Between nationalist
propaganda and recognition
of minority victims

The Russian interpretation
of the Second World War

A conversation with Sergey Lukashevsky, director of the Sakharov
Center in Moscow. Interviewer: Kristina Smolijaninovaité

KRISTINA SMOLIJANINOVAITE:The
Sakharov Center as we know deals with the
history of Soviet totalitarianism as part of
its mission to promote freedom, democra-
cy and human rights. It once held the ex-
hibition “Different Wars” by the EU-Russia
Civil Society Forum, which concerned con-
flicting memories of the Second World War
across different parts of Europe. That war
often serves as a focal point for collective
memory on fascism or imperialism and is
therefore a key reference point for defining
national and regional identities. It also helps
to remind people of the ideals of peace and
respect for human lives. So how relevant is
the remembrance of the Second World War
in your country today? One underlying ques-
tion also concerns the choice of narrative,

with the specific ideals of the Great Patri-
otic War contrasting with the more gener-
al Second World War.

SERGEY LUKASHEVSKY:Ido not
think that there is generally any real re-
membrance of the Second World War,
but rather of the Great Patriotic War.
Basically, one can describe it in just four
sentences: 1) The Great Patriotic War
was fought by the Soviet Union against
Nazi Germany; 2) this conflict was the
bloodiest and most destructive episode
of the Second World War; 3) the Sovi-
et Union triumphed over Nazi Germa-
ny, in a war that left millions of people
dead, wounded or crippled, with ma-
jor destruction in all parts of the Sovi-
et Union where the war took place; and
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4) due to this, remembrance is consid-
ered relevant nationwide.

When we start talking about the war
as a whole, in its early period the Sovi-
et Union was practically an ally of Nazi
Germany. This historical moment is cer-
tainly difficult for all Russians to grasp.
It is not just that our country was not on
its best behaviour, as the problem lies
within the contradiction itself. How is it
that we were allies with somebody who
later came to be such a bloody, dread-
ful enemy of our country? This definite-
ly does not mesh well with the nation’s
memory. On the one hand, the remem-
brance of the war — the Great Patriot-
ic War — certainly is an important part
of Russian national memory, simply on
account of the horror and scale of this
event. On the other hand, it is impor-
tant to remember how guilty those gen-
erations felt, the ones who lived through
and fought in the war. This is not sim-
ply the memory of shared horror, hard-
ship, and victory, but also of terrifying
events taking place after the previous
awful decades of the civil war and re-
pression. Following that, the now frag-
mented Russian society, which the com-
munist government controlled through
massive repression, terror and indoc-
trination, was finally somewhat unit-
ed in a sense. Of course, to some extent
in the Soviet Union friendship existed
between peoples, with notable excep-
tions including the breakout of various
bloody conflicts in the 1980s. During
the war, this friendship was all based on
frontline brotherhood. Initially, it was a
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brotherhood of truly different nation-
alities and people who fought togeth-
er: Tatars, Uzbeks, Tajiks, Russians and
Ukrainians. This could include almost
anyone in the country, with some un-
derstandable exceptions. Both the So-
viet government and Russian authori-
ties have used the memory of the Sec-
ond World War as an ideological prin-
ciple. I think the Soviet government did
this intuitively and truly relied on the fact
that it was a living memory shared and
celebrated by living people. However, I
think the current Russian government
is doing it based on a concept first laid
out by French theologian and philoso-
pher Jean-Luc Marion. Ultimately, Mar-
ion believed that a shared tragedy must
occur in order to locate a nation’s iden-
tity. It seems to me that this is a com-
pletely conscious political move in Rus-
sia. These ideas are not something based
on empty values but rather real memo-
ries and events. I see this as a complete-
ly consistent activity. Subsequently, the
problem with the remembrance of the
Second World War, the Great Patriotic
War in Russia, is that the government
carefully guards this short, yet domi-
nant narrative. It absolutely denies oth-
er narratives, even those that are not in
direct contradiction, but only seeking
to refine it in parts.

As you say, for the Russian government
it is imperative to have a cult of victory for
building the nation’s identity. At the same
time, | believe we need to remember that
the Second World War was a very compli-

121



History and Memory

cated conflict with a lot of historical con-
tradictions and experiences. Is there some
hope for alternative narratives to prevail
and encourage a more complex debate in
Russia?

Inevitably, there are other alternative
narratives. The Russian government dis-
misses these narratives because they are
determined to make the remembrance
of the conflict into a cult of war and vic-
tory. A cult as such perpetuates itself
by an essentially religious adherence to
precepts, not simply memories. It also
does not tolerate any contradictions.
A cult should have one singular voice,
whereas any additional narratives would
raise unnecessary questions. Those who
are fixated on the particular importance
of one narrative may end up shifting the
subject from the victors and soldiers to
the victims of the war.

It is interesting that among monu-
ments, there were different types ded-
icated to the Second World War and
Great Patriotic War in Soviet times. For
example, in the village of Saltykovka —
where I grew up — there was a monu-
ment installed in the 1980s that featured
the figure of a crying woman. But now,
all the monuments being installed are
only of soldiers, who are always depict-
ed as victorious. In Soviet times, it was
different. There were monuments of sor-
row, and then they somehow included
soldiers among them as well. The mon-
ument I am talking about, with the cen-
tral figure of a crying woman, also de-
picted soldiers running into combat. It
is like there was this balance between
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remembrance of sorrow and victory. In
fact, the main official song of the Sovi-
et times, which would mark the tearful
celebration of “Den Pobedi” or “Victory
Day’, also expressed this idea of these
two themes. Today, since the remem-
brance of victory and war is being con-
stituted into more of a cult, the sorrow
narrative has been reduced. It may not
be completely missing or absent, but it
is now small.

So how would narratives of the war un-
der such a cult accommodate perspectives
of minority identities within Russia and be-
yond? When is it possible to have more
open discussion about different views or
interpretations of the war in your country?

By extension of our discussion, one
might consider historical perspectives
on the division of Poland by the Sovi-
et Union and Germany, as well as oth-
er specific topics on Crimean Tatars,
Chechens, Ingush, and so on. It is clear
that there is a range of other different
situations. In Chechnya, the memory
of deportation is still preserved, though
there was a recent story about how a his-
torical monument dedicated to victims
of deportation was moved to a new lo-
cation, becoming smaller and less cen-
tral than before. Nevertheless, national
memory is respected there. If we look at
the narrative of Crimean Tatars, we will
see a much more complex and sad story,
where myths are resurrected once again
about them being collaborators with the
Nazi occupiers as a means of justifying
the deportation.
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The most complex and troubled nar-
rative concerns Soviet society during the
period of the Great Patriotic War, espe-
cially in terms of the degree of anger to-
wards the Soviet government. I am not
talking about the Baltic ethnic groups
or the western parts of Ukraine, which
were annexed right before the war, but
about a large part of the populations of
Belarus, Ukraine and even parts of Rus-
sia. There was active or passive support
for the occupiers during the period of
the Great Patriotic War and natural-
ly, for Vlasov’s army too (Interviewer’s
note: this army was a collaborationist
formation, primarily composed of Rus-
sians, that fought under German com-
mand during the war). These topics are
an absolute taboo today and difficult to
comprehend. Another theme related to
this is repression, along with the crimes
committed by the Soviet government
and military personnel. These involved
the army’s barrier squads, the activities
of SMERSH (counter-intelligence fight-
ing “anti-Soviet elements” in the Red
Army), and violence in the occupied
territories of Germany and the satellite
states. Just like the theme of collabora-
tionism, this is also taboo for people in
Russia today. The position of the central
cult forces the government to consider
these and other narratives unaccepta-
ble. As a result, these ideas are gener-
ally criminalised and cast aside. In the
best case scenario, such ideas might be
absorbed as part of the larger narrative.
Generally, there is a great difficulty with
regards to the theme of collaboration-
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ism. Technically, you could talk about
it in abstract terms, but asking any pro-
vocative questions is almost impossible.
Certainly, you can still discuss the de-
portation of the peoples of the Cauca-
sus, and probably the Crimean Tatars.
Some time ago in the Sakharov Center,
we opened an exhibition by an Ingush
artist, who painted a series of paintings
on this topic. Events dedicated to the
memory of these deportations are not
only happening in Moscow but in the ac-
tual regions themselves. The memory is
kept alive there with events every year.
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In Gdansk, Poland, the Museum of the
Second World War became a platform for
the political radicalisation of history by the
ruling party that was elected in 2015. In Ger-
many, we see another pattern regarding
how narratives in museums evolve. For ex-
ample, the government and politicians ena-
ble commemoration culture but commem-
oration itself is designed by well-informed
experts who understand the content and
can implement it creatively. We observed
this during recent debate surrounding the
government’s decision to erect a memorial
in Berlin for Polish war victims. How is the
war represented in the museums of Rus-
sia? Are perspectives of different minori-
ties represented, or is the official narrative
omnipresent in the museums?

In Moscow, there is a Jewish Muse-
um and Tolerance Center. Naturally, its
main exposition focuses on the history
of Judaism and specifically Russian Ju-
daism. A major part is also related to the
history of the Holocaust. At the same
time, however, there is a full-sized T-34
tank located in a special hall, a dedicat-
ed and fairly large space. The hall also
offers information about battles in trib-
ute to the governmental narrative when
this is not exactly essential for such a
museum. So even in museums dedicat-
ed to other aspects of the Second World
War, remembrance of the war remains
the official narrative. The museum it-
self is designed in a very modern way. It
is not a collection of artefacts arranged
to tell a story. Yet, you move from one
narrative to another, from one space of
memory to another. Stylistically, they
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are also completely different. One con-
cerns the innocent and non-combatant
victims of the war, while the other in-
volves war and victory.

How may one begin then to deal with
conflicting perspectives in commemora-
tion in the future?

I think that in Russia there is no real or
serious conflict of remembrance. There
are political conflicts that exist between
people who are loyal to the idea that the
government should play an important
role in everything, and those who think
that all decisions made by the govern-
ment or individual state representatives
are disappointing mistakes, sometimes
even crimes. Yet if you were to ask these
groups whether the Great Patriotic War
was the bloodiest and most horrible war
and whether the Soviet Union won it, the
answer would always be the same. Ob-
servers have noted an increase in inter-
est related to historical memories at the
family level. It is fairly natural and nor-
mal that family memory concerns those
who were killed or those who survived
the frontline. The important part is that
it is a private memory. I will draw a par-
allel here too, using results from a survey
led by the Levada Center, which shows
a gradual increase in the distance be-
tween the people and government. The
government is increasingly becoming a
separate entity that people are no long-
er relying on. Undoubtedly, the people
and government’s different projections
of history constitute the most powerful
aspect of this self-awareness.
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I think that people feel more distant
now from the actual past itself and the
psychological trauma associated with
various historical cataclysms such as the
collapse of the Soviet Union. At some
point in time, conversation about these
events will certainly resume. At such a
point, it will also be possible to talk open-
ly and publicly about the government
itself, with all its mistakes, abuse, and
crimes. We will be able to come back to
these discussions only when political is-
sues become part of the normalised so-
cial process. In my opinion, it is conflict,
which truly does not have deep roots.
There are certainly other conflicts with
opposing societal narratives: Russian
and Ukrainian, Russian and Baltic, Rus-
sian and Polish... These are more com-
plex conflicts because they involve a va-
riety of issues that reach across borders.
This includes the annexation of Crimea
and the particular situations faced by
different societies in Eastern and Cen-
tral Europe. It is also difficult for them
to discuss various topics and people as-
sociated with the history of the Second
World War. In Poland, we can see how
historical memory is also being manip-
ulated and becoming increasingly a part
of state politics.

There are societies like Ukraine,
where internally, the process of con-
structing nationalism and a common
national narrative is very difficult. Actu-
ally, I would say that clear fault lines or
stress zones exist between the narratives
of the Russian-speaking parts of Eastern
Ukraine and Central Ukraine. This issue
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existed in the past and it still exists to-
day. To be truthful, I do not know in de-
tail what is going on there lately, but it
was clear during and after Euromaidan
that these problems really existed. Rus-
sia provoked and escalated the conflict in
Crimea and Donbas and without a doubt
made use of this pre-existing tension.
To be clear, the Russian government did
not create these issues. They just used
them for their own politics. Since these
are clearly very painful issues, creating
a dialogue will be difficult but general-
ly required. This is not a very historical
belief, but I think that growing up is re-
quired from all societies in Central and
Eastern Europe.

You have mentioned the Levada survey
poll. How shall we perceive these various
social surveys, which show overwhelming
support for the government, its practices,
ideas and narratives?

Lately, in the intellectual circles of
Russian society, there is heated debate
on how to perceive these various social
surveys that show support for the gov-
ernment. Many are talking about a spi-
ral of silence, meaning that people rec-
ognise the repressive actions of the gov-
ernment and react to this unconsciously
by simply supporting majority opinion.
If all of this official propaganda disap-
peared and left a void, we might sur-
prisingly discover that Russian socie-
ty is not stagnant but open to a varie-
ty of thoughts. A few years ago, in the
Sakharov Center, we hosted a discussion
with the members of the “Free Histor-
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ical Society”. A lot was said about how
there are points of conflict in the pub-
lic space regarding political repression,
attitudes towards Stalin and revolution,
and so on. It was really scary to see peo-
ple willing to fight over the topic, given
the freedom to do so. However, when
we get to the level of the very root of re-
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membrance — local memory — then we
find that there really is no conflict. Peo-
ple are ready to listen to one another and
peacefully reconcile different narratives.
I think, in Russia, this is primarily the
political challenge. The narratives are ul-
timately the heart of society. ¥
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