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Abstract: Over the past several decades, the “politics of history” has become a significant 
aspect of domestic politics and international relations within Europe and around the world. 
The politicizing and instrumentalizing of history usually pursues two main objectives: 
first is the construction of a maximally cohesive national identity and rallying the society 
around the powers that be; second is eschewing the problem of guilt. The two are clearly 
interlinked; having liberated oneself of the sense of historical, political, moral or whatever 
responsibility, it is arguably much easier to take pride in one’s newly minted “unblem-
ished” identity based on the celebratory interpretation of one’s country’s “glorious past.” 
This article intends to explore how the memories of some momentous developments in the 
tumultuous 20th century (above all, the experience of totalitarian dictatorships, World War 
II, the “division” and “reunification” of Europe, the collapse of the Soviet Union) and their 
historical interpretations relate to concepts of national identity in the post-Soviet lands.
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Tell me what you remember and I’ll diagnose your condition
—Aleksandr Kustaryov1

 
t the end of June 2010, a remarkable text appeared on the website of the Russian 
liberal radio station Ekho Moskvy. Its author, the prominent Russian lawmaker Kon-

stantin Kosachev, suggested that it was time for Russia to elaborate upon what he called a  
comprehensive “set of principles, an ‘historical doctrine’ of sorts” that would help Moscow 
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to disclaim, once and for all, any political, financial, legal or moral responsibility for the 
policies and actions of the Soviet authorities on the territories of the former USSR and 
the states of Eastern Europe.2 Kosachev’s proposal is simple, blunt and seemingly effec-
tive. In a nutshell, it boils down to the two key points: (1) Russia fulfills all international 
obligations of the USSR as its successor state; however, Russia does not recognize any 
moral responsibility or any legal obligations for the actions and crimes committed by the 
Soviet authorities; and (2) Russia does not accept any political, legal or financial claims 
against it for violations by the Soviet authorities of international or domestic laws enforced 
during the Soviet period. 

To be sure, Kosachev’s proposal didn’t emerge out of the thin air. His idea should be 
placed into the broader context of Russia’s attempts at crafting and pursuing the robust 
“politics of history.” Like other members of the country’s ruling elite, Kosachev appears 
to perceive memory and history as an important ideological and political battleground: 
Russia’s detractors—both foreign and domestic—allegedly seek to spread interpretations 
of past events that are detrimental to Russia’s interests, and there is an urgent need to reso-
lutely counter these unfriendly moves. Several elements of such politics of history have 
already been introduced in Russia: a set of officially sponsored and centrally approved text-
books with the highly pronounced statist interpretation of 20th-century Russian history;3 
the attempts to establish the “regime of truth” using legislative means; and the creation of 
a bureaucratic institution to fight the “falsification of history.”4  

Indeed, only one year before Kosachev’s initiative, on May 15, 2009, Russian  
President Dmitry Medvedev announced the formation of a new presidential commission 
dedicated to “analyzing and suppressing all attempts to falsify history to the detriment 
of Russia’s interests.”5 The Kremlin’s move appeared to be just the next logical step in 
Russia’s ongoing history wars with its neighbors—a step that came hard on the heels of 
a proposed law to criminalize the questioning of the Soviet Union’s victory in World War 
II and the “rehabilitation of Nazism.”6 Aleksandr Chubaryan, the director of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences’ Institute of World History and a member of the newly formed 
presidential “history commission,” has readily acknowledged the ongoing “hostilities” 
on the “historical front”: “In Russia and the Commonwealth of Independent States,” 
noted he, “there is a problem of politicization of historical knowledge, which contributes 
to the [creation of] hostile images and representations of some countries as Others.”7

There appears to be a consensus among professional historians and political analysts 
that over the past several decades, the “politics of history” has become a significant aspect 
of domestic politics and international relations, both within Europe and in the world at 
large.8 One could thus suggest that Russia’s latest moves should be seen in perspective 
and perceived as a manifestation of a Europe-wide trend, their clumsiness and cartoonish 
character notwithstanding.9 This trend toward politicizing and instrumentalizing of history 
might take on various shapes and forms in different countries, but there are basically two 
main objectives that are usually pursued. First is the construction of a maximally cohesive 
national identity and rallying the society around the powers that be. Second is eschewing 
the problem of guilt.10 The two are clearly interlinked: having liberated oneself of the sense 
of historical, political, or moral responsibility, it is arguably much easier to take pride in 
one’s newly minted “unblemished” identity based on the celebratory interpretation of one’s 
country’s “glorious past,” which is habitually regarded as “more a source of comfort than a 
source of truth.”11 I would thus argue that it is extremely important to investigate the vital 
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links between history, memory and national identity. The main objective of this article, 
then, is to explore how the memories of some momentous developments in the tumultuous 
20th century (above all, the experience of totalitarian dictatorships, World War II, the “divi-
sion” and “reunification” of Europe, the collapse of the Soviet Union) and their historical 
interpretations relate to concepts of national identity in the post-Soviet lands. Identities 
are understood here not as something immutable; by contrast, I proceed from the premise 
that identities are constantly being constructed and reconstructed in the course of historical 
process. “As communities and individuals interpret and reinterpret their [historical] experi-
ences ... they create their own constantly shifting national identities in the process.”12

I will begin with the analysis of the reasons underlying the intensification of “his-
tory wars” between Russia and its neighbors. I will then discuss the prominent role that 
the reinterpretation of the history of World War II plays in the politics and geopolitics 
of identity in post-Soviet Eurasia. The analysis of Russia’s symbolic politics will come 
next. I will conclude with exploring possible ways of reconciling national memories and 
historical narratives. 

Why Escalation?
All is not quiet on the Eastern (European) front. The past two decades following the 
collapse of the Soviet Union have witnessed an escalation of memory wars in which 
Russia has largely found itself on the defensive, its official historical narrative being 
vigorously assaulted by the number of the newly independent ex-Soviet states. Suffice it 
to recall just the most important episodes of this monumental “battle over history.”  Fol-
lowing the Soviet collapse, Museums of Occupation were set up in Latvia and Estonia; 
one of the museums’ main objectives is to highlight the political symmetry between the 
two totalitarian regimes that occupied the Baltics in the 20th century—German national 
socialism and Soviet Communism.13 In May 2006, a Museum of Soviet Occupation 
opened in Tbilisi, Georgia, following the Baltic States’ example. That same month, the 
Institute of National Memory was established in Ukraine, inspired by the Polish model.14 
In November 2006, the Ukrainian parliament passed a law recognizing the Holodomor 
(the disastrous famine of 1932–1933) as genocide of the Ukrainian people perpetrated by 
the Soviet communist regime.15 In May 2009, a landmark academic and political event 
took place in Vilnius—over 80 representatives of European cultural journals convened in 
the Lithuanian capital to discuss the topic of “European Histories.” The event’s partici-
pants agreed that a comprehensive 20th century European history has yet to be crafted, 
and that the first step toward this goal should be the integration of Eastern Europe’s 
tragic totalitarian experience into the overall European narrative.16 That same year 
also saw the adoption of two international documents that couldn’t fail to rile official 
Moscow—a resolution of the European Parliament entitled “On European Conscience 
and Totalitarianism”17 and a resolution passed by the Parliamentary Assembly of the  
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe entitled “Divided Europe Reunited: 
Promoting Human Rights and Civil Liberties in the OSCE Region in the 21st Century.”18 
Both resolutions branded Nazism and Stalinism as similar totalitarian regimes, bearing 
equal responsibility for the outbreak of World War II and the crimes against humanity 
committed during that period. The resolutions strongly called for the unconditional inter-
national condemnation of European totalitarianism. Moscow’s reaction to all of this was 
unambiguously negative; in particular, Russian lawmakers, incensed at Stalinism and 
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Nazism being lumped together, called the OSCE resolution an “offensive anti-Russian 
provocation” and “violence over history.”19 

It would appear that the lawmaker Kosachev’s programmatic initiative was also prompt-
ed by yet another perceived snub against Russia. Just days prior to posting of Kosachev’s 
blog entry, the acting President of Moldova Mihai Guimpu issued a decree proclaiming 
June 28 as the “Day of Soviet Occupation of Moldova.”20 Guimpu’s move seemed to be the 
last straw. Having conceded that in the ongoing grandiose “battle over history” the “official 
Russia” and most of its neighbors more often than not end up at the “opposite sides of the 
barricade,” Kosachev appeared to have decided that something urgently needs to be done 
about this and set forth his blueprint of Russia’s “historical doctrine.” 

There appear to be two sets of reasons behind the increasingly acrimonious disputes 
over history in which Russia is pitted against the former imperial borderlands. First is what 
might be called the “classical” politics of identity following the collapse of a multinational 
empire. Second, there is a specific geopolitical conjuncture primarily connected with the 
expansion of the European Union and the growing rivalry between the EU and Russia 
over their overlapping neighborhoods. An important subplot linked with both the Soviet 
Union’s unravelling and the EU’s eastward thrust is the struggle over the contested issue 
of Russia’s own shifting identity.

Students of anthropology, political science and postcolonialism have long explored 
history writing (and mythmaking) as part of an overarching problem of nationalism, 
national identity and nation-building. Their key premise has been that (re)writing history 
and (re)making myths is what nation-states generally do, history being a principal tool to 
construct national identity.21 It has also been argued (particularly forcefully within the field 
of postcolonial studies) that any regime change inevitably entails a confrontation with the 
past: “a new future requires a new past.”22 In cases when regime change, state-creation 
and nation-building coincide, the confrontation with the past becomes particularly acute. 
This is precisely the situation in which the countries that emerged from under the rubble 
of the Soviet Union found themselves.23

The key problem here is this: new states have emerged from the debris of the Soviet 
Union, but in many cases they exist without clear-cut identities or links to logically 
conceived “nations.” Yet, identity, as some scholars argue, is decisively a question of 
empowerment. As Jonathan Friedman has perceptively noted, “The people without his-
tory … are the people who have been prevented from identifying themselves for others.”24 
So what were, realistically, the available strategies that the newly independent ex-Soviet 
countries could resort to?

Under Communism, studies of nationalism or national identities were not a terribly 
popular topic. “National question” in the Soviet Union was routinely explored as an 
aspect of class paradigm. As it has famously been postulated, liquidation of class dis-
tinctions (creation of classless society) would automatically lead toward the solution of 
national problem—through the creation of the “new historical entity” (the “Soviet people”) 
in which national/ethnic differences would be preserved in their harmless (i.e., non- 
political) ethnographic form. National histories of the Soviet Union’s multifarious peoples 
were secondary (and highly controlled) narratives—the component parts of the Soviet 
grand narrative.

Following the demise of Communism and the Soviet Union’s unraveling, the incipi-
ent nation-states either returned to national historiographic tradition (where it existed)  
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or hastily set about creating one. One common feature has been the “nationalization of 
history” whereby the history of a newly born post-Soviet state is conceptualized as the 
history of a titular nation, the latter being associated with the titular ethic group.

Yet this strategy of nationalizing history inevitably leads to strains, both internally and 
externally. As Clifford Geertz noted, defining the national particularism may be fraught 
with inherent difficulties because “new states tend to be bundles of competing traditions 
gathered accidentally into concocted political frameworks rather than organically evolving 
civilizations.”25 Thus, “nationalization” of history centered on a titular nation cannot help 
but produce what can be called “mutually exclusive” histories, whereby national minori-
ties are excluded and/or designated as 
Others. In the situation when all post-
Soviet states are multiethnic and mul-
ticultural, the exclusivist narrative is 
counterproductive at best and outright 
dangerous at worst.

In fact, as many students of national-
ism have pointed out, the construction 
or reconstruction of identity is indeed 
a violent and dangerous process for all 
those involved—both within the newly-
emerged state and without. According 
to Friedman, “The emergence of cul-
tural identity implies the fragmentation 
of a larger unity and is always experienced as a threat.”26 Roman Szporluk, a leading his-
torian of Eastern Europe at Harvard University, agrees. The making of one nation entails 
the unmaking of another, argues he: for example, the rise of particularist identities in the 
ex-Soviet republics leads to the demise of the overarching Soviet identity; nation-building 
in Ukraine compels the remaking of the Russian nation.27

A recent Russian study based on the examination of nearly 200 school history text-
books and teacher guides from Russia’s 12 post-Soviet neighbors demonstrated that 
the trends toward nationalizing history and “othering” are gaining momentum in most 
new independent states. The report, released in Moscow in the end of 2009 and entitled 
“The Treatment of the Common History of Russia and the Peoples of the Post-Soviet 
Countries in the History Textbooks of the New Independent States,” argues that Russia’s 
neighbors are now using textbooks that present Russia in all its historical incarnations 
as the enemy of the peoples of these countries. The study’s authors note “with regret” 
that “except for Belarus and (to a lesser degree) Armenia, all the remaining countries 
have moved to present the rising generation with a nationalistic view of history, based 
on myths about the antiquity of one’s own people, about the high cultural mission of its 
ancestors and about “the cursed enemy”: the Russians. “If these tendencies continue,” 
the report concludes, “then after 15 to 20 years, the events of the 20th century will be 
completely forgotten by the population.  In the consciousness of the peoples of the 
former USSR will be formed an image of Russia as an evil empire which for centuries 
destroyed, oppressed and exploited them.”28 Remarkably, several surveys of history 
textbooks from the ex-Soviet republics conducted by local scholars (for example, the 
analyses carried out in Ukraine by Viktoria Sereda and Natalya Yakovenko, respectively) 

“Following the demise of Communism 
and the Soviet Union’s unraveling, the 
incipient nation-states either returned 
to national historiographic tradition ... 
or hastily set about creating one.”
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revealed the same prevalent trend—namely, the active use and abuse of the negative 
images of the Other.29 

Some Russian historians appear to have been unpleasantly surprised, even hurt, by 
what they called the blatantly nationalistic and viciously anti-Russian interpretations 
of Russian imperial and Soviet history by non-Russian scholars from neighboring 
states. “It is a revisiting, at a new level, of the theory of ‘absolute evil’ which used 
to be popular during the early Soviet period,” contends Moscow University Professor 
Aleksandr Vdovin. “Back then, this nefarious role in Soviet historiography was played 
by the [Russian] Tsarism that ‘oppressed the peoples of the empire.’ Now it is Russia 
that is painted as the ‘absolute evil.’”30 But more perceptive Russian and international 
commentators seem to agree that a certain degree of anti-Russian bias in the new inde-
pendent countries’ historiographies was all but inevitable. It should not be treated as an 
“unexpected phenomenon,” argues one Russian analyst; rather, it should be understood 
as a “norm.”31 In their efforts to assert their still shaky and fragile national identities and 
root them in the (re)invented national traditions, the new countries were bound to “push 
against” Russia’s official historical narrative. “The shaping of an image of the ethnic or 
cultural Other has become an inalienable part of the cultural and political mobilization 
as well as of the politics of memory pursued by the newly independent states,” writes 
the prominent Ukrainian historian Georgiy Kasyanov.32 It should come as no surprise, 
adds Kasyanov, that in the post-Soviet space it was “Russia and the Russians” who ended 
up being the “absolute champions” as far as the forming of negative ethnic stereotypes 
and “othering” are concerned. Thus the ground for “history wars” was in fact inherent 
in the post-imperial situation. These conflicts could have been somewhat attenuated had 
Russia—a former imperial overlord—had at least a modest success in what Germans 
call Vergangenheitsbewältigung, meaning coming to terms with the past.33 But it hadn’t. 
I  will address Russia’s stance in greater detail below.

Geopolitics of Identity
There is also an important geopolitical angle to this already tangled story. Over the past 
decade, Europe’s geopolitical landscape has changed dramatically. The changes involve, 
above all, the EU’s eastward enlargement and the accompanying shift in Russia’s position 
in Europe. With these momentous developments, the reinterpretation of history—particu-
larly during the wartime and postwar periods—has come to be the focus of historical and 
political controversies across Europe. As the Eurozine editorial aptly put it, “Throughout 
Europe, history is ceasing to be something for historians alone. Instead, it is becoming 
both a public issue and an instrument of politics.”34 

Why this sudden spike in the politicization of history? It would appear that the EU 
enlargement has undermined a historical consensus that used to exist within and among 
the Western European countries with regard to World War II and postwar experiences.35 
As some scholars have pointed out recently, three main narratives of war and dictatorship 
exist in regard to Europe: a Western European story, a Soviet/Russian story, and an Eastern 
European story. Interestingly, the first two are somewhat similar in that both tend to high-
light the glorious victory over Nazi Germany, successful postwar reconstruction, and the 
long period of postwar peace and economic development. By contrast, Eastern Europeans 
were largely focusing not so much on “liberation” as on the dark years of Soviet occupa-
tion and dreaming of their eventual “return to Europe.”36 
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The leading Western historians of Eastern Europe, such as Norman Davies and  
Timothy Snyder, long argued that the West badly misunderstood the East European expe-
rience. “What seems to have happened is that western opinion was only gradually informed 
about the war in Eastern Europe over forty to fifty years and that the drip-feeding was 
insufficient to inspire radical adjustments to the overall conceptual framework,” Davies  
argued several years ago.37 But it is precisely Eastern Europe’s devastating war experience 
that needs to be “recovered” and reintegrated into a European historical narrative. One 
has to remember that arguably the most awful acts of carnage and violence in Europe in 
the 20th century occurred in what Snyder calls the “bloodlands”: the territories of Poland,  
Lithuania, Belarus and Ukraine.38 The sad irony, though, is that because after the war’s 
end these countries found themselves behind the Iron Curtain and under Stalinist 
rule, their histories were marginalized or expelled altogether from a general European 
account. This “postwar exorcism,” to use Michael Geyer’s term, was carried out through 
a particular organization of knowledge about Europe. The latter, neatly following the 
postwar division of Europe, was split into national histories of Western Europe and area 
studies for Eastern Europe. Thus, “historiographic elision” was firmly institutionalized.39 
Curiously, it appears to linger on, even more than twenty years after the Wall fell. As 
Snyder contends, “[E]ven as East Europeans gained the freedom to write and speak of 
their own histories as they chose after 1989 or 1991, and even as many East European 
countries acceded to the European Union in 2004 and 2007, their national histories have 
somehow failed to become accepted as European. Their histories have failed to flow into 
a larger European history that all, in East and West, can recognize as such.”40 

But now the enlargement has made the accommodation of the Eastern European perspec-
tive inevitable—as a necessary precondition for the solidarity of the extended EU. Pushing 
aside “the other half” of European history runs the risk of undermining the project of Europe-
anizing national histories. Furthermore, “it thwarts an assessment of Europe as a whole.”41

But as Eastern Europeans are pushing for the reintegration of their disastrous war experi-
ence into a (pan-)European narrative, they rarely manage to resist the temptation to turn the 
reinterpretation of World War II into the key element of their countries’ politics of history. 
The reason behind this is simple. Most Eastern European nations now view the wartime 
and postwar period as a “useable past”—crucial for strengthening separate identity, giving a 
boost to populist nationalism, externalizing the Communist past, and casting their particular 
nation as a hapless victim of two bloodthirsty totalitarian dictatorships. The German histo-
rian Wilfried Jilge specifically points to the tendency of Eastern European intellectuals to 
construct what he terms the “national Holocausts” and thus confer on their nations a status 
of victim—and the perceived moral high ground that goes along with it. “From this position 
of moral superiority, the crimes of one’s own nation are justified as defensive actions,” writes 
Jilge in an article tellingly titled “The Competition of Victims”—the phrase he borrowed 
from the former Polish Foreign Minister Wladyslaw Bartoszewski. “In this context,” Jilge 
goes on, “national stereotypes serve to distance ‘one’s own’ national history from ‘false’ 
Soviet history and thus to ‘cleanse’ ‘one’s own’ nation of everything that is Soviet.”42

This is yet another example of how Russia’s Eastern European neighbors, while 
reinterpreting their most dramatic 20th century experiences, are also reshaping their  
identities. They craft their historical narratives in such a way as to reposition themselves 
in Europe, seeking to strengthen their own sense of Europeanness and distinguish them-
selves from Russia, which is often cast as a non-European, Eurasian power—in a word, 
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as Europe’s constitutive Other. This is, of course, a problematic historiographical strategy.  
A number of Eastern European intellectuals note that almost everywhere in Eastern Europe, 
the new ruling elites chose to base—in varying degrees and shapes—their ideological 
legitimization on the conservative counterrevolutionary tradition that was dominant in the 
region during the interwar period, as well as on the mythology of the “national resistance” 
whose multifarious forms also included the collaboration with Nazi Germany, perceived 
as a suitable ally in the struggle against “Russian Communism.” For this purpose, the 
Eastern European elites seek to (re)construct their countries’ wartime histories as a story 
of the “national liberation struggle.” In these new historical narratives, says Tamas Krausz, 
one of the leading Hungarian specialists in Eastern European history, “Russia is made a 
scapegoat.” Another negative consequence of this historical reinterpretation, Krausz and 
other like-minded Eastern European intellectuals argue, is that it is being accompanied by 
the rehabilitation of the ethnic nationalist thinking.43   

Some Russian policymakers and analysts have taken to accusing Russia’s neighbors 
of a “perverse habit” of nurturing and cultivating their collective “complexes and syn-
dromes” in order to charge Russia with “imperial ambitions” and present it as a hos-
tile Other. What they ignore, however, is that those countries do have real and deeply 
ingrained syndromes that are being fed by what they see as Russia’s reluctance to come 
to terms with its past. In his brilliant 1946 essay “The Misery of the Small East Euro-
pean Countries,” the outstanding Hungarian political thinker Istvan Bibo specifically 
noted a peculiar psychological trait common to all nations of the region. This common 
trait, he argued, is an existential fear of the ultimate destruction of a national entity born 
of the centuries of catastrophic experiences: foreign conquests, partitions by stronger 
neighbors, ruthlessly crushed revolutions, violently suppressed liberal reforms. This 
fear, Bibo tells us, was linked to the concrete policies of a number of great powers that 
used to throw their weight around Eastern Europe: Ottoman Turkey, Hapsburg Austria, 
Germany and Russia.44 But while the first three have undergone profound transforma-
tions and have ceased to be perceived by the “small East European countries” as a threat, 
nervousness about Russia appears to persist.    

I would argue that the Eastern Europeans’ lingering wariness of Russia is directly 
linked to the present-day Russia’s ambiguous international identity. On the one hand, 
Russia claims legitimacy in Europe as a post-Soviet European state; on the other, it 
presents itself as the legal continuation of the Soviet Union. The latter stance entails 
two important implications: Russia’s claim to a status of great power with a sphere 
of “privileged interests,” and its reluctance to fully recognize Soviet/Stalinist crimes.

Russia’s Predicament: Facing Up to the Difficult Past  
While Coming to Terms With the Great Loss

There is no question that Russia is seriously affected by this new historiographic situation 
stemming from the confluence of the post-imperial controversies and the history debates 
born of the recent geopolitical changes in Europe. It should not then come as a surprise 
that Moscow responds, sometimes very harshly, to what it perceives as a challenge to 
its national interests. The latter are believed to be particularly gravely threatened by the 
“hostile interpretations” of World War II (or what is better known in Russia as the “Great 
Patriotic War”). My key point here is that, similar to its Eastern European neighbors, 
Moscow’s conduct, too, can only be properly understood within the context of Russian 
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identity politics.45 After all, what is at stake—as it is perceived by the Russian elites—in 
the ongoing history wars with the former Eastern Bloc satellites and ex-Soviet republics 
is no less than Russia’s status as a “European nation.”

So long as the erstwhile historical consensus remained intact, Russia’s victory over 
Nazism legitimized its “great power” status in Europe and its sphere of influence in the 
eastern part of the continent. The new historical controversies over the nature of the Soviet 
“liberation” of Eastern Europe effectively undermine Russia’s status as the “liberator of 
Europe” and erode whatever symbolic capital it might claim to prop up its “Europeanness.” 
What we are witnessing is basically a “clash” of two very different notions of “liberation.” 
In today’s Europe (and, for that matter, the United States), the liberation of Europe in World 
War II is inseparably welded with the idea of democracy—the restoration of democratic 
order in that part Europe which was cleansed by the Western Allies of the “brown plague.” 
Such interpretation presupposes that whatever the Soviet Union did in the eastern half of 
Europe that fell under Stalin’s control could be called anything but “liberation.”46  

Nowhere was the Russian official narrative—and the identity based upon it—challenged 
so vigorously of late as at the 2009 Vilnius Conference on “European Histories.”47 Address-
ing the gathering, Valdas Adamkus, the outgoing president of Lithuania, reminded his 
audience that for Eastern Europeans, it is not just the defeat of Nazi Germany that comes 
to mind on May 8, 1945. “For Lithuania, like many other eastern European nations, May 
8 of 1945 did not bring victory over violence, but simply change of oppressor,” Adamkus 
has forcefully stated. “Once again, history was turned into the handmaiden of politics and 
ideology and thrust upon Lithuania and its people to cover up injustice and crime, distort 
facts, slander independence and freedom fighters.” Yale historian Timothy Snyder would 
completely concur. Attacking in a 2005 article what he called a “common European narra-
tive”—which is largely shared by Moscow—Snyder asserted that 1945 “means something 
entirely different in most of Eastern Europe—for most citizens of the states admitted 
to the Union in May 2004. For them, 1945 means a transition from one occupation to 
another; from Nazi rule to Soviet rule.” Now, participating in the Vilnius gathering, Snyder 
offered his reinterpretation of Europe’s tragic 20th century experience that, according to 
one observer, “in key respects threw into question the established historical consensus.”48 

Such treatment of the wartime and postwar developments is regarded in Moscow as 
a direct attack on Russia’s image as a great European power—a status that the Kremlin 
leadership values highly. To get a better sense of the true extent of Moscow’s wrath, one 
has to understand that 1945 represents the absolute pinnacle of Russia’s geopolitical might: 
some scholars have argued that following its defeat in the Crimean war in 1856 and until 
the Soviet victory in WWII Russian power has been in a relative decline.49 “Don’t forget,” 
Tony Judt reminded us, 

that as seen from a historian’s perspective, a historian of contemporary Europe, Stalin was 
in many ways the natural successor to Catherine the Great, and the tsars of the 19th century, 
expanding into the Russian near west, and to the Russian southwest in particular—territories 
that Catherine began her expansion into, which have always been regarded as crucial by  
Russian strategists, both because of access to resources, access to warm water ports, and 
because it gives Russia a role in Europe, as well as in Asia.50 

Just consider two plain historical facts: Russia was among the biggest losers in World 
War I, and saw its statehood crumbling and the borderlands seceding, while World War 
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II results confirmed at Yalta and Potsdam turned Russia (in the form of the Soviet Union) 
into the world’s second superpower—a status that included Moscow’s immense geopoliti-
cal clout in Europe. However, Russia’s four-decades-long dominance over Eastern Europe 
was brought down in a series of “velvet revolutions” in 1989. As one pithy comment put 
it, “Russia was the main victor in WWII and the main loser in 1989.”51 

But what is particularly important for my discussion here is that, unlike most of its 
Eastern European neighbors, the post-Soviet Russia has refused to view the EU as a 
norm-maker and is reluctant to accept its standards and values.52 At the same time, Rus-
sian leadership adamantly insists that its country is inherently European—as European as 
any other major European state. One cannot find a better expression of this attitude than 
a defiant passage in Vladimir Putin’s 2005 Annual Address to the Federal Assembly. As if 
reiterating Catherine the Great’s famous dictum, Putin forcefully asserted that “Above all 
else Russia was, is and will, of course, be a major European power”:

Achieved through much suffering by European culture, the ideals of freedom, human rights, 
justice and democracy have for many centuries been our society’s determining values. For 
three centuries, we—together with the other European nations—passed hand in hand through 
reforms of Enlightenment, the difficulties of emerging parliamentarianism, municipal and 
judiciary branches, and the establishment of similar legal systems … I repeat we did this 
together, sometimes behind and sometimes ahead of European standards.53 

Such a stance, naturally, implies that Europe should be held to Russian standards of Euro-
peanness, too. So when Moscow castigates the “rehabilitation of fascism” in certain parts 
of Europe or lashes out at the “glorification of Nazi collaborators” in some Baltic states 
or in Ukraine, it claims it protects European values—the ones that the EU itself allegedly 
chose to ignore. Thus Russian leadership’s jeremiads against the “inadmissible revision of 
WWII results” should be read as an element of its strategic ideological ambition to advance 
an alternative interpretation of what Europe means.54 

There is also a very important domestic dimension of Russian leadership’s struggle 
against the “revision of World War II history.” Here, a myth of the “Great Patriotic War” 
or, more precisely, a myth of the “great Victory” plays a pivotal role. Created in the 1960s, 
this myth—in which the memory of war, with all its unbearable everyday hardships, untold 
number of victims, millions of POWs, chaos of evacuation, etc., had been replaced by the 
memory of victory—was successfully exploited by the Soviet Communist rulers.55 First, 
it provided an effective means of legitimization for the political power. Second, it was a 
powerful instrument of identity politics as it told an uplifting story of a “birth of the Soviet 
people in the crucible of the total war.”56 

Since the Soviet collapse, however, both the rulers and the Russian public at large have 
found themselves in a tight spot: while the former were facing the crisis of legitimacy, the 
latter was experiencing the crisis of identity. The Yeltsin regime, particularly in its early 
years, sought to build both its legitimacy and Russian identity on the idea of “democratiza-
tion” and “joining the civilized world.” During the Putin “fat decade” of energy revenues’ 
windfall, the cornerstone of legitimacy and identity building was seemingly apolitical—the 
narod was encouraged to “get rich” and swap political freedoms for the unbridled freedom to 
consume. Yet by the mid-1990s, one could perceive a gradual return to the concept of Great 
Russia—a country that remains a great power throughout all the trials and tribulations of its 
turbulent history. This image inevitably entails an evocation of epic struggles with powerful 
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and perfidious foes from which Russia would emerge triumphant under the stern leadership 
of strong and benevolent rulers. In this sense, the officially peddled myth of the “great Vic-
tory” becomes an indispensable tool for the reconstruction of Russian identity. 

The official commemoration of the “Great Patriotic War” also appears to be the sole 
ideological mechanism that can be employed to foster Russia’s social cohesion. Accord-
ing to Carnegie Moscow Center analyst Nikolai Petrov, “There is absolutely nothing else 
in the whole of Russian history that can be used to unite the nation.”57 Petrov’s remark is 
significant in that it reveals what arguably constitutes Russia’s most formidable “historio-
graphical” problem—namely, the lack of even a minimal consensus within the Russian 
society as to the interpretation of the country’s turbulent past, following the century of 
violent political upheavals. To achieve a healthy degree of cohesion, within any society 
there should be a certain public agreement as to the basic values system upon which rests 
the whole edifice of historical memory of the given society. After all, any “memorial 
construct” is a system of values; the “memory as such” simply does not exist. As the Rus-
sians fail to agree on how to treat the most significant episodes of their country’s past, the 
“victory myth” is being used by the ruling elites as a kind of “social glue.”58   

Treating the “Great Patriotic War” as a “usable past” also fits into a broader strategy of 
“normalizing” Soviet history which has been vigorously pursued under Putin. “Normaliza-
tion” of the Soviet past as a “part of our glorious thousand year old history” contributes to 
the revived ideology of statism as a perennial source of Russian identity.59 

Integrating the Stalin period into a greater Russian story is not just an elite project—the 
polls demonstrate that it is generally supported by the masses. For the West in general and 
Russia’s Eastern European neighbors in particular, the process appears both puzzling and 
menacing; increasingly, there is talk about Moscow’s backlash and imperial comeback. 
There is, however, a compelling psychological reason for the rise of such public attitudes, 
and some more astute commentators contended that a backlash in one form or another was 
inevitable. One has to understand, notes Judt, that for the majority of Russians, the demise 
of the Soviet Union involved the loss of not just territory and status but also of a history that 
they could live with. “Everything has been unraveled before their eyes,” says he, adding 
that any other nation would have been morally devastated by such an experience.

If this had happened to Americans, or Brits, it would have been culturally catastrophic; to lose 
the equivalent of, say Texas and California, to be told that all the founding fathers right down 
to FDR were a bunch of criminals, to discover that you are regarded as on the par with Hitler, 
in terms of the accepted description of 20th-century evils that we have since overcome.60 

No wonder, then, that the “trope of loss,” as Serguei Oushakine demonstrates so well in 
his The Patriotism of Despair, has become the most effective and widely used symbolic 
device which Russians employ to make sense of their Soviet experience in the post-Soviet 
context.61    

There is, of course, a vexed question about the interrelation between the glory of the 
“Great Patriotic War” and the horrors of Stalinist terror.62 Some liberal Russian scholars 
have skillfully demonstrated how the memory of the war is being (ab)used to construct 
a kind of “blocking myth” in order to suppress the memories of the totalitarian regime’s  
terror, of the Gulag and other crimes of the period. If the atrocities perpetrated by the Soviet 
regime do occasionally pop up in the official narrative, they are presented as some insig-
nificant episode in the otherwise heroic and glorious Soviet history.63 But one also must 
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bear in mind the existence of significant differences in the ways the trauma of the Soviet 
collapse affected public perceptions and memories of Russians and those of their neighbors 
in Eastern Europe: “In Russia itself, the disintegration of the USSR was linked much more 
closely with the painful immediacy of everyday survival than with archived horrors of the 
Great Terror… The need to equate the Soviet Union with the Stalinist regime, which was 
so crucial for many Western [and East European] commentators, was less obvious in the 
midst of [Russia’s] post-Soviet changes.”64 

And yet, the ambiguity of a Russian official position, rooted in the inability of mak-
ing a comprehensive and honest assessment of the nature of the Soviet regime, makes it 
extremely difficult for Moscow to approach the crucial issue of responsibility that appears 
to be at the heart of history wars in the post-Soviet space. 

Warring Histories and the Question of Responsibility
Remarkably, while arguing for the need to craft Russian “historical doctrine,” the law-
maker Kosachev has correctly defined the core reason of Russia’s current predicament: it 
lies, he notes, in the simple fact that the present-day Russia is a legal successor to the Soviet 
Union. He also notes, again correctly, that this legal continuity involves both positive and 
negative implications. But then, when he spells out the key points of his “historical doc-
trine,” he takes on a markedly contradictory stance. Russia, Kosachev suggests, can carry 
on as the USSR’s successor state but is not responsible—politically, morally, financially 
or otherwise—for any criminal acts committed by the Soviet regime. 

But this stance is untenable. As some leading scholars (such as, for instance, Andrei 
Zubov) have long pointed out, the issue of legal continuity is the crux of the matter and 
this is exactly what differentiates Russia from all other countries of Eastern Europe.65 
While in 1991 Russia chose to become, in legal terms, the continuation of the USSR, all 
ex-communist countries of Eastern Europe (including some former Soviet republics) opted 
to reestablish historical continuity with their pre-communist state entities. Thus, if today’s 
Russia is a direct successor of the Soviet state—the fact all Russia’s ruling bodies will-
ingly accept—then it bears full responsibility for the actions and crimes committed by the 
Soviet regime against both its own people and foreign citizens throughout that regime’s 
entire history. 

The correlation between Russia’s legal continuity and historical responsibility remains 
a hotly contested issue even within the liberal segment of Russia’s scholarly community. 
As Valery Tishkov, Director of the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology at the Russian 
Academy of Sciences, has passionately argued recently, “Russia’s being a legal successor 
[to the USSR] in terms of external debt, property abroad or international agreements does 
not mean that, say, my relatives from the Urals who were victims of Stalinist repressions 
and I as their descendant bear responsibility for the grave errors or criminal policies pur-
sued by the Soviet ruling clique that to a significant extent consisted of the migrants from 
Georgia and Ukraine.” Yet Tishkov does agree that the “problem of [Russia’s] historical 
responsibility in all its aspects merits a new discussion.”66 However, within the Russian 
liberal milieu there is a more subtle and nuanced understanding of responsibility than 
the one suggested by Tishkov. The proponents of this understanding talk not so much 
of “historical guilt” as of the “civic responsibility for the country’s past.” This means 
that contemporary Russians are not literally “guilty” of the crimes committed during the 
Soviet rule, but that they have accepted the inheritance and, along with it, all its debts.  
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Without this moral act, the argument proceeds, any civic responsibility for the present and 
the future is simply unthinkable.67 The unwillingness of official Moscow to even discuss 
this issue—which Kosachev’s proposal unambiguously declares—will only raise the sus-
picions among Russia’s neighbors.

Yet even more important, of course, is the issue of Russia’s own identity. Back 
in 1991, Russia, too, had two options: to reestablish legal continuity with the 1917  
pre-revolutionary Russia or to choose to become a legal successor to the USSR. The 
choice, as is well known, was made in favor of the second option. Although some com-
mentators hold that “it is unlikely that those who took this decision really understood the 
consequences,”68 Boris Yeltsin appeared to have understood (if only post factum) the differ-
ence between the two options as well as the possible implications. In his memoirs, having 
explained the reasons for the actual choice that the Russian leadership made at the time, he 
then mused about what might have happened had the Russian Federation chosen to become 
a successor to the pre-revolutionary Russia: “Now I think to myself, what kind of Russia 
would we be living in had we chosen another path, if we had revived the legal succession 
of pre-Soviet Russia—the Russia that the Bolsheviks destroyed in 1917.” Russia, Yeltsin 
suggested, would have become a different country, living according to different set of laws 
that would give priority to personality and not to the state: “We could have lived according 
to completely different rules—not by the Soviet principles of class struggle … but by laws 
and principles that respect individual rights.” “It would have been a bold step to admit our 
historical mistakes and restore the country’s historical succession,” Yeltsin asserted and 
then added, tellingly: “The outside world would have treated us differently too.”69

Russia’s first president was right on the mark. Nothing undermines trust and sours 
the relations between Russia and its neighbors more than the reluctance of Russian 
policy elite to fully come to terms with the Soviet past, recognize the crimes of Stalin-
ist regime and acknowledge all the wrongs it did both to Russian people and the other 
peoples of the former USSR and Eastern Europe. Kosachev and other Russian politi-
cians argue that the Kremlin leadership has already condemned Stalinism and, besides, 
Russia is one of its many victims. Indeed, certain liberal-minded segments of Russia’s 
political leadership who are interested in the strengthening of their country’s ties with 
the West seem to have embarked on their own, as yet rather feeble, de-Stalinization 
campaign.70 In an apparent attempt to politically mend fences with Poland, the Rus-
sian Duma officially recognized that the Katyn Massacre—the execution in 1940 of 
about 22,000 Poles by the Soviet security police—was committed on direct order by 
Stalin and other Soviet leaders. Prior to this unprecedented statement, the Polish film 
“Katyn” was shown on Russian television, and President Dmitry Medvedev, on his 
visit to Warsaw last September, awarded the Order of Friendship to Andrzej Wajda, 
the film’s celebrated director.71

But these declarations are definitely not enough. Russian human rights activists have 
long asserted that in Russia, the memory of Stalinism is invariably a memory of victims 
but not of the committed crime. Twenty years after the end of Communist rule, there isn’t 
even one legislative act in which the state terror would be unequivocally characterized as 
crime.72 Nowhere is it stated that the extra-judicial bodies created during the Soviet period 
were a bad thing: since they were formed on the orders of the supreme organs of the Soviet 
power, they are deemed to be perfectly legal. As a result, Russia finds itself in a vicious 
circle. Without the legal assessment of the crimes committed by the Soviet regime it is 
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impossible to advance public education based on the liberal values, but the present-day 
Russian authorities are reluctant to pass a legal judgment on the Stalinist misdeeds.73

Some more enlightened members of the Russian elite, however, appear to clearly 
see where the problem lies. It is rooted, the chairman of Russia’s influential Council on 
Foreign and Defense Policy Sergei Karaganov states bluntly, in “the legacy of Soviet 
socialism”—that is, “Stalinism” and its consequences. In his recent essay published in the 
government newspaper under the telltale title “A Russian Katyn,” Karaganov argues that, 
so far, Russians “have not found in themselves the strength to recognize that all Russia is 
one large Katyn” filled with “the nameless graves of millions of victims of the regime” 
that ruled over the Soviet Union for most of the last century.74 “Over the past year,”  
Karaganov noted,

both the president and prime minister have condemned Stalinism. And all the same, we 
have not dared to fully reject its inheritance, to repent for the outrages committed by us and 
our ancestors over ourselves and our own people. …Without bowing before the victims of 
Stalinism and without recognizing the guilt of their own country before them, we will remain 
inheritors only of another part of our people—their executioners, guards, and snitches, of 
those who voluntarily de-kulakized [the country] and destroyed the churches.75 

Remarkably, Karaganov has made a direct link between Russia’s inability to 
face up to its “dark past” and the country’s international image: “The anti-Russian 
sentiment is strong also because we ourselves are unable to part with the worst in our 
history.” This is what Russia’s liberal scholars and rights activists have been arguing 
for years. But such a statement, coming from a person of Karaganov’s stature and 
appearing in a government daily, becomes significant.76 It appears to indicate that, 
although in today’s Russia there is no open and nation-wide discussion of the country’s 
unpalatable past comparable to the famous Historikerstreit in Germany in the 1980s,77 
the acute struggle over the interpretation of history does take place even within the 
establishment. This largely internal struggle accounts for the seemingly contradictory 
moves that the Russian authorities are making. Notably, President Medvedev who 
signed the infamous decree on the creation of the “commission against falsifications 
of history,” appointed last October Mikhail Fedotov, previously head of Russia’s 
liberal-leaning Union of Journalists, the Kremlin’s top human rights advisor. Upon his 
appointment, Fedotov wasted no time to declare his sweeping de-Stalinization agenda. 
Russia has no future, he argued, unless it can overcome its totalitarian mindset and 
understand the full scale of Stalin’s repressions. He further contended that Russia’s 
Soviet legacy was inextricably linked with its main problems such as corruption and 
lack of press freedom. He also announced that he would soon present Medvedev with 
a package of proposals to eradicate “totalitarian thinking.”78 This was apparently done 
at the meeting of the Council on Civil Society and Human Rights in Yekaterinburg 
on February 1, 2011, which was attended by President Medvedev. There a group of 
liberal intellectuals headed by Karaganov and Arseny Roginsky, head of Memorial, 
announced the launch of an ambitious project titled “On the Perpetuation of the 
Memory of the Victims of the Totalitarian Regime and on National Reconciliation.” 
This project, which should become a “mass movement for restoring historical memory 
and justice,” is aimed at no less than the radical transformation of the consciousness 
of both Russian society and the Russian elite. 
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 Remarkably, what is at stake, according to the project’s leaders, is the (re)creation 
of a new Russian identity, without which, they contend, “progress will be impossible.”79  
The direct link that is made between de-Stalinization and the forging of Russia’s new 
post-Soviet identity is instructive. Drawing on the German postwar lessons, liberal-
minded Russian intellectuals and political thinkers argue that, like the de-Nazification 
and the campaign of the collective guilt in Germany following the Nazi era, the ideology 
and politics of de-Stalinization should become an instrument of the thorough reforming 
of Russia’s political and social system. For Russia, this de-Stalinization agenda is both 
urgent and strategic as it should constitute, according to one comment, an important 
aspect of the country’s “new identity, new ‘national idea,’ if you wish.”80 Ultimately, a 
new social norm should take root that would reject excessive violence and the primacy 
of the state interests over those of the individual and instead uphold the principles of tol-
erance, compromise, and societal dialogue. As a result, Russia’s entire political culture 
will have been transformed.  It would appear, though, that Russia is in for a long haul. 
The country’s elites seem to be divided over the kind of identity they wish for Russia: 
either that of a derzhava that bosses around in its geopolitical backyard or that of a 
law-governed European state in peace with its neighbors. Thus Russia’s contradictory 
“politics of history” is likely to continue. If anything, President Medvedev, judging by 
his remarks at the Yekaterinburg meeting of the Human Rights Council, was not ter-
ribly impressed by the proposals advanced by a group of Russian liberal thinkers. He 
reiterated that both he as president and Russian parliament have already made political 
statements with regard to Stalinist period and its crimes, while it is up to the courts to 
pass any legal ruling in these matters. So it’s unclear, he argued, what else could be 
done here.81  On the other hand, Russian public attitudes also indicate that there is an 
uphill struggle ahead. According to the 2009 survey of the Levada Center, Russia’s well-
respected independent pollster, around 49 percent of Russians believe that Stalin played 
a largely positive role in the country’s history, while only 33 percent hold that he was a 
negative historical figure.82 In a sense, suggests the liberal political analyst Kirill Rogov, 
Russia “finds itself in a situation similar to the one that West Germany experienced in the 
beginning of the 1950s, when seven years after the destruction of Hitler’s Third Reich 
and the actual completion of de-Nazification campaign it turned out that Nazism had 
remained part of the national political consciousness, and one third of Germans were 
ready to justify it one way or the other.”83  

Conclusion
Is it realistic to believe that post-Soviet states will ever do without politics of history and 
that the memory wars between them will eventually end? I would begin discussion of this 
question by suggesting that while national images of the past will never fully coincide, 
it appears feasible to reach some reconciliation between them and thus avoid creating  
negative identities. Such reconciliation can be achieved in the course of a broad and 
mutually respectful dialogue between national memories and historical narratives. All the 
participants of this dialogue would agree that while national memories are not congruent 
and historical narratives might diverge, one’s image of the past could only be enriched 
through the knowledge of alternative interpretations. 

Such dialogue, however, will only be possible if three formidable obstacles are overcome. 
The most important obstacle is authoritarian political culture. As Karl Schlögel argues, 
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“Authoritarian conditions are hostile to memory. A mature historical culture and a civil 
culture belong together.”84 Indeed, scholars have noted the close correlation between regime 
type and the degree of regime’s reliance on historical myths.85 True, all regimes resort to and 
rely on myth-making. But in liberal democracies, political legitimacy is much less dependent 
on the unifying historical narrative that would foster compliance with government policies 
than it is in authoritarian regimes. Genuine democracies are thus much more tolerant of 
dissent, controversy, competing ideas and can afford the luxury of treating history that chal-
lenges habitual assumptions with relative equanimity. This trait, in the words of the eminent 
British historian Michael Howard, is a mark of maturity. By contrast, authoritarian leaders 
prefer to feed their subjects with what Howard calls “nursery history.” In his view, “[A] good 
definition of the difference between a Western liberal society and a totalitarian one—whether 
it is Communist, Fascist, or Catholic authoritarian—is that in the former the government 
treats its citizens as responsible adults and in the latter it cannot.”86      

 The second problem is the widespread perceptions that mass publics hold about what 
history actually is. Sociological surveys demonstrate that in most post-Soviet states, people 
are largely unaware of one fundamental thing—that studying history is a complex and con-
tinuous process in the course of which what used to be perceived as “historical truth” can (and 
should) be refuted as new evidence emerge or new interpretations are advanced. According 
to the recent data provided by VTsIOM, a Russian pollster, 60 percent of the respondents 
hold that history should not be revised, that past events should be studied in such a way 
which would exclude “repeat research” leading to new approaches and interpretations. Only 
31 percent of those polled believe that the study of history is a continuous and open-ended 
process. Furthermore, 79 percent spoke in favor of using one single textbook when teaching 
history course in schools—lest the young minds get confused by alternative interpretations. 
Symptomatically, 78 percent supported the creation of the presidential commission charged 
with fighting “falsification of history,” and 60 percent said the passing of a “memory law” 
criminalizing the “revision of WWII results” would be a good thing. Ironically, when 61 per-
cent of Russians say that “national interpretations” of the past are inadmissible, they appear 
to be oblivious of the fact that their own interpretation is no less “national.”87   

This picture of public attitudes should correct an oversimplified perception of symbolic 
politics in the post-Soviet lands as basically a one-way street whereby the discourse that 
serves the interests of ruling elites is being imposed upon society. In more ways than one, 
the prevalent attitudes toward history and memory demonstrate the meeting of the minds 
between the rulers and the ruled in Eurasia. 

It would appear that these attitudes can be changed only slowly through the chang-
es in the way national histories are written in Russia and other ex-Soviet republics. 
And this is the third big problem that needs to be tackled. It would be naïve to believe 
that national governments (or die-hard nationalists, for that matter) will one day stop  
regarding (and exploiting) historical narrative as a useful means of nationalist mobiliza-
tion. After all, common history is what holds the imagined community together. So an  
ethnic-centric, “nationalized” history is likely to persist. But what is needed, assert some 
leading historians, is to supplement a traditional national narrative by multiethnic or, better 
still, transnational approach. “Transnational” or “transcultural” history, argues Andreas  
Kappeler, would be based on “multiperspectivity and comparison, investigate inter-
actions, communications and overlapping phenomena and entanglements between 
states, nations, societies, economies, regions, and cultures.”88
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These new approaches would probably still not help overcome the divide between 
memories in the post-Soviet world. But as I have stated above, there is no need to try 
bridging the gap between national memories. This goal is unattainable. The objective to 
be pursued is much more modest: to promote understanding of other perspectives and 
interpretations. 
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