of the muse-
um appeals to the common experience of deportation and repression
of both nations.

The Vabamu Museum is located in the centre of Tallinn. Here one
can learn about Estonia’s history during the years of occupation, after
the country regained its freedom, and beyond. The museum follows
a slightly different concept from the exhibitions already discussed:
it avoids gloom, while “the exposition of people’s personal stories
encompasses everything, both bitter and happy memories”.?? Unlike
other museums of the occupation in the Baltic countries, the building
of the Estonian Museum of the Occupations was specially designed and

|
22 QOkupatsioonide ja vabaduse muuseum Vabamu, accessed April 25, 2022,
https://vabamu.ee/.
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built with funding exclusively from private individuals. Its steel and
glass aesthetic appeals to the interests and needs of contemporary soci-
ety by avoiding allusions to the conventional representation and func-
tions of institutions of this type. Simplicity, openness, and attentiveness
to the visitor are expressed not only through the means of display, but
also through the possibility of having a cup of coffee in the museum
café or to engage in educational activities. This is a way of underlining
that the museum is not a memorial or a place of mourning. However,
in 2017, a U-turn to a more “classical” model of this type of museum
was made with the opening of an additional exhibition in the building
of the Estonian KGB, which makes use of exhibition forms analogous
to those used in Lithuania and Latvia.

As before the 2018 renovation, the museum exhibition in the main
building begins in the street, at the entrance, with an installation depict-
ing a birch grove. Stone suitcases are placed among the trees. Earlier,
a similar installation with suitcases could be seen inside the museum,
where they symbolised deportations. Another installation made of au-
thentic prison doors is reminiscent of a similar artistic presentation
in the Gulag Museum in Moscow.

The previous exhibition was divided into three thematic blocks:
the first Soviet occupation, the Nazi occupation, and the second So-
viet occupation. Unlike similar museums in Riga and Vilnius, it was
dominated by objects, with grey, black, and white as the main colours
of the exhibition. Again, unlike the other museums have discussed
here, where, next to the national language, the texts, captions, and
inscriptions are given also in English, most of the texts under the ex-
hibits in the Vabamu Museum are in Estonian only. The starting point
of the museum is the narrative of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and
the beginning of the occupation, which, through exhibits, is juxta-
posed with the industrial and other output of independent Estonia.
The displays include mannequins dressed in Estonian, Nazi, and So-
viet uniforms. The years of subjugation are recreated using the mate-
riality of many everyday objects of the Soviet era produced in Estonia
and elsewhere (because of their size, some of them - a Moskvich car,

97



98

Part II » INSTITUTIONALISATION OF MEMORY

a telephone box, a dentist’s chair, a sparkling water dispenser, etc. —
could not fit into the showcases), which is a distinct difference between
this museum and the two discussed above. In the underground part
of the museum, specimens of Soviet propaganda sculpture are random-
ly scattered and are reminiscent of both Muzeon Park of Arts in Mos-
cow and Grutas Park in Lithuania, only reduced in scale. The chaotic
nature of the museum exhibits, sometimes to the extent of creating
perplexing surprises such as the pairing of a small bust of Lenin with
a condom in a showcase, “reflected the fragmented, schizophrenic life
of Estonian society for more than 50 years”, according to the exhibi-
tion text. The abundance of household artefacts is complemented and
expanded by thematic films put together from newsreels and inter-
views with contemporaries of that time. Another distinctive feature
of the museum is its inclination to organise temporary exhibitions
with the aim of not only being a part of school education or the of-
ficial representation of the state, but also a cultural institution that
is constantly renewed and attractive to the local population.

Since the 2018 reconstruction, the museum has focused much more
on interactivity and virtual reality (VR) technology: at the entrance,
the visitor receives a tablet with all the relevant information about
the exhibits and the museum itself, which automatically responds
to the visitor’s movement in the space by activating the relevant in-
formation. The principle of the new exhibition, “Freedom Has No
Limits”, was also changed from the usual chronological to a thematic
approach. Both the section on the Nazi occupation and the museum’s
“calling card”, the steam locomotive installation, have been removed.
Authentic documents and artefacts are combined with video inter-
views and installations. For example, one installation depicts Siberia
in winter (apparently this corresponds to the subconscious stereo-
type that Siberia is eternal cold, ice, and a soulless wasteland). Mean-
while, interactivity is manifested in the opportunity to play the game
“A Hard Choice” on a special screen. The game consists of following
the lives of specific people and trying to choose the most appropriate
existential challenge from those that these people actually faced, and
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in this way to “try on” their fates, as it were, enriching one’s histori-
cal knowledge at the same time. Still, a certain conceptual continuity
can be seen between the original and present exhibition. The renewed
museum has made room for domestic life: in the section “Soviet Esto-
nia”, one can see the interior of a khrushchevka, a typical house built
in Khrushchev’s times; with the help of virtual reality glasses, one
can create one’s own Soviet-era apartment design from typical furni-
ture. The exhibition concludes with the installation “Equilibrium”,
where a boy and a girl stand on a swing trying to keep their balance,
as if to symbolise the fragility of freedom, and an exposition devoted
to the stages in the life of the expatriate Olga Kistler-Ritso, the found-
er of the museum.

Unlike the other museums discussed here, the Estonian museum
did not have a branch for a long time and it was only in 2017 that one
was established in the former KGB building in the Old Town of Tal-
linn, replicating the model of the Baltic museums of the occupation.
This particular exhibition occupies the territory of the former prison.
Posters put up along a corridor tell the story of Estonian statehood and
of the building itself. However, the information in the exhibition does
not make it clear whether executions took place in this prison. Soviet
repression is revealed through a cartoon using the technique of drawing
on sand (similar to the one in the White Manor in Tuskulénai, the only
difference being that here, visitors can draw on the sand themselves).
Portraits of the victims are displayed in the cells, but it remains un-
clear whether these people were imprisoned in these particular cells.

Comparison of Museums of the Occupation

in the Baltic Countries

All three museums discussed are located in the very centres of the Bal-
tic capitals and reflect the official historical politics of the states. Al-
though the Estonian museum was established a decade later than
the other two, this was only because of a delay in the construction
of the new building intended for it. All the museums are of mixed
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administrative subordination and funding (except the one in Tallinn,
which is privately owned), and are (partly) free to visit. Their initial con-
cepts differed. For example, in Lithuania, the emphasis was originally
on “genocide” rather than “occupation”, which was a constant source
of confusion and annoyance due to the overshadowing of the Holocaust
and which was eventually resolved by a change of name. Local authen-
ticity is important to all three museums (the existence and activities
of the KGB offices), which gives them an additional appeal among for-
eign tourists. Strategies for displaying the material are also different:
the Lithuanians chose to emphasise tragedy and resistance by reinforc-
ing the impression of authentic objects combined with photographic
posters. The Latvians are more inclined to emphasise the documentary
nature of the events in question (which somewhat adds to the dryness
of the exhibition and reduces its appeal to visitors of all ages and
historical expertise), while the previous exhibition of the Estonians
mainly displayed household objects, focusing on the everyday rather
than the tragedy; after the reconstruction, the exhibition became closer
to the emotional tone of those in the other Baltic countries.

The aforementioned cultural institutions focus on the deporta-
tions, which are uniformly perceived as national tragedies in which
the suffering of other nations is not visible. In the same way, the “for-
est brothers” are treated unambiguously as freedom fighters and
heroes in all three institutions. Although the names of these in-
stitutions currently include “occupations”, the period of Nazi rule
receives considerably less attention, while the theme of the Holo-
caust, if mentioned at all, is not developed. Analysing the museums
of the occupation of the three Baltic countries in the context of their
overall historical politics, James Mark observes that in their nar-
rative programmes, the Nazi occupation remains overshadowed by
the Soviet occupation in order to shape an anti-Communist outlook.
The exhibition is constructed in such a way as to give the visitor
the impression that the first Soviet occupation was so terrible that
the Nazi occupation of the Baltic peoples that followed was perceived
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almost as liberation.? To support this conclusion, the researcher’s
selection of museum material is rather arbitrary. Thus, with the ex-
ception of the old exhibition of the Estonian museum, the narratives
of the museums discussed are dominated by a self-victimising ap-
proach and exclusivism, which prevent these narratives from being
placed in a broader historical context (which is, however, compensated
for by the authenticity of the sites and memorial values). The changes
in the conceptual content of the exhibitions have been influenced by
general trends in the cosmopolitan historical politics of the EU (e.g.
the genocide of the Roma that finds a place in the exhibitions, etc.),
but not to such an extent as to overwhelm the dominance of national
approaches. The discussion of another example of a museum of oc-
cupation will help to verify these observations.

The Case of Moldova

Moldova is a post-Soviet country that also bases its right to statehood
on questioning the outcome of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and also
included this provision in its Declaration of Independence of 27 Au-
gust 1991.%* There, the reinterpretation of the past began at a similar
time as in the other Soviet republics. As early as 1990, a temporary
exhibition “Stalinism in the Fates of the People”® was organised
at the State History Museum to fill in the “blank spots” of history.

2 James Mark, “Containing Fascism: History in Post-Communist Baltic Occupation
and Genocide Museums,” in Past for the Eyes: East European Representations
of Communism in Cinema and Museums after 1989, ed. Oksana Sarkisova and Péter
Apor (Budapest; New York, NY: Central European University Press, 2008), 354.

24 Declaratia de independenta a Republicii Moldova, 27 August 1991, [Tapramesm
Pecny6nuku Mondosa, pata o6palienns 30.09.2022, https://old.parlament.md/
img/pdf/declaratia.pdf.

% AHacTtacus B. denbkep, “MemopuanbHbie My3en I. KnwnHeBa Kak WHCTUTYTbI
MONMTUKN NaMATU: HETMOKOCTb M KOHKYPEHLWS B YCNOBUAX pPa3fLefleHHoro
ob6wectBa,” in [lorumuka namsmu 8 cospemeHHoll Poccuu u cmpaxax Bocmo4Holl
Esponbl. AKmopel, UHCMUMymsl, HAPPAMUBbI: KOJ/IEKMUBHAS MOHO2pAhUs, pep.
Anekceii U. Munnep n Omutpuii B. Ehpemenko (CankT-Metepbypr: U3naTenscTso
Esponeiickoro yHusepcuteta B CaHkT-Metepbypre, 2020), 546.
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Moldova has undergone the same steps of desovietisation as other
former republics of the USSR: the removal of most of the Soviet monu-
ments and the changing street and institution names. A declaration
of Romanian as the official language was accompanied by the changing
of place names and personal names into Romanian, which was linked
to a search for historical roots in the Roman province of Dacia. A law
on the rehabilitation of victims of Stalinism was adopted in 1992.%
In the same year, the Moldovan Military History Museum was opened
in the Army Palace under the auspices of the Ministry of Defence.
It became a pioneer in the interpretation of the country’s anti-Sovi-
et past and would later play an important role in the development
of the concepts for other museums and exhibitions on communism.
Thanks to the efforts of its staff, the period of the rule of the Rus-
sian Empire (1812-17), the incorporation of Bessarabia into the USSR
in 1940-41, and reoccupation at the end of the war in 1944 came to be
seen as a time of subjugation and historical injustice. Meanwhile,
the interwar period when Moldova was part of Romania (1918-40) was
portrayed as a “golden age” and a time of national prosperity. As Ady
Schnytzer and Alina Zubkovych point out, the term “occupation” came
to be used in Moldovan museums only to refer to the Russian Empire/
the USSR and not to the Romanian or Nazi periods of rule.?”

It should be noted that the specifics of the historical politics
of post-Soviet Moldova were largely determined by an internal politi-
cal struggle between the so-called “Moldovanists” and the “Romani-
anists”. They represented different versions of the historical origins

%6 3akoH N2 1225 oT 8 pgekabps 1992 r. “O peabunutaunu >XepTB NOAUTUYECKNX
penpeccuii,” focydapcmeeHHwblli peecmp npasossix akmos Pecny6nuku Mondosa,
naTta o6paweHuns 15.04.2022, http://lex.justice.md/viewdoc.php?action=view&
view=doc&id=313312&lang=2.

27 Adi Schnytzer and Alina Zubkovych, “Comparative Symbolic Violence:
The Chisinau and Tiraspol National Historical Museums,” Crossroads Digest,
no. 8 (2013): 69.
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of the country’s statehood,?® in which the results of parliamentary elec-
tions and the geopolitical and value-oriented orientations of the parties
temporarily entrenched at the top of the power hierarchy had played
an important role. A more pronounced change in the field of historical
politics could be observed under the liberal Mihai Ghimpu, Moldova’s
acting president in 2009-10, when, on his initiative, the country was
steered onto a path of de-legitimisation of the Soviet legacy and a more
consistent desovietisation campaign was launched. Early in 2010,
the Commission for the Investigation and Assessment of the Totali-
tarian Communist Regime was set up and, after half a year of work,
came up with conclusions calling for a ban on communist symbols,
establishment of commemorative dates linked to Soviet repression,
etc. This resulted in the declaration of 28 June as the Day of the So-
viet Occupation. On Ghimpu’s instructions, a stone commemorating
the “Victims of the Totalitarian Soviet Communist Regime” was erected
in front of Government House, to be replaced by an appropriate monu-
ment in the future.? Finally, on 23 August 2010, Ghimpu signed a de-
cree awarding the highest state decoration, the Order of the Republic,
to “a group of fighters against the occupying communist totalitarian
regime”,’® most of them posthumously.

|

8 An interview with the Moldovan historian and researcher on memory cultures
Alexandr Voronovici on 2 May 2018. According to the interviewee, at first, in Mol-
dovan political circles and in the public sphere, supporters of Romanianism were
entrenched and there were even considerations of joining Romania. Later, they
were replaced by representatives of the view that the preservation of Moldova’s
sovereignty could also integrate the Soviet identity of the Moldovan nation, who
also favoured relations with Russia. The country was left with a split collective
identity, in which Romanianism was somewhat more ethnocentric and closed,
and Moldovanism more strongly oriented towards the recognition and tolerance
of cultural differences between ethnic minorities.

2 For more on this, see Maria Axenti, “Urban Transformations as an Ideological
Tool of Political Regimes: The Case of the Chisinau City Centre,” in Ritualizing
the City. Collective Performances as Aspects of Urban Construction from Constan-
tine to Mao, ed. Ivan Foletti and Adrian Palladino (Rome: Viella, 2017), 121-137.

30 Yka3 Mpesupgenta Pecny6auku Mongoea N2 507 ot 23 aBrycta 2010 r. “O npu-
cBoeHun opaeHa ‘Ordinul Republicii’ rpynne 60pLoB ¢ 0KKynauMOHHbIM KOMMY-
HUCTUYECKUM TOTANUTApHLIM pexuMoM,” focydapcmeeHHblli peecmp npagosbix
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As a result of these political steps, two museums dedicated to Soviet
repression were established in 2012 and 2016. The first, the Museum
of Victims of Deportations and Political Repression, under the National
Museum of Archaeology and History of Moldova (since 2013, the Na-
tional Museum of History of Moldova), opened with the exhibition
“Soviet Moldova: Between Myths and the Gulag”, which used the term
“genocide” by the Soviet regime against the local population and did
not mention the Holocaust. In 2013, on the initiative of Dorin Chir-
toaca, the mayor of Chisindu, a monument to the victims of Stalinist
repression, “The Train of Pain”, was unveiled in front of the railway
station. In 2016, the Museum of the Soviet Occupation opened its doors,
which led to a strain in diplomatic relations with Russia. The narra-
tive of its exhibition begins with the Molotov-Ribbentrop plot, which
is followed by the installation “The Wall of Faces”, the aesthetic de-
sign of which is recognisable from the Hall of Names in Yad Vashem
Holocaust History Museum in Jerusalem, the United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum in Washington DC, and other similar museums, even
though there is no mention of the Holocaust. The exhibition is com-
plemented by the personal belongings of the arrested and deported,
mainly suitcases, models of freight cars, Soviet agitation material, and
busts of Lenin. Some space is also devoted to presenting the activi-
ties of the various anti-Soviet resistance groups active in Bessarabia
between 1940 and 1953. The exposition ends with a panel depicting
the national liberation movement of 1986-91 in an attempt to create
a coherent anti-Soviet narrative in which repression is the main focus
of meaning, while everyday life of the Soviet period is given a second-
ary role (Figure 4 and Figure 5).

In this way, starting with 2010, a canon of memory defined by
the narratives of the victims of the Soviet occupation, repression, and
Stalinism, which were intended to create an impression of the unique-

|
akmos Pecny6nuku Mondoea, nata o6pallenns 15.04.2022, http://lex.justice.md/

viewdoc.php?action=view&view=doc&id=335857&lang=2.
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Figure 4. Museum of the Soviet Occupation in Chisindu, suitcases representing the exile.
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Photo courtesy of Anastasia Felcher, March 2019.
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Figure 5. “Wall of Faces” of the repressed at the Museum of the Soviet Occupation
in Chisinau.
Photo courtesy of Anastasia Felcher, March 2019.
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ness and exclusivity of the Moldovan experience, was established
in the country. This was achieved through a series of legislative initi-
atives, memorial dates, and the establishment of new museums and
exhibitions. As for the field of historical politics, not only specific poli-
ticians but also academic and cultural elites played an active role in it.
Persistent delegitimisation of the Soviet period “as normality” allowed
them to knock the guns out of the hands of their political opponents,
mainly the communists who upheld the discourse of Moldovanism
as a continuation of the Moldovan Soviet statehood.?! Thus, as men-
tioned above, although the exhibition concepts of the two new museums
in Chisindu followed those of the communist museums in other coun-
tries (both in the Baltic countries and in Romania), these institutions
of memory were, in comparison, much more involved in the political
struggles of the present.

Conclusion

The wave of museification of traumatic memory and anti-Soviet resist-
ance that swept across the post-socialist and some post-Soviet countries
of Central-Eastern Europe made it possible to consolidate the narrative
of the “occupation” for the purposes of domestic historiographical
politics and for a foreign audience. The American social psychologist
James V. Wertsch describes narrative templates that schematise and
summarise the structures of knowledge and are filled with symbolic
meaning. These are narratives with a distinctive structure character-
ised by traits of “cognitive narcissism” and reflecting a desire to per-
ceive the past as one’s own — “our”.?? The museum narrative becomes

3 For more, see AHapeit Kywko, “lMonutnka namat U mctopnyeckas noauTuka
B nmocTcoBeTckoi MongoBse,” in Mcmopuydeckas nonumuka 6 XXI eeke, pen. Anex-
ceit Munnep u Mapus lunmat (Mocksa: HoBoe nutepatypHoe 0603peHue, 2012),
256-291.

32 James V. Wertsch, “Collective Memory and Narrative Templates,” Social Research
75, no. 1: Collective Memory and Collective Identity (Spring 2008): 133-156.
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an instrument for the materialisation of these “narrative templates”,
which creates a “narrative truth” that serves to affirm and consoli-
date the official version of history. Such narrative templates can be
such concepts as “occupation”, “genocide”, “terror”, and “resistance”,
which, as we have seen, are often used in the names of the above-men-
tioned institutions of memory and in the descriptions of their exhibi-
tions. However, their impact on visitors remains ambiguous and not
always in line with what their curators wish to convey. The displayed
Soviet artefacts can evoke not only reactions of rejection or disgust,
but also vague and confused feelings of recognition and nostalgia. On
the other hand, we can also talk about the abundance of “visual tem-
plates” typical of museums of occupation, which only become apparent
in a comparative perspective. Their emergence is the result of shared
experience: for example, deportation is everywhere best represented
by images of cattle cars or suitcases, and repression by displays of fo-
rensic documents or wounds inflicted on the victims.

The cases of the occupation museums discussed above show that
memorialisation of the victims of Soviet terror in the region has un-
dergone a certain canonisation and standardisation of memorial devic-
es and effects, which in many cases were taken from representations
of the Holocaust and reproduced in various other museum contexts
of a legacy of violence.?® For example, Ljiljana Radonié¢, who has stud-
ied a number of memorial museums across Central-Eastern Europe,
concludes that most of them apply the “Holocaust template” for their
exhibitions, despite the fact that they have their own objectives that
are often defined by the local political context.>* Such museum devices

3 See, for example, Mischa Gabowitsch, Replicating Atonement: Foreign Models
in the Commemoration of Atrocities (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017); Aleida As-
smann and Sebastian Conrad, eds., Memory in a Global Age: Discourses, Practices
and Trajectories (Houndmills, Basingstoke; New York, NY: Palgrave Macmillan,
2010); Daniel Levy and Natan Sznaider, The Holocaust and Memory in the Global
Age (Philadelphia, Penn.: Temple University Press, 2006).

3 Ljiljana Radoni¢, “From ‘Double Genocide’ to ‘the New Jews’: Holocaust, Genocide
and Mass Violence in Post-Communist Memorial Museums,” Journal of Genocide
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as collages of photographs intended to give the impression of the mass
scale of repression and the large numbers and anonymity of the victims,
the combination of authentic personal belongings of the victims with
anonymous documents, or the stereotypical images of the totalitari-
an system prevalent in the region (busts of Lenin, the red flag), terror
(a portrait of Felix Dzerzhinsky, lists of the repressed, or photographs
of the arrested), exile (suitcases, handicrafts made by the deportees), or
resistance (partisan dugouts, photographs of armed fighters), suggest
that the creators of these exhibitions wanted to inscribe their past and
the material that evidences it in a broader discourse on memory. This
discourse remains paradoxical, however: on the one hand, the hope
is to show the uniqueness of the fights and suffering experienced by
their own people, which is depicted as comparable to or even surpass-
ing the atrocities of the Holocaust, but, on the other hand, it is pre-
cisely the same experiences that lead to their apparent similarity and
to the homogenisation of their representation. It goes without saying
that such a conclusion is only possible if one rises above the content
of a particular institution of memory or exhibition, but this broader
perspective would allow the curators of such museums to forestall
the unforeseen and unwanted effects of the standardisation of tragic
memories in different countries in the future. However, while the ex-
perience of “occupation”, “repression”, and “resistance” was inevitably
similar in many of the neighbouring countries, the subsequent decades
of “soft” Sovietisation allowed for the formation of distinctive nation-
al cultural responses to the regime, and today this legacy has become
as important an object of understanding and reflection of Soviet iden-
tity as the Stalinist period. For example, the museum Projektas: Homo
sovieticus, which recently opened its doors in the Tuskulénai Peace
Park in Vilnius, reveals this specificity.

Research 20, no. 4: Special issue on The Holocaust/Genocide Template in Eastern Eu-
rope (2018): 510-529; eadem, “Post-communist invocation of Europe”: 269-288.
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Chapter 4

Memory Politics d la Russe:
Memorial vs. Vladimir Putin’s
Repressive State

Igor Torbakov

The clampdown on Memorial, Russia’s oldest and most influential
historical-educational and human rights group, has thrown into
sharp relief a crucial feature of the country’s contemporary history.
For the past century, the struggle for freedom, democracy, and human
dignity in Russia has been intimately intertwined with the struggle
for historical truth. The Memorial Movement was born amid the po-
litical turmoil of the late 1980s and almost immediately became one
of the leading agents of democratic change. The Kremlin’s decision
toliquidate Memorial marks the end of an era. The Putin regime is seek-
ing to establish full control over the historical narrative, but that
is merely a means to a larger end. Its ultimate goal has been on full dis-
play since Russia’s brutal invasion of Ukraine: it is to turn the clock back
30 years and erase some fundamental consequences — both domestic
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and geostrategic — of the momentous revolutionary upheaval that cul-
minated in the demise of the Soviet Union.

Shifting Political Landscape

There is a famous joke that Russia is a country with an unpredictable
past. It would seem, however, that the opposite is true. Throughout
Russia’s history, one of its rulers’ main concerns was to make the Rus-
sian past predictable: historians were encouraged to craft the grand
narrative in such a way as to make their story optimistic, patriotic,
heroic, and uplifting.! Uncomfortable past events should be better
forgotten or kept under wraps. In his celebrated memoir, The Oak and
the Calf, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn vividly described a paradigmatic ep-
isode: the encounter between the author, eager to speak truth to pow-
er, and a communist potentate lecturing on how the difficult past has
to be tackled. In the early 1960s, Solzhenitsyn was instantaneously
catapulted to nationwide fame when the literary magazine Novy Mir
published his Soviet labour camp novella One Day in the Life of Ivan Deni-
sovich. InJuly 1965, Solzhenitsyn was invited to an audience with Piotr
Demichev, the Communist Party Central Committee Secretary in charge
of ideology, who was curious to meet the famous and reclusive writer.
In the course of the conversation, Demichev made it plain that the Par-
ty needed no more books about Stalinist prison camps. “No, there is no
need [to write again] about the camps,” he said. “It’s a difficult and un-

This vision was best epitomised by the memorable dictum of Count Alexander
von Benckendorff, the head of Tsar Nicholas I's secret police: “Russia’s past was
admirable, its present is more than magnificent, and as for its future - it is be-
yond anything that the boldest mind can imagine”. There appears to be a curious
continuity: in Putin’s Russia, Sergei Naryshkin, director of the Foreign Intelli-
gence Service, is also head (since 2012) of the Russian Historical Society, and
often pontificates on how national history should be presented in terms not dis-
similar to those of his predecessor Benckendorff. M. . Xuxapes, “lloknagHas
3anucka notomctay o Metpe flkoBneBuye Yaanaese,” in Pycckoe 06wecmso 30-x
20008 XIX 8. /ltodu u udeu: Memyapel cospemerHukos, pen. U. A. depocos (Mockea:
N3paTenbcTBo MOCKOBCKOMO FOCYAapCTBEHHOIO yHMBEpCUTeTa, 1989), 105.
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pleasant [topic].” Later on, Solzhenitsyn reminisced, the top party boss
gave him detailed instructions as to what the Party did not want to see
in literary works dealing with the Soviet past. According to Demichev,
authors should eschew three things: pessimism, ochernitel’stvo (nega-
tive bias), and “sneak attacks” (i.e. furtive criticism).? The era of glas-
nost in the late 1980s appeared to have dispatched these instructions
(as well as the very notion of the “party’s general line”) to the dustbin
of history. The dissolution of Memorial by Putin’s repressive regime
has demonstrated that history writing and historical memory in gen-
eral are again being put under strict state control.

When in November 2021 state prosecutors took action to shut Me-
morial down, its leadership was not greatly surprised. In fact, they
had seen it coming. Asked why his organisation was being persecuted,
Aleksandr Cherkasov, chairman of the board of the Memorial Human
Rights Centre, gave a succinct answer: “We do not fit into the [current
political] landscape”.? Several years earlier, Memorial had been la-
belled a “foreign agent” in accordance with a controversial law passed
in 2012. This law was designed to signpost foreign-funded non-prof-
its but later expanded to include independent media and individuals.
Any entity or individual labelled a foreign (media) agent must register
and provide details of its activities and finances every six months. Any
material it produces, including social media messages, must contain
a long message indicating its status as a foreign agent. The very term
is laden with Stalin-era connotations of double-dealing, duplicity,
and betrayal, and carries an unmistakably pejorative meaning. From
the first, the Kremlin made it clear that this legislation would effec-
tively be used as a weapon against “disloyal” rights groups and media
outlets. In February 2013 - speaking, quite appropriately, at a Federal

2 See AnekcaHap W. ComkeHnubiH, bo0ascs meneHok ¢ 0y60M: o4epKu aumepamyp-
HoUi )u3Hu, [2-e n3a., ucnp. u gon.] (Mocksa: Cornacue, 1996), 112.

3 KOnus OynkuHa, “«Te6s 3T0 Toxe KacaeTcs»: AnekcaHap YepkacoB — o cypax
«Memopuana» u noruke 6esymusn,” Xonod, 25 Hosbps 2021, nata obpaleHus
30.01.2022, https://holod.media/2021/11/25/cherkasov/.
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Security Service (FSB) board meeting — President Vladimir Putin stated
in no uncertain terms that “no one holds a monopoly that gives them
the right to speak on behalf of all Russian society, especially the enti-
ties managed and financed from abroad as they inevitably serve others’
interests”. He went on to refer specifically to the new law:

The regime governing the activities of NGOs in Russia is in place,
and it also applies to funding from abroad. Obviously, these laws must
be complied with. Any direct or indirect interference in our internal
affairs, any form of pressure on our country or on our allies and part-
ners, is unacceptable.*

In the case of Memorial, as in those of various other NGOs and independ-
ent media outlets, the foreign agent law played the role of Chekhov’s
proverbial gun: hung on the wall in Act One, it went off in Act Three.
In late December 2021, Kremlin-controlled courts agreed with prose-
cutors’ allegations that Memorial (both Memorial International and its
Human Rights Centre) had violated the law and ordered the liquidation
of a “villainous foreign agent”.

Remarkably, while Memorial was formally charged with technical
breaches of mind-numbing legal regulations, the court hearings ap-
peared to reveal the true reason for the assault on the group - the dis-
tortion of historical memory. A passage from the prosecution’s remarks
speaks volumes about the Kremlin’s real motives:

Itis obvious that Memorial, having capitalised on the theme of political
repressions in the 20" century, has created a [deliberately] false ima-
ge of the Soviet Union as a terrorist state... Why should we have to be
ashamed of and repent our allegedly hopeless past instead of having

|

4 Vladimir Putin, “Federal Security Service Board Meeting,” President of Russia,
February 14,2013, accessed January 30, 2022, http://en.kremlin.ru/events/pres-
ident/transcripts/17516.
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pride in a country that had won a terrible war and liberated the world
from fascism?

Summing up its case, the prosecution stated:

Currently, the activities of Memorial are, in fact, largely aimed at falsi-
fying the history of our country, at gradually reformatting the mass con-
sciousness of the population from the memory of the victors to the need
for repentance for the Soviet past.>

This statement neatly reflects the irreconcilable differences between
the Kremlin and Memorial’s intellectual and ethical stances. Unlike
Putin, who postulates the existence of one unchanging “thousand-
year-old historical Russia” with an unproblematic - if not downright
magnificent — past, Memorial rejects this triumphalist black-and-white
approach and embraces instead national history’s tragedy and complex-
ity. Otherwise, it argues, it would be impossible to account for the po-
litical terror and systematic mass violations of human rights that have
occurred throughout Russian history and in particular during the So-
viet period. Referring to the humanist traditions of classical Russian
literature, the late Arsenii Roginskii, Memorial’s chair in 1998-2017,
contended that Russia’s past cannot be perceived as simply great:
“It is both great and shameful, and the shameful part weighs at least
as much as the great one”.®

5 State prosecutor Aleksei Zhafiarov’s remarks in “BbicTyniieHMs CTOPOH B NpeHMAX
no nukeuaaumu MexayHapoaHoro Memopuana,” Memopuan, 28 nekabps 2021,
naTa o6pauweHna 30.01.2022, https://www.memo.ru/ru-ru/memorial/depart-
ments/intermemorial/news/666. Emphasis added.

6 ApceHnuit Poruncknii, “41o Takoe «Memopuan»?”, Colta, 31 auBapsa 2014, fata
o6palenns 30.01.2022, https://www.colta.ru/articles/specials/1872-chto-takoe-
memorial. Roginskii’s statement echoes Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s assessment
of the Soviet past. Reflecting on the lines of one of Aleksandr Tvardovskii’s po-
ems — “In the golden book [of our history] / There’s neither a line, nor even
a single comma / That could compromise our honour. / Yes, everything that hap-
pened to us / Did happen!” — Solzhenitsyn commented: “Too soft: what about
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Such a view was widespread among Soviet freethinkers and dissi-
dents - the social milieu that played a crucial role in the intellectual
and political processes unleashed by Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika
in the waning years of the Soviet Union. Indeed, in 1987-88 - the years
in which Memorial emerged as a popular mass movement — the idea
of historical truth appeared to have become something akin to a na-
tional idea. The search for historical truth was focused above all on
the state terror during Joseph Stalin’s rule. Notably, before perestroika,
there were two types of memory of Stalinism with almost no overlap
between them. The first was an individual and family memory based
on the tragic experiences of the victims of terror and their close rela-
tives. This memory was preserved as a forbidden knowledge within
the narrow circle of family and friends but lacked a deeper analysis
and understanding of the broader historical context. The second type
of memory was the product of dissidents’ reflections, which encom-
passed memoirs (usually published in samizdat), political commen-
tary, translations of Western historical scholarship, and literary fiction.
In the late 1980s, when most of the previous ideological taboos had
been lifted in the atmosphere of glasnost, an opportunity appeared for
the two types of memory of Stalinism to merge. During those heady
years, remembered by political activists as a truly “heroic epoch”,
Memorial was — even before its formal registration in early 1990 - at
the forefront of the struggle to increase public awareness of Stalinist
crimes. It is noteworthy that from the outset, its leadership understood
full well that it is impossible to tackle a difficult past without opposing
various illiberal, undemocratic, authoritarian, and repressive trends
in the present. Thus, human rights advocacy became part of Memorial’s
agenda more or less from day one. In the group’s political philosophy,

the 40-year-long disgrace of prison camps — didn’t this compromise our honour?
Too shapeless: ‘let bygones be bygones’, ‘nothing to add, nothing to take away’.
This could be said about all types of fascism. Then Nuremberg [trials] should
not be held, right? — let bygones be bygones...? It’s a flawed philosophy inca-
pable of theorising history”. See ComxeHuubiH, bodascs meneHok ¢ Oy6om, 21.
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the two dimensions of historical education and the defence of civil
rights are closely interconnected. As Roginskii aphoristically put it, “We
look at history through the prism of rights, and look at rights through
the prism of history”.” This core ideological principle put Memorial
squarely on a collision course with a Russian political regime that has
been growing increasingly authoritarian since the early 2000s.

Historical Memory and Domestic Politics
There is a direct link between the rise of authoritarianism in Russia
and a more benign view of the Soviet past being promoted by the state.
A steady curtailment of freedom and democracy, the resurrection of qua-
si-Soviet political practices such as the imitation of democratic proce-
dures, infringement of the independence of the courts, state control
of media outlets, and repression of political opposition inevitably ne-
cessitate putting a more positive spin on Soviet history. The Kremlin’s
search for a usable past on which to construct a new state-centred grand
narrative was another reason to embrace the Soviet era as an inaliena-
ble part of the “glorious history” of the timeless “Great Russia”. Here,
the centrepiece of the story is the Soviet victory in the “Great Patriotic
War”. The Soviet Union’s triumph over Nazism - the undeniable Ab-
solute Evil — presents an opportunity for Kremlin-friendly spin doc-
tors to cast the victors — mostly Russians — as an Absolute Good that
“saved the world in 1945” and to portray Russia as a “country of great
victories”. Since the “Greatest Victory” was achieved on Stalin’s watch,
the amount of bad press the ruthless dictator received in the twilight
years of Soviet communism came to be perceived as excessive. Stalin’s
image has been thoroughly revamped over the last two decades, espe-
cially compared to his representation in the latter years of perestroika.
Instead of denouncing Stalin as a bloody tyrant and the chief organiser
of state terror, the official narrative now emphasises his managerial

" Porunckuit, “41o Takoe «Memopuan»?”.
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skills, geopolitical wisdom and, above all, his important role in defeat-
ing Nazi Germany and turning the Soviet Union into a global superpow-
er.® At this point, it should be clarified that Putin and his ideologues
are not die-hard Stalinists. Nor are they particularly interested in lion-
ising historical Stalinism. In fact, they are engaged in a different kind
of ideological game. They turn to certain aspects of Soviet history and
manipulate the Stalin myth in order to legitimise present-day authori-
tarian and repressive domestic politics. This is precisely what has been
the target of Memorial’s sharpest criticism. In all of its research, edu-
cational, and civic activities, the group has emphasised a fundamen-
tal connection between liberal values and serious historical reflection.
The Kremlin’s politics of history, Memorial researchers note, has now
demonstrated this connection “working backwards”, as there is a clear
link between Russia’s current illiberal course and the mythologising
of the Soviet totalitarian past.

Two fundamental issues raised by Memorial caused particularly
acute displeasure to the Russian authorities. The first concerns the per-
petrators of Stalinist/Soviet terror. The communist regime left millions
of victims in its wake: But whose victims were these people? Who killed
them? Admittedly, Russia’s present-day powers-that-be appear willing
to honour the memory of all those innocent souls who lost their lives
in execution chambers or Gulag prison camps, but they are extremely
reluctant to confront the thorny problem of legal and political responsi-
bility. It is worthy of note that, 30 years after the Soviet collapse, there
isnot a single state-legal act that characterises in strictly juridical terms
the crimes of the Soviet Union regime as crimes. For its part, Memori-
al’s position on this issue is unambiguous: Soviet-era repression was
part of the system of public administration - it was state terror against
the country’s citizens. The upshot of this thesis is crystal clear: the So-
viet state that organised and carried out mass repression was a criminal

|
8 For an excellent discussion on this issue, see Mark Edele, Debates on Stalinism
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020).
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terrorist state. This statement is a direct challenge to the etatist politi-
cal philosophy of Putin’s regime, which aggressively upholds Russia’s
long-standing tradition of the sacralisation of the state.

Another major irritant for the Kremlin is Memorial’s human rights
advocacy — an activity that the group views as inseparable from its inces-
sant search for historical truth. For Memorial, preserving the memory
of Stalinist repressions is as important as shining a light on political
repressions in Putin’s Russia. For many years, it has monitored civil
rights abuses in the country and compiled lists of political prisoners.
It is instructive to compare the number of prisoners of conscience
in the Soviet Union at the time of Gorbachev’s incumbency with today’s
Russia. When Memorial was set up in 1987, there were around 200 po-
litical prisoners; at the end of 2021, there were more than 400. Kremlin
officials (including Putin’s spokesman Dmitry Peskov) state that no one
in Russia can be sent to prison on political grounds. They assert that
Russia’s Criminal Code does not contain a single article dealing with
political offences and that the very terms “political prisoner” and “po-
litical repression” are not on the books. Memorial counters this asser-
tion by referring to the Russian Federation Law “On the Rehabilitation
of Victims of Political Repressions”, which the group’s senior members,
Sergei Kovalev and Arsenii Roginskii, helped to draft. This legal act,
which was adopted on 18 October 1991, defines “political repression” as

various measures of coercion used by the state for political reasons
in the form of deprivation of life or freedom; incarceration in psychia-
tric hospitals for compulsory treatment; expulsion from the country
and deprivation of citizenship; eviction of groups of the population
from their places of residence; sending them into exile and “special
settlements”; involvement in forced labour in conditions of restriction
of freedom, as well as other deprivation or restriction of the rights and
freedoms of persons recognised as socially dangerous to the state or
political system on class, social, national, religious, or other grounds,
carried out by decisions of courts and other bodies, endowed with

judicial functions, or administratively, by executive authorities and
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officials and public organisations or their bodies endowed with admi-
nistrative powers.®

In accordance with this law, rehabilitation covers all those persons
who have suffered repression since the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution.
What is especially significant, however, is that the law does not specify
a closing date, which means that it can be applied to the current po-
litical situation. This is precisely what Memorial lawyers were doing:
they analysed criminal cases to determine whether they were politically
motivated. The method was simple: if a person is being persecuted for
political activities and/or for exercising basic civil rights, this person
is recognised as a political prisoner. Furthermore, in its civic work, Me-
morial was guided by the resolutions of the Parliamentary Assembly
of the Council of Europe (PACE). A forum where Russian parliamen-
tarians were also represented until Moscow’s exit from Europe’s top
human rights watchdog in March 2022, PACE not only defines the term
“political prisoner” and provides the appropriate criteria, but also calls
for the release of all political prisoners.°

Politics of History and International Relations

The Russian leadership is alert to the fact that “national remem-
brance” takes place in an international context and thus has a foreign
policy dimension. Any reinterpretation of the past based on “national
remembrance” inevitably involves not only the self-image of a giv-
en nation but also its relations with other nations. A clash between
national memories is therefore prone to lead to growing tensions be-

©

3aKkoH P® ot 18 okTab6ps 1991 r. N2 1761-1 “O peabunutauuu epTB NoaUTUYE-
CKMX penpeccuit” (C \3MeHEHUAMU 1 AOTNONHEHUAMK), [apaHm, naTa obpaweHus
30.01.2022, https://base.garant.ru/10105390/. Emphasis added.

0 Parliamentary Assembly Resolution 1900 (2012) “The definition of political pris-
oner,” Parliamentary Assembly, accessed January 30, 2022, https://assembly.coe.

int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-XML2HTML-en.asp?fileid=19150&lang=en.
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tween states. This is exactly what has happened with Russian-Europe-
an relations in the past 15 years.! As a result, historical memory has
been securitised. Russia’s amended constitution declares the “defence
of historical truth” to be one of the state’s principal rights and obliga-
tions — but who determines what the truth is? The Kremlin leadership
appears convinced that it should be Russia. As Russia’s Foreign Minis-
ter Sergei Lavrov arrogantly asserted at the 29" Assembly of the Coun-
cil on Foreign and Defence Policy in October 2021: “We always know
that the truth is on our side”. He then suggested that his audience
should “regard this [thesis] as our ideology or the ideological content
of our foreign policy”.*2 In parallel, in his comments on the court’s de-
cision to ban Memorial, one of the group’s defence lawyers noted that
the shutdown’s main political message was that “the [Russian] state
is always right”.!3 So why then would some miscreants want to deviate
from the state-approved interpretation of the past? The prosecution’s
explanation was that Memorial had been distorting historical memory
because “someone is paying them to do it”.** This kind of rhetoric un-
mistakably demonstrates that the Russian authorities were not only
seeking to cast Memorial as a perfidious foreign agent and treacherous
“fifth column”, but really perceived it as such.

" Igor Torbakov, “Divisive Historical Memories: Russia and Eastern Europe,” in Con-
fronting Memories of World War II: European and Asian Legacies, ed. Daniel Chirot,
Gi-Wook Shin and Daniel Sneider (Seattle, DC: University of Washington Press,
2014), 234-257.

2 Cepreii JlaBpos, “BbictynneHne Ha XXIX Accambnee CBOTM,” Pocculickuii cosem
no mexdyHapoOHbiM denam, 4 okTabps 2021, pata obpaweHns 16.04.2022,
https://russiancouncil.ru/analytics-and-comments/comments/vystuplenie-
na-xxix-assamblee-svop/.

3 Defence lawyer Genri Reznik’s remarks in “BbicTynsieHMs CTOPOH B MPEHUAX NO
NUKBUAAUMKU MexxayHapoaHoro Memopuana”.

™ State prosecutor Aleksei Zhafiarov’s remarks in “BbiCTynneHuMsi CTOPOH B NPEHUAX
no nukeuAaaumnm MexayHaponHoro Memopuana”. This is of course an old Sovi-
et tradition: to cast political or ideological opponents as traitors on an enemy
payroll. As Solzhenitsyn noted, “[There is] a widespread Soviet anathema: who-
ever thinks differently has definitely sold out and gets paid by the enemy”. See
ComxeHunublH, bodasics meneHok ¢ dy6om, 250.
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To get a better handle on the Kremlin’s vehement assault on Me-
morial, it is necessary to take a closer look at the link between Mos-
cow’s geostrategic interests and the historical narrative it aggressively
advances in opposition to the one that has become the mainstream
story in Europe. At the heart of the controversy is the Soviet Union’s
role prior to, during, and in the aftermath of World War II. The conflict
between the two narratives came to a head in September 2019 when
the European Parliament adopted a resolution “On the Importance
of European Remembrance for the Future of Europe”.’> The document
effectively dismisses Moscow’s official interpretation, which boils down
to the above-mentioned battle between good (Soviet Union) and evil
(Nazism), in which the Soviets played a major role in defeating Nazi
Germany and liberating Europe, thereby gaining enormous moral and
political capital. Instead, the European Parliament resolution endorses
a narrative of two totalitarianisms — German Nazism and Soviet com-
munism - that were both equally responsible for the outbreak of war.
In this story, Russia is not so much a successor state to the victorious
Soviet Union as the heir to the brutal Stalinist regime that first con-
tributed to unleashing World War Il and then occupied the eastern half
of Europe.

For the Kremlin, this is not a mere historiographical issue: it is a mat-
ter of geostrategic importance. Russia’s status as a great power and
its role on the world stage depend on which narrative ends up win-
ning broad public support. The 2019 European Parliament resolution
on historical memory was supported by the overwhelming majority
of MEPs. Moreover, not a single European leader questioned the in-
terpretation that the document proffered. This seriously alarmed
the Kremlin and galvanised it into action. Significantly, Putin person-
ally launched a counter-attack when he penned an essay on “The Real

|

> European Parliament resolution of 19 September 2019 on the importance of Eu-
ropean remembrance for the future of Europe (2019/2819(RSP)), European Par-
liament, accessed January 30, 2022, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/
document/TA-9-2019-0021_EN.html.
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Lessons of the 75" Anniversary of World War 1I”.!¢ This 9,000-word
treatise — published in The National Interest, a Washington policy jour-
nal, in June 2020 - should be seen as the Russian president’s desper-
ate effort to stop the progressive erosion of symbolic capital on which
his country’s international prestige and global role have largely rested
since 1945. The article’s aims are abundantly clear: Putin wants to fo-
cus global attention on the Soviet Union’s role in ending World War II,
not in starting it. He assailed as provocative the European Parliament
resolution’s narrative of “two totalitarianisms”, arguing that such an
interpretation seeks to destroy the post-war order and discredit Rus-
sia’s role in shaping it as a member of the allied coalition that defeated
Nazi Germany.

In this clash of narratives, Memorial finds itself squarely in the camp
of Putin’s opponents. The group’s research presents the Soviet Union
(and Russia as its successor) as “unrepentant totalitarianism” - one
of two dictatorships responsible for most of the horrors of 20 century
European history. Furthermore, in a political climate fraught with ten-
sion, the story in which Stalin’s Soviet Union was a force for evil that
unleashed global carnage in cahoots with Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Germany
appears to chime perfectly with the image of Putin’s Russia, which
is increasingly perceived in Europe as a contemporary “force for evil”.
From the Kremlin’s perspective, Memorial activists helped to create
Russia’s negative image “from within”. Specifically, they have dam-
aged Moscow’s international reputation in two ways: by assiduously
documenting Stalinist crimes and by monitoring present-day repres-
sion of the political opposition. Finally, Memorial’s recommendations
on “what should be done”, which flow directly from its interpretation
of the country’s past, are totally unacceptable to the Kremlin leader-
ship. To repent, ask for forgiveness, and legally recognise past crimes

|

6 Vladimir Putin, “The Real Lessons of the 75" Anniversary of World War I1,” The Na-
tional Interest, June 18, 2020, accessed January 30, 2022, https://nationalinterest.
org/feature/vladimir-putin-real-lessons-75th-anniversary-world-war-ii-162982.
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as crimes — as Germany did in the aftermath of World War II - are all
non-starters as this would undermine Russia’s global status and force
it to accept a marginal position in the new world order.

Conclusion

As early as 2007, Putin formulated the key principles of Russia’s offi-
cial “memory politics”: “Past events should be portrayed in a way that
fuels national pride” and “We cannot allow anyone to impose a sense
of guilt on us”.’” Undoubtedly, the Russian president’s thinking has
been strongly influenced by the trauma of the breakup of the Soviet
Union. Among the lessons Putin learned from what he famously
called the “major geopolitical catastrophe” of the 20™ century, there
are at least two directly related to the conflict between the Russian
state and Memorial: Lesson 1, never allow your political opponents
to use the uncomfortable past (Stalinist crimes) against you; and,
Lesson 2, always prevent the opposition and its Western allies from
ganging up on you.

For Russia’s governing elites, securing “internal stability” is a “vi-
tally important” task these days, the Kremlin-friendly political analyst
Timofei Bordachev contends. Referring to the Soviet Union’s demise,
Bordachev warns that “exclusively domestic factors” could again be
responsible for a new “national catastrophe and defeat” — precisely
like what happened 30 years ago.!® Amid the growing tensions caused
by Russia’s intention to revise the geopolitical results of the collapse
of the Soviet Union, the Kremlin is keen to ensure that it can rely on
a steadfast and patriotic “home front”. In the eyes of the Russian au-

7 “CreHorpadmuecknii oT4eT 0 BCTpeye ¢ Aeneratamu Bcepoccniickoii KoHdepeHumum
npenoaaBaTesieii ryMaHUTapHbIX W 06LeCTBEHHbIX HayK,” [pe3udenm Poccuu,
21 utoHa 2007, naTa o6pauterns 30.01.2022, http://kremlin.ru/events/president/
transcripts/24359.

® Tumodheit boppayes, “HacToAwmii NPOTUBHUK CBEPXAEPXKaB,” [Tpogub, 24 AHBapA
2022, paTa o6pauwenus 30.01.2022, https://profile.ru/columnist/nastoyash-
hij-protivnik-sverhderzhav-1004406/. Emphasis added.
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thorities, Memorial’s political philosophy and civic activity, as well
as its international ties, put the group in the category of “internal en-
emy”. In an atmosphere shaped by the principle “whoever is not with
us is against us”, the liquidation of Memorial was preordained.

125






Part [11.
CONFLICTS
AND
CONTRADICTIONS
IN THE
POLITICS
OF MEMORY






Chapter 5

The Politics of Memory
in Independent Ukraine: Main Trends

Alla Kyrydon

Introduction

With the proclamation of independence on 24 August 1991, the pro-
cesses of nation- and state-building began in Ukraine. These processes
entailed the transformation of all spheres of social life, the formation
of political institutions, and the development of new relations between
social institutions. This was also a time of value paradigm formatting,
identity construction, growth of heterogeneity and symbiosis of social
and cultural structures, gradual blurring of rigid social and ethno-
cultural boundaries. The transformation led to a clash of at least two
value systems: one derived from the previous society (Russian-imperial-
Soviet) on the one hand, and a new national-democratically oriented
one on the other. During this crucial period of state development, iden-
tification processes related to the self-determination of citizens were
actualised and intensified.



130

Part III » CONFLICTS AND CONTRADICTIONS IN THE POLITICS OF MEMORY

Consequently, at the nation-building stage, an important task for
the transitional society was to achieve an optimal level of national
consolidation and to unite citizens around socially significant goals
and values. Collective/social memory, social traditions, customs, and
language are major factors and instruments for achieving such a con-
solidation. One of the state’s powerful tools for ensuring social consoli-
dation and the formation of national (state-wide) identification among
its citizens is memory politics, although, if used carelessly, this tool can
also reveal its destructive potential. The relevant model, instruments,
and mechanisms of memory politics implementation are determined
and conditioned by political, ideological, social, cultural, and other
discourses of nation- and state-building.

The central hypothesis of this study is that different models of mem-
ory politics are implemented at different stages of social development.
The nature of the politics of memory and the mechanisms of its imple-
mentation reveal a clear connection and correlation with the dominant
political discourse. The politics of memory is a specific type of ideolog-
ical practices of a society in the field of interpreting the past, building
mnemonic codes, and forming the commemorative space. The (re)ar-
ticulation of meanings in relation to the past and the present becomes
a characteristic phenomenon in transitional periods with accelerated
dynamics of sociocultural processes. A reinterpretation of acquired
experience occurs according to the parameters of comprehensibility,
consistency, and usefulness from the point of view of the historical
and cultural moment. This temporal coherence implies a particular
repetition of scenarios only in a new time-space paradigm: the rep-
resentations and images created by history and memory are complete-
ly dependent on the mental interpretive models formed by modernity
and the corresponding sense-making of the discourse of modernity.

“Regimes of historicity” (Francois Hartog) define the categories
of “past”, “present”, and “future”. It is the memory, which is a social
construction created in the present, that “constitutes a system of social
conventions” (Maurice Halbwachs). Memory and memory’s meanings
serve as a powerful factor in:
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construction of social/collective identity;
formation/formatting of consciousness;
(re)constructing/formatting the image of the past;
consolidation or, on the contrary, division/confrontation of so-
ciety;

m understanding and reconciliation or discord and conflict.

In the complex space of creating new relations, an important factor
is the politics of memory, which operates within a time-appropriate
normative and cognitive discourse. A change in the internal politi-
cal situation is directly reflected in the nature of the memory politics
and shifts the emphasis in semantic-symbolic organisation of space.
It is worthy of note that the politics of memory can have both a consol-
idating national-creative potential and a conflictogenic one.

On the basis of a comparative analysis, this chapter aims to out-
line the main trends of memory politics in Ukraine during the years
of independence, highlighting the specifics of each period between
1991 and 2021. To achieve this goal, the theoretical approaches to in-
terpretation of the notions of “memory politics”, “politics of history”,
and “memorial politics” will be summarised; the essence, instruments,
and mechanisms of memory politics implementation will be deter-
mined; and the content and directions of memory politics transforma-
tion in the context of sociopolitical changes over Ukraine’s thirty years
of independent will be analysed.

Historiography

Among Ukrainian researchers, the works of Viacheslav Artiukh, Volo-
dymyr Babka, Oleksandr Boiko, Vadym Bondar, Khrystyna Fedoriv,
Vladyslav Hrynevych, Yaroslav Hrytsak, Oleksandr Hrytsenko, Thor
Hyrych, Kyrylo Ievseiev, Georgiy Kasianov, Anastasiia Konyk, Volo-
dymyr Kryvosheia, Alla Kyrydon, Olha Makliuk, Vitalii Masnenko,
Iryna Musiienko, Larysa Nahorna, Vitalii Ohiienko, Serhii Poltavets,
Andrii Portnov, Mykola Riabchuk, Oleksii Rozumnyi, Victoriia Sereda,
Iurii Shaihorodskyi, Iurii Shapoval, Valerii Soldatenko, Serhii Troian,
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Oleksandr Udod, Iryna Vasiruk, Volodymyr Viatrovych, Olha Volianiuk,
Leonid Zashkilniak, Iuliia Zernii, and others are devoted to the under-
standing of various aspects of collective memory and memorial poli-
tics. These studies can be divided into five thematic blocks. The first
group includes works of a generalising/synthetic nature on state poli-
tics of memory (albeit without a proper in-depth analysis of the whole
array of memorial politics acts and their implementation) and the for-
mation of public perceptions of the past. The second group, the smallest
in terms of quantity, is represented by studies devoted to comprehen-
sion of theoretical and methodological problems of memory discourse,
and the conceptualisation, modelling/construction, content, and pur-
pose of the politics of memory in Ukraine. The third group consists
of publications which analyse individual periods of memory politics
formation or specific memory practices. The fourth group is represent-
ed by studies focused on memory politics in the regional dimension.
The fifth group consists of works on memorialisation/commemoration
of individual figures.

Theoretical and Methodological Framework

The theoretical and methodological framework of this study is based
on the conceptualisation of commemorative meanings, as laid down
in the works of Aleida Assmann, Jan Assmann, Paul Connerton,
Maurice Halbwachs, Pierre Nora, Paul Ricceur, Yosef Yerushalmi, and
others.! The chosen problem is considered in the context of the inter-

' Non KoHHepToH, Ak cycninecmea nam’smaroms, nep. 3 aurn. C. WninyeHko
(Kuis: Hika-LeHtp, 2004); Mopuc Xanb6Bakc, CoyuanbHele Kaaccel u Mopgo-
nozus (Cankt-Metepbypr: Aneteiis, 2000); idem, CoyuasnbHble pamku namamu,
nep. c gp. u Bctyn. ctatha C. H. 3eHknna (Mocksa: Hooe nznatenscrso, 2007);
idem, “KonnekTuBHasA u uctopmnyeckas namatb,” HenpukocHoseHH bl 3anac, N2 2
(40-41) (2005), nata obpauieHns 24.08.2022, https://magazines.gorky.media/
nz/2005/2; Mbep Hopa, MoHa 03yd, Xepap ae Mioumexx u Muwens Butok,
®panyus — namame, nep. ¢ dp. . Xanaesoi (CaHkT-NeTepbypr: N3aaTenbcTso
CaHkT-MeTepbyprckoro yHuBepcuteta, 1999); Monb Pukep, Mamame, ucmopus,
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disciplinary field of memory studies, which focuses specifically on is-
sues of collective memory.

The term “politics of memory” is relatively new within the frame-
work of various social sciences and humanities, and this causes no-
table discussions. The wide range of existing interpretations of this
notion can be conditionally divided into several groups. Representatives
of the value-based approach define politics of memory as:

m avariety of social practices and norms related to the regulation

of collective memory (Georges Mink);

m a self-conscious strategy for projecting images of the past into

projects for the future (Pierre Nora);

m a public space for dialogue between social forces and historians

(Alexei Miller).
Within the framework of this understanding, the possibility of polit-
ical manipulation of public memory is recognised. At the same time,
this understanding implies the need to coordinate competing interests
in the system of constructing images of the past arising from a certain
configuration of political power and social relations.

In contrast to the value-based approach to politics, the instrumen-
talist interpretation of politics exclusively as a permanent struggle for
power has also become widespread. Under this approach, the politics
of memory is considered as a system of measures to unify individual
views of the historical past in accordance with the single logic of the na-
tional historical narrative.

Meanwhile, proponents of the constructivist approach interpret
the politics of memory as:

®= imposed memory and permitted history (Paul Ricceur);

m creating criteria for selecting those historical events that should

be kept in the national memory and those that need to be “erased”
from it;

3a6eeHue, [nep. ¢ dp. NpuHbl bnay6epr u ap.] (Mockea: N3aaTenbCTBO ryMaHm-
TapHoii AnTepatypsl, 2004); etc.
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m aprogramme and actions to introduce these criteria into the mass
consciousness in order to turn them into unconscious stereo-
types;

m adevelopment and propaganda of the context in which the events
selected for restoration in the mass consciousness are connected
to actual reality and create politically expedient attitudes and
preferences (Sergei Kara-Murza);

m a process of constructing images of the past consonant with
the moods of the epoch (and certain political forces), a symbol-
ic resource that is quite acceptable to use, in particular during
political and cultural rivalry between elites (Iurii Shapoval).

Some researchers agree that the policy of ruling state elites to inten-
sively rewrite history and thus distort public memory corresponds
to the notion of “historical politics” (targeted political influence on
historical science). However, when it comes to the contemporary tasks
of politics, which are not to impose a single reading of history but
to reflect on the conditions of coexistence of different layers of pub-
lic memory and corresponding experiences, the formulation “politics
of memory” is more appropriate. At the same time, similar concepts
in terms of content have come into scholarly use: “politics of history”,?
“politics of the past”,® “memorial politics”, “chronopolitics”, and others.

Aleida Assmann distinguishes the following memorial strategies
in the formation of identity, which most often act antagonistically:
“memorial culture” (creation of group identity on the basis of historical

|

2 Martin 0. Heisler, “Introduction: The Political Currency of the Past: History,
Memory, and Identity,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social
Science 617, no. 1 (2008): 14-24; Pilvi Torsti, “Why do History Politics Matter?
The Case of the Estonian Bronze Soldier,” in The Cold War and Politics of History,
ed. Jahana Aunesluoma and Pauli Kettunen (Helsinki: Edita Publishing Ltd.,
2008), 19-35; Anekceit . Munnep, “UcTopuyeckas nonutuka B BoctouHoii Es-
pone Havana XXI Beka,” in Mcmopuydeckaa nonumuka 8 XXI eeke, pen. Anekcen
Munnep u Mapus Jiunman (Mockea: HoBoe nutepaTypHoe 0603peHue, 2012),
7-32.

3 David Art, The Politics of the Nazi Past in Germany and Austria (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2006).
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material) and “politics of history” (direct activities of state structures
to create their own symbolic space).* Larysa Nahorna in turn suggested
another way of relating the notions:

There is every reason to apply the concept of ‘politics of memory’
as a generalising one, ‘politics of history’ as a specifying one to denote
its state-legal aspects, and the rarely used concept of ‘mnemohistory’
as the use of historical heritage in the very process of remembering.>

Georgiy Kasianov suggests defining historical memory as a form of “col-
lective” or “cultural” memory which claims the status of tradition (in-
vented and constructed). Historical memory is a mythologised form
of a group’s representations of the past, usually existing as a set of simu-
lacra reflected in texts, symbols, visual images, and other “sites of mem-
ory”. In an information society, it achieves the status of hyperreality,
which has a major influence what is generally thought to be reality.®
In Kasianov’s opinion,

-~ n

Historical memory is a relatively stable set of interrelated collective
ideas about a group’s past, purposefully designed by means of histo-
rical politics, and codified and standardized in social, cultural, and
political discourses and stereotypes, myths, symbols, and mnemonic
and commemorative practices.

On the one hand, historical memory is a result of cultural, social, and

political engineering; on the other, it is also a tool used to shape cultu-

Aneipa AccmaH, JuHHas meHb npoLwi020: MeMopUaabHas Ky/lbmypa u ucmopu-
yeckas nonumuka, nep. ¢ Hem. bopuca Xne6nukosa (Mocksa: Hosoe nutepatyp-
Hoe 0603peHue, 2014).

Nlapuca HaropHa, IcmopuyHa nam’ame: meopii, duckypcu, pegaexcii (Kuis: IMi-
EHL im. I. . Kypaca HAH Ykpaiuu, 2012), 113.

Georgiy Kasianov, Memory Crash: The Politics of History in and around Ukraine,
1980s-2010s (Budapest; Vienna; New York, NY: Central European University
Press, 2022), 17.
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ral, social, political, and religious identities then synthetized into one
during an era of nationalism.”

According to Iurii Shapoval,

Politics of memory is a process of constructing images of the past
that are consonant with the moods of the epoch (and of certain politi-
cal forces). It is in this information-symbolic sphere that a ‘battle for
the past’ takes place, with a sharp clash of interests of different social
strata and political actors. Since the past, which is modelled in a cer-
tain way, is a valuable symbolic resource and has its own mobilising
potential, its interpretations in polarised societies gain the power of an
ideological weapon. At the same time, they [interpretations] are able
to perform social protection functions, minimising the traumatic impact

of contemporary realities.?

Oleksandr Hrytsenko distinguishes memory politics as a direc-
tion of public policy, “purposeful actions or refraining from actions
of the state (or other public institutions, sociopolitical force) aimed
at shaping and establishing in the minds of society the desired rep-
resentations of the historical past”.’

In the context of the problem discussed in this chapter, the author
uses the term “politics of memory” and proposes the following defi-
nition of it. Politics of memory is a component of the humanitarian pol-
icy of the state, a set of social practices aimed at the representation or
modification of certain images of the past (images of the common past),
actualised/mediated by the contemporary political context. “Historical

~

Ibid.

8  Opiii Wanosan, “MoniTuka nam’aTi B cyyacHiin YkpaiHi,” Xapkiecbka npagosaxuc-
Ha 2pyna. IHgopmauyitinul nopman “lpasa nduHu 8 Ykpaini”, 24 rpyaHs 2008,
[aTa 3BepHeHHsA 28.05.2022, https://khpg.org/1230112797.

° OnekcaHap A. TpuueHko, lMpesudesmu i nam’ame. lMonimuka nam’ami npe3udeH-

mie Ykpainu (1994-2014): niorpynms, nocaaxus, peanizayis, pesynemamu (Knis:

K.I.C., 2017), 25.



Chapter 5 » The Politics of Memory in Independent Ukraine: Main Trends

memory” is a kind of social (symbolic/cultural) capital. The politics
of memory is directed by public authorities in order to legitimise
the chosen model of state and power, as well as to shape images
of the past and manage collective/social memory. However, the po-
liticisation of memory and its resources deprives articulated expe-
rience of objectivity. The politics of memory is an integral element
of symbolic politics, which is explained by the importance of images
of the past in the context of justifying the decisions made by the po-
litical system. Symbolic politics, as a struggle for meanings, actively
uses images of the past and becomes a mediator between collective
perceptions of the configuration of political space and the real struc-
ture of this space. In fact, the politics of memory does not deal with
the political structures themselves, but with symbols, thus being an
important element of realpolitik.!® Under the influence of memory
politics, the adjustment of mnemonic practices, sites of memory, “re-
writing” of textbooks, etc. takes place.

The politics of memory is a significant component of the state’s hu-
manitarian strategy, and it takes on a fundamental character in the con-
text of nation-building, as it should ensure the principle of continuity
in the directions of state-building. Its characteristic features are im-
manence to the political system, incorporation into the state’s human-
itarian strategy, and focus on the current needs and values of society.
The politics of memory mostly concerns the interpretation of the past
and is shaped by specific internal and external factors in the function-
ing of the state and the nature of political power. It is focused on solv-
ing important political and social problems, such as building a political

|
10 See Onbra t0. ManuHoea, “CumBoanYeckas noaMTMKa: KOHTYPbl NPo6aeMHOro
nons,” in Cumgosiuyeckas nonumuka: c6opHuK Hay4YHoix mpydos, pea. Onbra t0. Ma-
JINHOBA U Ap., BbiN. 1: KoHcmpyuposaHue npedcmasaeHuli 0 npow/10M KaK 81acm-
Hobili pecypc (MockBa: UHWUOH PAH, 2012): 5-16; eadem, AkmyanbHoe npouwisioe:
Cumeonuyeckas nonumuka gaacmeayroweli 31umel u OuneMmbl Poccuiickol udeH-
muyHocmu (Mocksa: POCCN3H, 2015); eadem, KoHcmpyuposaHue cMbic/108: UC-
cnedosaHue cumMeoiuYeckol noumuku 8 cospemerHol Poccuu (Mocksa: MHUOH
PAH, 2013).
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nation, forming a national identity, ensuring political stability, etc.
The politics of memory is characterised by actualisation and selectivity,
focusing on certain events, heroes, and places, while ignoring others.
The essence of the present in the context of memory space formation
is, firstly, a vision of its future, which a nation, group or family aspires
to have, and, secondly, what must be retained from the past in order
to prepare this future.

The subjects of memory policy include: state institutions, interna-
tional organisations, political parties, public associations and move-
ments, individual political leaders and public figures, historians, media
representatives, and others. Among the key instruments of the politics
of memory are lawmaking, memorialisation, educational programmes,
and media resources. Memorialisation consists of commemorative
practices (collective remembrance, commemoration, celebrations) and
the mastering of symbolic space (monuments, memorial plaques, to-
ponyms). The level of subjects’ access to the instruments of memory
politics is determined by the functioning political regime.

Periodisation of Memory Politics

State politics of memory in an unarticulated form began to form after
the collapse of the Soviet Union and the emergence of independent
Ukraine, and had generally nationally oriented content. One of the pe-
culiarities of the memory politics was its rather clear identification with
the actions of a particular official. Traditionally, this sector of public
administration in Ukraine was directly controlled by the president
and therefore depended on their personal views."! Consequently, one
can speak about the conditionality of memory politics on the nature
of power (presidential terms).

" Irop CumoHeHKo, “KoHLienTyanbHi 3acaam AepXKaBHOT NOMITUKYM naM’aTi. AHaniTny-
Ha 3anucka,” HayioHaneHul iHcmumym cmpame2idHux 00cnioxeHs, 26 rpyaHsa 2010,
[aTa 3BepHeHHA 25.05.2022, https://niss.gov.ua/doslidzhennya/gumanitarniy-
rozvitok/konceptualni-zasadi-derzhavnoi-politiki-pamyati-analitichna.
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First Phase (1991-1994): Leonid Kravchuk’s Presidency

The name of the first president of independent Ukraine is traditionally
associated with the adoption of the Act of Declaration of Ukraine’s Inde-
pendence, the holding of a referendum on 1 December 1991, the abolition
of the USSR, the adoption of basic state symbols rooted in the historical
past (the national coat of arms, flag, and anthem approved by parlia-
ment), distancing from the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS),
and taking the first steps towards Ukraine’s integration into European
structures. One of the first public actions in the field of memory politics
was the ritual of handing over to Leonid Kravchuk, as the first presi-
dent of Ukraine, the state symbols of the Ukrainian People’s Republic
(UPR, 1918-1920), which was to symbolise the legal succession from
the UPR to modern Ukraine.

During the short period of Kravchuk’s presidency, a public pro-
ject and the concept of “state-building” were initiated. The formation
of the Ukrainian nation was taking place. This new community was
directly linked to the previous one, which defined itself in 1991 and
continued to function mainly on the worldview, sociocultural, and in-
stitutional basis of the former USSR. Therefore, in this phase, the am-
bivalence of memory models and the competition among different types
of memory - the existing “Soviet” and the emerging “nationalist” mem-
ory —is vividly represented. The space of memory was characterised by
a kind of palimpsest, as the culture of memory layered cultural prac-
tices of the past and practices generated by the new reality of the era.

Kravchuk’s experience as head of the propaganda department
of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Ukraine (CPU)
manifested itself in his further political career while building the ma-
trix of memory politics in independent Ukraine. His activity in the field
of memory politics was, on the one hand, inertial (“restoration of his-
torical justice”) and, on the other hand, was determined by the need
to adapt to the new situation that emerged as a result of gaining
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independence. Memory politics focused then around the standard
ethno-national myth of the “resurgent nation”.?

The legitimisation of the new political subject - the state — was
achieved, in particular, at the expense of history as a resource to justify
political decisions. The most illustrative example was the construction
of the Holodomor memory discourse, which began in the late 1980s.
At that time, Kravchuk was actively participating in counterpropaganda
actions directed against “an anti-Soviet campaign unleashed in the West
on the occasion of the so-called ‘50" anniversary of the man-made
famine in Ukraine’” and firmly opposed to the “nationalist myth about
the famine”.> However, as president of Ukraine in the early 1990s, he
later ardently promoted the state commemoration of the 60™ anniversa-
ry of the tragedy. Kravchuk clearly articulated the attitude of the highest
authorities to these events in September 1993 during the international
scientific conference “Holodomor in Ukraine 1932-1933: Causes and
Consequences”. In the opening speech he declared: “...it was a planned
action... it was a genocide against one’s own people... Yes, against one’s
own people, but under directives from another centre.”* Interestingly,
neither the former dissidents who supported Kravchuk, nor representa-
tives of the diaspora, against whose “nationalistic fabrications” he had
so fiercely once fought, tried to mention this worldview metamorphosis.

In 1994, Kravchuk initiated the commemoration of the victims of de-
portation from Crimea. He decreed 18 May to be the Day of Sorrow and
Memory of the Crimean Tatars, Armenians, Greeks, and “persons of oth-
er nationalities” who were evicted from the peninsula in 1944.> More-

|

2. Teoprii B. KacbsiHo, PAST CONTINUOUS: icmopuy4Ha nonimuka 1980-x — 2000-x.
Ykpaina ma cyciou (Kuis: Jlaypyc; AHTponoc-Jloroc-®insm, 2018), 105-107.

3 See Bnapgumup JIuTBuH, Ykpauxa: nonumuka, nonumuku, enacme. Ha ¢poHe nosu-
muyeckozo nopmpema /1. Kpasyyka (Kues: AnbTepHatussbl, 1997), 98-101.

" JeoHin Kpaeuyk (Mpe3naeHT Ykpainu), “Mu He MaemMo npaea 3HexTyBaTH ypo-
Kamu munynoro!”, in fonodomop 1932-1933 pp. 8 YkpaiHi: npuyuHu i Hacaioku.
MixHapodHa Haykoea koHghepeHyia. Kuis, 9-10 eepecHs 1993 p. Mamepianu (Kuis
1995), 10.

> Yka3Mpe3uaeHTa Ykpainu BiA 14.04.1994 N2165/94 “Ipo 3ax0au LOAO BILAHYBaH-
HA nam’aTi xepTB AenopTauii 3 Kpumy,” nata 3sepHeHHs 18.05.2022, http://zakon3.
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over, during Kravchuk’s presidency an attempt was made to publish
a multivolume history of the Ukrainian people. However, this large-
scale project failed due to a lack of funds.!®

In April 1991, the Ukrainian parliament adopted the law “On the Re-
habilitation of Victims of Political Repressions in Ukraine”. Pursuant
to this law, the problem of the creation and functioning of the totalitar-
ian system in Ukraine became one of the priority research areas in his-
toriography. The declassification of documents from the state archives,
the archives of the Central Committee of the CPU and its local party
committees, and archival units of the former USSR Committee of State
Security, and the publication of memoirs of former Gulag prisoners
made it possible to explore in detail the implementation of the Stalinist
model of socialism in Ukraine, as well as state terror as a management
method and the role of the Soviet secret services as one of the instru-
ments of state terror. Simultaneously, a large-scale publishing project
(state programme) “Rehabilitated by History” was launched, and by
Resolution of the Presidium of the Academy of Sciences of Ukraine
No. 324 of 9 December 1992, this academic project was determined
as one of the priorities in the study of national history.'®

Assessing the results of Leonid Kravchuk’s brief stay in the presiden-
tial office, Georgiy Kasianov argues that through his public stance and
concrete actions, Kravchuk contributed to the initial process of “nation-
alising” the Ukrainian past and developing a national/nationalist nar-

rada.gov.ua/laws/show/165/94.

6 Pem I. CumoHeHKo, Jo koHuenyii 6azamomomHoi «Icmopii ykpaiHcbkozo Hapody»
(mixxHauioHaneHul ma MixxHapoOHul acnekmu) (Kuis: IHcTUTYT icTopii YkpaiHu
AH Ykpainu, 1993).

7 MNoctaHoBa BepxoBHOi Paan Ykpaitu N2 2256-XI1 Big 06.04.1992 p. “lpo niaro-
TOBKY 6araToTOMHOr0 HayKOBO-A0KYMEHTaNbHOr0 BUAAHHSA NPO XXepTBU penpecii
Ha YKpaiHi,” BepxoeHa Pada Ykpainu. 3akoHodascmeo YkpaiHu, pata 3BepHEHHSA
18.05.2022, https://zakon.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/2256-12#Text.

8 [on0eHa pedakyiliHa kosezisi HayKo80-00KyMeHmanbHOT cepii KHuz «PeabinimogaHi
icmopieto», pata 3BepHeHHA 18.05.2022, http://www.reabit.org.ua/aboutus/.
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rative of memory. However, Kravchuk did not so much shape the agenda
in this sphere as he tried to adjust to it and use it to legitimise himself.?®

The period from the late 1980s to the early 1990s, then, may be re-
garded as the first phase in the development of state politics of memo-
ry, when a gradual reorientation was taking place from the disclosure
of the negative aspects of the past (particularly the Soviet past) to a strat-
egy of dealing with the past which would consolidate society. Political
necessity demanded the invention of one’s own “historical canon”,
distinct from the Soviet one, and the construction of a national identi-
ty. At the same time, a comprehensive concept of memory politics had
not been formulated.

Despite Kravchuk’s insufficiently consistent memory politics, his
attempts to break with the Soviet historical canon were noticeable,
first and foremost through the publication of normative acts and par-
ticipation in commemorations, which undermined the Soviet system
of historical coordinates. This rupture, however, was not complete.
One such theme was the 1917-21 Ukrainian national liberation move-
ment, the appeal to which was intended to symbolically legitimise
the newly-created state, its authorities, and institutions. In general,
the memory politics of Kravchuk’s time was considerably influenced by
the long-term presence of the former Soviet nomenklatura and the CPU
on the Olympus of power.

Second Phase (1994-2004): Leonid Kuchma’s Presidency

During Leonid Kuchma’s presidency, memory politics was dependent on
the interests of “multi-vector” domestic and foreign policies. On the one
hand, it was during this period that Mykhailo Hrushevsky received of-
ficial recognition as “father of the Ukrainian nation”, but on the other
hand, there was no active dismantling of Soviet myths. Hence, Kuchma’s
presidency was characterised by a mechanical combination of nation-
al and Soviet history paradigms (an attempt to match the Soviet past

|
¥ Kacbanos, PAST CONTINUOUS, 107.
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to the national past and to “repaint” the Soviet past in “national col-
ours”), which resulted in the parallel celebration of anniversaries with
opposing ideological content. For example, the honouring of the Kruty
heroes and simultaneously the celebration of the Soviet “military” hol-
iday of 23 February. There were attempts to take into account the in-
terests, identities, and values of different social groups, regions, and
sociopolitical forces in order to avoid conflicts of memorialisation.

In general, Kuchma’s policy was mostly “reactive”. He did not offer
a coherent national historical narrative and he resorted to rethink-
ing certain events (e.g. Holodomor, Ukrainian Insurgent Army [UPA]
activity) only under pressure from other actors of memory politics,
stepping back from addressing issues when conflicts arose. Besides
that, Kuchma avoided clear unambiguous evaluation of controversial
historical events or personalities. The memory politics of this period
was characterised by the lack of explicit thematic priorities, superfi-
cial assessments of historical figures, a “multi-vector approach” to re-
gional cultures of memory, an overloading with ideologised regional
configurations of symbols of the past, and significant revival of com-
memorative politics during election campaigns. The theme of cultural
heritage and the restoration of lost monuments featured prominently.
Nonetheless, no coherent policy document on memory politics was
created at that time.

Ukrainian scholar Oleksandr Hrytsenko singled out three main
scenarios according to which memory politics was formed and imple-
mented under Kuchma’s presidency:

1. Support of public initiatives. This scenario was used by the pres-
ident in cases where a proposed initiative to celebrate an anniversary
of a certain historical event or a jubilee of eminent personalities did
not evoke much opposition, controversy, or conflict in society.

2. Confrontation of memories. The scenario of confrontation of mem-
ories unfolded if a historical event or personage provoked an ambigu-
ous response in society (among different social groups, political forces
or regions of the country). This referred in particular to the Pereyaslav
Council of 1654; the Battle of Konotop; the events of the Northern War
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on the territory of Ukraine; the struggle of the UPA; the anniversaries
of such figures as Ivan Vyhovsky, Ivan Mazepa, Symon Petliura, Stepan
Bandera or Volodymyr Shcherbytsky; and disagreements over the Holo-
domor and the “Great Patriotic War”. In his political decisions concern-
ing the commemoration of such events, President Kuchma generally
tried to avoid ideological extremes in his assessments, and declared
his desire for rethinking, mutual understanding, and compromises
regarding the events of the past. However, under pressure from pub-
lic reactions, he was forced to choose one of the options. It is possible
to suspect that some decisions and actions of the president were im-
plicitly aimed at provoking such conflicts in order to split or weaken
his political opponents and their electorate on the ground of historical
memory. Among such hidden provocations were the decree on the 350"
anniversary of the Pereyaslav Council or a “compromise” with Poland
on the appearance of the restored “Eaglets’ Cemetery”.

3. Rivalry in honouring. In this scenario, the presidential politics
of memory was implemented when the honoured figure or historical
event did not generate negative attitudes or conflicts in society at all, but
the authorities tried to establish an official view of the event or figure
as the most adequate and acceptable to the whole of Ukrainian society.?

In the system of values of memory politics under Leonid Kuchma’s
presidency, the leading positions were taken by statehood and public
consent (or understanding), “education of patriotism”, and respect
for Ukraine’s historical past. At the same time, there were few inter-
national messages in Kuchma’s politics of memory. Among them one
can mention the attempts to achieve world recognition of the Holodo-
mor tragedy, Ukrainian-Polish understanding regarding the controver-
sial pages of “common history”, and the failed initiative to “rethink”
the Pereyaslav Council.

Memory politics during this phase was characterised by regionalisa-
tion, an attempt to combine old Soviet and new national elements, and

|
20 TpuueHko, lpesudeHmu i nam’ame, 269-270.
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arejection of controversial topics to consolidate power, achieve support
from a wider constituency, and ensure political stability. Kuchma’s ap-
peal to historical themes during election campaigns became especially
prominent. At the same time, the majority of his memorial initiatives
concerning the period of the Ukrainian revolution of 1917-21 were
in fact legitimisation of existing and frequently repeated commemo-
rations by the public.

Thus, memory politics up to 2005 was mostly directed at reaching
compromises for the sake of reconciliating public opinion, including
followers of the post-Soviet and state-oriented narratives. It was char-
acterised by amorphism, ambivalence, and opportunism. The country’s
political leaders tried not so much to shape the historical conscious-
ness of citizens, as to adapt the politics of memory to situational cir-
cumstances. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, during the celebration
of anniversaries and commemorations and the formation of the holiday
calendar, there was a partial return to the traditions of the Soviet pe-
riod. Such a position allowed for a certain degree of public tranquillity
but transferred the contentious historical themes into a latent state,
without resolving urgent issues and without breaking with Soviet tra-
dition.?! After all, even in a limited democracy, totalitarian methods
of shaping historical memory could no longer work.

Third Phase (2005-2010): Viktor Yushchenko’s Presidency

Viktor Yushchenko’s presidency marked a new phase of state memory
politics characterised by radical changes in the content, intensity, and
methods of work. One could observe the intensification of the study
of the past and rejection of Soviet templates of its interpretation.
The Ukrainian authorities evidently set a course for a purely national
version of memory politics and increasing the number of memory sites.
The main message of the state memory politics was a desire to consoli-

|
' BagumboHpap, “Aep)aBHa nonitukaictopuyHoinam’ati B YkpaiHi1990-2000-x pp.:
OCHOBHi TeHaeHUiT,” Icmopioepachiuni docnidxenHs 8 Ykpaini, Bun. 23 (2013): 386.
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date society into a Ukrainian nation on the basis of a single vision of its
own past. It concerned rethinking historical events, returning figures’
names from oblivion, creating a national pantheon of heroes (including
figures of the national liberation movement of the interwar period and
World War II), and shaping national consciousness in society through
history, language, culture, and construction of a symbolic reality. There
have been fragmented attempts to decommunise public space. On
12 June 2009, President Viktor Yushchenko ordered the general dis-
mantling of monuments and memorial signs dedicated to persons who
were involved in the organisation and implementation of the Holodo-
mor and political repression in Ukraine during the Soviet era.
Memory politics of this period was characterised by a lack of integrity,
competition among different types of memory, as well as a nonconsoli-
dated policy of shaping collective perceptions of the past in the activ-
ities of different branches of government? and eclecticism in relation
to the Soviet heritage. It’s worth noting that Yushchenko considered
a significant part of Ukraine’s Soviet past to be a component of na-
tional history. At the same time, a principled stance on controversial
topics of the past and determination in shaping collective perceptions
became one of the reasons for intensified polemics around the issues
of memory discourse inside and outside the country. In particular,
the political discourse on the 300" anniversary of the Battle of Poltava,
the interpretation of events related to the Holodomor, the beginning
of World War II, the activities of the UPA, the status of Ukraine within
the USSR, and other themes were characterised by sharp controver-
sy. Differing representations of history significantly interfered with
the formation of national memory. Similarly, the erection of monu-
ments to figures of the imperial and Soviet era disoriented the collective
memory of Ukrainians, slowing down the processes of nation and state-

|

22 While a number of presidential acts were aimed at decommunising national
memory, the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine could have acted in the opposite
direction, adopting, for example, a resolution to celebrate the 90" anniversary
of the establishment of Ukraine’s Komsomol.
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building.? At the regional level, it was necessary to follow a generally
determined politics of memory. However, state commemoration cam-
paigns or the reverse — removal of Soviet monuments - often generated
a weak response at the local level.

Among the major thematic priorities of the memory politics
of Yushchenko’s presidency were the Cossack-Hetman period, the na-
tional liberation movement of the 20" century, the Holodomor trage-
dy of 1932-33 (an active campaign to promote worldwide recognition
of the famine as the genocide of the Ukrainian people), and the political
history of Ukraine, with an emphasis on military victories in the strug-
gle for national liberation and the gaining of independence. About half
of the presidential decrees on memory politics were devoted to these
topics and most of the organisational efforts and financial resources
were aimed at promoting them.?

Such steps by Viktor Yushchenko provoked a negative reaction from
Russia, which saw his reassessment of Ukrainian history as an attack
on “common history”. However, both in the president’s policies and
in society “there remained an ambivalent attitude to the Soviet period”.
On the one hand, the Soviet mythology and memorial practices related
to the Great Patriotic War persisted and monuments to Lenin continued
to stand in thousands of cities and villages. On the other hand, neither
legislative recognition of the national liberation movement (the UPA
struggle) nor a change in the predominantly negative attitude towards
it in Ukrainian society (except in Galicia and Volhynia) was achieved.?

At the same time, President Yushchenko tried to institutionalise
a normative approach to history focusing mainly of decommunisation.
In 2006, the Ukrainian Institute of National Memory (UINM) was created
to coordinate memory politics. Among its priorities were the National

3 CumoHeHKo, “KoHuenTyanbHi 3acaau Aep>KaBHOT NONITUKM nam’aTi.”

24 TpuueHko, lpe3udenmu i nam’ame, 825.

% Idem, JexkomyHizayis 8 YKpaini sk dep>xagHa nosimuka i sk COyiokynemypHe seu-
we (KniB: IHCTMTYT NONiTUYHMX i eTHOHALOHANbHUX AocnimkeHb iM. 1. ®. Kypaca
HAH Ykpainu; IncTuTyT KynbTyponorii HAM Ykpainu, 2019), 41.
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Liberation Struggles of 1917-21; the Holodomor of 1932-33, qualified
as genocide against the Ukrainian nation; and World War II, in particu-
lar the history of the Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN) and
the Ukrainian Insurgent Army as fighters for national independence.
What did resonate was Yushchenko’s decision at the end of his pres-
idential term to posthumously confer the title “Hero of Ukraine” on
the head of the OUN, Stepan Bandera.

The policy brief of the Ukrainian National Institute for Strategic Stud-
ies entitled “Conceptual Foundations of State Memory Politics” listed
the following features of the state of collective memory of Ukrainians
at the end of Yushchenko’s presidential tenure:

m  Presence of an expressive dualism in views on the past. Different,
at times antagonistic, models of “historical memory” have pre-
vailed in the public consciousness. Most significant among them
were the “nation-centric-state” and the “imperial-soviet” models.

m Existence of certain regional variants of collective memory which
produced different types of national identity.

m Underdevelopment at the level of collective memory of the Ukrain-
ian nation’s historical separateness; blurred ideas about the or-
igin, and ethnic and national genesis of Ukrainians, as well
as about the duration and continuity of their historical devel-
opment.

m Lack of a holistic vision of national history and excessive frag-
mentation of collective visions of history.

m Existence of a victimhood complex in the historical memory,
when in the public consciousness Ukraine becomes a victim, an
object, rather than the creator of its own history.

m Orientation towards historical narratives of neighbouring coun-
tries by a certain part of Ukraine’s population, primarily citizens
belonging to national minorities.

m Ethno-exclusiveness of collective perceptions of the past. In oth-
er words, the history of national minorities almost did not exist
in the national memory of Ukrainians.
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m Thetangible presence in the historical consciousness of Ukraini-
an citizens of vestiges of communist times, fed not only through
retransmission across generations but also through established
patterns of Soviet artwork and symbolic space (a list of public
holidays, ceremonies, toponymy, monuments).

m  Acertain detachment of national memory from the pan-European
historical narrative, as well as the distancing and non-articula-
tion of the Ukrainian nation in the memory of Western European
peoples. This should be regarded as a consequence of Ukraine’s
centuries-long semi-colonial status.?

Fourth Phase (2010-2014): Viktor Yanukovych’s Presidency

Given that Ukraine was a de facto “dominion” of the Russian Federation
throughout 1991-2013, a significant part of Ukrainian society retained
essential signs of post-communist syndrome, such as nostalgic mem-
ories of the Soviet era; loyalty to Russian politics, culture, language,
and information products; and acceptance of “facade” democracy and
vertical power mobility modelled on communist partocracy.?” The con-
struction of memory politics during Viktor Yanukovych’s presidency was
based not only on an attempt to reject the national historical narrative
and return to the Soviet one in its “republican” version. Rather, efforts
were made to undermine or dismantle certain elements of the national
narrative, which were actively promoted in public cultural communi-
cation during Yushchenko’s presidency, as well as to restore and re-
turn to the public consciousness some elements of the Soviet historical
narrative. The prolonged colonial position of the Ukrainian ethnos and
the territory it occupied within neighbouring states has manifested
itself in the functioning and spread of myths and stereotypes created
by the great-power ideologists of imperial times and neo-imperial apol-

%6 CuMOHeHKo, “KoHuenTyanbHi 3acagm fAep>kaBHOT NOMITUKM nam’aTi.”

27 |Opiit Wanosan, Ipuna Bacunbepa Ta IpuHa MaTBieHKo, “YKpaiHCbKe CycninbCTBO
y 2014-2020 pp.: npobnemun nonitukn nekoMyHizauii,” Ykpaincekud icmopuyHuii
XypHan, N2 4 (2020): 111.
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ogists. The state of public consciousness and social memory of many
Ukrainians remained thoroughly “postcolonial”, i.e. it was a mixture
of Russian and Soviet worldviews and images.?®

Memory politics under Yanukovych’s presidency also had no com-
prehensive concept. However, there were several emphatic statements
of the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine on historical and political issues,
in particular against the revision of the conclusions of the Nuremberg
Tribunal. The developers and implementers of presidential memory
politics resorted to discrediting “undesirable” perceptions of history
through propaganda campaigns, as well as avoiding mentioning certain
historical events and blocking access to archival documents.

With Yanukovych’s election in February 2010 and the gradual re-
placement of government officials with representatives of the “Party
of Regions” and the “Communist Party”, Ukraine began to actively
promote the ideology of the “Russian world”. There has been a gradual
shift of emphasis from a nationally oriented paradigm to an “interna-
tionalist” and Russian-centric one. Ukraine’s history, historical and
cultural heritage were seen as part of the “common heritage of the three
fraternal Slavic peoples”. The first demonstrative step in this direction
was the joint Ukrainian-Russian-Belarusian celebration of “Victory”
in World War IT and the return of the term “Great Patriotic War” to public
statements by those in power and government speakers. In May 2011,
the parliament adopted a decision on the “Victory Flag” which de facto
allowed the use of the Soviet red banner as a symbol on Victory Day.?
Simultaneously, counter-versions of this “common history” were de-
liberately glossed over, negated, or even discredited.

The fact that Ukrainian history was a part of European history was
not denied, but neither was this emphasised, and historical conflicts
with Western neighbours were sometimes exploited in internal political

8 JleoHin 3awkinbHak, “TeopeTuyHi npo6aemMu cyyacHoi iCTOPUUYHOT NOMITUKM
B YKpaiHi,” Res Historica 46 (2018): 372.

2 |Opii WanoBan, “AHTUKPM30BMIi pecypc noniTuku nam’ati B Ykpaini,” Mosimuyni
docnidxenHs, N2 2 (2021): 118.
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struggles. Yanukovych did not have any coherent vision of Ukraine’s
past of his own. At the same time, “not being-bound” to a clear his-
torical narrative allowed him more freedom than his predecessor had
to fluctuate across a fairly wide range, from “Russian world” to moder-
ate, “non-exclusive” nationalism. Politics of memory was given a non-
self-standing, instrumental role in the general thrust of state policy.
While being aware of the usefulness of symbolic capital, and hence
cultural politics and politics of memory, Yanukovych and those close
to him tried to actively, though not entirely successfully, apply them
as political tools. In reality, they used different methods/tactics: from
undermining the opponent’s version of history or its key elements
(regarding the Ukrainian liberation movement of the 20™ century)
to appropriating individual elements of “foreign” historical narratives
popular in society (e.g. borrowing Taras Shevchenko, Ivan Franko, and
Oleksandr Dovzhenko from the national narratives or the “Great Victo-
ry” and the “atrocities of OUN-UPA” from the Soviet historiography).*°

The nature of the activities of the UINM changed. From an organ
of central authority, it turned into a budgetary research institution.
A distinctive feature of the UINM’s work during this period was an
attempt to unite around this institution leading experts of memory
studies, which advantageously positioned Ukraine in comprehending
the new direction of research and ensured the formation of research
tools.

In Yanukovych’s entourage and among his allies, there were those
who openly and actively opposed the Ukrainian national narrative
as such, trying either to replace it with a “Russian imperial” narrative
or hypocritically denying the relevance of national historical narratives
in the modern world. The events of the “Great Patriotic War” as well
as the Orthodox heritage of Ancient Rus and Ukraine were prioritised.
No attention was paid to the liberation movement of the 20" centu-
ry; on the contrary, efforts were made to discredit it. Of the cultural

|
30 TpuueHko, lpe3udenmu i nam’sme, 1013-1014.
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figures, the president’s decrees honoured mainly representatives of Rus-
sian and Soviet science, while only a few prominent Ukrainian figures
received attention. At the same time, the selection of personalities or
events for official commemoration was based on political expediency
of the use of the related symbolic capital.

There was a gradual rejection of the declassification and disclosure
of archival documents initiated by Yushchenko. In cultural commu-
nication related to the implementation of memory politics, two types
of commemorative practices were favoured: the organisation of mass
celebrations and counterpropaganda campaigns.

With regard to local and regional cultures of memory, the authori-
ties used selective integration tactics that provided for the application
of political and civilisational “filters”. Thus, the nostalgic-Soviet and
pro-Russian components of the culture of remembrance in the East and
Crimea, including monuments to Russian emperors, Lenin, and Stalin,
were fully tolerated. Simultaneously, the regional culture of memory
in Galicia cultivated “harmless” elements (such as Ukrainian poet
and writer Ivan Franko) and struggled against “harmful” ones, e.g.
OUN-UPA. However, even here there was a certain tolerance: under
Yanukovych, monuments to Stepan Bandera and Roman Shukhevych
continued to be erected in Galicia.

The memory politics of this period was oriented towards that part
of society which maintained pro-Russian and nostalgic-Soviet atti-
tudes. One could mainly observe a rollback to Soviet symbols, myths,
stereotypes, and ways of thought. At the same time, Yanukovych was
unable to completely ignore the worldviews and perceptions of the past
of a population with a distinctly Ukrainian identity. Overall, there was
a reorientation from an anticolonial policy of memory to a “restora-
tive” one.?

3 lllanoBan, “AHTUKPM30BUIA pecypc NoNiTUKM nam’aTi B YkpaiHi”: 118.
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Fifth Phase (2014-2019): Petro Poroshenko’s Presidency

The events of 2013-14 became a watershed moment, a kind of point
of no return in the post-communist and postcolonial transformation
of Ukraine and Ukrainian society, in which there were still relapses
of imperial and postimperial influences. The Revolution of Dignity also
marked a turn in official memory politics: for the first time in the his-
tory of Ukrainian independence, memory politics became systemic
and operational. An important nuance was that “the content accents,
the vocabulary of memory, and mnemohistorical discourse in general
became different - instead of victimisation the emphasis was put on
glorification”.??

After the Revolution of Dignity and the outbreak of the Rus-
sian-Ukrainian war, the UINM was transformed from a research in-
stitution into an executive authority. Thus, the politics of national
memory returned to the priorities of the country’s leadership. According
to experts, such changes were caused by a public demand for citizens
to define their identity and rethink the past against the background
of Russia’s hybrid aggression. A particular feature of national memory
politics after 2014 was the reform of decommunisation, and the return
of memory of different categories of victims of the communist and oth-
er totalitarian regimes.*

The simultaneous existence in cities, towns, and villages of both
Ukrainian symbols and symbols of the totalitarian past has led to am-
bivalence in collective memory, preserving and creating a certain ide-
ological disorientation. It was impossible to build a national version
of memory discourse “under conditions where the names of lead-
ers of the totalitarian epoch are immortalised in monuments, and
the names of squares and streets, alongside names of figures whose
lives embody the struggle of Ukraine for independence and democ-

32 Tbid.: 119.

3 “Buknuku i nepcnekTuBm noniTuku nam’ati,” @oHd «JemokpamuyHi iHiyiamuau»
im. Inoka Kysepiga, 30 nuctonaaa 2020, faTa 3BepHeHHs 30.05.2022, https://dif.
org.ua/article/vikliki-i-perspektivi-politiki-pamyati.
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racy”.>* Consequently, the priority areas of the memory politics have
become condemnation of the crimes of the communist past, desovie-
tisation, decommunisation, and the heroisation of the OUN and UPA,
supported by relevant laws.

Decommunisation is a system of measures in the sign-symbolic space
aimed at destroying the markers of the past era, its values and ideals,
as well as at rejecting the influence and consequences of communist
ideology not only in public life, but also in all spheres of national and
social life. Decommunisation was a derivative of the domestic polit-
ical reforms initiated in 2014-15. In a broader context, this refered
to attempts to change conventional interpretations of the past, ex-
pressed in the sign-symbolic space and mental-psychological mark-
ers, by means of political regulation. The result of decommunisation
practices was the complete dismantling of all communist monuments
and the condemnation of communist propaganda. In a narrow sense,
decommunisation is now commonly referred to as the implementation
of the so-called “decommunisation laws” adopted by the Ukrainian
parliament on 9 April 2015. These are the laws “On the Legal Status
and Honouring the Memory of Fighters for Ukraine’s Independence
in the 20" Century” (No. 314-VIII), “On Perpetuation of the Victory
over Nazism in the Second World War 1939-1945” (No. 315-VIII), “On
Access to the Archives of the Repressive Agencies of the Communist
Totalitarian Regime of 1917-1991” (No. 316-VIII), and “On the Con-
demnation of the Communist and National Socialist (Nazi) Totalitarian
Regimes in Ukraine and Prohibition of Propaganda of their Symbols”
(No. 317-VIII). As Ukrainian political scientist Mykola Riabchuk not-
ed, decommunisation is necessary at least to “separate Ukraine from
the dominant Russian imperial narrative of ‘common’ history and place
it in the broader context of world events, memories, and interpreta-

|

3 [Bacunb A610HCbKMIA, BiTaniii lozoBnii, Onekciit Banescbkuit, Cepriii 3aiopyk,
Cepriii 3y6uenko et al.], Monimuka icmopuyHoi nam’ami 8 KoHmMekcmi HauioHanbHOT
6e3neku YkpaiHu: aHanimu4Ha 0onosios, pen. Bacunb A6noHcbkuit (Kuis: HICL,
2019), 22.
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tions as a completely separate and sovereign historical entity”.* One
of the consequences and at the same time the means of such recontextu-
alisation was the cleansing of Ukrainian public space of Soviet-commu-
nist and in fact colonial symbolism. The actualisation of the processes
of decommunisation and separation from the imperial-Soviet past
was particularly evident in the context of Russian aggression against
Ukraine as an independent democratic state.

Russia’s annexation of the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and
military actions in Donbass catalysed the widespread implementation
of decommunisation practices. This author shares Ukrainian historian
Iurii Shapoval’s view that with the outbreak of the Russian-Ukrainian
war, one can talk about a new quality of post-Soviet memory politics,
and perhaps a new phenomenon beyond the usual instrumentalisation
of the past. Currently, “we are witnessing the emergence and in some
cases the cultivation of a new quality of time, where elements of the past
and the present merge into one, and linear history disappears”.’
Functionally, decommunisation was aimed at reassessing Ukraine’s
status - from a satellite of the Russian Federation to a sovereign state
with its own geopolitical subjectivity.>” It is clear that decommunisation
as a multifaceted sociocultural process should have become a matter
not only for political institutions but also for society as a whole.

Thus, decommunisation laws have become a kind of symbolic marker
of state memory politics and a manifestation of political changes. But
decommunisation is a component of a much deeper process of decolo-
nisation. After all, “the Soviet past was just a continuation of the Rus-
sian imperial one; the Soviet heritage is destructive for Ukraine not
because it is communist... but because it is imperial and essentially

3 Mukona Pa6uyk, “NekomyHisauis un aekonoHisauia? Lo nokasanu nonitnyxi
BUCKYCiT 3 NpuBOAY «AeKOMYHi3auiiHuX» 3akoHiB?”, Haykoai 3anucku Incmumy-
my nonimu4Hux i emHOHaUioHaabHUX docaioxkens im. I. @. Kypaca HAH Ykpainu,
Bun. 2 (82) (2016): 106.

36 anosasn, “AHTMKPM30BKIA pecypc noniTuku nam’aTi B Ykpaini”: 120.

37 Irop CumoHeHko, “MemopianbHuii MpocTip YKpaiHW: KPU30BWIA CTaH Ta WAAXM
03n0poBneHHs,” CmpameziyHi npiopumemu, sun. 4 (13) (2009): 61.
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anti-Ukrainian, oriented towards symbolic oppression and psycholog-
ical enslavement”.®

Russian aggression has actualised those aspects of Ukrainian col-
lective memory that are associated with ideas of national identity,
solidarity, self-sacrifice, patriotism, and armed resistance against
the invader. In this context, not only the Western Ukrainian memo-
ry of the UPA struggle was revitalised, but also the Eastern Ukrainian
memory of the Red Army fighting with Nazis was reinterpreted and
assimilated into the pan-Ukrainian narrative of joint resistance to an
alien invader. A common narrative of World War II finally substitut-
ed the dominant narrative of the “Great Patriotic War”, which in fact
split Ukrainians, placing them on different sides of the historical bar-
ricade. The new narrative included both Soviet and anti-Soviet Ukrain-
ians in a broad anti-Nazi coalition, primarily as patriots and defenders
of Ukraine. Russians in this narrative ceased to be “brothers” or even
“allies”, but turned into “Russian-terrorist troops”.*

On 19 May 2019, President Petro Poroshenko announced the com-
pletion of decommunisation, despite the controversial attitude to it.*°
One of its results was the de-ideologisation, de-Leninisation, and de-
sovietisation of the map of Ukraine. The moral aspect is also important
in this context: one could observe a change in public consciousness,
including a rejection of totalitarian practices and of tolerance of evil.*!

So, in that period, there was a change of emphasis in the politics
of memory along with the corresponding symbolisation of space and

38 Pa6uyk, “NekoMyHi3auis uu gekonoHisauia?”: 113.

3 Ibid.: 111.

40 See “Tparefis KOMYHICTUYHOrO TePOPY Ma€ CTaTW HafAiiHUM 3ano6iXXHMKOM
BiA Cnpo6 peaHiMyBaTW «pyccKkuii Mup» Ha Hawin 3emni — MopoweHko,”
Mpamuii, 19 TpaBHA 2019, faTa 3BepHeHHsA 31.05.2022, https://prm.ua/tragediya-
komunistichnogo-teroru-maye-stati-nadiynim-zapobizhnikom-vid-sprob-
reanimuvati-russkiy-mir-na-nashiy-zemli-poroshenko/.

4 See “3aBeplleHHs AEKOMYHi3auil — noyaTok AeKoNOoHi3auil,” YkpaiHcekuii iH-
cmumym HauioHanbHoi nam’ami, 9 kBiTHA 2019, naTa 3BepHeHHA 19.09.2022,
https://uinp.gov.ua/pres-centr/novyny/zavershennya-dekomunizaciyi-pochatok-
dekolonizaciyi.
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commemorative practices. However, the national-state model of mem-
ory politics, chosen as the basic model in 2014-19, would not always
lead to the mobilisation and solidarity of Ukrainian society and ulti-
mately would not become a guideline for moving away from neo-Soviet
mnemohistorical practices. In this situation, the Revolution of Dignity
and the Russian-Ukrainian war played a decisive role, which contrib-
uted to the forced decommunisation of the country.*

Sixth Phase (2019-2021): Volodymyr Zelensky’s Presidency
The vector of memory politics under Volodymyr Zelensky’s presiden-
cy was not immediately determined, since other issues were declared
as priorities, such as social policy, improvement of living standards,
reforms, fighting corruption, and resolving the armed conflict. Initial-
ly, the general character of memory politics was rather disparate and
ambiguous. The 2019 presidential election did not lead to a curtail-
ment of the proclaimed decommunisation and President Zelensky did
not declare any plans to revise or repeal the decommunisation laws.*
However, the official rhetoric became more moderate. As a result, by
the time the thirtieth anniversary of Ukraine’s independence was cel-
ebrated, decommunisation was not seen as a priority goal of domestic
policy either by the authorities or by citizens.

A significant impact on the implementation of much clearer mem-
ory politics came from giving the Ukrainian language full legal sta-
tus. The law “On Ensuring the Functioning of the Ukrainian Language
as a State Language” was passed and signed by former President Petro
Poroshenko in 2019, as he was leaving office, with several provisions
scheduled to come into force in subsequent years. The promotion
of the Ukrainian language became an equal element of decommunisa-

|

42 llanoBan, “AHTUKPU30BUI pecypc NofiTUKKM nam’aTi B YkpaiHi”: 125.

4 See “Bonoanmup 3eneHcbkuil faB neplue possiore iHTepB’o nig yac BU6opuux nepe-
roHis,” ZAXID.NET, 18 kBiTHA 2019, naTta 38epHeHHA 19.09.2022, https://zaxid.net/
volodimir_zelenskiy_dav_pershe_rozloge_intervyu_pid_chas_viborchih_peregoniv_
n1479792.
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tion to de-Russification, which contributed to a refocusing of cultural
policy and redefinition of basic statehood values in the direction of su-
periority of the national over the post-Soviet.

Memory politics remained a significant element of diplomatic rela-
tions. Important in this context was a visit of the Ukrainian president
to Poland in September 2019. Volodymyr Zelensky and Polish Presi-
dent Andrzej Duda discussed a number of complex historical issues
and agreed to update and reset the bilateral working group on solv-
ing historical issues, which was to work under the patronage of both
heads of state.** In January 2020, Zelensky noted that it had been
possible “to reduce the degree of emotions around problematic issues
of the past” in Ukrainian-Polish relations.*

InJuly and August 2020, the I1ko Kucheriv “Democratic Initiatives”
Foundation interviewed experts from different regions of Ukraine on
the topic of memory politics and prepared a policy brief that assessed
risks and opportunities for Ukrainian society that followed from the re-
sults of the implementation of national memory politics during 2014-
19. It concerned the existence of significant differences in views on
national memory politics among representatives of public authorities
and NGOs, as well as on a holistic vision of the development of the state
and determining what is important for the formation of the Ukrainian
political nation. Thus, recommendations included:

m ensuring the formation of state memory politics at the legisla-

tive level;

4 “YkpaiHa Ta Monblia LOMOBUINCH OHOBUTHU Vi Mepe3aBaHTaXXUTKU LBOCTOPOHHIO
po6oyy rpyny 3 BUpilleHHA NPo6aeMHUX iCTOPUYHKUX MUTaHb — Bonogumup 3e-
NeHCcbKuin,” fMpesudenm Ykpainu / Bonodumup 3enexcekui, 31 cepnua 2019, fata
3BepHeHHA 19.05.2022, https://www.president.gov.ua/news/ukrayina-ta-polsha-
domovilis-onoviti-j-perezavantazhiti-dvos-57029?fbclid=IwAR1T9M3tMIbktQoK
[5mu5TxpnpKODIgMY7rGmvpFYm1DbABtc6ZqdyeKN5s.

4 OneHa ly6ap, “3eneHcbkuit i Ayna o6roBopuan CknafHi NUTaHHA MUHYNOro,”
DW, 27 ciyHa 2020, naTa 3BepHeHHn 19.09.2022, https://www.dw.com/uk/3enen-
CbKWii-yKpaiHa-i-nonblua-3HM3nAu-rpagyc-eMoLii-HaBKoI0-NUTaHb-MUHYIOr0/a-
52165042?maca=ukr-rss-ukrnet-ukr-all-3816-xml.
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m adoption of the law “On Decolonisation”, which should help
to eliminate the negative consequences of the colonial policy
of the Russian Empire on Ukrainian lands (renaming of toponym-
ic objects associated with the imperial past; removal of modern
Russian imperial symbols from the public space; decolonisation
in the field of language policy, museums, etc.);

m adoption of the law “On Indigenous Peoples of Ukraine”, which
should determine the mechanisms for overcoming the colonial
and totalitarian heritage of the indigenous peoples of Ukraine;

® conducting a systematic analysis (audit) of the politics of histor-
ical memory, and development and approval of its state concept,
programme, and implementation strategy;

m informational support of memory politics;

m creating an authoritative, multilevel, inclusive “memory plat-
form” to promote discussion within public authorities and pro-
vide them with effective forms, tools, and mechanisms for their
interaction with the public, creating conditions for the partici-
pation of citizens in the formation and implementation of pub-
lic policy;

m providing a clear and grounded defence of the state’s position
on controversial historical events at national and international
levels;

m ensuring the development and operation of a strong memory
politics infrastructure at various levels: expanding the functions
and powers of the UINM and other central executive authorities;
intensifying the activities of educational institutions, state and
municipal museums, and civil society institutions; creating new
commemorative practices, memorials and museum-memorial
complexes;

m protection of the achievements of national memory politics ob-
tained from 2014-20.

At the same time, experts highlighted the following negative results
of memory politics:
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m the communist totalitarian metanarrative was replaced by
a largely nationalist metanarrative;

m the dominance of centralist and directive tendencies increased,
which manifested themselves in the imposition of the values
of integral nationalism of the 1920s and 1940s;

m the politics of memory lacked inclusiveness: firstly, civic society
organisations were not sufficiently involved in decision-making;
secondly, there was a lack of attention to the return of memory
about ethnic and religious minorities; thirdly, the gender aspect
of memory politics was undeveloped and the so-called “women’s
history” was not adequately supported.*

As it was in the earlier phases, the politics of memory during
Zelensky’s presidency was built taking into account the factor of Rus-
sian aggression in Ukraine and the Russian-Ukrainian war for inde-
pendence and territorial integrity. At the same time, the preservation
of the ambivalence of the memorial space and the differentiation of pub-
lic opinion was followed by the radicalisation of value judgements and
characteristics.

Conclusion

The transformational transition from one model of society to another
in Ukraine was accompanied by a reassessment of moral-value orien-
tations, behavioural matrices, and dynamic changes in spiritual life.
One could also observe an increased interest in history and the cultural
heritage of the people, the genesis and evolution of national identity.
All this has led to an increase in the importance of memorial themes
and their comprehension. State memory politics is

one of the key elements in the complex and controversial process
of transformation of the culture of memory in Ukraine, which, in turn,

|
4 “Buknukun i nepcnekTuBM NoaiTMku nam’ati.”



Chapter 5 » The Politics of Memory in Independent Ukraine: Main Trends

is only one of the components of the broader process of sociopolitical
and cultural transformation of Ukrainian society.

The conducted study showed that the characteristics of memory poli-
tics, its functional, representational, and symbolical content, as well
as commemorative practices, depend on the political-power compo-
nent. During the thirty years of Ukraine’s independence, the conceptual
framework of memory politics has changed and a new memory canon
has been formed. However, the apparent inconsistency of historical
determinants has led to a situation where the same events of the past
have became a source of alternative and even conflictogenic interpre-
tations. Meanwhile, it is necessary to emphasise that any incorrect,
reckless, or excessive “memory management” can lead to irreversi-
ble consequences. Therefore, it is important to form a unifying com-
memorative space not on a negative but on a positive basis and to find
a compromise in the interpretation of significant and complex pages
of history. Another crucial factor is the determination of the value ba-
sis for the development of modern Ukrainian society while using col-
lective memory and social myths as a political resource and a means
of consolidating the nation.

In the broadest sense, the construction of memory politics is a polit-
ical process with clear signs of goal-setting and articulated motivations.
Its main content is ideally the development of an “image of the past”
as close to reality as possible and as an effective tool for influencing
public consciousness. Memory politics is designed to structure the past
in a certain valuable retrospective.

During the thirty years of Ukraine’s independence, the conventional
integral vision of the past has not been conceptually built: the politics
of memory has remained mostly reactive, and its consolidating feature
has not been fully used. One of the serious obstacles on this path was
that mnemohistorical politics was selective, situational, speculative,

47 TpuueHko, Tpe3udeHmu i nam’ame, 46.
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and formed on the basis of an ambivalent model with elements of neo-
Soviet and Ukraine-centric (state-centric) images, symbols, and accents.*®
At the same time, Russia’s armed aggression accelerated the dis-
mantling of the traditional “common” memory and the gradual estab-
lishment of the Ukraine-centric model of memory. This gives grounds
to state that with the outbreak of war in Ukraine, a new quality of post-So-
viet memory politics (and possibly a new phenomenon that goes beyond
the usual instrumentalisation of the past) can be identified. A new pan-
theon of heroes, a new catalogue of places of memory, new memorial
practices, values, and national autostereotypes are being created and
the state-centric model of memory is being normalised. The dismantling
of Soviet thought schemes and Soviet mnemonic heritage continues.

Translated by Hanna Bazhenova

4 Ulanosan, “AHTUKPW30BKIi pecypc NoniTuku nam’ati B YkpaiHi”: 112-113.



Chapter 6

Recoding the Nation: Historical
Politics in Belarus after
the 2020 Protests

Aliaksei Lastouski

The political protests of 2020 in Belarus led to the deepest political
crisis in recent Belarusian history. In fact, the entire model of the po-
litical system, which had been established in Belarusian society since
1994, was called into question. All of the developments in the state’s
ideology, as well as the models of civic loyalty based on the depolitici-
sation of the masses, were challenged. The institutions that were sup-
posed to mobilise Aliaksandr Lukashenka’s supporters turned out to be
dysfunctional during the protests. Neither the Belarusian Republican
Youth Union nor the state trade unions nor the public organisation
“Bielaia Rus” (“White Rus”) could resist the protests, which the regime
was forced to suppress by force. One can talk about the exceptional
delegitimisation of the Lukashenka regime, both external and inter-
nal. This crisis left the Belarusian authorities with the task of recoding
the political nation, creating a new model of loyalty that would be able
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to reassemble the fragments of the former social contract into an accept-
able form. Oddly enough, the politics of history seemed to Lukashenka
the most suitable instrument for creating a renewed nation. In fact,
all of sociopolitical life after 2020 in Belarus passes under the guise
of the phantasmagorical role of the “historical memory”, which has be-
come the main phrase in the rhetoric of state officials. Naturally, this
presents us with the task of a careful and critical analysis of the new
course of the politics of history in Belarus.

Return to the War

An important strategic line for the Belarusian authorities’ current
politics of history is the accusation of opponents of “betrayal”, which
is linked to their identification with the collaborators of World War II
(also known as the Great Patriotic War). This identity is symbolically
reinforced by an appeal to the practices of using the white-red-white flag
during the Nazi occupation. The first attempts to look for connections
to the Great Patriotic War took place during the protests, when Soviet
wartime songs were loudly played. Not the preservation of the political
system, but the defence of the historical memory from encroachment by
“traitors” was proclaimed as the main goal for the representatives of law
enforcement agencies. This can be treated as a policy of delegitimisa-
tion of political opponents and as an attempt to strengthen the unity
of the ruling political camp, which does not simply have the task of pro-
tecting its privileged position, but has a more important moral task
to protect historical memory from falsifications. In this case, historical
memory itself is actually reduced to the events of the Great Patriotic
War, and Lukashenka’s supporters in this situation act as defenders
of the memory of the achievements of the Soviet Army, which defeated
the main evil in history — Nazism. When adopting such a worldview, any
criticism of the present authorities is framed as being based on the jus-
tification of Nazism. This approach can be easily transferred to other
countries whose authorities are critical of the Belarusian authorities.
Thus, the imposition of sanctions on Belarus can be seen as a direct
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continuation of the Nazi policy of genocide. Aliaksandr Lukashenka’s
reaction to the June 2021 EU sanctions package is quite revealing.
In his speech on the occasion of the 80™ anniversary of the beginning
of the Great Patriotic War he defined German Foreign Minister Heiko
Maas as the main symbolic enemy:

Mr. Maas, who are you? A German who was repenting yesterday or an
heir of the Nazis?... You have to not just repent, you must kneel before
the Belarusian people for another 100 years and give thanks that you
happened to be born after that war... You must not strangle us. You,
the Germans, the Poles, the so-called European Union, must carry us
in your arms, because we saved you from the brown plague.!

The demarcation “Belarus vs. the Nazi apologetic countries” was also
used in the development of the topic of genocide of the Belarusian peo-
ple during the Nazi occupation. To a great extent, the focus was not on
the activities of the punitive Nazi formations themselves, but rather on
the activities of various ethnic collaborationist structures. The Prosecutor
General’s Office of the Republic of Belarus made several appeals to Lithu-
ania and Latvia in 2021; the loudest was the summons of the former Lith-
uanian President Valdas Adamkus as a witness. When these appeals were
predictably refused, the Prosecutor General Andrei Shved interpreted
it as the result of the conscious cover-up of Nazi criminals: “These states
make no secret of the fact that they both cover up living Nazi criminals
and refuse to carry out investigations to establish the crimes committed
by the punitive SS battalions consisting of Lithuanians and Latvians.”

T “JlykaleHko o nocnefHux caHkumax EC: uctopms ux HUYeMy Tak M He Hayuu-
na,” benma, 22 nioHa 2021, aata o6paweHus 11.05.2022, https://www.belta.by/
president/view/lukashenko-o-poslednih-sanktsijah-es-istorija-ih-nichemu-tak-
i-ne-nauchila-447175-2021/.

2 “llIpen: 0TKa3 JIutebl v JTaTBUM B NPABOBOM MOMOLL M MO YTOJI0BHOMY fieNy O FeHO-
unae HeMOTUBMPOBAH,” besima, 8 ceHTabpsa 2021, nata obpaweHuns 11.05.2022,
https://www.belta.by/society/view/shved-otkaz-litvy-i-latvii-v-pravovoj-
pomoschi-po-ugolovnomu-delu-o-genotside-nemotivirovan-458803-2021/.
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Moreover, the actual situation itself is perceived as a war — a war
not new, but the same, endless, and eternal war of good against evil,
the highest apogee of which was the Great Patriotic War. However,
the confrontation does not end there. In this perspective, the Bela-
rusian authorities act as the last wall and the protector of the order
before sliding into chaos. If there is no distinction between the Great
Patriotic War and modernity, then there is a complete identification
between the camp of Lukashenka’s supporters and the Soviet Army,
just as there is between the political opposition and the Nazis. There-
fore, there is also no difference between the European states’ sanctions
and the burning of Belarusian villages, as these are perceived only
as distinct phases of the same confrontation. One cannot maintain
that it is a completely new phenomenon for Belarusian politics: Such
statements about protecting the memory of the victories and succes-
sors to the Nazi policy from outside Belarus have been reproduced quite
regularly by Lukashenka before. However, back then they were mostly
voiced in a solemn ritual form (predominantly on Victory Day), while
now the idea of the actual war has been absolutised and has spread
from the level of ceremonial rhetoric to general public discourse and
has become the core of practical politics. At the same time, the terms
“historical memory” and “historical truth” have become extremely
widespread and have gone far beyond the limits of previous usage.
They are now used not only by politicians and propagandists, histori-
ans and sociologists, but have also become the basis for the rhetoric
of representatives of the power structures (the Prosecutor General’s
Office, the Ministry of Defence, and the Ministry of the Interior), who
in the current situation are on the crest of historical politics. In fact,
this model of endless war has become an exhaustive one, which can
explain any political action and provide a supreme dimension.

This model’s suitability can also be seen in its use during the mi-
grant crisis in 2021. The harsh reaction of neighbouring countries
to migration flows from Belarus is presented as another manifestation
of the essentially Nazi policy of neighbouring states, which is hidden
under European liberal rhetoric, but in times of crisis shows its real
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nature. For example, one of main public propagandists of Lukashenka’s
regime Vadzim Gigin describes Lithuania as a neo-Nazi state:

Historical oblivion is the basis of neo-Nazism, and we see it happening
in Lithuania. Over the years of independence they have rehabilitated
blood-soaked butchers... And since the country’s power structures are
brought up on the examples of criminals, murderers, blood-soaked
butchers, we should not be surprised that what is happening there
is happening. It could be even worse. And concentration camps can be

not only for migrants, but also for dissenters.?

Accordingly, the political protests of the summer and autumn
of 2020 are then perceived exclusively as having been provoked by
Western states for the sake of enslaving the Belarusian people. In prac-
tice, the objectives of the political opposition are described as being
similar to the Nazi policy of extermination: “It is the same common
fascism. It has spilled out onto our peaceful streets in a brown hateful
colour. It has once again, 75 years later, raised its head, again wants
to enslave us, to exterminate, trample, burn us in our homes and in gas
chambers”.* Such a model of military mobilisation may boost the mo-
rale of the supporters of the Belarusian authorities, as they are not
just fighting to maintain power, but are standing against the absolute
evil - Nazism. However, such a worldview has its obvious disadvantag-
es, as it is aimed at increasing and open confrontation. It is impossible
to come to terms with the absolute evil: It must only be defeated. At
the same time, the question remains open as to whether Belarus has

3 “I'uruH o cobbITMAX B JINTBE: UCTOPMUYECKOE 6eCNaMATCTBO — 3TO OCHOBA HEOHALM3-
Ma,” besapyce cezo0Hs, 12 aBrycta 2021, Aata o6pauierus 11.05.2022, https://
www.sh.by/articles/gigin-o-sobytiyakh-v-litve-istoricheskoe-bespamyatstvo-eto-
osnova-neonatsizma.html.

4 Cepreit MuxoBuy, “Hy>xeH 6611 601€BOI TONYOK, NTpefaTenbCKuil yaap, 4Tobbl Mbl
BCTPENEeHYANUCh U NOHAN: 3TO TOT XKe 06bIKHOBEHHbIN thawusm,” besapyce ce200-
HA, 30 okTa6ps 2021, AaTa o6palweHns 11.05.2022, https://www.sh.by/articles/
ot-otveta-natsistam-ne-uyti-.html.
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enough resources (even with the indirect support of Russia) to defeat
the Western world in open confrontation.

National Unity Day and a Divided Nation
One of the most notable innovations of the new course of historical
politics was the establishment of a new public holiday (so far, with-
out the status of a non-working day) — National Unity Day. The crea-
tion of the holiday was a logical continuation of the symbolic politics
of the Belarusian authorities, since 2021 was declared the Year of Na-
tional Unity, with the aim “to turn the page of the past and write a new
chapter of independent Belarus together”.> The need to redefine the po-
litical nation in Belarus is obviously felt here, as the previous version
of national consensus proved unreliable. The seventeenth of September
was chosen for the celebration, referring to the beginning of the march
of the Soviet Army into Western Belarus and Western Ukraine, the con-
sequence of which was the unification of most of the ethnic Belarusian
lands within a single state formation - the Belorussian Soviet Socialist
Republic (BSSR). But it is interesting that an event from the Soviet pe-
riod of history, which according to sociological surveys causes the most
contradictions and disagreements in the assessments of the country’s
population, was chosen as a point of reference. At the same time, ac-
cording to various studies, this holiday was not mentioned as signif-
icant for the canon of public historical memory. Again, in the BSSR,
17 September was celebrated as a holiday only until 1949; afterwards
the main focus was on the commemorations of the Great Patriotic War
and the Great October Revolution. The only resource for fixing this hol-
iday in the public space was the compulsory presence of streets bearing
the name “17 September” in western Belarusian cities. Yet at the same

v

“HoBorosHee o6paleHue lMpe3uaenta Pecnybnukn benapych Anekcanapa Jly-
KalweHKo K benopycckomy Hapopay,” llpesudesm Pecny6nuku benapyce, 31 pe-
Kabps 2021, nata o6paweHns 11.05.2022, https://president.gov.by/ru/events/
novogodnee-obrashchenie-1640948656.
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time, very few street names bearing this name existed in eastern Be-
larusian cities.

In this scenario, one can in fact observe the creation of a new tradi-
tion, rather than the use of already existing and fixed symbolic resourc-
es, as was the case when the Belarusian authorities turned to the cult
of victory in the Great Patriotic War. However, in a situation of height-
ened interest in the issues of cooperation with the Nazis (which has
become the main accusation of the Belarusian national movement),
the intent to highlight the historical event, which actually happened
due to the temporary cooperation between the Soviet and the Nazi re-
gimes, looks rather strange. This immediately subjects the new holiday
to legitimate criticism, which the independent media took advantage
of almost right away. Also, the very context of annexation of the western
Belarusian lands to the BSSR, with further repressions against potential
enemies of the Soviet system, has its own specific imprint in the col-
lective memory of the inhabitants of these territories. This is especial-
ly felt among those of Polish heritage, who make up a significant part
of the population of the Grodno region, where family memory conveys
a very different version of these events.

Another important issue is the content of National Unity Day. The in-
troduction of this holiday was preceded by a lengthy media campaign,
when during at least August and September 2021 the state media out-
lets had to explain to their audience what happened on 17 September
and what the meaning of this holiday was.

The most fundamental narrative features are the following:

1. Construction of a collective enemy embodied by “Poland” (“hor-
rors of Polish atrocities and bullying” - these words are suitable both
for describing interwar Western Belarus and for the contemporary Po-
lish policy of resisting migration). It is worth noting that the rhetoric
towards Poland has become more aggressive than during the post-war
BSSR, when the western neighbour also belonged to the socialist camp.
One can observe a return to the accusations from the era of Polish-Soviet
confrontation, and here the extremely active quotation of newspapers
of the 1920s and 1930s plays a fundamental role. The political journal-
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ism of communist publications has become a “testimony of the time”,
authentic voices which should once again immerse us in the situation
before 1939.6

2. In fact, the entire public rhetoric concerning National Unity Day
was built on conflict: Poles vs. Belarusians, territorial disunity vs. na-
tional unity, economic exploitation vs. social justice, national oppres-
sion (“destruction of the nation”) vs. freedom of national expression,
“total genocide” vs. the Belarusian people. Certainly, such a Mani-
chean worldview with a black-and-white division of symbolic space
excludes all the nuances and complex interpretations inherent in his-
toriographical understanding of the past. Thus, national unity in this
case is modelled without creating a single symbolic body, which inev-
itably implies some framework of tolerance for political and cultural
divergence, the search for some common compromise understanding
of the past and the future. It should be remembered that sometimes this
political unity was built simply through the policy of oblivion (a clear
example is post-Franco Spain). In the Belarusian variant, national
unity is built through the rhetoric of mobilisation, through a rigorous
moralising understanding of the world (the truth is only on our side),
which inevitably has the consequence of further marginalisation and
exclusion of political opponents from the body of the political nation.
Therefore, in fact, the task of the new holiday is to unite and strength-
en one political camp, which points to the existence and insurmount-
ability of the current political divide. Moreover, the proposed version
of the historical past also excludes large parts of the population (Poles,
Catholics) who have their own understanding of the historical past. This
version of nation-building is extremely exclusive and does not resolve
the conflicts that exist in the Belarusian society.

o

TaTtbaHa Wumyk, “3apnnata HUXKe, YeM B Apyrux pernoHax Monblum, Maco Anwb
no NpasgHMKaM, BbIHY)XAEHHbIA HAEM K NOMeLLUKAM — Kak XXUKU B KPYMHbIX Me-
cTeykax 3anagHon benopyccun no 1939 ropa,” besnapyce ce200Hs, 2 ceHTA6psA
2021, pata o6pawenus 11.05.2022, https://www.sh.by/articles/tyazhelyy-krest-
vskhodnikh-kresov.html.
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An Unnoticed Anniversary

For Belarus, 1991 became a defining year in modern history. Amid
growing disintegration of the USSR and after the failure of the putsch
of the State Committee on the State of Emergency (GKChP), the declara-
tion on state sovereignty of the BSSR was given constitutional status on
25 August 1991, and on 19 September, the country received its current
name - the Republic of Belarus. The process of forming the Community
of Independent States and the simultaneous dismantling of the USSR
led also to diplomatic recognition of the independence of the Republic
of Belarus. Thereby, Belarus could have celebrated the 30™ anniversary
of its independence in 2021, as many other post-Soviet republics have
done. However, this did not happen. The reasons are complex, so let
us try to get to the bottom of it.

It is necessary to start with the fact that there are not many issues
or topics on which there is an established consensus in the Belarusian
society. One such topics is the positive attitude towards gaining inde-
pendence. This has been confirmed by opinion polls, including those
conducted in 2020.7

But at the same time, the discourse of the authorities (and this
has been Lukashenka’s discourse since 1994) towards independence
remains internally contradictory. During the 1994 presidential cam-
paign, Aliaksandr Lukashenka won a convincing victory over Viacha-
slau Kebich, a representative of the nomenklatura, largely due to his
skilful use of pro-Soviet sentiments, contrasting the symbolic resource
of the Soviet past with the harsh realities of the political and economic
crisis of the first half of the 1990s. In subsequent years, Lukashenka
regularly manifested himself as the only deputy of the Supreme Soviet
of the BSSR who voted against the approval of the Belovezh Accords and
consequently in the romantic role of the last defender of the USSR. And

|

7 “WccnepoBaHune: caMblii BaXKHbI Npa3aHuUK ans 6enopycos — [leHb He3aBUCUMOC-
™,” besncam, 30 nioHa 2020, aaTa obpauweHns 11.05.2022, https://belsat.eu/ru/
news/issledovanie-samyj-vazhnyj-prazdnik-dlya-belorusov-den-nezavisimosti/.
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yet he came to power in the wake of the collapse of the Soviet Union, he
has been heading the Republic of Belarus for 28 years, and constantly
presents himself as the defender of the country’s independence and
sovereignty. Thereby, one can observe here the construction of a certain
genealogy - the Republic of Belarus becomes a positive continuation
of the BSSR, where the system of social protection, industrial produc-
tion, memory of the Great Patriotic War, etc. are preserved. Accordingly,
the period from 1991 to 1994 is viewed not as the beginning of inde-
pendent Belarusian statehood, but as a deviation from the natural line
of development, as a trauma caused by external forces.

Such declarative continuity with the experience of Soviet Belarusian
statehood should not conceal the ongoing changes, as Lukashenka’s
ideological and political project has its own logic for development,
where pragmatic objectives are much more important than maintain-
ing allegiance to the communist legacy. Many social guarantees were
revised, the socialist economy was transformed into a version of state
capitalism, the communist ideology was completely discarded, and
the pathos of revolutionary transformation and class struggle is com-
pletely alien to this government.

Contradictions in the interpretation of the transition period and in-
volvement in other commemorative initiatives has resulted in the Be-
larusian authorities actually refusing to celebrate the 30" anniversary
of the Republic of Belarus in any way. This means that in 2021, there
were no official events commemorating the anniversary: no parades, no
ceremonial concerts, no museum exhibitions, and no academic confer-
ences. Remarkably, Lukashenka’s traditional Independence Day greet-
ing in 2021 did not even mention the 30" anniversary of the Republic
of Belarus; there were only references to the Great Patriotic War. Solely
the 30™ anniversary of the collapse of the Soviet Union was perceived
as a proper occasion for reflection, primarily by the state media, which
turned to the traditional paradigm of a “major geopolitical catastrophe”.

Of particular importance in the interpretation of these events was
the question of responsibility: Who was to blame for the collapse
of the USSR? In this case, the dominant theme was that of “traitors”
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to characterise the country’s leadership. Here one can see the overlap
of the public discourse of the post-protest period, when supporters
of the authorities began to actively use the label “traitors” to discredit
their opponents for political purposes. In this rhetoric, protesters be-
tray the interests of their country, destroying order and well-being for
the sake of the goals of hostile Western countries, which in fact are
behind the protests and direct them. Such a logic of alienation allows
internal problems to be fully explained as being due to the intrigues
of external actors. An important symbolic mechanism for discrediting
“traitors” was also their identification with the collaborators of the Nazi
occupation period, which makes it possible to exploit the powerful emo-
tional resource of the Great Patriotic War. Parallels were drawn between
“Hitler’s servants” and the participants in the protests of summer and
autumn 2020 because they were all “traitors”.

The dissolution of the USSR in 1991 was discussed in a similar vein:
“The collapse of the USSR was primarily the result of the criminal in-
tentions or political impotence of the ruling elite of the Soviet Union”;?
“they had all been ‘staunch Communists’ for years and betrayed the par-
ty that had brought them to the top”.° Moreover, an emotional reference
to collaboration with the Nazis is used here too. Again, it is impossible
to avoid comparisons with the present, when the leadership of the Com-
munist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), which betrayed its country,
is contrasted with Aliaksandr Lukashenka, who showed radically dif-
ferent qualities in a situation of crisis.

Another important feature of the interpretation of the collapse
of the Soviet Union is the construction of the image of an “eternal ene-
my” from Western countries. The civilisational idea of the eternal op-

& Amutpuit Wamko, “Bavecnas laHunosuy o npuunHax pacnaga CCCP, BaxxHocTH
MEeXroCyAapCTBEHHbIX 06beMHEHNI U COXpaHeHUU CyBepeHuTeTa,” benapyce
cez00Hs, 26 fekabps 2021, nata o6paweHus 11.05.2022, https://www.sb.by/
articles/vmeste-my-silnee33.html.

°  Bapum lurun, “l06uneit, koTopblii He papyeTt,” benapyce ce2o00Hs, 8 pekabps 2021,
AaTa obpauweHus 16.09.2022, https://www.sb.by/articles/yubiley-kotoryy-ne-
raduet.html.
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position of the “Russian world” to the “collective West”, which was not
only built on alien values but is also constantly striving to dominate
the world, is resurrected. Accordingly, the disintegration of the Soviet
project is also seen primarily as deriving from the machinations of West-
ern intelligence services aimed at distracting the main rival to these
plans of domination. One can also see here parallels with the current
situation of the “hybrid war deployed by the so-called democratic
Western countries against the peoples of Belarus and Russia”,!° where
the West again appears as the main enemy of Belarusian statehood,
initiating protests and trying to strangle the country with sanctions.

From this perspective, the crisis phenomena during the last peri-
od of the Soviet Union’s existence are either downplayed or attribut-
ed to the failed/treacherous actions of the Soviet leadership. Thus,
the USSR could have renewed itself and continued to exist: “We can
argue that the Soviet system in the BSSR (maybe based on the Chinese
or on its own model) could have survived until now.”"* Destructive strat-
egies of disintegration are countered by integration projects — the Union
of Belarus and Russia, the Eurasian Economic Union - which appear
not only as a gradual restoration of the normative order, but also as an
important tool to withstand a hybrid war with the “collective West”.

Thereby, the 30" anniversary of the sovereignty of the Republic
of Belarus was virtually unnoticed in Belarus in 2021, due to a shift
in ideological emphases. However, for the pro-governmental politi-
cal rhetoric that “normalises” the cultural and political landscape,
the case of the collapse of the USSR proved significant, allowing for
a renewed condemnation of “traitors” and demonstrating the advan-
tages of Aliaksandr Lukashenka’s political course.

|

0 lWamko, “Bsvecnas [aHunoBuy o npuynHax pacnaga CCCP.”

" “Top6ayés pa3pywun CCCP? MueHue uctopuka Baguma Mruna,” CTB, A3apéHok.
TaliHbie npyxxuHbl nofumuku 2.0, 8 nekabps 2021, nata o6paweHns 11.10.2022,
http://www.ctv.by/gorbachyov-razrushil-sssr-mnenie-istorika-vadima-gigina.
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Russia as a Cultural Model

It should be noted that the new initiatives of the Belarusian authorities
also show considerable dependence on Russia in the field of cultural
policy. Many of Lukashenka’s policies have traditionally been borrowed
from Russia, and this dependence only increases with the growing in-
ternational isolation of Belarus. This can also be eloquently revealed
in the sphere of historical politics. The Russian influence is easily
visible in the initiation of the National Unity Day, as this holiday was
introduced in Russia back in 2004, and was also supposed to become
a substitute for the October Revolution celebration to some extent. But
sociological research in Russia demonstrates that the new holiday has
had little success in finding its place in the symbolic calendar of ordi-
nary Russians, and has not in fact fulfilled its task of strengthening
Russian collective identity. It is even more difficult to imagine National
Unity Day being able to unite the nation in Belarus.

The initiative to recognise the genocide of the Belarusian people by
the Nazis during the Great Patriotic War, which was launched in the pub-
lic space of Belarus in 2021, also borrows from Russia, where a group
of activists (the project “Without a Statute of Limitations”) is promoting
the idea of recognising the genocide of the Soviet people. In October
2020, for the first time in the practical experience of Russian legisla-
tion, the Saletsky Court of Novgorod Region recognised the mass murder
of Soviet citizens by the Nazis during the war to be a genocide. The fact
that this initiative was awarded the “Victory” National Prize and was
supported by the state news agency RIA Novosti is evidence of the con-
formity of its aspirations with those of the Russian authorities. Thus,
one can observe the pattern here, which includes prosecutors.

Russian historian and head of Historical Memory Foundation
Alexander Dyukov, who has been working actively in Belarus in recent
years, stands out as one of the main authors of the transfer of histor-
ical politics mechanisms from Russia to Belarus. Since 2010, he has
been compiling a database of burned Belarusian villages, in collabo-
ration with the Belarusian National Archives. However, what seemed
to be an archiving project has suddenly, in the last year, acquired
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a political dimension, as these studies have become a justification
for the concept of the genocide of the Belarusian people. It is worth
noting that this foundation is engaged in diverse activities aimed at
participation in the Belarusian historical consciousness. For example,
in September 2021, it published Alexander Dyukov’s book Heu3sgecmHuiil
Kanuwosckuil. IIponazanda HeHagucmu 1 n08CMAaHYeckull meppop Ha
benopycckux 3emnsx, 1862-64 zz. (“Unknown Kalinowski. Hate Prop-
aganda and Insurgency Terror in the Belarusian Lands, 1862-64").

But there is also a fundamental difference: while contemporary
Russia appeals to the supranational and political category of “Soviet
people” (although in practice, only crimes in the contemporary terri-
tory of the Russian Federation are dealt with), in Belarus there is an
obvious problem with the fact that “Belarusian people” has a long tra-
dition of being read and interpreted specifically in ethnic, not political,
categories. Moreover, if, for example, Russia recognises the “genocide
of the Soviet people”, then theoretically the crimes that took place on
the territory of Belarus should also be included there. Why, in that
case, should the genocide of the Belarusian people be singled out, and
what is the difference between the genocide of the Soviet people and
the genocide of the Belarusian people? These conceptual problems re-
main unaddressed.

In Search of Recognition

of the Genocide of the Belarusian People

The enormous importance attached by the Belarusian authorities
to the genocide of the Belarusian people raises the question of what
the aims of this initiative might be, and who should recognise this
genocide? Sometimes the idea that all criminals should be punished
irrespective of the time elapsed since the crime was committed is used
as a justification for addressing the subject of war crimes in Belarus.
But obviously, this reasoning looks rather weak: Who prevented the in-
vestigation of these crimes earlier (in the Soviet Union, this did indeed
take place)? Why, even after Lukashenka came to power almost 30 years
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ago, have the crimes only recently been remembered? Therefore,
to understand the reference to the topic of genocide, the internation-
al viewpoint is more suitable. After World War II, during the creation
of the new system of international security, the system of values was
completely changed. The victims received a privileged status, and
the word “genocide” thus became the measure of the highest recogni-
tion of such status. Accordingly, a struggle unfolded between differ-
ent countries as to which of them had the greater degree of traumatic
experience to be recognised by other states. Using this model, Israel
has achieved international recognition of the Holocaust tragedy, but
then other states started to operate on this model. Armenians began
to seek recognition of their genocide by the Turks during World War I;
Ukrainians have sought recognition of the Holodomor as a genocide
of the Ukrainian people; etc.

However, it is clear that the very question of recognising certain
crimes as genocide cannot be resolved solely at the national level.
The crucial thing is how the international community reacts to these
crimes, which, in its turn, depends on current relations with other
states, the presence of certain lobbying structures, mainly among
the representatives of diasporas, and so on. At the same time, the initi-
ative to recognise the genocide of the Soviet people, launched in Russia,
was pragmatically intended as a means of pressuring the internation-
al community. It is obvious that after the recognition of the genocide
of the Belarusian people at the national level as a relevant law, Belarus,
too, has the task of its international recognition; otherwise, the effect
of so much effort will be poor. But in a situation of growing interna-
tional isolation of the country, recognition of Belarus as a country-ag-
gressor, and conflict with the diasporas (and the list can go on), there
is almost no chance for other countries - except for Russia - to recognise
the genocide of the Belarusian people. So it will only be possible to use
this resource for internal propaganda, which is a rather weak result.

The law “On the Genocide of the Belarusian People” was adopted
very quickly: On 9 December 2021, a draft law was published; on 14 De-
cember it was approved by the House of Representatives; and on 5 Jan-
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uary 2022, the law was signed by Aliaksandr Lukashenka, after which
it came into force. What surprises the most in this case is the very short
time between the publication of the draft and its adoption by parlia-
ment with virtually no discussion or amendments. Meanwhile, there
are many inaccuracies and vague wordings in the law, which immedi-
ately provoked several sceptical reactions from Belarusian historians
in the independent media. The following omissions in the adopted law
were criticised:

1. Vague wording, a lack of a clear definition of the term “genocide”
itself — and in particular the criteria for “genocide denial”, which, ac-
cording to the new law results in criminal liability.

2. The practical identification in the text of the law (which is explic-
itly expressed in the chronological framework of the genocide - before
1951) of the extermination policy of the Nazis with the activities of na-
tionalist formations on the territory of Belarus. This virtually gives
grounds to subsume not only the Belarusian collaborationist structures,
but also the Polish, Ukrainian, and Lithuanian underground organi-
sations (the Home Army, the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists,
the Ukrainian Insurgent Army, etc.) under this law.

3. The lack of special consideration of the extermination policy by
the Nazis towards the Jews and the Roma, which leads to the practical
identification of different ethnic categories into a single all-encompass-
ing category of “Belarusian citizens” without the possibility of differ-
entiating the occupation policy.

4. The threat of the adopted legal regulations in terms of the possi-
bilities of free and critical professional historical study of World War II
period.

Regarding experts’ opinions, the general assessment of the law “On
the Genocide of the Belarusian People” was unequivocally negative,
but there was no coordinated reaction from the historical community.
It is possible that this was also due to the fear of a feasible repressive
reaction, especially since critics of the law were almost immediately
subjected to public defamation in the state media.
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Obviously, the vague formulations of the law leave it up to the judici-
ary to interpret what counts as genocide and especially what is genocide
denial. Nevertheless, during the first months after its adoption, the law
was not used as a repressive mechanism, leaving it open to the ques-
tion of how the law will work in practice to punish genocide denial.

The State Prosecutor’s Office of the Republic of Belarus was the main
state institution to take up the cause of the genocide of the Belarusian
people. However, the experience of Central and Eastern European coun-
tries has not been considered. For example, the elaboration of the “dark
pages” of the 20™ century history in Poland, Ukraine, and Slovakia
was made the responsibility of specially created Institutes of National
Memory in the respective countries. These institutions employ profes-
sional historians who have wide powers to regulate the archives and
initiate legal proceedings. In the Belarusian case, this task is almost
entirely monopolised by the power structures while professional his-
torians are sidelined.

As for the practical activities of the employees of the Prosecutor Gen-
eral’s Office, they were engaged throughout 2021 in searching for uni-
dentified World War II gravesites and interviewing potential witnesses
to war crimes. The means to publicise the investigative work done was
the creation of a special series of museum exhibitions throughout Be-
larus under the general title “Without a Statute of Limitations”, which
opened in almost all museums of all levels throughout the country.
These exhibitions included archival documents that testified to war
crimes, and also paid special attention to fresh finds of unrecorded
burials of victims.

It remains debatable to what extent the newly discovered evidence
of mass murders found by the Prosecutor General’s Office can lead
to a radical revision of the scale of atrocities. Conventionally speaking,
from the estimate “every fourth” person killed in Belarus during the war
adopted in the BSSR during the times of Piotr Masherau as first secretary
to “every third”, which has become a common formula in the Repub-
lic of Belarus in recent years. This requires discussions with profes-
sional historians, but for the moment the Prosecutor General’s Office
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isavoiding them, although it did announce an international conference
in Spring 2022, but then kept quiet on the subject.

The problematic aspect for the initiators of the case on the genocide
of the Belarusian people is international recognition: For the moment,
even Russia has not voiced its readiness to recognise the genocide.
The Prosecutor General’s Office is trying to work according to its usu-
al scheme, through sending out requests to find war criminals, which
in the context of the externally perceived lack of legitimacy of the judi-
cial system of the Republic of Belarus has had no practical effect, except
to give rise to another wave of accusations against the governments
of other countries of “supporting Nazism”. The only known controver-
sial issue is the position of Israel, which continues to cooperate with
Belarusian state structures, despite criticism from Israeli historians.
Nevertheless, in this respect also, support will clearly remain limited
(exclusively within the framework of the study of the implementation
of the Holocaust), and it is predictable that the genocide of the Bela-
rusian people will remain a matter of internal use and internal propa-
ganda. This indicates the extremely low level of effectiveness of this
initiative, despite the enormous resources invested in it.

Boom of the Past - the Year of Historical Memory
Another important initiative by the Belarusian state in terms of histori-
cal politics was the designation of 2022 as the Year of Historical Memory.
This in turn continued the symbolic politics of recoding national iden-
tity by appealing to historical resources. As mentioned above, 2021 was
held under the title of the Year of National Unity aimed at strengthening
the symbolic unity of the Belarusian nation by referring to the unifica-
tion of the Belarusian people within the BSSR after the entry of Soviet
troops into the territory of Western Belarus in September 1939.

The Year of Historical Memory was announced during Aliaksandr
Lukashenka’s New Year’s greeting address:
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Belarus remembers the lessons of the past. Therefore, in the past year,
together we have revived the tradition to celebrate the date of reunifi-
cation of the Belarusian lands. National Unity Day has become a state
holiday — one of the symbols of the establishing of the Belarusian na-
tion state. This is our land, this is our destiny, this is our history. And
only we will rule it. It cannot be changed as long as an inextinguishable
flame of love for the Motherland burns inside each of us. In setting new
goals, we know that we cannot foresee everything, but it is in our power
in the coming year to define for ourselves the main thing. This is what
should be in the memory of generations and in the hearts of everyone.
These are our real sources, the life-giving power that for centuries has
nurtured and shaped our spiritual and moral world. From it, even to-
day, we draw wisdom, experience, and faith in ourselves. That is why
2022 will be the Year of Historical Memory.™

Noteworthy is the fact that the New Year address itself virtually
lacks any specifics regarding the content of the Year of Historical Mem-
ory, only talking about strengthening the collective national identity
on the basis of historical memory. Decree No. 1 “On the Proclamation
of 2022 as the Year of Historical Memory” of 1 January 2022 did not add
any more clarity either. The document only directs the responsible state
institutions to develop an action plan for the current year. It should
be emphasised that while the Council of Ministers is the first, the sec-
ond on the list of the responsible institutions for the Year of Historical
Memory is the Prosecutor General’s Office. However, this becomes quite
understandable if one remembers that actually this same institution
has taken control of the implementation of the law “On the Genocide
of the Belarusian People”. The proclamation of the Year of Historical
Memory and Aliaksandr Lukashenka’s signature of the Genocide Law
practically coincided in time (1 and 5 January), which demonstrates
the close connection between these initiatives.

|
2. “HoeorogHee o6paleHue MpesuaeHTa Pecny6bauku benapycs.”
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Soon afterwards (on 6 January), at the special session on the “im-
plementation of the historical politics”, Lukashenka announced in his
speech the new outlines of the programme of the historical past in-
terpretation by the Belarusian state. The speech is quite interesting,
as it practically does not touch upon the already tried and understood
interpretation of the Great Patriotic War, but pays much attention to oth-
er periods of Belarusian history, about which the Belarusian authorities
lacked a transparent and definite position. The Principalities of Polatsk
and Turau have been pointed out as the longest period of Belarusian his-
tory to have been undeservedly relegated to the background. However,
the meeting offered no cardinal answer to the question: Were these prin-
cipalities independent or should they be seen as a part of Kievan Rus?

The complication of relations with Poland and Lithuania in recent
years was perceived as an immediate pretext for a “nationalist” revision
of the past, and to reject the “externally imposed” interpretations. But
the treatment of the periods of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania (GDL) and
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth looks radically different. It has
been suggested that the GDL should be considered as a state dominated
by the Belarusian/Russian/Slavic element:

And take the Grand Duchy of Lithuania. Modern Lithuanians have actual-
ly privatised the legacy of this state formation. But what was Lithuanian
there? The language was ours, and the Constitution — the Statute —
was written in it. The predominant faith was Orthodoxy. The territory
consisted of mainly Belarusian, Ukrainian, partially Russian lands.
80% of the people were ours. Slavs. And these are the basic attribu-
tes and signs of statehood. Moreover, when the Principality of Polatsk
and the Principality of Turau thundered throughout Europe as centres
of spirituality and enlightenment, the ancestors of the Lithuanians were
still living in the darkness of paganism and had a primitive economy.”

|
B “JlykalleHKO BbICTYMWUA 33 afAeKBATHYH OLEHKY MCTOPUYECKUX Mepuonos,
Bkato4an spemeHa BKJT n Peyn Mocnonutoii,” besima, 6 auBapsa 2022, paTa
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Here one can trace a logical continuation of the trend towards the na-
tionalisation of the ancient past, which has been slowly observed
in recent years in Belarus, and which has been most clearly manifest-
ed in the release of a new wave of textbooks on Belarusian history. For
instance, the textbook on the history of Belarus for grade 6, published
in 2016, emphasised the cultural and economic domination of the Be-
larusian lands in the GDL. In this anti-Lithuanian interpretation
of the history of the GDL, borrowings from the “Western Russian” nar-
rative of the 19™ century are also evident. Such important figures for
Belarusian state policy in education and science as Ihar Marzaliuk and
Vadzim Gigin openly consider themselves followers of this narrative.

If the period of the GDL was interpreted through the strategy of “ap-
propriation”, the period of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was
dominated by a strategy of “alienation”:

Let’s, for example, call the period of the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth in history textbooks, and in castle and museum expositions,
the occupation of the Belarusian land by the Poles. Ethnocide of the Be-
larusians. But what was it for our ancestors? Native language, culture,
faith were banned. Magnates used to trade Belarusian peasants for

dogs. But the people survived and preserved their identity.”

The critical attitude towards the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth
has a long tradition: It dominated the imperial historiography, was
adopted during the formation of national historiography, and prevailed
during the Soviet period, when “Polish” was identified with “Polish
landowner”. In fact, it was only in the independent Republic of Belarus

obpaueHns 11.05.2022, https://www.belta.by/president/view/lukashenko-
vystupil-za-adekvatnuju-otsenku-istoricheskih-periodov-vkljuchaja-vremena-
vkl-i-rechi-478283-2022/.

% Ansikceit Nlactoycki, “BapTaHHe «foyrait reHeanorii» § WKOMbHbIA NafpyYHiKi na
rictopbli benapyci,” The Ideology and Politics Journal, no. 2 (13) (2019): 74.

" Ibid.
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that the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth period was revised in a pos-
itive way, as an integral part of Belarusian history, and the historical
figures of Tadeusz KoSciuszko and members of the Radziwitt family
were gradually introduced into the Belarusian national pantheon. But
with the deterioration of relationship with Poland and accusations
of the Polish and Catholic minority representatives of swaying the pro-
tests directed from the outside, we see a kind of backlash. On the whole,
the attitude to the ancient history of Belarus, voiced at the meeting by
Lukashenka, in its major points is consonant with the “Western Rus-
sian” version of history developed in the 19" century, which was sup-
posed to reconcile local identity and loyalty to imperial authorities.
It is obvious that this version of historical politics aims to further de-
velop confrontation with Poland and Lithuania, and at the same time
will lead to stronger rapprochement with Russia.

However, the effect of these claims should not be exaggerated.
It is quite difficult to completely change the interpretation of history,
which has been developed consistently over the last century and a half.
It requires enormous intellectual resources, the production of mono-
graphs, popularisation at all levels of cultural production, etc. So far,
the authorities rely on the inputs of a few historians (Ihar Marzaliuk,
Vadzim Gigin, Viachaslau Danilovich), which is clearly not enough
to implement such a complex task. Breaking the “national paradigm”
is only possible through a rather long process of educating a new gen-
eration of historians, but it is unclear whether Lukashenka has such
a resource of time. Obviously, though, a Year of Historical Memory
is not enough for that. It is also unclear what to do in such a case with
the huge resources spent on restoration and renewal of historical mon-
uments, castles, and palaces, as well as creation of new monuments.

Vadzim Gigin tried to intercept the main role in defining the out-
lines of a “new history” for Belarus. From his position as a dean
of the Belarusian State University, he was reassigned to the reanima-
tion of the “Knowledge” Society, which had led an almost unnotice-
able existence since Soviet times. As a new communication format,
Gigin chose a mode of weekly videos with discussion of controversial
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and debatable topics of Belarusian history (“Polish uprising” of 1863,
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth period, Joseph Stalin and Bela-
rus). But even with full-scale promotion through state media the videos
did not gather an extraordinary number of views. It is still debatable
whether such a media platform is capable to radically change the sit-
uation in the field of Belarus history which consists of a huge amount
of research, popularisation works, and a well-developed infrastructure
of historical heritage.

On the whole, the declaration of the Year of Historical Memory was
perceived by the state bureaucratic machine as another occasion to hold
obligatory events of patriotic and educational nature in the sphere
of culture and education. Under the banner of the Year of Historical
Memory, a range of completely different events were arranged: an exhi-
bition on the history of the creation of the National Museum of History,
educational lectures at the National Library, and a ball in the Drucki-
Lubecki Palace. Nevertheless, the vast majority of the activities carried
out were related to the theme of the Great Patriotic War.

Conclusion

Belarus’ entry into the war in Ukraine on Russia’s side has not led
to a fundamental revision of historical politics, which was already set
up to confront the Western world and exploit the theme of the Great
Patriotic War to the maximum. Only certain tendencies intensified:
Russian aggression with Belarusian support led to a new acute con-
frontation with the Western world and, as a consequence, the Great
Patriotic War began to be understood as a confrontation between the So-
viet/Russian/Slavic world and all of Western Europe. Any mention
of the Allies’ participation came to be perceived as belittling the feat
of arms of the Soviet people; hence the common sin outside the Rus-
sian-Belarusian alliance was to “rewrite history”. The new formula
of the genocide of the Belarusian people proved extremely convenient
for accusing all foreign adversaries of harbouring a perennial desire
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to destroy all Belarusians, the only obstacle to which was the irresist-
ible figure of Aliaksandr Lukashenka.

However, the sociopolitical split within Belarus has only intensi-
fied; the war has forced everyone to articulate their values. Attempts
to bring the nation together have not worked; instead, one can observe
the virtual disintegration of a once-united society into two parallel
worlds, between which no dialogue is now possible. Historical politics
has greatly contributed to this confrontation, reinforcing the bounda-
ries of the communities, but without deciding what to do with the rest
of the citizens of Belarus, who have no place in the newly created po-
litical model.

Translated by Hanna Bazhenova



Chapter 7

The Politics of Memory in Belarus
after 2020: Securitisation,
Memorial Laws,
Instrumentalisation of History

Aliaksei Bratachkin

Following the 2020 mass protests in Belarus and the attempts by the po-
litical regime of Aliaksandr Lukashenka to suppress them, a new situa-
tion in the field of memory culture and memory politics has emerged.
Some of the historians who took part in the protest movement have
been dismissed from academic and educational institutions, and cen-
sorship and propaganda relying on certain interpretations of the past
have increased significantly. The political instrumentalisation of his-
tory and manipulation using the theme of World War II have reached
a maximum. One example is the construction of a link between the pro-
testing opponents of the regime and the legacy of World War II collabo-
ration, as well as the political promotion of the discourse of “genocide
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of the Belarusian people” carried out during World War Il and planned
by the “collective West” today.!

Although not on the same a scale, all these phenomena (dismissals,
censorship, propaganda) have taken place in the history of Aliaksandr
Lukashenka’s authoritarian regime in Belarus before, startingin 1994,
but one can now speak of a number of changes that create a new con-
text for analysing the culture of memory and the politics of memory
in Belarus. What kind of changes are these? It is above all the trans-
formation of state memory politics into a subject of special concern for
the political regime through its securitisation and the institutionalisa-
tion of extraordinary measures in 2021-22; in particular, the adoption
of a number of laws that fall partly under the definition of “memorial”,
e.g. the law “On the Genocide of the Belarusian People”, amendments
to the law “On Countering Extremism”, and the law “On Preventing
the Rehabilitation of Nazism”.

One of the consequences of the securitisation of memory politics
is the transfer of the right of expertise and to create interpretations
of history from the academic community to representatives of the power
structures. In turn, these interpretations of politically sensitive topics,
which emerge from the power structures, are then legitimised through
speeches by pro-government propagandist historians and disseminat-
ed through the state media and the education system. Also, these in-
terpretations only take the form of historical discourse, being outright
propaganda.

This chapter focuses on how the process of securitisation of mem-
ory politics in Belarus is taking place and analyses the new laws and
“images” of history that are taking shape in the public space following
the 2020 protests.

' This idea is being spread by the state propaganda in Belarus and is presented
in the 2022 edition under the title leHoyud 6enopycckozo Hapoda: uHgopma-
YUOHHO-aHaaumuyeckue mamepuassl u dokymenmesl, which is the subject of this
chapter.
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Securitisation and “Memory Studies”: General Aspects
In political science research and the study of international relations,
the concept of “securitisation” has been actively interpreted by repre-
sentatives of the Copenhagen School, Barry Buzan, Ole Weever, and other
scholars. They placed the issue of “securitisation” within the framework
of a constructivist approach, identified the main sectors of securitisa-
tion — military, economic, social, and others — defining “securitisation”
as an “extreme version of politicisation” in which a problem is present-
ed as an “existential threat” that requires emergency measures and
justifies going beyond usual political procedures.?

Gradually, with the development of “security studies”, an inter-
disciplinary approach began to emerge and works appeared in which
the issue of securitisation was linked to the field of memory politics
and the analysis of memory culture in general. In 2015, Maria Mdlksoo
proposed the introduction of the concept of “mnemonical security” -
“the idea that distinct understandings of the past should be fixed
in public remembrance and consciousness in order to buttress an actor’s
stable sense of self as the basis of its political agency”. She criticises
this discourse by showing that it leads to a specific situation: a certain
interpretation of the past is seen as a kind of core of a state’s “biograph-
ical narrative”, something that is “misrepresented”, for example by ex-
ternal actors whose interpretation of the past is seen as “existentially
endangering” for that state. This, in turn, leads to an increase in and
reproduction of “mutual insecurities and... historical animosities”
in international relations.>

In 2018, the collection of articles Memory and Securitization in Con-
temporary Europe appeared, edited by Vlad Strukov and Victor Apry-
shchenko. It examined different aspects of “securitisation” through
examples of domestic and foreign policy cases, focusing predominantly

2 Barry Buzan, Ole Weever and Jaap de Wilde, Security: A New Framework for Analysis
(Boulder, Colo: Lynne Rienner Pub., 1998), 1-21.

3 Maria Mélksoo, ““Memory must be defended’: Beyond the politics of mnemonical
security,” Security Dialogue 46, no. 3 (June 2015): 221-237.
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on the interaction between the discourses of memorialisation and
securitisation. The editors consider “securitisation” as both a series
of “threats” which are “social constructs that evolve in time” and also
as “a speech act wherein power is derived from the use of particular
words, statements, and signs, and in conformity with the existing rules
of governing”. The authors of the book focus mainly on the actors of se-
curitisation and various securitisation strategies, including a subject
which has previously received less attention: attempts to produce an
influence through art, film, etc.*

This chapter examines the securitisation of memory politics in Belarus
by analysing a series of “statements” by representatives of the political
regime, which formulate “threats” to the security of the existing order
and propose various “emergency measures” through which attempts
are made to extinguish these threats. The aforementioned “threats”
are of a particular nature and are primarily linked to attempts to com-
bat those who try to criticise state-supported interpretations of his-
tory through extraordinary measures, in particular, by the adoption
of “memorial” laws.

Securitisation of Memory Politics in Belarus

The securitisation of memory politics in Belarus appears to be direct-
ly linked to the political transformation of the authoritarian regime.
While previously such terms as “electoral authoritarianism” were used
to define this regime, which was meant to demonstrate the semblance
of the institution of “elections”, after the events of 2020 and the loss
of legitimacy experts started using the concept of “junta”, “sultanist
regime”, and so on. In that way, they emphasised the dramatically in-

creased role of representatives of power structures in state governance.

|

4 Vlad Strukov and Victor Apryshchenko, “Introduction,” in Memory and
Securitization in Contemporary Europe, ed. Vlad Strukov and Victor Apryshchenko
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 1-22.
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The securitisation of memory politics was the result not only of internal
changes, but also of changes in the foreign policy context. Since that
time, the closest neighbouring countries, such as Poland and Lithua-
nia, have become major enemies of the political regime.

Even before the aforementioned events took place, back in Au-
gust 2019, an issue of the Presidential Administration’s magazine
Benapyckas dymka (Belarusian Thought) was published® in which an
article entitled “K Bompocy 06 uctopuyeckoii monutuxe” (About the Is-
sue of Historical Politics) appeared. Its authors were professional his-
torians Aliaksandr Kavalenia and Viachaslau Danilovich, respectively
former and current heads of the Institute of History of the Academy
of Sciences of Belarus, as well as, most characteristically, two repre-
sentatives of power structures, Deputy State Secretary of the Security
Council of the Republic of Belarus Major General Uladzimir Archakau
and Head of the Information and Analytical Department of the State
Secretariat of the Security Council of the Republic of Belarus Aliaksei
Ban’kouski, PhD in Law.5

In the article, the authors tried to create a canon of “correct” inter-
pretations of history in Belarus, defining historical politics as a task
of the state:

The main purpose of state historical politics is to prevent attempts
to distort and interpret historical facts and events to the detriment
of national self-awareness, the authority of the nation (people), and
to form optimal approaches to the historical past and ensure their po-
sitive perception by society.”

> Duringthe USSR period, this magazine was published under the title KommyHucm
benapycu (Communist of Belarus).

6 InJuly 2022, Uladzimir Archakau was dismissed from his post.

7 Bnaoumup ApuakoB, Anekceii baHbkoBCKkuii, Bauecnas [Jauunoeuy u Anek-
caHap KosaneHs, “K Bonpocy 06 uctopuyeckoin nonutuke,” beanapyckas dymka,
Ne 8 (2019): 4.
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The authors also mentioned an earlier document, the “Concept of Na-
tional Security”, which as early as in 2010 referred to the connection
between interpretations of history and the problem of “national secu-
rity”: “Paragraph 27 of the National Security Concept of the Republic
of Belarus identifies attempts to revise history in a biased manner
as a major potential or actual threat to national security.”®

In addition, the article lists fourteen points concerning “wrong” in-
terpretations of history. When it comes to the history of the 20" century,
special attention is paid to the history of the national movement, World
War II, and the Soviet past in general. According to the authors, it is im-
possible to allow, for example, “artificial overemphasis of the tragedy
of political repressions of the 1920s-1930s in order to indiscriminately
denigrate the Soviet past of Belarus”, or “silencing of the achievements
of Belarus during the Soviet period and highlighting its shortcomings
in order to create a negative image of the Soviet past”.’

The very appearance of the article “K Bompocy 06 uctopuueckoii
monuTuke” was, to a certain extent, symptomatic. Since the early 2000s,
Belarus has attempted to implement a project of “ideology of Belarusian
statehood”, which essentially consisted of propaganda on the achieve-
ments of the authoritarian regime after 1994. Through school and
university education (including history education), the state media
constructed certain images of history in the public space, which had
to be shared by all Belarusians. However, the former ideological mo-
nopoly of the late USSR period had already become impossible, and
the spread of social networks and new media, access to the Internet,
and the availability of independent publishing projects created a new
infrastructure for the dissemination of counter-narratives of history.

Overall, the politics of memory in Belarus after the election of Aliak-
sandr Lukashenka in 1994 gradually turned into a discourse of power,
from which independent actors were practically excluded. Nevertheless,

& Ibid., 4.
° Ibid., 9.
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there were still opportunities for the public representation of the coun-
ter-narratives of memory and history, and periods of increased censor-
ship and propaganda alternated with periods of “liberalisation”.

One such period of “liberalisation” began after Russia’s annexation
of Crimea and the events in eastern Ukraine in 2013-14. In order to ex-
pand electoral support and to simulate the sustainability of the regime
to external actors, the authoritarian regime then attempted to appro-
priate the rhetoric of the political opposition, including its historical
narratives. For instance, in 2018, the Belarusian authorities permitted
public celebrations in Minsk and some other cities of the 100™ anniver-
sary of the establishment of the Belarusian People’s Republic (BPR).
This state formation was a non-communist version of Belarusian state-
hood that arose before the declaration of the communist Belarusian
Soviet Socialist Republic. Although riot police surrounded the 100™
anniversary celebration area in the centre of Minsk, the public nature
of the commemoration was perceived by society as certain recognition
by the authorities of the significance of the history of the BPR.

Moreover, a monument to victims of Stalinist repression in Kura-
paty near Minsk was finally unveiled in 2018, however, the competition
to install it was not open. It’s worthy of note that the authorities made
promises to the public to erect the monument back in the late 1980s,
before the collapse of the USSR. Since 1988, Kurapaty has been the site
of political and peaceful protests related to the desire to commemorate
the victims of Stalinism and to preserve Kurapaty as a site of memory.
During Lukashenka’s rule, the conservation of this space has often been
threatened. The protests and defence of Kurapaty involved the political
opposition, which the authorities tried to counter by force. The instal-
lation of the monument in 2018 meant on the one hand that public
pressure was playing its part in maintaining historical memory, but on
the other hand also represented an attempt to establish control over
interpretations of history; and the very appearance of the monument
should have ended dangerous discussions about state violence, as well
as about political and historical responsibility for the Stalinist period.
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In the 2000s, two themes were always at the top of the agenda
in the official politics of memory. These were the memory of World
War II and the glorification of the history of the authoritarian regime
after 1994. The memory of World War II, as before, was within the for-
mer Soviet framework of “the Great Patriotic War”, although the nar-
rative itself was partially “nationalised”. It referred not to the Soviet
people as participants in the war, but to the Belarusians, or, at least,
to the Soviet Belarusians.

Starting from the late 1980s and the collapse of the USSR, the mod-
ern history of Belarus has in fact been transformed into an apologia for
the existing political regime. One could observe the erasure of the var-
iation of history and all its episodes up to 1994 from social memory.
This trend has been evident for a long time. One example of this was
the creation back in 2011 of the Museum of Contemporary Belarusian
Statehood in Minsk, where the entire focus was on events in Belarus’
history after Lukashenka came to power in 1994.

The period between 2014 and 2019 has often been referred
to in the independent media as a period of “soft Belarusisation”, al-
luding to the liberal policies of the authoritarian regime, including
on issues of history and identity. At that time, experts suggested that
a certain consensus was forming in Belarus. The emerging narrative
of history included different periods, albeit with specific interpretations,
and the Soviet period of history was not the only point of reference.!®

However, as we can see from the article “K Bompocy 06 ucropuyeckoi
monutuxe”, back in 2019 there were already signs that the authoritari-
an regime was returning to its usual methods of controlling the public
sphere, including attempts to establish control over interpretations
of history. This turn was most likely due to the need to prepare for
the next presidential election campaign, which mainly took place in late

|

0 Anekceit JlactoBckuit, “MonnTuka namaTti: nepcnektusbl ana benapycu,” Euro-
belarus.info, 13 anpens 2021, fata o6palieHus 22.06.2022, https://eurobelarus.
info/news/analytics/2021/04/13/politika-pamyati-perspektivy-dlya-belarusi.html.
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spring to summer 2020. It should be noted that against the backdrop
of events in Ukraine, Lukashenka’s “reelection” in 2015 occurred al-
most without protests. At the same time in 2020, the largest protest
movement in the history of independent Belarus took place. Its emer-
gence, followed by the imposition of repressive policies by the author-
ities, changed the entire political and social landscape in the country.

Confrontations between security forces and protesters began to occur
after election day on 9 August 2020. People took to the streets in Minsk
and other cities and joined mass marches. The urban space of the capital
was taken over by protests; the majority of mass actions, for example,
were centred around the new building of the Museum of the History
of the Great Patriotic War opened in 2014. However, the protests did not
touch upon the topic of the history of the war in any way; all the slo-
gans of the initial stage of the protests were mainly oriented towards
the political agenda.

From a symbolic point of view, the protest needed a context and
references that would suggest the idea of the political subjectivity
of the community, as opposed to markers of support for authoritar-
ian power. The protest was visually framed by the symbols that had
been used by the state during 1991-95 and had become official sym-
bols of the BPR as early as 1918. First of all, there was the white-red-
white flag. While at the initial stage of the electoral campaign in 2020,
the protesters used this flag rather rarely, from August 2020 onwards
it became the main symbol of the protest. On social media, messaging
apps, and local chat groups before the mass marches, protesters argued
about which symbols should represent them. They would often choose
new elements on a white-red-white background.

Historian Iryna Ramanava describes this situation, while referring
to the idea of a split in historical memory in the community:

The events of 2020 actualised the confrontation in the sphere of his-
torical memory as well. Two narratives collided in society: an official
one (the “pro-Soviet” one, oriented to the cult of the Great Patriotic
War) and an “opposition” one (formed outside state structures and
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institutions). The physical embodiments of this struggle were important
places of memory for each of these narratives: the Museum of the Gre-
at Patriotic War for the former, and the site of the mass shootings and
burials of Stalinist victims in Kurapaty for the latter."

The regime’s propaganda immediately began to use tried-and-tested

methods. Just as in the mid-1990s, it identified protest with attempts
to “desecrate” shrines associated with the memory of the “Great Pa-
triotic War”. The main thesis of the propaganda was the comparison
of the 2020 protesters with the collaborators of the Nazi regime during
World War II. On 23 August 2020, a message appeared on the official
Telegram channel of the Ministry of Defence of the Republic of Belarus
(peculiarities of its writing have been retained):

|
il

Inits last war, Belarus lost one of every three citizens and was virtually
wiped out off the face of the earth!! Thousands of memorials and mo-
numents have been created in our country as signs of sorrow, sadness
and remembrance. For us they have always been and remain sacred
places! People have always come to them to bow, to pray, and to lay
flowers to the fallen defenders of the Motherland! We the military will
not allow any desecration of these places, there is no place for fascism!

WE CANNOT LOOK QUIETLY AT THE FLAGS UNDER WHICH FASCISTS
ORGANISED MASS MURDERS OF BELARUSIANS, RUSSIANS, JEWS, AND
PEOPLE OF OTHER ETHNICITIES - TODAY, THEY ORGANISE DEMON-
STRATIONS IN THESE HOLY PLACES. WE CANNOT ALLOW THAT TO
HAPPEN! THAT IS WHY, FROM TODAY, WE ARE TAKING THEM UNDER

OUR PROTECTION.

WpuHa PomaHoBa, “BoiiHa MMPOB: 3Haku, CUMBOAbI, MecTa namaTu (benapyco,
2020),” Ab Imperio, no. 3 (2020): 281.
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WE CATEGORICALLY WARN YOU: IF YOU VIOLATE ORDER AND PEACE
IN THESE PLACES, YOU WILL HAVE TO DEAL NOT WITH THE POLICE,
BUT WITH THE ARMY."

They set up barbed wire fences and army patrols around the Museum
of the History of the Great Patriotic War, demonstrating the implemen-
tation of the policy announced in this propaganda message. The very
threats to use the army to suppress the protest, as well as the immedi-
ate militarisation of part of the security forces, including Aliaksandr
Lukashenka and his 16-year-old son Mikalai who took up an automatic
rifle, demonstrated the extraordinary nature of the events.

Later in the propaganda discourse and speeches of regime repre-
sentatives, the theme of “history” has always been linked to the notion
of “security”. The term “historical politics” also began to be actively
used. In January 2022 at a specially convened meeting “On the imple-
mentation of the historical politics”, Aliaksandr Lukashenka said that

we must recognise that the pages of national history have turned into
an information battlefield. And it didn’t happen today. Our historical
politics is now a strategy of self-preservation in the context of the glo-
bal redistribution of spheres of influence in the world. It is a factor
of national security.”

As part of the official politics of memory after 2020, the authori-
ties tried to impose their own interpretations of what had happened.
Almost immediately, in 2021 school history textbooks were published

2. Hactacbs 3aHbko “MuUHMCTEPCTBO 060POHbLI Npeaynpeamno 0 NpoTecTax B «CBA-
LLeHHbIX MecTax»: «byaete umeTb aeno c apmueitn,” Onliner, 23 aBrycta 2020, fata
obpauieHus 23.06.2022, https://people.onliner.by/2020/08/23/ministerstvo-
oborony-predupredilo-o-protestax.

B “JlykalWeHKo Ha3Ban UCTOPUYECKYID MOAUTUKY PaKkTOpOM HaLMOHaNbHOI 6e-
3onacHoctu benapycm,” Belta, 6 sauBapa 2022, nata obpaweHus 19.06.2022,
https://www.belta.by/president/view/lukashenko-nazval-istoricheskuju-politiku-
faktorom-natsionalnoj-bezopasnosti-belarusi-478282-2022/.
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that claimed that the 9 August 2020 election ended with 80.1% sup-
port for Aliaksandr Lukashenka. The sections about the Great Patriotic
War empathised the use of white-red-white armbands and flags, as well
as the symbol of the “Pahonia” (“Chase”)' by the collaborators and their
participation under these symbols in punitive operations, although no
such documented facts have been established. It was indicated that
the introduction of the white-red-white flag and the “Pahonia” coat
of armsin 1991 as the state symbols of independent Belarus took place
without a referendum, by an ordinary decision of parliament.’® When
it came to school education, one of the innovations was the emphasis
on “patriotic education” and the creation of military-patriotic clubs at
military units for schoolchildren, as well as the opening of “146 mili-
tary-patriotic camps” during school holidays.®

Prosecutor General Andrei Shved became one of the main spokesper-
sons and actors of the securitised politics of memory. He was appointed
to this position in September 2020, when the protest movement was
still active in the public space. With Shved’s participation, in April
2021 a criminal case “On the genocide of the Belarusian people dur-
ing the Great Patriotic War” was started and a large-scale questioning
of witnesses began. Among them were various categories of war victims
forced to interact with officials against the background of repressive
policies towards the whole of society (according to official data, around
14,500 people were interrogated during that year).”

% “Pahonia” is a symbol of the Belarusian national movement of the early
20t century, the BPR coat of arms.

> AnekcaHap B. Kacosuu, Hatanbsa B. Bapa6aw, Anekcanap A. Kop3tok, Buta-
nuii A. Moutoc, Nasen A. Matiow v AHapeii . ConoebaHoB, Mcmopus Benapycu,
XIX — Hayano XXI 8.: y4ebHoe nocobue 015 11 knacca yypexoeHuli 06wie20 cpedHe-
20 06pA308AHUSA C PYCCKUM A3bIKOM 06y4eHus (C INeKMpPOHHbIM NPUOXKeHueM 015
noabIlWeHH020 yposHs), pea. Anekcanap Kacosuy n Angpeit ConosbsHos (MuHck:
W3paTtenbckuit ueHTp bry, 2021), 40-42, 50, 132-134.

6 “Benopycckux feTeit MaccoBO y4aT CTPeNATh U «6bITb NATpUOTaMmu». BHyTpeHHMe
BOWMCKa OTKPbIAK yike 17 kny60oB u 146 narepeii,” Zerkalo, 7 wtons 2022, pata 06-
paleHuna 20.07.2022, https://news.zerkalo.io/life/17455.html.

7 “Bbonee 14 TbiC. CBUAETENE JONPOLIEHbI MO ANy O reHouuie HaceneHus be-
napycu B roabl BOB,” Belta, 29 anpens 2022, pata obpaweHus 21.07.2022,
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One of the outcomes of this criminal case became the emergence
of publications by the state media claiming that Belarus cannot achieve
the extradition of Nazi criminals from Poland and Lithuania and the pub-
lic speeches by the Prosecutor General himself in which he reported falsi-
fied information that “Polish President Duda’s grandfather was involved
in the activities of a Ukrainian punitive battalion”.!® Moreover, in 2022 one
thousand copies of “mass-political publication” Genocide of the Belaru-
sian People: Informational and Analytical Materials and Documents was
published, edited by Andrei Shved. An abstract from this manual states:

The book includes referential/analytical and documentary materials on
the genocide of the Belarusian people during the Great Patriotic War,
the post-war period, and the use of Nazi ideology by the participants
in the coup attempt in Belarus in 2020..."

The very promotion of the discourse of “genocide of the Belarusian
people” was meant to create imaginary enemies inside and outside
the country. The internal enemies were the protesters in 2020; the ex-
ternal enemies were the “collective West” imposing sanctions.

“Memorial Laws” and Synchronisation

with Memory Politics in Russia

According to representatives of the regime, the emergency nature
of the situation required the adoption of appropriate legislation, which

https://www.belta.by/society/view/bolee-14-tys-svidetelej-doprosheny-po-delu-
o-genotside-naselenija-belarusi-v-gody-vov-499050-2022/.

' Wnbsa bep, “MpaBaa nu, uyto fef npesuaenta Monbwu AHpxes Oyabl 6611 da-
wucTckum kapatenem?”, Delfi, 27 utoHa 2022, pata obpaweHus 20.07.2022,
https://rus.delfi.ee/statja/120027258/pravda-li-chto-ded-prezidenta-polshi-
andzheya-dudy-byl-fashistskim-karatelem.

Y Anekcanpp llBen, pea., leHoyud 6enopycckozo Hapooa: UHGHOPMAYUOHHO-AHA-
aumuyeckue mamepuansl u 0okymedsmsl = Genocide of the Belarusian People:
Informational and Analytical Materials and Documents (Munck: benapycs, 2022).
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was quickly created. In June 2021, Lukashenka approved amendments
to the law “On Countering Extremism”, in May of the same year he
signed the law “On Preventing the Rehabilitation of Nazism”, and
in January 2022, the law “On the Genocide of the Belarusian People”
came into force.

The term “extremism” was in fact applied to all manifestations
of dissent while at the same time being interpreted completely arbitrar-
ily. For example, a number of publications were declared “extremist”
post factum, long after they were published. Such a fate befell a col-
lection of interviews Benopycckas HayuoHanvHas udes (“Belarusian
National Idea”) which was prepared by Dzmitry Lukashuk and Maksim
Goriunov, employees of Euroradio (as this media outlet was declared
“extremist”). Interviews including those with historians were collected
and published back during the period of the so-called “soft Belarusisa-
tion” and they were broadcast legally in radio programmes.

Of particular interest is Article 6 of this law which lists 15 “subjects
of countering the rehabilitation of Nazism”. At the top of the list are
“the state internal affairs services, state security services, prosecution
services, border control services, customs offices, state protection ser-
vices, the Investigative Committee...”, and almost at the very bottom
of the list is the National Academy of Sciences. The latter represents,
as one should assume, the entire academic community, which is pre-
cisely the sector that should have been giving qualified opinions if
the situation were different. This article is an example of how public
policy issues are being prioritised today and how the securitisation
discourse is being institutionalised.

The law “On the Genocide of the Belarusian People” was not public-
ly discussed by any actors and was initiated by bureaucrats. The law
gives the following definition of “genocide”:

Atrocities committed by Nazi criminals and their accomplices, natio-
nalist organisations during the Great Patriotic War and in the post-war
period aimed at the systematic physical destruction of the Belarusian
people by means of murder and other acts recognised as genocide
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in accordance with the legislative acts and norms of international law,
are to be considered the genocide of the Belarusian people.

The law also states that “the post-war period for the purposes of this
law shall mean the period up to 31 December 1951” and “for the pur-
poses of this article the Belarusian people shall mean Soviet citizens
who lived in the territory of the Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic
during the Great Patriotic War and (or) the post-war period”.?

A number of independent historians have spoken critically about
this law. Leonid Smilovitsky (Belarus/Israel) pointed out that one can-
not equate terror and genocide, or the punitive operations that took
place as a reaction to the guerrilla movement and the premeditated
measures to implement the Holocaust.? In the opinion of historian
Alexander Friedman (Belarus/Germany), the chronological framework
of genocide in the law (22 June 1941 to 31 December 1951) excludes
the problematising of the initial period of the war (1939-41) and the is-
sue of Stalinist repressions. Moreover, the crimes of the Holocaust are
“dissolved” in the law.? Historian Aliaksandr Pashkevich (Belarus)
believes that this is how the authorities are trying to “tie” anti-Soviet
resistance to Nazism.?

20 3akoH Pecnybnuku benapych o1 5 aHBaps 2022 roaa N2 146-3 “O reHouuge be-
nopycckoro Hapoaa,” Pravo.by, nata obpauweHnns 23.07.2022, https://pravo.by/
document/?guid=12551&p0=H12200146&p1=1&p5=0.

21 “UcTopuk 06 McKaXkeHMAX B 3aKoHe «O reHoumnae»: Hauncrel HUKoraa He y6usanu
6en0pycoB 3a T0, 4TO OHM 6enopychbl,” bescam, 27 sHBaps 2022, faTa 06paLLeHns
20.06.2022, https://belsat.eu/ru/news/27-01-2022-istorik-ob-iskazheniyah-v-
zakone-o-genotside-natsisty-nikogda-ne-ubivali-belorusov-za-to-chto-oni-
belorusy/.

2 AnekcaHap ®puama, “YTo He Tak ¢ 3akoHOM «O reHounae 6e10pycckoro Hapo-
na»,” DW, 27 nexa6bps 2021, nata o6paueHus 23.06.2022, https://www.dw.com/
ru/chto-ne-tak-s-zakonom-o-genocide-belorusskogo-naroda/a-60251597.

3 AnexcaHap MawkeBuny, uHTepBbio 3MUTepa Jlykalwyka. “«0rpaHuyeHHbIA» reHo-
LWA: NPU3HaTh, YTO6bI 3aKOHHO NbITaTb?”, Euroradio.fm, 13 neka6psa 2021, aaTa
o6pawenus 18.07.2022, https://euroradio.fm/ru/ogranichennyy-genocid-priznat-
chtoby-zakonno-pytat-efir-v-1400.
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Following an independent review of the law, the human rights or-
ganisation Human Constanta published its conclusion:

The law ‘On the Genocide of the Belarusian People’ effectively conso-
lidates the monopoly of the authoritarian Belarusian authorities on
the interpretation of history and gives the state an additional punitive
tool in the form of criminal punishment for expressing opinions that
differ from the ‘only true’ state interpretations of history.*

The issue of the genealogy of these “memorial laws” is of particular
interest here. Back in 2015, a proposal to introduce administrative re-
sponsibility “for falsification of the history of the Great Patriotic War”
was publicly voiced by communist Thar Karpienka (who later became
the minister of education), and this proposal was discussed using ref-
erences to the Russian context.?

It is also worthy of note that the promotion of the discourse on
“genocide of the Belarusian people” almost coincides chronologically
with the wave of focusing on “genocide of the Soviet people” in Russia.
Since 2021, Russia has declared 19 April as “the Day of Unified Action
to Commemorate the Genocide of the Soviet People”. The use of the “gen-
ocide” discourse in the two countries therefore needs further analysis.
On the one hand, one can observe the authorities trying to put forward
demands for genocide recognition and get on the list of countries that
also seek international recognition of the 20™ century crimes as gen-
ocide (e.g. Ukrainian Holodomor in the 1930s and the mass killings
of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire in 1915). However, in the case

% “«0reHouupe 6enopycckoro Hapoaa» — NPaBoBOii 0630p HOBOrO 3aKoHa,” Human
Constanta, 8 noHa 2022, aata o6palienmns 23.07.2022, https://humanconstanta.
org/o-genocide-belorusskogo-naroda-pravovoj-obzor-novogo-zakona/.

“W. KapneHko: «Bo3MOXHO, HY)XHO BBECTM OTBETCTBEHHOCTb 3a (anbCuduka-
unto uctopumn Benukoin OTeyecTBEHHOW BOMHbI®,” YnpasaeHue Kynbmypesl MUH-
2opucnosikoma, 7 anpens 2015, aata o6pawenus 20.06.2022, http://uk.minsk.
gov.by/vse-novosti/423-i-karpenko-vozmozhno-nuzhno-vvesti-otvetstvennost-
za-falsifikatsiyu-istorii-velikoj-otechestvennoj-vojny.
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of Russia and Belarus, such a request for recognition is accompanied
by active anti-Western rhetoric and is motivated solely by the needs
of the contemporary political agenda. This leads inter alia to the le-
gitimisation of the right to use the discourse of “genocide” arbitrarily,
extrapolating it to the actions of protesters in Belarus in 2020 or ap-
plying it as a justification for Russia’s war in Ukraine, which entered
an active phase on 24 February 2022.

The aspect of the discursive shift is also interesting. The memory
of World War II was constructed in the USSR, as well as in post-Sovi-
et Russia and Belarus, as the memory of victors, while the emphasis
on suffering and victims has always been an illustration of the “cost
of Victory”, and has not played a dominant or independent role in re-
lation to the discourse of “Victory”. Now, however, one can observe an
active promotion and mainstreaming of the discourse on genocide and
the suffering of the population as a topic which, from the perspective
of propaganda, is not finished and requires proper memorialisation
and active action. It can only be assumed that this discursive shift
is a strategy to justify the militarisation of the memory of World War II,
which has begun to take place in Russia and then in Belarus in recent
years. The moral and other limitations arising from the tragic images
of World War II, and the denial of war as a means of solving political
problems, are being replaced by counterarguments backed by pro-
paganda of the alleged non-recognition of the suffering and sacrifice
of the people of Belarus by the “collective West”.

The suppression of the 2020 protests in Belarus as well as the con-
tinued existence of Aliaksandr Lukashenka’s regime would not have
been possible without Russian support. The beginning of the active
phase of Russia’s war in Ukraine on 24 February 2022 was also the start
of the use of Belarusian territory for organising missile attacks against
Ukrainian cities. All this raises the question of the autonomy of Bela-
rus’ domestic and foreign policy, including various aspects of memory
politics. Russia has long acted within Belarus through the soft power
of foundations and organisations such as the Historical Memory Foun-
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dation, the Gorchakov Foundation, and Rossotrudnichestvo,? and has
been involved in creating the infrastructure for funding historical re-
search within Belarus and establishing a joint commission of historians.
A number of documents, such as those from which the law “On Prevent-
ing the Rehabilitation of Nazism” evolved, emerged within the frame-
work of joint projects of the Commonwealth of Independent States and
the Union State of Russia and Belarus. Some of the most active histo-
rian-propagandists of the authoritarian regime, such as Vadzim Gigin,
have always been deeply involved in pro-Russian and Russian events
in Belarus and beyond. During the 2020 protests and later, the nar-
ratives of Russian and Belarusian propaganda using the terminology
“fascism”, “Nazism”, and “genocide” were largely synchronised, most
notably in the coverage of Russia’s war in Ukraine.

Instead of a Conclusion:

The Increasing Instrumentalisation of History

On 1 January 2022, Aliaksandr Lukashenka signed a decree “On de-
claring 2022 the Year of Historical Memory” with the aim “to form an
objective attitude of the society towards the historical past, preserve
and strengthen the unity of the Belarusian people”.?” The core of all
activities related to the signed document is to preserve the memo-
ry of the Great Patriotic War in general and “perpetuate the memory
of the victims of the genocide of the Belarusian people during the Great
Patriotic War”.?® The implementation of this decree is taking place

% Rossotrudnichestvo is a Federal Agency for the Commonwealth of Independent
States, Compatriots Living Abroad, and International Humanitarian Cooperation.

27 Yka3 Mpe3upenTa Pecny6nuku benapychb ot 1 sHBapa 2022 1. N2 1 “06 o6baBne-
HUKM 2022 ropa lopom uctopuyeckoi namaTu,” lpesudeHm Pecny6auku benapyce,
3 aHBapsa 2022, gata o6paweHns 18.07.2022, https://president.gov.by/bucket/
assets/uploads/documents/2022/1uk.pdf.

28 “0OTCo30aHNA PpernoHanbHbIX LEHTPOB NATPUOTUHYECKOTrO BOCAUTAHUS 4,0 UCTOPU-
YeCcKMUXx peKoHCTPyKUMii — COBMUH yTBEPAWUA NNaH MeponpuaTuii B pamkax loaa
ucTopmyeckoi namatu,” Pravo.by, 28 auBaps 2022, nata obpawerus 17.07.2022,
https://pravo.by/novosti/novosti-pravo-by/2022/january/68457/.
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against the backdrop of Russia’s ongoing war in Ukraine and persistent
fears of Belarus becoming directly involved in that war.

The power structures play an active role in controlling the public
sphere. At the same time, independent social and political media within
the country have all been destroyed, independent publishing projects
are being closed, and “purges” in academic institutions continue.?
Among the recent events worth mentioning are the destruction of some
tombstones and graves of the Polish Home Army soldiers in Belarus
(at least three such cases) and proposals to declare the Home Army an
“extremist organisation”.’° These strategies of propagandists and au-
thorities lead to conflict and the formation, to use Michael Bernhardt’s
and Jan Kubik’s definition, of a “fractured” mnemonic regime, char-
acterised by acute confrontation of actors and the active imposition
of a dominant interpretation of history.3!

A characteristic trend for Belarus is the extreme degree of political
instrumentalisation of history, in which the very form of historical
discourse is used completely arbitrarily and is filled with propaganda
content, and the leading role in this is played primarily by the power
structures. The securitisation of memory politics has led to a kind
of “state of emergency”, a combination of censorship and repression
in the sphere of the culture of memory instead of creating conditions
for a public and democratic dialogue about the past.

Translated by Hanna Bazhenova

29 “0)XXMAATCA HOBbIE YNCTKM CPEAN UCTOPUKOB. Y)Ke YBOAWUAN fupekTopa 6ubnno-
Tekn AkapeMun Hayk Anekcanapa pywy,” Hawa Hiea, 28 ntoHs 2022, paTa 06-
paweHuns 20.07.2022, https://nashaniva.com/?c=ar&i=294340&lang=ru.

30 Hacra Kpueoweesa, “«Cr1i0oBUKM NpeBpaTUANCH B UCTOPMKOB». Benapycko-nosb-
CKkas BOHa NaMATHUKOB C TOUKM 3peHus yuyeHoro,” MeduaszoHa benapyce, 15 utons
2022, pata o6pauweHnus 20.07.2022, https://mediazona.by/article/2022/07/15/
graves.

3 Michael Bernhard and Jan Kubik, eds., Twenty Years after Communism: The Politics
of Memory and Commemoration (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 14-18.
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Chapter 8

Thirty Years of Discontent:

Memory Confrontation Regarding

the Transnistrian Conflict on the Banks
of the Dniester River

Anastasia Felcher

Introduction

The 1990-92 armed conflict on the Dniester River, also known
as the Transnistrian Conflict (or, in rare cases, as Transnistrian War),
is one of the conflicts that accompanied the collapse of the USSR.
In comparison to the armed conflicts in Abkhazia, South Ossetia or
Nagorno-Karabakh that took place around the same time, the conflict
in Transnistria stands out. Its particular qualities impact and to a cer-
tain extent define the memory culture surrounding it. First, this conflict
is considered to be based primarily not on ethnic rivalry or territory
contest, as the conflicts in the Caucasus were. The bone of conten-
tion in the Soviet Moldovan Republic, which the territory was known
as when the conflict erupted in March 1990, were incompatible differ-
ences in the geopolitical aspirations held by the parties emerging on
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the ruins of the USSR. The language question was a heated one, as well
as a dilemma of self-identification on the both shores of the Dniester
River. After a ceasefire in August 1992, the conflict remained frozen.
Since then, a de facto state known as Pridnestrov’e (or Transnistria,
a more commonly used title in English) emerged on the territory that
sought separation during the conflict. The breakaway region occu-
pies as little as about four thousand square kilometres, a narrow strip
of land with its own self-proclaimed administration and government
under the patronage of Russia.

The second specific characteristic important for the memory cul-
ture of the conflict is the close interconnection of Moldova proper and
Transnistria, not on the official level, but on the level of everyday inter-
action. Residents of both entities share economic, cultural, and social
ties, easily crossing the de facto border whenever necessary. Despite
this, the political, informational, linguistic, and — most importantly -
symbolic realities and frames of reference on either side of the Dniester
River remain strikingly different. Across the existing border, an atten-
tive observer witnesses the shaping and fostering of two very different
symbolic pasts. Memory confrontation in Moldova and its breakaway
region — about the conflict and about the past of the region in general -
has long surpassed “a war of monuments”. In present-day Moldova,
a strong reference to pan-Romanian symbolic discourse with its com-
mitment to the interwar years as a “golden age” pairs with anti-com-
munist and pro-Western symbolic markers. In contrast to this, public
space in Transnistrian towns and villages is filled with monuments,
and street and other signs that refer to the multi-ethnic past of the re-
gion, strong ties with the “Russian world”, the communist past (inter-
preted in a positive light), and a separate, Transnistrian identity. These
symbolic pasts, carefully curated by politicians and other mnemonic
actors on both banks of the Dniester River, are in strong contrast to one
another. The 1990-92 armed conflict in Transnistria and the collective
memory of it played a significant role in the continuous sharpening
of these different symbolic visions of the past, present, and, to some
extent, future on both shores of the Dniester River. In every decade out
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of three that has passed after the ceasefire, the intensity varied with
which mnemonic actors have “worked” with memory of the conflict.
What has remained unchanged is a resilience to rhetoric of reconcilia-
tion in favour of nurturing the grief, loss, and recrimination that still
dominate the memorial landscape of the conflict and its armed stage.
Symbolic confrontation and investing in visual markers of viewing
the past of the region differently intensified and gained new mean-
ing with the 2013-14 crisis in Ukraine. The war that Russia launched
in Ukraine in 2022 further aggravated the state of affairs. On the one
hand, it shifted the 1990-92 conflict as a memory event into the back-
ground, despite the 30" anniversary of the ceasefire. On the other hand,
memory of the past armed conflict gets continuously incorporated
in memory of the present one as it unfolds across the border.

Overview of the Conflict

The outbreak of the 1990-92 conflict in Transnistria dates back to leg-
islative decisions implemented while the Soviet Union was still intact.
In September 1989, following an internal struggle between old and
new factions among the people’s deputies, a new law was introduced
in Chisindu. It unprecedentedly gave the Moldovan language based on
Latin letters the status of the sole state language, while Russian received
a special status as a language of intercultural communication.! The law,
however, went far beyond regulating the use of languages in the So-
viet Moldovan Republic and linked the language spoken in the region
with identity-related matters, postulating a “reality of Moldovan-Ro-
manian language identity”. The adopted document was a milestone

' On the political circumstances of adopting the law on uses of languages, see
Charles King, “Marking Time in the Middle Ground: Contested Identities and
Moldovan Foreign Policy,” Journal of Communist Studies and Transition Politics
19, no. 3 (2003): 60-82. On language question in Moldova, see Matthew H. Cis-
cel, The Language of the Moldovans: Romania, Russia, and Identity in an ex-Sovi-
et Republic (Lanham, MA; Baundler, CO; New York, NY; et al.: Lexington Books,
2007), 1-15.
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in the nationalisation of policies that a faction that took over leadership
in Chisindau implemented. Pan-Romanian tendencies among this lead-
ership prevailed, and a geopolitical idea of potentially joining Romania
entered public discourse in Chisinau.?

Chisindu authorities declared sovereignty from the Soviet Union
inlate June 1990. Two months later, in early September 1990, people’s
deputies from the left bank of the Dniester River, a largely Russified
and industrialised region, declared the part of the Moldovan Soviet
Socialist Republic (MSSR) they claimed to represent to be “sovereign”.
In this, they joined other Soviet republics and parts of them that had
declared sovereignty while still within the Soviet Union. Tension be-
tween the Chisindau leadership and the self-proclaimed government on
the left bank of the Dniester River gained momentum. The first clash-
es with casualties took place in early November 1990 in Dubadsari,
a town in close proximity to Chisinau.? After the failed coup in Moscow
in August 1991, the Chisindu government declared full state inde-
pendence later that month. In response to this, deputies from the left
bank mobilised public support and declared their wish to stay within
the USSR, thus, to secede from Moldova. Two months before the final
dissolution of the Soviet Union, in November 1991, the secessionists
secured their bid for independence by rejecting communist ideology
and renaming the region as “the Pridnestrovian Moldavian Republic”.
However, after the Soviet Union finally collapsed in late December 1991,
the newly seceded territory failed to gain recognition as an independ-
ent entity. Self-proclaimed elites from the left bank had to negotiate

N}

On the presence of pan-Romanian discourse in Moldovan politics and culture,
see Charles King, “Moldovan Identity and the Politics of Pan-Romanianism,”
Slavic Review 53, no. 2 (Summer 1994): 345-368. On evolution of pan-Romanian
discourse in Moldova’s political life, see William Crowther, “Ethnic Politics and
the Post-Communist Transition in Moldova,” Nationalities Papers 26, no. 1 (1998):
147-164.

3 Three residents of Dubasari were killed and thirteen were wounded after police-
men opened fire in response to Dubasari residents storming the court and pros-
ecutor’s office.
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with the Moldovan government in Chisindu on political and economic
arrangements that from then on should have defined how the region
would operate. As they failed to do so, the situation escalated quickly.
The fighting was brief (about five months in 1992) but bloody and took
placein three areas along the Dniester River: the Cocieri-Dubdsari area,
near Cosnita village, and in the Bender/Tighina urban area. Pro-seces-
sion forces included Pridnestrovian (or Transnistrian) guard, militia,
and neo-Cossack units supported by some 14" Guards Army personnel,
while Moldovan forces consisted of troops, police, and volunteers.*

Clashes in the Cocieri-Dubasari area broke out between police, lo-
cal villagers, militia, and the Cossacks on 1-2 March 1992, followed by
further escalation and ad hoc clashes in the Cosnita area in mid-March.
Recurrent fighting continued during the spring of 1992. The armed
phase of the conflict reached its peak with a full-scale battle in the town
of Bender/Tighina on 19-21 June. The battle took place after the Mol-
dovan authorities dispatched military forces in an attempt to re-estab-
lish their control in the seceded region. The former 14" Soviet Army
intervened on the side of the secessionists, which ended the armed
phase of the conflict. A ceasefire agreement was signed a month lat-
er, on 21 July 1992, between the Moldovan and Russian presidents.
The conflict claimed over one thousand casualties, military personnel
and civilians among them. The ceasefire line was turned into a de facto
border between Moldova proper and the breakaway region. Since then,
the conflict has been in a frozen phase. To observe the ceasefire and
security arrangements, joint peacekeeping forces composed of Russian,
Moldovan, and Pridnestrovian (Transnistrian) battalions were stationed
along this de facto border.

The key dates of the fighting listed above immediately became
milestones around which commemoration ceremonies are organised.

|

4 Media discourse supported the division of narratives in the armed conflict. See
Eduard Baidaus, “Portraying Heroes and Villains: Moldovan and Transnistrian
Print Media during the 1992 War in the Dniester Valley,” Canadian Slavonic Pa-
pers 60, no. 3-4 (2018): 497-528.
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However, despite a single timeline of how the conflict progressed,
the commemoration routines on the two banks of the Dniester River
are not synchronised. In Moldova, emphasis is made on the first days
of the armed phase of the conflict, i.e. in March 1992. As might be ex-
pected, the breakaway region emphasises the eruption of the battle
in Bender/Tighina and the signing of the ceasefire agreement. As re-
vealed below, striking differences in the memory culture of the conflict
on the two banks of the river don’t end there.

First Decade (1992-2000): Laying the Foundations

for Memory Culture of the Conflict

In the first decade after signing the ceasefire agreement, the leaders
of the breakaway region invested significant effort and resources in cre-
ating a memorial landscape in synergy with the ideology of the seceded
region. The 1990-92 conflict, and especially its armed phase, played
a crucial role in the making of this new landscape. However, the conflict
didn’t stand alone - it was carefully integrated into the existing land-
scape created and curated under Soviet rule. This “inherited” memorial
landscape projected continuity of Russian-speaking presence in the re-
gion. Moreover, it highlighted the continuous presence of the Russian
state and military there. Memorials and monuments that the region’s
authorities eagerly used for their own vision of its history commemo-
rated the pre-1917 era and the Soviet rule that lasted in that very area
for almost seventy years.” Some memorials praised the Russian imperial

v

In contrast with Moldova “proper”, which was under Soviet rule for a short-
er period of time, in between 1940/44 and 1991, the territory on the left bank
of the Dniester River was under Soviet rule from 1917, and in 1924, the Moldovan
Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic (MASSR) was founded. On these events,
see Andrei Cusco, “Nationalism and War in a Contested Borderland: The Case
of Russian Bessarabia (1914-1917),” in The Empire and Nationalism at War, ed.
Eric Lohr, Vera Tolz, Alexander Semyonov and Mark von Hagen (Bloomington, IN:
Slavica Publishers, 2014), 137-162; Alexandr Voronovici, “Overlapping Spaces:
Negotiating and Delineating the Ukrainian-Moldovan Border during the Inter-
war and Wartime Years,” in Making Ukraine: Negotiating, Contesting, and Drawing
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troops that had been stationed at Bender Fortress in the 18" and 19
centuries. Others told the winning story of the 1917 Bolshevik revolu-
tion, highlighting the 1919 Bender/Tighina resistance against interwar
Romania.® Major memorials were devoted to a triumphant narrative
of victory in the Soviet-German war, which culminated in the Soviet
takeover of the Bessarabian region in 1944.

In Moldova “proper”, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the sym-
bolic landscape was radically changed in favour of pan-Romanian dis-
course and the Soviet past was contested and denied. In contrast to this,
the de facto regime kept all its existing monuments and street names
intact. By adding new memorials relating to the 1990-92 armed con-
flict next to monuments praising Soviet rule, the authorities appealed
to nostalgia, but also invested in boosting a strong local loyalty. Many
researchers interpreted this loyalty as a separate, Transnistrian, identi-
ty, and so did the authorities.” The political forces behind the pan-Roma-
nian agenda lost ground in Moldova “proper” by the mid-1990s, giving
way to political actors that promoted a Moldovan identity agenda.? De-
spite that, fear of Romanian nationalism remained strong in the break-
away region over the decades. Commemorating the 1990-92 armed
conflict reflected this fear and reinforced it.

In the first decade after signing the ceasefire, the spatiality
of the memory landscape relating to the 1990-92 armed conflict had
a top-down grassroots expression. Until recently, many streets in Bend-
er/Tighina bore traces of the 1992 armed clashes. Metal crosses marked

the Borders in the Twentieth Century, ed. Olena Palko and Constantin Ardeleanu
(Montreal; Kingston et al.: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2022), 210-237.

6 Intheinterwar years, as part of the Romanian national state, the town currently
called Bender was called Tighina.

7 On the multiplicity of Transnistrian identity, see Alexandr Voronovici, “Interna-
tionalist Separatism and the Political Use of ‘Historical Statehood’ in the Unrec-
ognized Republics of Transnistria and Donbass,” Problems of Post-Communism 67,
no. 3: Encounters after the Soviet collapse: Chinese presence in the former Soviet
Union border zone (2020): 288-302.

& Rebecca Haynes, Moldova: A History (London; New York, NY: Bloomsbury Pub-
lishing, 2020), 157-163.
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Figure 6. “Memorial of Memory and Sorrow” (built in 1993-95) in Bender, a town

in non-recognised Transnistria.
Photo by Anastasia Felcher, August 2018.

the exact locations of where civilians and members of the military or
militia had been shot. Many buildings, including the one where the city
executive committee sits, showed marks of bullets and projectile im-
pacts on their walls.® This intact landscape of destruction was a vivid
reminder of the armed conflict. Several memorials were built right
after the ceasefire. In June 1993, the authorities inaugurated the first
memorial to the conflict (Figure 6). An authentic infantry fighting ve-
hicle was mounted on a pedestal at the entrance to Bender/Tighina,
close to where the armed clashes had taken place. A plaque underneath

| |

° Thedefacto authorities decided to renovate the buildings, removing visible bul-
lets marks only in late 2010s. The iron crosses from the town streets were moved
to the cemetery not far from the town.
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quoted Aleksandr Suvorov on bravery and loyalty to the state. Suvorov
was a Russian general under the reign of Catherine II, and a central
historical figure promoted in the region in late Soviet years.!® The same
year, to further solidify 19 June as a central memorial date in the con-
text of the conflict, trolleybus route no. 19 was launched to connect
Bender with the capital of the breakaway region, Tiraspol.

In 1995, three years after the ceasefire, the second part of the me-
morial, a stylised open chapel, was built next to the infantry fighting
vehicle. A year later, in 1996, a memorial sign was added with the en-
graved names of Bender residents who died in the full-scale battle
in late July 1992. The following year, in 1997, to commemorate the fifth
anniversary of the conflict, a separate branch of the Bender Museum
of Local History opened its doors to the public in that town. This branch
was dedicated to the entire conflict, yet graphic emphasis was made
of the battle in Bender (Figure 7) . The permanent exhibition displayed
names, photographs, and biographical accounts of the town residents
who were killed. It also showcased items of everyday use damaged by
the fighting and donated by town residents. This immediate participa-
tion of witnesses of the July battle in its commemoration was of core
significance in the first decade after the outbreak of violence. As im-
portant as naming each and every casualty of the conflict was to refer
to them as Transnistrians. Memorial signs, museums, and monuments
in Transnistria, expectedly, omit commemoration of those who fought
on the Moldovan side and perished in the conflict. Strikingly, memori-
al signs on the right bank of the Dniester River, in Moldova “proper”,
do the same.

A major stretch of the de facto border runs along the Dniester River.
In some cases, such as in the Dubadsari and Bender-Slobozia regions,
the border runs through villages and towns. Residents of such locali-

|

0 OnSuvorov as a cultural hero in the MSSR and Transnistria, see Daria Isachenko,
The Making of Informal States. Statebuilding in Northern Cyprus and Transdniestria
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 66-98.
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Figure 7. An exhibit at the branch of the Museum of Local History in Bender on the 1990-92
armed conflict: “Museum of the Bender Tragedy” (launched in 1997). The exhibit shows how
the attack of Moldovan troops destroyed the lives of the town’s residents.

Photo by Anastasia Felcher, June 2017.
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ties cross this new border easily, some on an everyday basis. One such
town, Varnita, administered by the Moldovan government, stands
in very close proximity to Bender. Next to Varnita’s town hall is a me-
morial to those perished in the conflict, yet only the names of those
who fought and died on the Moldovan side are mentioned and engraved
in stone.! The Varnita memorial is located some fifteen minutes’ drive
from the Bender memorial. This vicinity of memorials that commemo-
rate neighbours who fought for the two warring parties is striking. Most
importantly, memorials on the Moldovan territory neither signal readi-
ness of the “mother” state to reconcile with its breakaway territory, nor
do they interpret the 1990-92 conflict as a common trauma/tragedy/
loss. Instead, the memorials built in the first decade after the ceasefire
reflected memory confrontation and grieving for human loss separately.

In contrast to de facto authorities in the breakaway region, the au-
thorities in Moldova “proper” did not have a “central” memory site
to commemorate the 1990-92 conflict until six years after the ceasefire.
In 1998, the most important memorial dedicated to the conflict in Mol-
dova “proper” was inaugurated in Chisindu. Allegedly (as this is not
stated on the monument), it was built under the auspices of the Min-
istry of Defence. The new memorial was placed within a larger com-
plex that initially appeared in 1975 to commemorate the Soviet victory
over Nazi Germany in 1945. This large memorial complex incorporates
multilayered memories of past conflicts, and with changing political
circumstances, new elements are added to the monument year by
year.? In the centre of the memorial to the 1990-92 conflict, there
is a figure of a grieving mother with a cross (Figure 8). The names
of those killed in the armed conflict are engraved on a plaque behind

" PomaH ly6a n BaneHTun AnekceeHko, “BenpepoBubl okpyxunu. Kak »xuset
MOJAaBCKoe ceno BHYTpu lMpuaHecTpoBba,” @dokyc, 19 aekabpsa 2017, paTa
o6paweHns 6.01.2022, https://focus.ua/world/387407.

2 Alexandr Voronovici, “A Tangle of Memory: The Eternitate Memorial Complex
in Chisinau and History Politics in Moldova,” Journal of Soviet and Post-Soviet
Politics and Society 5, no. 2 (2019): 225-260.
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Figure 8. Memorial to the 1990-92 conflict “Grieving Mother” (built in 1998), part
of the memorial complex “Eternitate” in Chisinau.
Photo by Anastasia Felcher, August 2018.

this figure. A plaque nearby states that they fell fighting for the in-
dependence and territorial integrity of the motherland. This monu-
ment, as well as the one in Varnita, defined the visual and conceptual
manner in which the conflict is commemorated in Moldova “proper”.
Similar to other memorials on the right bank, this one did not specify
the opponents in the conflict, and only referred to those who fought on
the Moldovan side. However, by mentioning the threatened integrity
of the country, the memorial in Chisinau hinted at the secession be-
hind the conflict. The paradox was that by omitting the very existence
of the breakaway region and by not recognising the victims from the left
bank, the authorities behind the memorial played into the hands of their
opponents across the Dniester River. The de facto authorities secured
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their position by convincing the residents on the left bank that their
Moldovan counterparts intentionally disregarded “Transnistrians”,
their interests and aspirations. The monument in Chisindu reaffirmed
these statements.

Back in 1995, the Ministry of Defence inaugurated the Military
History Museum in the capital of Moldova. In 1999, seven years after
the ceasefire, the museum welcomed the public to a renewed permanent
exhibition. This exhibition informed visitors about all military conflicts
that took place on the territory of the country, including the 1990-
92 conflict on the Dniester River. This exhibition had a strong non-rec-
onciliatory rhetoric, insisting that the creation of the breakaway region
was a Russian strategy back in 1990, and that Bender (the exhibition
uses its interwar name, Tighina) was attacked by the tanks of the Rus-
sian army. The exhibition solely commemorated those who died from
the Moldovan side, which it numbered at 315 people, all called victims
of separatism and heroes of Moldova. Both the 1998 memorial and
the 1999 renewed permanent exhibition at the museum in Chisinau
raised two important questions that remain unanswered in Moldo-
van public discourse till today. Why exclude civilians of a breakaway
region from commemorative rhetoric and neglect their agency while
commemorating the conflict? What does this exclusion imply about
whether authorities saw those living in the breakaway territory as part
of the Moldovan nation (understood in ethnic or civic terms)?"

Second Decade (2001-2009): Adding New Memorials

In the 2000s, in the de facto state, memory of the conflict became
part of a new, intense effort to reinvent the past. Memory of the 1990-
92 conflict kept its importance, yet significant work was invested in new

|

3 Ontroublesome nation-building in Moldova, see Wim Van Meurs, “Moldova — na-
tionale Identitat als politisches Programm,” Siidosteuropa Mitteilungen 43, no.
4-5 (2003): 30-43.
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memorials that would emphasise “historical ties with Russia” and
cast Transnistria as an enduring “outpost of Russia”. Once the leaders
of the breakaway region realised the conflict would remain frozen, they
started undertaking state- and nation-building similar to that imple-
mented in recognised states.’ These de facto authorities had to deviate
from the memory strategies of the 1990s as the pan-Romanian agenda
was no longer a leading one in Moldova’s politics in the 2000s. Changes
in government of Moldova “proper” brought to the fore a very differ-
ent state-sponsored politics of memory than before. Thus, relying on
memory of the 1990-92 conflict and nostalgia for the Soviet past no
longer met the demands of the time.

In 2001, the Party of Communists of the Republic of Moldova (PCRM)
won the parliamentary elections in Moldova “proper”. The party re-
mained in power for the following eight years and invested a great
deal of effort in history and memory politics.” It appropriated the Mol-
dovan-oriented identity agenda (as opposed to a pan-Romanian one),
promoted a vision of Moldovan nation as a civic one and embraced na-
tional minorities and their memory agendas.! The government relied
heavily on incorporating victory in the Soviet-German war to the canon
of national memory, investing funds in reconstructing war memorials
in Chisindu and its vicinity in 2004 and 2006." Initially committed

™ On state-building in Transnistria, see Helge Blakkisrud and Pal Kolstg, “From
Secessionist Conflict Toward a Functioning State: Processes of State- and Na-
tion-Building in Transnistria,” Post-Soviet Affairs 27, no. 2 (2011): 178-210; Al-
exander Osipov and Hanna Vasilevich, “Transnistrian Nation-Building: A Case
of Effective Diversity Policies?”, Nationalities Papers 47, no. 6 (2019): 983-999.

> On politics of history and memory launched by the PCRM, see Luke March, “From
Moldovanism to Europeanization? Moldova’s Communists and Nation Building,”
Nationalities Papers 35, no. 4 (2007): 601-625; Julien Danero Iglesias, “Con-
structing National History in Political Discourse: Coherence and Contradiction
(Moldova, 2001-2009),” Nationalities Papers 41, no. 5 (2013): 780-800.

6 0On how PCRM “worked” on the history and memory of ethnic minorities, see Di-
ana Dumitru, “The Use and Abuse of the Holocaust: Historiography and Politics
in Moldova,” Holocaust and Genocide Studies 22, no. 1 (Spring 2008): 49-73.

" Gabriela Popa, War Remembrance in the Republic of Moldova: Commemoration,
State Formation and Belonging, EUI PhD theses (Florence: European University
Institute, 2011), 165-186.
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to pro-Russian geopolitical orientation, this party also promised its
voters it would resolve the frozen conflict and reunify the country.
Their efforts proved to be fruitless with the failure to sign the Kozak
Memorandum in 2003. Since then, the PCRM has reoriented towards
Europe, geopolitically.

Political failure to resolve the frozen conflict in 2003 gave the au-
thorities of the breakaway Transnistria an impulse to further secure ties
with its patron, Russia.’® In 2006, the authorities held a referendum,
expressing the will to secede from Moldova “proper” and join Russia
instead. In memory politics, Transnistria’s leaders had to be more
creative. In the 2000s, the authorities in Chisindu promoted a histo-
ry and memory agenda somewhat similar to those in Transnistria -
of an inclusive civic nation attentive to its minorities. The authorities
in Moldova also no longer rejected the Soviet past, but used it for their
own purposes. To emphasise symbolic differences with Moldova “prop-
er”,in 2006, the Transnistrian authorities launched a campaign to re-
draw the memory landscape of the breakaway region. This campaign
ousted the centrality of the 1990-92 conflict. Instead, this conflict was
incorporated into an expanded memorial setting.

In 2006, timed to coincide with the 600" anniversary of Bender,
large-scale work to reconstruct an abandoned military cemetery and
turn it into a memorial complex started. The memorial fostered an
image of a region that has rich history. Authentic gravestones were
restored and symbolic ones added to have those perished in multiple
military campaigns commemorated at the same cemetery. These were
the soldiers of the Russian imperial army from the 18" and 19" centu-
ries, as well as those who perished in World War I, World War II, and
in 1990-92. It is noteworthy that authorities in Chisindu reconstruct-
ed their war memorial complex the same year, but the two refurbish-

|

'8 On Russia acting as a patron in Transnistria, see Michael H. Seth, Not on the Map.
The Peculiar Histories of De Facto States (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2022),
78-80.
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ments were timed to match the celebrations of different anniversaries.
In 2008, to continue the campaign in Bender, reconstruction works
started at Bender Fortress to emphasise Russian imperial military
presence in the region. In 2009, in the courtyard of the fortress, there
was the inauguration of a pantheon of Russian military leaders, who
commanded the military operations in the fortress during three Russo-
Turkish wars.?

In the de facto state, memory of the 1990-92 conflict got further in-
scribed in alleged continuity of local history. In 2009, preparations for
the forthcoming 65™ anniversary of the end of the Soviet-German war
began. Igor Smirnov, who by that time had held the position of the pres-
ident of the breakaway region for nineteen years, introduced a plan
to reconstruct several war memorials and build new ones. This project
was dedicated to all “defenders of the fatherland” and aimed to em-
phasise a symbolic continuity with the Soviet past consonant with
its treatment and interpretation in Russia. Major work took place at
a memorial in Tiraspol, to which a wall was added with the names
of those who perished in 1990-92. They are referred to as defenders
of Pridnestrov’e. In Tiraspol, a sculpture of a grieving mother was also
added, along with a new museum. Back in 1997, a museum in Bender
emphasised the tragedy and horror of the bloodshed. In 2010, the com-
memorative rhetoric in the museum in Tiraspol shifted towards a more
glorifying pathos for the defenders. By commemorating those who per-
ished in the Soviet-German war on the same memorial as those died
in the armed conflict fifty years later, Smirnov and his associates in-
terpreted these as stages of a continuous struggle against invaders for
the safety of the region and its residents.

|
" Russo-Turkish wars of 1768-1774, 1787-1792, and 1806-1812.
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Third Decade (2010-2020):

New Faces of Power, Rethinking the Conflict

In the 2010s, “work” with public memory of the 1990-92 conflict in-
tensified further. In Moldova “proper” and in the breakaway region,
new actors joined the high-ranking political positions, which however
didn’t put an end to corruption and embezzlement scandals.?° In Moldo-
va “proper”, spring governmental elections in 2009 were accompanied
by a riot on 7 April.” The protesters claimed election fraud and demand-
ed a reelection. Eventually, a new faction took power after reelections
and formed a coalition government, which was very active in memory
politics in its own right. This government introduced memory initia-
tives that primarily condemned the communist rule of 1940/44-91,
leaving the 1990-92 conflict on the periphery of public attention.?
The government also proclaimed European integration as its major
geopolitical aim, no matter how illusory reaching this goal was in re-
ality. This further intensified the symbolic drift with the de facto au-
thorities on the left bank. With the background of the Ukrainian crisis
of 2013-14, the symbolic space in the breakaway region gained new
elements of the “Russian world”.

Despite investing major efforts in condemning communist rule,
the new government in Chisindu introduced a special day to mourn
the memory of those fallen in the conflict on the Dniester River. In 2010,
the authorities designated 2 March as the Day of the Commemoration
of those Fallen in the Armed Conflict of 1992, Defending the Integrity
and Independence of the Republic of Moldova. This memorial occa-

20 Mihai Popusoi, “Moldova’s Great Dissillusionment,” New Eastern Europe 1,
no. 20 (2016): 84-89.

' HenryE. Hale, “Did the Internet Break the Political Machine? Moldova’s 2009 ‘Twit-
ter Revolution that Wasn’t’,” Demokratizatsiya. The Journal of Post-Soviet Democ-
ratization 21, no. 4 (2013): 481-505.

22 0Onthe politics of history and memory implemented by the government in Moldo-
va in 2009 and later, see Andrei Cusco, “The ‘Politics of Memory’ and ‘Historical
Policy’ in Post-Soviet Moldova,” in Convolutions of Historical Politics, ed. Alexei
Miller and Maria Lipman (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2012),
175-210.
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sion could have incorporated participants and victims from both sides
of the conflict, but failed to do so. The wording chosen for the day
of mourning aggravated the “our”/“their” division. As previously,
it kept residents of the left bank of the Dniester River as being treated
solely within the rhetoric of separatism. By introducing a memorial date
that implicitly excluded people living on the left bank, the authorities
sealed the path of further non-reconciliation regarding public memory
of the conflict.?®

In response to introducing this new memorial day in Moldova “prop-
er”, the same year, a new memorial was unveiled at the military ne-
cropolis in Bender. To mark the 18" anniversary of the armed clashes
in the town, a new composition of black granite slabs, the intersection
of which forms a cross, was added on 19 June 2010. The memorial listed
the number of human losses in the town and commemorated not only
those who took part in armed action but also those of the civilian pop-
ulation who “died of wounds and went missing during the aggression
of the nationalists of Moldova”.

The next year, in 2011, a new memorial was erected in a public
space in Cocieri village, another Moldovan locality separated in two
by the border with the de facto state (Figure 9). After the conflict,
the village remained under the control of the Moldovan authorities,
and the new memorial commemorated the names of sixty-four people
who fell in fighting on the Cocieri plateau. The memorial was erected
on the initiative of veterans’ associations and had three inlaid elements
in the shape of a cross symbolising the sovereignty, statehood, and
independence of Moldova. The country’s authorities were present at
the inauguration, calling it another stone in the foundation of a sove-

|

2 The date chosen as the memorial day in Moldova “proper” (2 March 1992) did
not coincide with the main memorial date in the de facto state (19 June 1992).
The first date commemorated the first armed clashes in 1992 in Dubdsari between
Moldovan police and local volunteer corps, which took lives from both sides,
but had not yet caused massive human losses. The second date, commemorat-
ed in the breakaway region, marked the date of regular units of Moldovan army
entering Bender, the date of the start of major bloodshed.
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Figure 9. Memorial to the fallen in the 1990-92 armed conflict in Cocieri village in
Moldova “proper” (built in 2011).

© Ahmed El Smaili. Accessed November 20, 2022. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cocieri#/media/File:Monumentul_
Eroilor_Cazuti_dn_Rdzboiul_de_pe_Nistru_din_1992_(s.Cocieri).jpg.

reign and independent state. The message behind this memorial does
not foster common remembrance, grieving or reconciliation. Similar-
ly to Varnita, this memorial in Cocieri stands in the closest proximity
to the de facto border with the breakaway region.

Later the same year, for the first time in two decades, Transnistria
had a new leader. Igor Smirnov was replaced by a younger candidate,
Yevgeny Shevchuk, who also contributed to the widening of the me-
morial landscape of the region.? In 2012, twenty years after the cease-

|
24 Simultaneously, the de facto regime kept empathising symbolic continuity with
the Soviet past. See Ala Svet, “Staging the Transnistrian Identity within the Her-
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fire, a bust to general Aleksandr Lebed, commander of the Russian
forces back in 1992, was added to the original memorial in Bender.
The bust signalled the image of Russia as a defender of Transnistria,
while the media kept quiet about disagreements between Lebed and
local elites back in the 1990s. In 2015, timed to celebrate the 70" an-
niversary of the end of the Soviet-German war, Shevchuk inaugurated
a new stele next to the Bender memorial. The stele brought together
memories of all conflicts that took place in the town, from the 17" cen-
tury to 1992. The new monument stated that back in 2008, the town
was awarded a status of “town-peacekeeper” by a Russia-backed in-
ternational charity foundation “Peacekeeper”. This indicated a shift
in the memory of the 1990-92 conflict in the breakaway region. From
then on, memory of the conflict was used to forward the image of Rus-
sia as a peacekeeper. This was a local reaction with a background
of a rapidly deteriorating image of Russia at the international level
after the annexation of Crimea in 2014, international sanctions, and
always-denied involvement in breakaway events in the Donbass area
in eastern Ukraine.

The 2014 parliamentary elections in Moldova “proper” resulted
in a more diverse political landscape, forcing centrist and right-wing
parties to make room for new competitors from the left. A new party
gained visibility with a conservative and moderate pro-Russian geopo-
litical rhetoric. Its leader, Igor Dodon, won the presidential elections
in 2016 and, despite having made no progress in resolving the frozen
conflict, he intensified contacts with the breakaway region.?” Dodon’s
rhetoric on memorial days about the 1990-92 conflict focused more
on the suffering and tragedy of loss and less on defending the sover-

itage of Soviet Holidays,” History and Anthropology 24, no. 1: Politics and Perfor-
mance in South-Eastern Europe (2013): 98-116.

% Atthe same time, mainly due to changes in trade opportunities as a consequence
of the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas (DCFTA), Transnistria has been
slowly driven to the West, at least economically. See Eiki Berg and Kristel Vits,
“Transnistria’s European Drive: A Means to What End?”, Geopolitics 27, no. 3: De-
centering the Study of Migration Governance in the Mediterranean (2022): 852-874.
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eignty and integrity of the state. Yet, Moldova’s memory landscape
altogether remained diverse. Alternative voices, such as those ema-
nating from the Ministry of Defence, where the pan-Romanian and
anti-Russian rhetoric has always been strong, were also active in these
years. In 2016, Minister of Defence Anatol Salaru oversaw the open-
ing of a new Museum of Soviet Occupation in Chisinau. This cultural
institution canonised national suffering under communism and once
again drew attention to the exhibition at the Military History Museum,
where the 1990-92 conflict was blamed on Russia (these exhibitions
are aligned and are designed in a manner that visitors pass through
the Military History Museum first).

In the breakaway region, there was also competition on the political
scene. In 2016, Vadim Krasnoselsky became president. While in office,
he kept investing in further reconstruction of Bender Fortress, driving
the imagined past of the region further from Moldova. New memory
initiatives were addressed to patrons in Russia as much as to non-part-
ners in Moldova “proper”. The crisis in Ukraine, among other factors,
meant that the patron state would start delivering significant resourc-
es to Crimea and Donbass. Under these conditions, intensifying effort
in memory politics was meant to confirm loyalty to Russia next to new
competitors for the patron’s resources.

In 2017, a year after Krasnoselsky gained momentum as a de facto
leader, the breakaway region celebrated the 25™ anniversary of the pres-
ence of Russian peacekeepers on its territory. A year-long jubilation
campaign caused much consternation in Moldova “proper”. Although
the peacekeeping forces stationed in the breakaway region include
Moldovan and Transnistrian personnel, the campaign of 2017 mainly
praised Russia as a guarantor of peace and stability. Both in Bender and
Tiraspol, new monuments added to the gallery of public memory man-
ifestation. In Bender, a new monument was set up portraying a mem-
ber of the military holding a dove of peace (Figure 10). In Tiraspol,
two human-size statues were added at the entrance to the town, next
to a building housing officers of the armed forces. These statues joined
the monument to Mikhail Kutuzov, a military officer who served under
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Figure 10. Monument to a Russian peacekeeper in Bender (built in 2017).
Photo by Anastasia Felcher, August 2018.

the reign of three Romanov monarchs. This conglomerate of statues
to military men signalled that the continuous presence of the Russian
military in the region was welcomed by the breakaway regime. Parallel
to this, the Moldovan parliament used the occasion of the anniversa-
ry to once again require the Russian military contingent to withdraw
from its territory.

2020-2022: Memory of the Conflict

during the Pandemic and the War

In the late 2010s, the political landscape in Moldova “proper” changed
again. In 2019, a political crisis, notoriously known as the “captured
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state” under oligarchic control, was brought to an end under interna-
tional pressure. The snap parliamentary elections of 2021 gave power
to a centre-right party. This party’s agenda was focused on resolving
the internal political and economic crisis and corruption. The leader
of this party, Maia Sandu, won the presidential elections back in 2020.
However, neither the new president nor the new government put an
emphasis on resolving the frozen conflict. During her presidential
term, Sandu has been consistent in interpreting the 1990-92 conflict
as a crisis that damaged the integrity of the country. Despite embracing
the ethnic and language diversity of Moldovan residents in her agenda,
so far no reconciliation rhetoric regarding the breakaway region, its re-
gime or memory of the conflict has followed. The COVID-19 pandemic
aggravated tensions between those in power on both sides of Dniester
River as mistrust and mutual accusation grew over the availability
of medication, equipment, and vaccines.

Several months before Sandu was elected president, Moldovan vet-
erans of the armed conflict on Dniester River came out on the streets
of Chisindu to protest. These veterans have been largely absent from
Moldovan public space and the political agenda. Their discontent re-
flected not only their desperate need for higher pensions, but also
a more comprehensive discussion in the Moldovan public sphere of what
happened in 1990-92, including the experiences of those who carried
weapons.

InJune 2021, a new memorial stele was inaugurated in Balti, a town
in the north of Moldova “proper”. It was not long after the modest inau-
guration ceremony was over that a sharp controversy around it erupted.
The stele was dedicated to three Moldovan policemen and two reserv-
ists who died in spring and summer 1992 on a plateau next to Cocieri
village. At the inauguration, the officials called them heroes and matr-
tyrs of the people who fell in the line of duty in the struggle for the in-
dependence and integrity of Moldova. One of the main initiators and
sponsors of the monument, combat veteran Boris Markoch, summarised
the societal attitude in Moldova towards the events on the Dniester Riv-
er back in 1990-92 saying: “The war is over, but the wounds remain.”
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This inauguration immediately generated fierce reactions from
the left bank. Three days after the ceremony in Balti, the Transnistri-
an media cited a message by Krasnoselsky. He strongly disagreed with
calling Moldovan officers and military personnel heroes. Instead, ac-
cording to Krasnoselsky, these people were either criminals or victims,
“whose lives had been sacrificed for political purposes”. He went so far
as to claim that the conflict had been nothing less than a genocide
of Transnistrian people. The initiators of the new memorial in Balti,
according to de facto leader, tried to “distort history and cleanse their
conscience of blood”.

In late 2021 to early 2022, tension over Russian army units at
the Ukrainian-Russian border grew exponentially. The Moldovan au-
thorities once again expressed their concern over the presence of Rus-
sian military personnel on their territory. In press statements on
the matter, Moldovan politicians interpreted the 1990-92 conflict on
the Dniester River in light of Russian territorial expansion to Crimea
in 2014 and to what happened in the Donbass region. In late January
2022, President Sandu, in a TV interview, claimed that Russia was be-
hind the outbreak of unleashing hostilities in 1990-92, having tried
to hinder Moldova gaining independence. Krasnoselsky immediately
reacted denying these allegations and insisting that in 1992, Russia
had had a solely peacekeeping agenda. He maintained that the armed
conflict stemmed exclusively from internal reasons and disagreements
at a local level.

One day before the full-scale military attack on Ukraine by Rus-
sia, on 23 February 2022, the breakaway region celebrated “Defender
of the Fatherland Day”. Krasnoselsky visited the memorial in Tiraspol
for a wreath-laying ceremony. There he spoke about the intergenera-
tional continuity of military personnel during the times of the Russian
Empire (an image of the region as an “outpost of the southern borders
of Russia”), the military during the Soviet-German war (known as Great
Patriotic War), and during 1990-92. Krasnoselsky emphasised that
commemorating this continuity was a step in the struggle for histor-
ical memory.
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After the full-scale war in Ukraine was launched by Russia the fol-
lowing day, on 24 February 2022, major attention in the region was giv-
en to this new conflict. Concerns were voiced whether Moldova would
become the next target of Russian troops and whether the breakaway
region would become a foothold of potential military invasion. De-
spite these concerns and several outbreaks of damage to infrastructure
(explosions, etc.), the de facto authorities distanced themselves from
the Russian rhetoric of the need for military action in the region. With an
influx of refugees from Ukraine, Moldova “proper” invested significant
efforts in humanitarian assistance and welcomed an unprecedented
number of people from the neighbouring country. The de facto authori-
ties did the same. By accommodating refugees and providing them with
the conditions to stay in Transnistria for a longer period of time, the lo-
cal authorities were trying to convince its residents and neighbours that
they could guarantee safety. Against this background, the 30" anni-
versary of the 1990-92 conflict on the Dniester River did not become
a major public memory occasion. An exhibition in the National History
Museum in Chisindu and a small number of commemoration ceremo-
nies in Moldova “proper” repeated the narrative of threatened terri-
torial integrity. In the breakaway region, commemorative ceremonies
were organised with significant rigour, yet no deviation from the usual
memory narrative took place.?

Conclusion

Over the past three decades, the memory culture around the 1990-
92 conflict on the Dniester River has been developing along the lines
of confrontation. Numerous memorials on the left bank and rare ones

|

%6 Some material of this chapter was used in an article published online earlier this
year: Anastasia Felcher, “The 1990-92 Armed Conflict at the Dniester River: Con-
tinuous Memory Confrontation,” Cultures of History Forum, September 19, 2022,
accessed September 23, 2022, https://www.cultures-of-history.uni-jena.de/
politics/the-1990-92-armed-conflict-on-the-dniester-river.
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in Moldova “proper” secured public memory of the pain for losing “our”
policemen, military personnel, volunteers, and civilians. The question
that is still rarely addressed by the politicians on either side of the divid-
ingriver is how memory culture could contribute to potential resolution
of the frozen conflict. Would memory culture of the 1990-92 conflict
adopt a reconciliation narrative if political actors finally reached agree-
ment on how to resolve the conflict? Or, conversely, are steps towards
reconciliation and common remembrance of all casualties vital to pro-
gress with resolving the frozen conflict?

Despite no major changes in rhetoric during commemorative events
in 2022, the war in Ukraine will undoubtedly impact public mem-
ory of the Transnistrian Conflict. With the military action continu-
ing in Ukraine, beyond the breakaway region, the 1990-92 conflict
gets further interpreted within the history of Russian forced terri-
torial expansion in this part of Europe. The Russian military attack
in Ukraine weakened the position of the de facto authorities in Trans-
nistria. For years, they have been insisting on a solely peacekeeping
mission as the purpose of the Russian forces stationed in the region.
Escalation of violence in the larger surroundings would further separate
the memory culture of the 1990-92 conflict on both banks of the Dni-
ester River. Neither would it facilitate grieving families on both sides
to draw closer to each other.
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