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Education and the Politics of Memory 
in Russia and Eastern Europe

This book examines both formal and extracurricular education, and the politics of 
memory and historical narratives in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Russia, and Ukraine.

The misalignment between memory politics and history politics forms a central 
theme of this book. Structured in three parts, it focuses on school education in the 
post-Soviet states over the 30 years between the collapse of the Soviet Union and 
the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine. The chapters inquire as to how post-Soviet 
school education, politics of memory, and history politics became active participants 
in the production of state-approved ideology, patriotism, and a state-prescribed un-
derstanding of the national past. Armed conflicts in the territory of the former USSR 
saw not only numerous victims and refugees but also the emergence of new borders 
and unrecognized (de-facto) states, and the annexation of territories. They also con-
tributed to the creation of new sites of memory, generated their own traditions of 
commemoration for the heroes and victims of these confrontations, and led to the re-
construction of historical narratives and the construction of new national myths. The 
research in this book foregrounds how the nationalization of the public space and 
the reconstruction of national historical narratives in the independent states reflect a 
desire to monopolize the power to interpret the past, with low tolerance of alterna-
tive accounts. In this light, the book covers issues such as the nation-state, Sovietiza-
tion, national history creation, memory politics, religion, mass media, nationalism, 
and patriotism, and analyzes the relationships of Azerbaijani and Armenian, Russian 
and Ukrainian societies with their histories and pasts.

A timely study on memory and history writing, this is a valuable contribution to 
the field of Post-Soviet history and Russian and Eastern European Studies.
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Foreword

This volume investigates how post-Soviet school education, politics of memory, 
and history politics intertwine in the production of state-approved ideology, patri-
otism, and a state-prescribed understanding of the national past in Russia, Ukraine, 
Azerbaijan, and Armenia. Although the essays in this volume are based on a con-
ference that took place in collaboration with the Heinrich Böll Foundation in Berlin 
some time ago in 2016, they are of particular importance in view of the current 
situation. After the end of the war between Russia and Georgia in 2008, a new 
wave of territorial conflicts has since broken out in the post-Soviet space before 
Russia’s invasion in early 2022 heaved the region into the epicenter of international 
attention. Hopes that the list of conflicts unleashed during the fall of the Soviet 
Union would end with the events in the Caucasus and Moldova have thus proved 
misplaced. There are many answers to the question as to why new conflicts and 
wars have broken out decades after the collapse of the USSR and as to why they 
often have broad public support in the aggressor countries. One of them is linked 
to the rise in nationalist ideologies that can be observed in public and education 
discourses. In particular, it is the school as a state institution that serves the produc-
tion of national identities, disseminating militaristic practices, patriotic discourses, 
and rituals of remembrance. The two subjects of “History” and “Civic Studies” are 
of critical importance in the consolidation of nationalist or patriotic ideologies and 
their capacity to provide justification for these new conflicts and wars. There is no 
doubt that the current war will further affect memory politics and relations between 
Ukraine and Russia, as well as with their neighbors and regions further afield, for 
decades to come.

In light of this recent background, the volume draws directly on the production 
of history textbooks and their formation of fixed, homogenous structures of mem-
ory and history politics, drawing links with the ethnocentrism of nation-building 
processes and the construction of ethnic and political “others” via a centralization 
of the state in history narratives. The misalignment between memory politics and 
history politics thus forms a central theme of the collection. Armed conflicts in 
the territory of the former USSR saw not only numerous victims and refugees 
but also the emergence of new borders and unrecognized states, and the annexa-
tion of territories. They also contributed to the creation of new sites of memory, 
generated their own traditions of commemoration for the heroes and victims of 
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these confrontations, and led to the reconstruction of historical narratives and the 
construction of new national myths. This volume foregrounds how the nationaliza-
tion of the public space and the reconstruction of national historical narratives in 
the four countries reflect a desire to monopolize the power to interpret the past, 
with low tolerance of alternative accounts. For the most part, contemporary politi-
cal regimes with considerable public support continue to exert control over public 
spaces. This is true in Ukraine and Armenia and, to a larger extent, in Russia and 
Azerbaijan.

I would like to thank Sergey Rumyantsev and Martina Schulze, who convened 
the original symposium together with the Heinrich Böll Foundation under the um-
brella of the Georg Arnhold Program on Education for Sustainable Peace coordi-
nated at the Georg Eckert Institute. Special thanks are due to Saida Azizova and 
to Yulia Ostropalchenko, who provided invaluable editorial support, and to Wendy 
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Infested with History
An Introduction

Sergey Rumyantsev

In February 2023, during the Munich Security Conference, the heads of the 
three internationally recognized South Caucasian republics1 participated together 
in a plenary session for the first time. Ilham Aliyev, President of Azerbaijan, in 
response to a question from a Ukrainian journalist, described his notion of the 
“correct” recipe for resolving long-term armed nationalist conflicts. He had in 
mind, of course, an example close to home: that of the Nagorno-Karabakh con-
flict.2 Because negotiations can take an unreasonably long time, he explained, the 
most effective method was the use of military force: war. Successful implementa-
tion of this method, however, depends on one important condition, he continued: 
“We were growing a new generation, which came and liberated lands they had 
never seen because they were young. They had not even been born yet when 
Armenia occupied our lands.”3

The fundamental ingredient of his recipe is thus the “correct” education of 
the younger generation. A convincing, if not the only, criterion for measuring the 
effectiveness of such a policy is victory on the battlefield; in this particular case, 
in the Second Karabakh War. According to this logic, the chances of achieving 
victory grow in proportion to the readiness of citizens (above all, young repre-
sentatives of the post-Soviet generation) to take up arms at the first call to the 
front, their confidence in being on the “right” side of history, a clear understand-
ing of who their enemy is, and a clear idea of their duty to the state (motherland, 
fatherland) and to the nation of which they consider themselves members. In 
other words, a “well-grown generation,” in a situation of prolonged interstate 
conflict, means young people who are prepared to die—and kill—for the national 
homeland. To cultivate such beliefs and teach the necessary competencies, cur-
ricula are designed and, with varying degrees of persistence, put into practice 
for the patriotic education of young people.4 But are such ideas and practices of 
nurturing new generations exceptions to the rule, something out of the ordinary? 
Is the president of Azerbaijan the inventor of a previously unknown recipe for 
“resolving” armed conflicts? And what components play a key role in patriotic 
narratives and discourses?

1

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003505822-1


2 Education and the Politics of Memory in Russia and Eastern Europe

 Patriotic Education Curricula and Instruction: The Geographical 
Scope of the Book

In many countries, “patriotic education” curricula, many of which contain mili-
taristic components, are developed and implemented at the state level, often with 
the support of various civilian associations, political parties, and major enterprises. 
Seth Kershner and Scott Harding note in reference to the United States that “[s]
chools are a primary site for socialization into societies that support war.”5 Ana-
lyzing the education reforms implemented by the “Law and Justice” party that 
governed Poland in 2017 (Prawo i Sprawiedliwość, PIS), Elżbieta Mach observes 
that such an approach

assumes the dominance of Polonocentric patriotic education, a one-sided 
arrangement of educational contents, creating a belief in the superiority of 
one’s own homeland over those of other people, an endeavour to maintain the 
conservative and traditional status quo of social life, for example, division of 
social roles, family model, gender roles.6

The authors of the chapters in this collection are engaged in research in post-
Soviet countries. The geopolitical scope was determined by the geography of 
tensions, primarily the Nagorno-Karabakh (Armenia and Azerbaijan) and Russo-
Ukrainian conflicts,7 two protracted confrontations that in recent years have es-
calated into full-scale wars. All chapters in the collection explore the impacts of 
long-term armed conflict on education, on the contents of historical and literary 
narratives intended for “growing a new generation,” and on the politics of history 
and memory. They demonstrate that the political regimes in all four post-Soviet 
countries are concerned in one form or another with the education, upbringing or 
nurturing of new generations of citizens ready to fulfill their patriotic duty.8 Mem-
ory and historical policies are formed and implemented in very similar ways in 
these states: special curricula aim to produce obedient, patriotic citizens for whom 
the nation-state is the supreme value and the willingness to lay down one’s life on 
its altar is a collectively approved form of behavior; a true achievement. In other 
words, one effect of prolonged armed conflict is increased investment in the devel-
opment of curricula, narratives, and practices designed to produce patriotic citizens 
in a nationalistic and militaristic spirit.

The most dramatic revisions of recent years have been undertaken in schools 
and universities of the Russian Federation. With the realization that the invasion of 
Ukraine by the Russian army would lead to a protracted war, the political regime 
became concerned about the situation in its schools and introduced a new special 
curriculum, “Important Things to Discuss,” in September 2022.9 In addition to pro-
moting modern nationalist myths and perceptions, it also seeks to teach children 
and young people to speak “correctly” about the reasons for going to war, ideally 
adopting the official viewpoint as their personal stance. With the same goals in 
mind, a course titled “Fundamentals of Russian Statehood” had been launched for 
university students by September 2023.10 And around the same time in Azerbaijan, 
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albeit very much under the radar of media attention, a new course titled “History of 
Victory” was introduced in schools.11

Patriotic education curricula are complemented by courses in humanities 
subjects (national history and literature), which are dominated by nationalistic 
narratives that instill a belief in the alleged greatness of this or that “imagined com-
munity,”12 nurturing a sense of ownership of national triumphs and traumas. Com-
pulsory schooling in the humanities subjects, the most accessible to the control of 
political regimes, is an essential component of national and patriotic education. In 
the process of growing up, a school student learns not only the laws of grammar 
or mathematical formulae, but also the national anthem and the rules around sing-
ing it; learns to take pride in national culture and history; participates in collec-
tive commemorative rituals; and acquires discursive skills for dividing the world 
into friendly and hostile. In many post-Soviet countries, and especially in those 
where wars and armed conflicts are recent or ongoing, school education is becom-
ing increasingly militarized. It is not by chance that patriotic and military-patriotic 
instructions are practically indistinguishable in propaganda texts. These concepts 
often complement each other and become synonymous.13

“Le mort saisit le vif ”

Inspiration for contemporary nationalist and patriotic discourses is drawn from the 
past; from narratives whose contents, in the words of Michel Foucault, reflect “the 
rapidly changing history of governments, wars, and famines.”14 Events of the—
often distant—past are invoked to legitimize possession of a hitherto independent 
state in the present. The same mythologized past is also instrumentalized to justify 
nurturing contemporary feelings of collective pride.

All national communities and ethnic groups that received different statuses 
during the years of the USSR (union republics, territorial autonomies, etc.)15 are 
habitually imagined as historical. By the time the Soviet Union collapsed, detailed 
narratives had long since been established that reconstructed the history of these 
communities as beginning in Antiquity and continuing uninterruptedly into moder-
nity16; every resident of the Soviet state was assigned to a community, and schools 
and universities provided them with access to an “appropriate” canon of knowl-
edge about its history.

The USSR attributed great importance to history and historical scholarship. In-
deed, the historical process itself was invoked to prove the inevitability of the ad-
vent of socialism, followed by the “culmination” of history in communism.17 This 
uncritical dogmatism, established in Soviet institutions by the mid-1930s, stifled 
any attempts to build upon—or beyond—Marxist theory. It created far fewer obsta-
cles, however, for the process of nationalizing the past. The origins of nations, the 
direct ancestors of modern Armenians and Azerbaijanis, Russians and Ukrainians, 
were persistently sought and found in the distant past.

The last years of the Soviet Union and the first years of independence were also 
a moment of radical historicization of the political discourse. In all internationally 
recognized nation-states that succeeded the USSR, historicism, along with the 
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primordialist understanding of the phenomenon of nationhood,18 became the most 
important component of the independence narratives. Both of these stances under-
pinned patriotic mobilization and populist political discourses, and were actively used 
to create the enemy imagery that the Nagorno-Karabakh, South Ossetian, Abkhazian, 
Russo-Georgian, and Russo-Ukrainian conflicts were perceived to demand.

Thirty years after the collapse of the USSR, not much has changed. A pub-
lic meeting of the heads of state of Armenia (Nikol Pashinyan) and Azerbaijan 
(Ilham Aliyev), at the international security conference in Munich in February 
2020 (three years before the historic meeting of the three states mentioned above) 
took place only a few months before the outbreak of the Second Karabakh War. In-
tended as an opportunity to discuss prospects for a peace agreement, the meeting 
became the scene of mutual recriminations and heated arguments over aspects of 
history,19 once again confirming that references to past events and figures, such as 
King Tigranes II the Great (140–155 BCE) are still considered relevant to debates 
on a contemporary conflict between two independent nation-states that appeared 
on the world map in 1991.

The appeal of the past in supporting the arguments of political leaders regarding 
the state of affairs in the present has long since become a common practice. Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin has been keen to seize rare opportunities to present 
his reasons for invading Ukraine to a “western” audience, largely turning them into 
history lessons that are little understood by an international audience. In Putin’s 
version, the reasons for the invasion of Ukraine by his regime can be traced back to 
the year 862, a symbolic date from which the origins of modern Russian statehood 
are found, he claims, in medieval Kyivan Rus.20 Putin (among many others21) uses 
this argument to claim a significant portion of the territory of modern Ukraine as 
the land of “historical” Russia.

In turn, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky finds proof of his right to 
certain territories and to a separate nation-state independent of Russia in the same 
distant past. In the summer of 2021, shortly before the Russian invasion, he ad-
dressed the nation on the anniversary of the baptism of Kyivan Rus, briefly referring 
to the involvement of modern Russia in the same medieval state. Emphasizing that 
it was “Ukraine that is heir to one of the most powerful states of medieval Europe,” 
he informed his listeners that “great-nephews and very distant relatives need not 
encroach on its inheritance, attempting to prove their involvement in the history of 
thousands of years and thousands of events, despite being thousands of kilometers 
away from where they took place.” Since the outbreak of the war, this kinship has 
been largely ignored, and in the summer of 2022, Zelensky categorically declared 
that modern Ukraine was “the only legitimate heir of Kyivan Rus.”22

The confrontation on the battlefield thus fires in unison with heated historical 
disputes between Russian and Ukrainian politicians over the ownership of an early 
medieval entity that ceased to exist in the mid-thirteenth century. The struggle for 
control over the past, for a monopoly of the nationalized historical narrative23 is 
unfolding parallel to the military confrontation. Politicians act as historians, and 
highly influential ones at that, while historians actively participate in the politiciza-
tion and nationalization of the past.24 Political scientists, journalists, bloggers, and 
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numerous citizens of all imaginable professions, ages, and genders active on social 
networks have also become irretrievably embroiled in the skirmish, passionately 
debating on history and past heroes.

Not a single significant (semi)mythical character of a very distant past “has 
the slightest chance of escaping the commemorative radar,” as Pierre Nora would 
say.25 In 1853, a monument to Prince Vladimir was erected in Kyiv with the ap-
proval of Emperor Nicholas I. “Undoubtedly, the most important event,” notes Igor 
Danilevsky, “associated with the name of the Kyiv prince Vladimir Svyatoslavich, 
was his adoption of Christianity as the state religion.”26 After the collapse of the 
USSR, the monument dedicated to this legendary figure from the late tenth to early 
eleventh centuries remained in the capital of another state. Over the years, the 
struggle for control over the past only intensified and in 2016 (after the annexation 
of Crimea and the beginning of the conflict in eastern Ukraine) a monument to 
Prince Vladimir was unveiled in Moscow on National Unity Day (November 4). 
“The new monument,” Putin declared in his speech for the occasion, “is a tribute 
to our outstanding ancestor, a particularly revered saint, statesman and warrior, the 
spiritual founder of the Russian state.”27 It is therefore hardly surprising that, on 
the anniversary of the baptism of Kyivan Rus, the same prince is remembered as a 
hero of Ukrainian history.

Contemporary historical narratives, memory discourses, national myths, and 
historical politics are methods, practices, and resources for justifying and inten-
sifying armed confrontations. They do not simply become powerful obstacles to 
peaceful conflict transformation; they also rekindle hotbeds of conflict that were 
assumed to have been all but extinguished, or create new knots of tension where 
none had been before. The historicization of contemporary conflicts—their trans-
formation into historical disputes—is a key strategy for crushing hopes of peace-
ful coexistence. An Azerbaijani first-year history textbook, for instance, berates 
the short-sightedness of Azerbaijani rulers of the early nineteenth century: “They 
forgot the sacred words bequeathed to us by Dede Gorgud: ‘An old enemy will 
never become a friend!’.”28 Methods and practices of historicizing contemporary 
conflicts are used widely in schools and even kindergartens, bringing up entire 
generations in support of war.

 Contents of the Collection

Analyzing school textbooks, narratives, practices, and rituals thus becomes a cru-
cial task for researchers, and even more so for those of us who seek to contribute to 
the peaceful transformation of armed conflict. Scholars and practitioners find them-
selves with the tasks of observing what is happening in schools, critiquing it loudly, 
deconstructing myths, and unveiling taboos. Most of the chapters in this book are 
based on papers presented at the Georg Arnhold Symposium on Education for Sus-
tainable Peace, held at the Heinrich Böll Foundation in Berlin in 2016 on the subject 
Education and Conflicts in the Post-Soviet Space: Institutions, Narratives, Domi-
nant Discourses and Historical Myths. Working on a book of this nature parallel 
to ongoing armed conflicts and, later, full-out war was an experience that almost 



6 Education and the Politics of Memory in Russia and Eastern Europe

warrants a chapter of its own. While the ongoing conflict between Armenia and 
Azerbaijan, and the slowly escalating situation between Russia and Ukraine since 
our symposium brought about significant delays in the preparation of the book, 
it has also been instructive to reflect on our roles and responsibilities as scholars, 
impacted as we are by our unavoidable positionalities, practical challenges such 
as the time-constraints shared by all academics, and the need to compartmentalize 
between objective scrutiny and human sorrow in the face of continued violence. 
The authors in this book focus on different aspects of the narratives fostered and 
propagated in schools, pointing to the diversity of discursive images and portrayals 
designed to produce “proper” citizens. What knowledge, according to the authori-
ties and textbook authors, should every citizen of a certain country possess?

The collection opens with Victor Shnirelman’s discussion of the “civiliza-
tional” approach, its evident poverty and inconsistencies that resulted in its prov-
ing ineffective in school education. He also analyzes nationalist projects that were 
its competitors and the “anticolonial discourse” of the post-Soviet textbooks with 
their diverse interpretations of the same historical events and processes as well as 
their production of enemy imagery. Shnirelman also interprets key historical events 
in the Russian textbooks and textbooks of the neighboring post-Soviet states to 
demonstrate that ethnocentric presentations of history in the new post-Soviet states 
are directed not only at Russia but also at their nearest neighbors, rendering a con-
sensus around the most painful historical issues highly unlikely.

In my chapter, I critically examine the practices of patriotic education, consider-
ing how school education determines behavior and perceptions in later life. The 
contents of textbooks have long been of interest to researchers, these media being 
easily accessible and important sources that clearly present the goals and objectives 
set by authorities. But while a textbook allows us to familiarize ourselves with the 
official narrative, it does not tell us whether the secondary school is in fact an ef-
fective institution or to what extent it actually fulfills the tasks it is set by the state. 
I therefore propose the method of comparative analysis of biographical interviews 
with adult high-school graduates and citizens of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Ukraine, 
and Russia.

Maria Karapetyan discusses the importance of the historical novel as a genre 
in Armenian schools. She analyzes the Armenian Language and Literature curricu-
lum with its historical fiction, and closely interprets three major historical novels 
that are mandatory in schools, are often referenced in everyday life, and influ-
ence popular culture: Raffi’s Samvel (1886), Demirchyan’s Vardananq (1943), and 
Muratsan’s Gevorg Marzpetuni (1896), the first two portraying Armenia’s struggle 
under Persia in the fourth and fifth centuries AD and the last narrating Armenia’s 
struggle with Arab invaders in the tenth century. Karapetyan shows how these 
works are woven into the larger discourses and narratives around Armenian his-
tory and identity, and how, while history is politicized in educational practices, 
literature is “historified.” Together the two reinforce the sealing-off of the state-
promoted narrative from alternatives.

What are children told about Islam in Azerbaijan and in Azerbaijani schools? 
Using the categories developed by José Casanova, Sevil Huseynova’s chapter 
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demonstrates how the political regime in Azerbaijan can be described as not strictly 
secular but existing in accordance with the myth of secular neutrality. Huseynova 
shows how, in Azerbaijan as in all parts of the world, the process of a “deprivatiza-
tion” of religion is perceptible: while officially a secular state, the authorities promote 
the popularization of Islam as a key component of national tradition and historico-
spiritual heritage. Huseynova shows how attempts of the authorities and those loyal 
to them (intellectuals, journalists, and others) to nationalize Islam, often in an undip-
lomatic manner and not always successfully, are becoming increasingly evident and 
is reflected—as an approach to a “national religion”—in school textbooks.

Jafar Akhundov, focusing on portrayals of the Azerbaijani genocide that 
amount to mythologization strategies, considers the school not only as an edu-
cational space, but also as a site where the politics of memory, collective rituals, 
and commemorations are put into practice. He shows how an important aspect of 
the state ideology is representing the Azerbaijani community as the victim, in ac-
cordance with the decree of March 26, 1998, “On the Genocide of Azerbaijanis,” 
signed by then president of Azerbaijan Heydar Aliyev. The decree has served as 
an additional and important reference point for subsequent historical research in 
the field and promoted its total ideologization. Akhundov shows how authorities 
hurled all efforts and resources into creating an enemy discourse and fueling its 
mass popularization. This discourse has entered all sectors of society and plays an 
important role in educational curricula, particularly in the subjects of history and 
the social sciences in secondary schools, designed to accompany “proper citizens” 
and “true patriots” their whole lives.

Tsypylma Darieva’s chapter examines metaphors from the natural world that 
have been instrumentalized as national symbols, such as the apricot, the pomegran-
ate, and the pine tree, and how these are disseminated through biology and geogra-
phy textbooks. Based on the analysis of data collected in the period between 2013 
and 2017, she shows how this strategy results in these symbols becoming firmly 
embedded in Armenian national narratives about the “historical homeland” and the 
country’s “exceptional” cultural heritage and landscape. Darieva’s chapter exam-
ines the ways in which representations of the ancestral homeland are visualized in 
contemporary Armenian educational sources, with a focus on children’s textbooks 
and the activities of a new educational center for sustainable ecology established 
in northern Armenia.

Serhy Yekelchyk addresses traces of Soviet thought in Ukrainian history text-
books. He identifies topics that required new approaches and new interpretation: 
Russo-Ukrainian relations in Ukrainian textbooks and the concept of the Ukrainian 
“national revival.” He also explores how the theme of nation-building is developed 
in textbook narratives.

Ilya Kukulin’s chapter examines the nature, emergence, and impacts of Putin’s 
so-called “List of 100 books,” fiction recommended for reading by secondary school 
students. The history of this list begins in 2012; Kukulin describes the process by 
which it came about, and which arguments were raised for the books it included. 
These processes can tell us a lot about the specifics of the current political regime in 
Russia, as well as about the task of educating young people. As the author explains, 
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the chapter was written and revised between 2017 and 2021, an example of the chal-
lenge of conducting research and publishing findings during a process of escalating 
conflict. Although the sociopolitical situation has shifted, the significance of the 
list’s emergence and implementation is highly instructive for understanding how 
education has been instrumentalized for shaping the identity of young people even 
some time before the contemporary Russo-Ukrainian war was unleashed.

A number of articles in the collection address history policy and the politics of 
memory. Ivan Kurilla addresses “history wars,” the use of history as a political 
weapon. He explains how the focus of Russian politicians on examples from his-
tory is an attempt to instrumentalize history for modern purposes. He shows how 
a peculiarity of the situation in Russia is the refusal to develop the language of 
politics, instead handing over this task to historians. I would venture to add that 
Tucker Carlson’s interview of Vladimir Putin mentioned above is a convincing 
illustration of this strategy.

Oksana Mikheieva focuses on the vicissitudes of memory politics in Donetsk. 
She shows how its contradictory nature reflects the complex situation in this area 
of Ukraine post-2014. The chapter presents a detailed historical overview of the 
formation of sites of memory in Donetsk, relating historical events to the specifics 
of the memory politics employed in recent years.

Dmytro Titarenko offers a comprehensive analysis of the commemoration of 
the Second World War (or rather the Great Patriotic War) in Donetsk. He addresses 
discourses in the media, analyzes the situation in schools, and rituals and dis-
courses of memory. The memory of the war has gained new traction following the 
events of 2014–2016, when Russian influence in the region increased and an armed 
separatist movement began, and more recently since the Russian invasion of 2022.

Finally, Philip Gamaghelyan’s chapter explores the concept and implementa-
tion of dialogue, a key aspect of peace education. He discusses how dialogue on the 
Armenian genocide was engaged in by citizens of Armenia and Turkey, addressing 
further a number of important discursive strands that permeate almost all the chap-
ters. Gamaghelyan shows how the changing political context influences the content 
and course of dialogue, the purpose of which is to try to understand the positions of 
the parties involved when discussing complex issues of the traumatic past.

Final Remarks: Infested with History

In conclusion, we find ourselves pondering the largely rhetorical chicken-and-egg 
question as to what came first. Given that all post-Soviet communities have long 
lived their universal secondary education under the constant influence, and often 
rule, of historical and memory politics, should we look for the causes of conflicts 
and wars in this? Or are educational curricula and memory politics rather a reac-
tion to conflicts that have already happened? Educational media research suggests 
that it is a circular process, the one responding to the other in a vicious circle that 
is—in the words of Alan Bradley—“infested with history.”29 It would certainly be 
an exaggeration, however, to say that the whole problem is only about history and 
“wrong” interpretations of the past. Although these aspects are crucial factors, they 
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are by no means the only causes of nationalist-flavored conflicts, but primarily 
provoked by the very system of dividing the world into nation-states and dominant 
nationalist ideologies.30

It is probably impossible, from either point of view, to give any kind of rea-
sonable answer to this question. And yet the very act of asking such a question is 
useful. In seeking responses to it, we find confirmation that remaining within the 
cognitive framework of these kinds of policies and discourses drastically restricts 
the chances of peaceful conflict transformation. What can be stated with absolute 
certainty is that significant work remains to be done in the areas of school narra-
tives, memory politics, and history policies if post-Soviet societies are not to be 
doomed to endless conflict.

Notes
 1 Along with Azerbaijan, Armenia and Georgia, two de facto states existed in the region by 

early 2024: Abkhazia and South Ossetia. A third de facto state, the Nagorno-Karabakh 
Republic, ceased to exist in the fall of 2023, when, after a brief, bloody military opera-
tion, the territory came fully under the control of the Azerbaijani authorities. The debate 
on how to designate these kinds of unrecognized states has been going on for many years 
now: “A myriad of terms have emerged to describe the phenomenon, including ‘de facto 
states’, ‘unrecognised states’, ‘pseudo-states’, ‘states within states’, ‘para-states’, ‘quasi-
states’, ‘phantom states’, ‘contested states’, and ‘informal states’.” The proliferation of 
terminology is in part due to the highly politicized character of the debate. Donnacha Ó 
Beacháin, “Elections and Nation-Building in Abkhazia,” in Nation-Building and Identity 
in the Post-Soviet Space: New Approaches and Tools, edited by Rico Isaacs and Abel 
Polese, 206–25 (London & New York: Routledge, 2016), 441. I favor the term de facto 
state as “the most appropriate and most neutral” John O’Loughlin et al., “Inside Abkha-
zia: Survey of Attitudes in a De Facto State,” Post-Soviet Affairs 27, no. 1 (2011): 1–36; 
here, 2. For more on the specifics of de facto states, see also Charles King, “The Benefits 
of Ethnic War: Understanding Eurasia’s Unrecognized States,” World Politics 53, no. 4 
(2001): 524–52; here, 525. https://doi.org/10.1353/wp.2001.0017 and Scott Pegg, Inter-
national Society and the De Facto State (New York: Routledge, 2019), 37–38.

 2 For more on the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict see: Ronald G. Suny, Looking Toward 
Ararat: Armenia in Modern History (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Univer-
sity Press, 1993), 192–212; Thomas de Waal, Black Garden: Armenia and Azerbaijan 
through Peace and War (New York and London: New York University Press, 2003), and 
Sergey Rumyantsev, “‘Otečestvennaja vojna’ za Karabah: predposylki i posledstvija,” 
Ab Imperio, no. 3 (2023): 199–243.

 3 Ilham Aliyev attended a plenary session on “Moving Mountains? Building Security in 
the South Caucasus” in Munich on February 18, 2023. https://president.az/en/articles/
view/58996 (accessed June 2024).

 4 See, for example, Gənclərdə vətənpərvərlik və vətəndaşlıq hisslərinin yüksəldilməsi. 
Proqramının təsdiq ediməsi barədə. https://e-qanun.az/framework/5195; The Propa-
ganda of The “Nation-Army” Ideology in RA Education System. https://uic.am/ 
wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Nation-Army-Education-system_eng.pdf; Федеральный 
проект «Патриотическое воспитание граждан Российской Федерации». https://edu. 
gov.ru/national-project/projects/patriot/; Концепція Державної цільової соціальної 
програми національно-патріотичного виховання на період до 2025 року. https://
zakon.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/1233-2020-%D1%80#Text (all accessed June 2024).

 5 Seth Kershner and Scott Harding, “Militarism goes to school,” Critical Military Studies 5,  
no. 3 (2019): 191–194; here, 191. https://doi.org/10.1080/23337486.2019.1634321

https://doi.org/10.1353/wp.2001.0017
https://president.az/en/articles/view/58996
https://president.az/en/articles/view/58996
https://e-qanun.az/framework/5195
https://uic.am/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Nation-Army-Education-system_eng.pdf
https://uic.am/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Nation-Army-Education-system_eng.pdf
https://edu.gov.ru/national-project/projects/patriot
https://edu.gov.ru/national-project/projects/patriot
https://zakon.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/1233-2020-%D1%80#Text
https://zakon.rada.gov.ua/laws/show/1233-2020-%D1%80#Text
https://doi.org/10.1080/23337486.2019.1634321


10 Education and the Politics of Memory in Russia and Eastern Europe

 6 Elżbieta M. Mach, “Between Patriotism and Nationalism: National Identity in the Edu-
cation Policy of Law and Justice. Comments on the 2017 Education Reform.” In The 
Right-Wing Critique of Europe: Nationalist, Sovereigntist, and Right-Wing Populist 
Attitudes to the EU, edited by Joanna Sondel-Cedarmas and Francesco Berti, 228–42 
(New York: Routledge, 2022), 236. In the Central and Eastern European context, another 
obvious example of a country where we can observe similar phenomena is Hungary. 
See: Anita Komuves, “Hungary: A Smooth Way to Better Patriotism,” VSquare, Janu-
ary 18, 2019. https://vsquare.org/hungary-a-smooth-way/ (accessed June 2024), https://
vsquare.org/hungary-a-smooth-way/ (accessed June 2024); and Eszter Neumann, “Edu-
cation for a Christian Nation: Religion and Nationalism in the Hungarian Education 
Policy Discourse,” European Educational Research Journal 22, no. 5 (2023): 646–65. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/14749041211072691. Unlike the United States, neither Poland 
nor Hungary has been in a state of direct armed conflict in recent years. While ongoing 
conflict creates conditions for the promotion of patriotic and nationalist ideologies and 
discourses, it is not the only reason for their growing popularity.

 7 See the chapters in this volume by Victor Shnirelman and myself, where parallels are 
drawn with other post-Soviet countries, such as Georgia. The chapter by Philip Ga-
maghelyan discusses remembrance of the Armenian genocide not only in Armenia but 
also in contemporary Turkey.

 8 This statement is also relevant for other post-Soviet countries. See, for example: On 
Approval of the Concept of Military-Patriotic Education of Youth until 2030. Resolu-
tion of the Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan dated November 24, 2023, No. 
1039. https://adilet.zan.kz/rus/docs/P2300001039; Patriotic Education Curriculum for 
the Population of the Republic of Belarus for 2022–2025. https://pravo.by/document/?g
uid=12551&p0=C22100773&p1=1; on measures to enhance the effectiveness of work 
on the military-patriotic education of young people (Uzbekistan). https://lex.uz/uz/docs
/6519073?ONDATE2=16.01.2024&action=compare (all accessed June 2024).

 9 “Razgovory o vazhnom” https://razgovor.edsoo.ru/ (accessed June 2024).
 10 See: https://minobrnauki.gov.ru/press-center/news/novosti-ministerstva/72464/ (accessed  

June 2024).
 11 P. Ağalarov et al., Ümumi təhsil müəssisələrinin 9-cu sinifləri üçün Zəfər Tarixi kursu 

üzrə dərs vəsaiti. Baku: Elm və Təhsil Nazirliyi, 2022. This “invisibility” is largely due 
to the long-standing and deeply rooted practice in international relations and organiza-
tions of dividing conflicts into more and less important ones. While it is obvious that, in 
Ukraine, the area of direct armed confrontation is much larger and the number of people 
involved in it more numerous than in the South Caucasus, the notion of measuring the 
depth of traumatization of communities so crudely is problematic. A lack of attention 
to “secondary” conflicts can in some instances lead to the emergence of new hotbeds of 
armed confrontation and, thus, “primary” conflicts.

 12 See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread 
of Nationalism (London & New York: Verso, 2006), 6–7.

 13 See, for example: N. Khekert, “Konzeptyalnyie polozheniia voenno-patrioticheskogo 
vospitaniia uchascchikhsiia molodezhy na osnove rossijskih sportivnyh tradicij”.  
Mir nauki, kultury, obrazovanija 97/6 (2022): 69; I. Buriev and M. Mamasaliev, “Pa-
trioticheskoe vospitanie molodogo pokoleniia.,” Vestnik nauki i obrazovanija, 22/100 
(2020), 37–39; here, 38; Tamila Hasanova, “Aktualnost temi patrioticheskogo vospi-
natiia podrastayushchego pokoleniia v Azerbaidzhane I puti resheniia voznikaiuscchikh 
problem, ” Vestnik ekonomicheskoi bezopasnosti no. 4 (2021): 288–89.

 14 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse of Language (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1972), 3.

 15 For more on Soviet nationality policy, see: Yuri Slezkine, “The USSR as a Communal 
Apartment, or How a Socialist State Promoted Ethnic Particularism,” in Becoming 
National: A Reader, edited by Geoff Eley and Ronald G. Suny, 202-238 (Oxford: Oxford 

https://vsquare.org/hungary-a-smooth-way
https://vsquare.org/hungary-a-smooth-way
https://vsquare.org/hungary-a-smooth-way
https://doi.org/10.1177/14749041211072691
https://adilet.zan.kz/rus/docs/P2300001039
https://pravo.by/document/?guid=12551&p0=C22100773&p1=1
https://pravo.by/document/?guid=12551&p0=C22100773&p1=1
https://lex.uz/uz/docs/6519073?ONDATE2=16.01.2024&action=compare
https://lex.uz/uz/docs/6519073?ONDATE2=16.01.2024&action=compare
https://razgovor.edsoo.ru
https://minobrnauki.gov.ru/press-center/news/novosti-ministerstva/72464


Infested with History 11

University Press, 1996); Rogers Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the 
National Question in the New Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000); 
Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the So-
viet Union (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2005); Ronald G. Suny, “Making 
Minorities: The Politics of National Boundaries in the Soviet Experience,” in The Con-
struction of Minorities: Cases for Comparison Across Time and Around the World, edited 
by André Burguiere and Raymond Grew, 249–50 (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan 
Press, 2000); Terry Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the 
Soviet Union, 1923-1939 (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2001).

 16 The process of establishing historical schools (in the modern sense) in the Russian Em-
pire and later in the USSR stretched from the mid-nineteenth to the first half of the 
twentieth century. Of the four post-Soviet countries studied in this volume, the academic 
culture in Azerbaijan was formed last.

 17 I refer here to the application of the theory of socio-economic formations. See: A. 
Gurevič, Istoriia – neskonchaemyj spor (Moscow: Russian State University for the Hu-
manities, 2005), 366–87.

 18 “What I mean by ‘historicism’,” noted Karl Popper, is “[…] an approach to the social sci-
ences which assumes that historical prediction is their principal aim, and which assumes 
that this aim is attainable by discovering the ‘rhythms’ or the ‘patterns’, the ‘laws’ or the 
‘trends’ that underlie the evolution of history.” Karl Popper, The Poverty of Historicism 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2002), 3. Vladimir Malakhov clarifies this notion 
in the context of the discourse on nationalism. “Historicism [...] is the belief that it is 
possible to understand the present from the past. It is the belief that the key to the mean-
ing of events happening today lies in history. [...] Nationalism scholars who share this 
attitude assume in the phenomena they study ‘nations’—the existence of primordial ties 
that remain valid throughout the ages and that can be traced back centuries.” Vladimir S. 
Malakhov, Nacionalizm kak politicheskaia ideologija (Moscow: KDU, 2005), 52–54.

 19 Ilham Aliyev and Nikol Pashinyan, An Update on Nagorno-Karabakh. Munich Security 
Conference 2020. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vF_NpbCl0cw&feature=emb_
logo (accessed June 2024).

 20 Vladimir Putin in interview with Tucker Carlson. http://www.kremlin.ru/events/presi-
dent/news/73411 (accessed June 2024).

 21 My observations, and interviews I conducted with Ukrainian citizens between 2017 
and 2021, including people who described themselves as ethnic Ukrainians, several of 
whom were residents of Donbass and Crimea, revealed that many also held such views, 
even today. A discussion of their reasoning would require a separate publication; suffice 
to say here that such views have been around much longer than Vladimir Putin. The ori-
gins of the emergence and spread of ideas around collective (national) rights to certain 
territories should be sought in the nineteenth century.

 22 “Ukraine—Kyivan Rus—1033”: address by President Volodymyr Zelenskyy on the 
anniversary of the baptism of Kyivan Rus’. July 28, 2021. https://www.president.gov.
ua/ru/news/ukrayina-kiyivska-rus-1033-zvernennya-prezidenta-volodimira-69757 (ac-
cessed June 2024).

 23 “The history of our country is uninterrupted, a constant flow,” Putin asserts. And this 
maximalist saying can be put into the mouth of any other head of any of the post-Soviet 
states. It fully corresponds to the ideas dominating in (not only) political spheres about 
the history of the heir states of the USSR. The origins of modern statehood and national 
communities, their continuity in history, in full compliance with the dominant primordi-
alist notions, are found in the deep past. See: “Meeting with historians and representa-
tives of traditional religions in Russia,” http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/69781 
(accessed June 2024).

 24 I do not, of course, mean all professional historians. But this trend is influential and 
has numerous supporters; see, for example, Andreas Kappeler, “Russia as Multinational 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vF_NpbCl0cw&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vF_NpbCl0cw&feature=emb_logo
http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/73411
http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/73411
https://www.president.gov.ua/ru/news/ukrayina-kiyivska-rus-1033-zvernennya-prezidenta-volodimira-69757
https://www.president.gov.ua/ru/news/ukrayina-kiyivska-rus-1033-zvernennya-prezidenta-volodimira-69757
http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/69781


12 Education and the Politics of Memory in Russia and Eastern Europe

Empire”: Some Reflections after Eight Years since the Publication of the Book,” Ab 
Imperio 1-2 (2001): 9–22; here, p. 17.

 25 Pierre Nora, “The Era of Commemoration,” in: Realms of Memory: The Construction 
of French Past. Volume III: Symbols (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 
p. 617.

 26 Igor Danilevsky, Istoriia  Ukrainy (Saint Petersburg: Aletejja, 2016).
 27 http://special.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/53211 (last accessed June 

2024).
 28 Kitabi Dede Korkud (book of my grandfather Korkud) is a medieval dastan (folklore 

work, epic) from the tenth and eleventh centuries and the result of a long development of 
the oral poetic tradition of the Oghuz Turks. For the textbook citation see: Y. Mahmudlu, 
R. Khalilov, and S. Agaev, Otečestvo. Učebnik dlja V klassa Tretʹe izdanie (Baku: Takh-
sil, 2003), 11.

 29 Flavia de Luce, a member of an old British aristocratic family and protagonist of the 
Alan Bradley series of novels, remarks one day with bitter irony: “The problem with we 
de Luces, I decided, is that we are infested with history in much the same way that other 
people are infested with lice.” Alan Bradley, The Weed that Strings the Hangman’s Bag: 
A Flavia de Luce Mystery (New York: Delacorte Press, 2010), 285.

 30 See also: Rogers Brubaker, “Myths and Misconceptions in the Study of Nationalism,” in 
The State of the Nation: Ernest Gellner and the Theory of Nationalism, edited by John 
A. Hall, 272–306 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 279–80.

Bibliography
Ağalarov P., N. Quliyev and H. Cabbarov. Ümumi təhsil müəssisələrinin 9-cu sinifləri üçün 

Zəfər Tarixi kursu üzrə dərs vəsaiti. Baku: Elm və Təhsil Nazirliyi, 2022.
Aliyev, Ilham and Nikol Pashinyan. An Update on Nagorno-Karabakh. Munich Security 

Conference 2020. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vF_NpbCl0cw&feature=emb_
logo (accessed June 2024).

Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism. London & New York: Verso, 2006.

Bradley, Alan. The Weed that Strings the Hangman’s Bag: A Flavia de Luce Mystery. New 
York: Delacorte Press, 2010.

Brubaker, Rogers. “Myths and Misconceptions in the Study of Nationalism.” In The State 
of the Nation: Ernest Gellner and the Theory of Nationalism, edited by John A. Hall, 
272–306. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998.

Brubaker, Rogers. Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National Question in the 
New Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000.

Buriev, I. and M. Mamasaliev. “Patrioticheskoe vospitanie molodogo pokoleniia.” Vestnik 
nauki i obrazovanija, no. 22/100 (2020): 37–39. 

Danilevsky, Igor. Istoriia Ukrainy. Saint Petersburg: Aletejja, 2016.
Foucault, Michel. The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse of Language. New 

York: Pantheon Books, 1972.
Gurevič, Aron. Istoriia-neskonchaemyj spor. Moscow: Russian State University for the 

Humanities, 2005.
Hasanova, Tamila. “Aktualnost temi patrioticheskogo vospinatiia podrastayushchego poko-

leniia v Azerbaidzhane i puti resheniia voznikaiuscchikh problem.” Vestnik ekonomich-
eskoi bezopasnosti, no. 4 (2021): 288–89. 

Hirsch, Francine. Empire of Nations: Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet 
Union. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2005.

Kappeler, Andreas. “Russia—a Multinational Empire: Some Reflections after Eight Years 
since the Publication of the Book,” Ab Imperio 1–2 (2001): 9–22. 

http://special.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/53211
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vF_NpbCl0cw&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vF_NpbCl0cw&feature=emb_logo


Infested with History 13

Kershner, Seth, and Scott Harding. “Militarism goes to school.” Critical Military Studies 5, 
no. 3 (2019): 191–94. https://doi.org/10.1080/23337486.2019.1634321.

Khekert, Nikita. “Konzeptyalnyie polozheniia voenno-patrioticheskogo vospitaniia uchasc-
chikhsiia molodezhy na osnove rossijskih sportivnyh tradicij.” Mir nauki, kultury, obra-
zovanija 97/6 (2022): 69–71.

King, Charles. “The Benefits of Ethnic War: Understanding Eurasia’s Unrecognized States.” 
World Politics 53, no. 4 (2001): 524–52. https://doi.org/10.1353/ywp.2001.0017.

Komuves, Anita. “Hungary: A Smooth Way to Better Patriotism.” VSquare, January 18, 
2019. https://vsquare.org/hungary-a-smooth-way/.

Mach, Elżbieta M. “Between Patriotism and Nationalism: National identity in the education 
policy of Law and Justice. Comments on the 2017 education reform.” In The Right-Wing 
Critique of Europe: Nationalist, Sovereignist and Right-Wing Populist Attitudes to the EU, 
edited by Joanna Sondel-Cedarmas and Francesco Berti, 228–42. New York: Routledge, 2022. 

Mahmudlu, Y., R. Khalilov, and S. Agaev, Otechestvo: Uchebnik dlia 5 klassa Tretie izdanie. 
Baku: Takhsil, 2003.

Malakhov, Vladimir S. Natsionalizm kak politicheskaya ideologiia. Moscow: KDU, 2005.
Martin, Terry. The Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet Union, 

1923-1939. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2001.
Neumann, Eszter. “Education for a Christian nation: Religion and nationalism in the Hun-

garian education policy discourse.” European Educational Research Journal 22, no. 5 
(2023): 646–65. https://doi.org/10.1177/14749041211072691.

Nora, Pierre. “The Era of Commemoration.” In: Realms of Memory: The Construction of 
French Past. Volume III: Symbols, translated by Arthur Goldhammer. New York: Colum-
bia University Press, 1998.

Ó Beacháin, Donnacha. “Elections and Nation-Building in Abkhazia.” In Nation-Building 
and Identity in the Post-Soviet Space: New Approaches and Tools, edited by Rico Isaacs 
and Abel Polese, 206–25. London & New York: Routledge, 2016.

O’Loughlin, John, Vladimir Kolossov, and Gerard Toal. “Inside Abkhazia: Survey of 
Attitudes in a De Facto State.” Post-Soviet Affairs 27, no. 1 (2011): 1–36.

Pegg, Scott. International Society and the De Facto State. New York: Routledge Revivals, 2019.
Popper, Karl. The Poverty of Historicism. London and New York: Routledge, 2002.
Rumyantsev, Sergey. “Otechestvennaya voina za Karabakh: predposilki i posledstviya.” Ab 

Imperio, no. 3 (2023): 199–243. 
Slezkine, Yuri. “The USSR as a Communal Apartment, or How a Socialist State Promoted 

Ethnic Particularism.” In Becoming National: A Reader, edited by Geoff Eley and Ronald 
G. Suny, 202–38. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996.

Suny, Ronald G. Looking Toward Ararat: Armenia in Modern History. Bloomington and 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1993.

Suny, Ronald G. “Making Minorities: The Politics of National Boundaries in the Soviet 
Experience.” In The Construction of Minorities: Cases for Comparison Across Time and 
Around the World, edited by André Burguiere and Raymond Grew, 249–50. Ann Arbor: 
The University of Michigan Press, 2000. 

Waal, Thomas de. Black Garden: Armenia and Azerbaijan through Peace and War. New 
York and London: New York University Press, 2003.

https://doi.org/10.1080/23337486.2019.1634321
https://doi.org/10.1353/ywp.2001.0017
https://vsquare.org/hungary-a-smooth-way
https://doi.org/10.1177/14749041211072691


https://taylorandfrancis.com


Part I

Concepts of Patriotic  
Education



https://taylorandfrancis.com


DOI: 10.4324/9781003505822-3
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.

The Routes of the Post-Soviet 
Historical Imagination
Between “Civilization” and  
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Victor Shnirelman

The post-Soviet period was a challenge to the professional community of histori-
ans. First, the former political unity had fallen apart into many fragments, which 
sought legitimacy by referring to events from history. Second, new states needed 
to develop and substantiate new identities, which demanded a radical revision of 
the very basis of traditional historical discourse. Third, the former Great Narrative 
with its universal explanatory model has become a thing of the past and had to be 
substituted with a new paradigm. Finally, almost all of the new states maintained 
multi-ethnic diversity, and in many cases the Russian-speaking community proved 
to be the largest minority.

Ethnic minorities, on the one hand, demanded social equality, and on the other 
hand, wanted to secure their identities based not only in terms of language and cul-
ture but also on their own views of history, which more often than not challenged 
the historical imagination of the dominant majority. At the same time, almost all 
the new post-Soviet states have chosen a model of a unitary nation, which did 
not leave any room for federalism. Following the Soviet tradition, a nation was 
imagined in ethnic, rather than civic terms, which instigated ethnocentrism and 
created the threat of ethnic discrimination. In some cases, this caused interethnic 
clashes and wars that undermined the new states, or even led to their collapse. 
This occurred in Georgia and Azerbaijan, where a growth of ethnic nationalism re-
sulted in a separation of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in the case of the former, and 
Nagorno-Karabakh in the latter until it was recaptured by Azerbaijan in September 
2023. In Russia, similarly bloody ethnic clashes took place between the Ossetians 
and Ingush in 1992 in the Prigorodny District of North Ossetia. In all these cases, 
each of the conflicting parties had its own view of history, with each view differing 
drastically from one other.1

 The Regional Textbook and Ethnocentrism

Already beginning during the Soviet period, the large regions demanded a de-
velopment of a common view of local history. The authorities requested that his-
torians create a unified regional history to overcome ethnocentric views of the 
past that were popular in particular republics.2 A comprehensive research program 
was initially developed in the 1970s, uniting the efforts of specialists from the 
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Caucasian republics and placing a large emphasis on the study of ethnogenesis. 
Yet, it focused only on the Armenian, Georgian, and Azerbaijani ethnogenesis, 
and neglected other ethnic groups who lived in the South Caucasus.3 This ambi-
tious project could not meet the demands of its organizers and was discontinued 
without a single corresponding publication ever having come into fruition. This 
unfortunate experience was then repeated in the Northern Caucasus, where the 
production of a common history also proved to be problematic. Soviet scholarship 
was unable to escape the vicious circle of ethnocentric views, and, thus, all such 
projects were doomed to fail.

The trouble with Soviet history education was its evidently Russocentric pres-
entation of history that failed to meet the demands of the republics. This approach 
was a result of not only assimilatory and Russificatory intentions of the authorities, 
but rather of technical considerations. Indeed, by contrast to other titular peoples, 
the Russians lacked any special courses in Russian ethnic history, and their history 
merged with that of the state: first that of Russia, followed by that of the USSR. 
Being educated with such a presentation of history, Russians became hostages of 
the statist mentality—they identified themselves with the state and almost never 
took into account the representatives of other nations who also participated in its 
creation and development. They were prepared to show tolerance to these nations 
and even assist them in one way or another (in education, healthcare, economics), 
but in the context of such cooperation they saw themselves as the “big brother.”

The dissolution of the USSR has caused a radical turnaround in historiography, 
which shifted toward ethnic nationalism because public consolidation took on an 
ethnic, rather than a civic, form and it was this that local elites were primarily 
interested in. The framing of nation was treated in primordial terms, and history 
was imagined as a movement of an eternal and homogenous national body along 
the flexuous tracks of time toward a wonderful future. As a result, Russocentric 
views of the past have been replaced by ethnocentric ones that were searching for 
national roots in the ancient times, overstating the political and social development 
of the “native” people in the past, exaggerating their cultural achievements, greatly 
extending their former territorial borders, and providing unreliably high numbers 
for their ancestral communities.4

Therefore, a new joint project aiming for a general textbook of Caucasian his-
tory, launched in Tbilisi in 1997–1998 under the auspices of the European Council, 
suffered the same deplorable fate as its Soviet predecessors. An attempt to develop 
a joint textbook of Caucasian history (The Tbilisi Initiative) by a team of Arme-
nian, Azerbaijani, Georgian, and Russian authors failed due to overly contrasting 
interpretations of the sensitive issues surrounding a “common history.”5

Ten years later, this experiment was repeated in Kazakhstan and Central Asia 
with the same poor results, as its participants realized that “it was a rather difficult 
and sensitive task to formulate a unified concept of the historical development of 
the region.”6 Indeed, as in the Caucasus, they had to deal with the relationships 
between titular nations and ethnic minorities, “hegemony” of larger republics, 
and Islamic radicalism. Yet some experts were reliant on salutary images of the 
“uniform Turkic-Persian culture” with its “deep cultural-historical code.” Notably, 
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Kazakhstan, with its enthusiasm for this “civilizational approach,” proved to be 
the main advocate of the general regional textbook.7 Some other enthusiasts also 
sought to use this approach, actively exploited in Russia by that time. A Centre 
of Islamic civilization promoting Islamic culture and history in Central Asia was 
opened in Tashkent (Uzbekistan) in 2024.

 A “Civilizational Approach” and its Obvious Pitfalls

In the late eighteenth century, “civilization” became an important element of 
the evolutionary scheme, represented by the triad “savagery, barbarism, civili-
zation.” Yet, a hundred years later the scheme was revised, and there arose a 
temptation to view humanity as an aggregation of civilizations that developed 
side by side, were extraneous to each other, and never overlapped.8 It took several 
decades before Arnold Toynbee began to pay great attention to contacts between 
civilizations. However, even he presented them as well-integrated bodies that 
could come into contact and engage in dialogue with each other, but were unable 
to merge or exchange human resources. According to Toynbee, trying to do so 
would be very risky.9

It is with this set of ideas that a “civilizational approach” survived to this day. It 
was not met with great enthusiasm in the West and was rejected by most scholars. 
Yet, after the collapse of the Communist regime, it received a second lease of life in 
Russia, from where it expanded to other CIS nations. Its popularity in Russia was 
based on the fact that there, despite Toynbee’s hopes, it was closely associated with 
nationalism and anti-Western sentiments.10

The “civilizational approach” has gone through an interesting metamorphosis 
in modern Russia. In the 1980s, it was picked up by certain medievalist and ori-
entalist Soviet historians with the hope that it would help to overcome the Marxist 
dogma with its emphasis on the dry sociological schemes at the expense of multi-
dimensional social life and, especially, human identity. Indeed, the value of the 
latter was one of the most important slogans of the Perestroika period. Scholars 
also suggested paying special attention to ethnic factors, ethnic stereotypes of be-
havior and traditional forms of consciousness, including myths, in the development 
of particular civilizations.11 An idea of a “historical code of civilization” became 
embedded in school education.12

Over time, this system of thought included such notions as the “people” and 
their “spiritual lives” based mostly on religious beliefs. The people were viewed 
as an integrated body with its own behavioral norms and mentality, that crossed 
social class borders and was invulnerable to social divides. As a result, the subject 
of historical development was not an individual but a collective personality—the 
people, nation, ethnic community.13 Hence, a class ideology has been substituted 
by a nationalist one with its organicist outlook. Some authors have even endowed 
“civilization” with a sense of unified identity though they were unable to prove it.

The term “civilization” is imbued with a special significance in the Russian 
discourse. First, the dissolution of the Soviet Union has discredited an idea of 
empire and the idea of democracy completely removed it from the discursive field. 
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However, in a multi-ethnic Russia, a national state could not be imagined as an 
ethnonational one either. Intellectuals as well as major politicians and officials 
were well aware of this in the 1990s. Therefore, a view of “civilization” as an 
integrated multicultural space where various cultures developed in fruitful coop-
eration met great demand. In fact, this was Orwellian language, where the image 
of the “state-civilization” was exploited to replace an image of empire, which, 
despite its embellishment by the Russian statists, could not avoid negative con-
notations. In this context an obsolete Eurasianism has returned from oblivion and 
has come back in to fashion.14

Second, identification with a civilization feeds nostalgia for the former glory 
and allows Russia to preserve the image of a great state, if not politically, then 
culturally. A status of “civilization” provides it with high prestige by elevating it 
above the level of an ordinary country. This restores Danilevsky’s claim for the 
equal status of Russia with Europe rather than with particular European states.15 
Third, while emphasizing a special historical path, a “civilizational approach” 
withdraws Russia from a universal evolutionary scheme based on socio-economic 
criteria. Thus, a comparison with other societies as well as the terms “backward-
ness” or “delayed modernization” become irrelevant for Russia.16 Therefore, a 
rhetorical tool is used to convert real problems into symbolic capital.

While discussing integration, advocates of this approach never explain precisely 
what they mean, or how religious diversity can survive within the “Russian Or-
thodox civilization,” and how various languages and cultures can blossom side-
by-side with the “Russian cultural dominance.” For example, how can pluralism 
of historical ideas fit together with a uniform history textbook? And how can the 
European choice peacefully agree with the Eurasian one? The extent to which this 
rhetoric diverges from reality is demonstrated by the extent of the Russian authori-
ties’ anger over the European choice of Ukraine, which found its ultimate expres-
sion in the Russo-Ukrainian war unleashed in 2022.

Finally, such a “civilizational approach” actually delegitimizes the Russian state, 
which for centuries incorporated various regions dominated by non-Orthodox and 
non-Christian religions, i.e. in terms of a “civilizational approach,” pockets of other 
civilizations incompatible with the Russian Orthodox religion. If so, they have all 
the reasons to demand for a separation from Russia and join their “genuine civiliza-
tions.”17 Moreover, by reifying cultures and building up high walls between them, 
a “civilizational approach” contributes to the development of “cultural racism.”18

Evidently, for all these reasons many Russian historians dropped the “civili-
zational approach” and in the early 2000s it seemed to have gone out of fashion. 
A concept of the new curriculum on Russian history adopted in 2013 viewed this 
history as an integral part of the world historical process, and there was no mention 
of the term “civilization.” Only a co-existence of “various peoples different in civi-
lizational terms” was mentioned,19 but it was not explained how this fits together 
with a unified civilization. Perhaps the term “Russian civilization” was abandoned 
by historians in hope of avoiding uncomfortable enquiries. Yet this concept took 
root in both political and religious discourse. It was picked up first by the Russian 
Orthodox Church in the early 1990s, and later on by the Russian President since 
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2012.20 It made up the core of the official historical concept in contemporary Rus-
sia and was deliberately introduced into the new textbooks in history in the 2020s.

The “civilizational approach” spread to post-Soviet states as well. In Estonia, 
it aimed to incorporate the country into “Western civilization” and thus distance it 
from its “backward eastern neighbour,” historical relationships with whom are im-
agined in terms of a “clash of civilizations.”21 In turn, to overcome tense relation-
ships and conflicts in the Caucasus, an attempt was also made to build up an image 
of a “single civilization” with a common character, temperament, and ideals,22 al-
though it seems that this attempt was unsuccessful. The “civilizational approach” 
was welcomed in Kazakhstan, where the image of a “nomadic civilization” helped 
the Kazakhs to distance themselves from “backward Asia,” as they had previously 
been viewed by Soviet historians. Simultaneously, it helped Kazakh historians to 
feel like “independent participants in the process of historical research.”23

Production of Historical Narratives and Education Literature  
in the Post-Soviet Period

The post-Soviet period began under a slogan of “national resurrection” and a “re-
turn of true history.”24 Yet, as George Mosse once noted, during processes of na-
tion-building, national history wants to play an instrumental role through a strategy 
of the “nationalization of mass consciousness.”25 In these circumstances, history is 
viewed as a hard struggle for the acquisition and maintenance of the nation-state, 
which is waged by primordial ethnos with its age-old traditions and imperishable 
value system. One of the main elements of such a narrative is ethnogenesis, which 
allows one to find remote ancestors as far back in the past as prehistory, to depict 
the borders of their primordial homeland (the wider, the better), to construct their 
ancient statehood, and to provide them with great cultural achievements.26 It is in 
this way that one strives to achieve national consolidation for a successful move-
ment toward a bright future.

The writing of national historiography in various post-Soviet states took place 
under completely different conditions. First, in some countries, e.g. the Baltic 
States and, to some extent, Georgia, politicians left this field for historians alone, 
yet, in others—Armenia, Azerbaijan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan—the produc-
tion of “historical truth,” especially in textbooks, was controlled by governmental 
bodies. This shift took place in Russia in the early 2000s.27 Therefore, political ide-
ology affected textbooks in a different way, and to different extents. For example, 
whereas in Armenia the authorities constrained the textbook authors’ emotions, in 
Azerbaijan they encouraged them. Second, several generations of textbooks were 
replaced during the post-Soviet period. On the one hand, they still retained a lot of 
Soviet heritage, which was often combined with the influence of the diaspora from 
where completely different versions of history originated. The canons of national 
historiographies began to be shaped only since the late 1990s. Third, there were 
historical dynamics caused by radical changes in the political environment, for 
example, in Georgia where the educational field was emancipated after 2003, or in 
Moldova, where the communists revised the former politics of Romanization in the 
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early 2000s. The general tone of textbooks was also influenced by foreign-policy 
reorientations of regimes, as in Uzbekistan after the Andijan revolt of 2005, or in 
Kyrgyzstan after the April 2010 revolution. Finally, historians were challenged by 
alternative histories produced by amateur authors, including politicians, who dis-
seminated highly politicized and ideology-driven views of the past.

In addition, while discussing textbook content and its impact on students, the 
teachers’ key role should be considered. Teachers, first, differ in competence and 
in their political views, and second, can control their own emotions to vary-
ing degrees. Besides, in Russia—as well as other countries—of the 1990s (and 
in some places even later), teachers suffered from impoverishment, and this 
produced a nostalgia for the Soviet past, which inevitably affected the teaching 
process.28 Therefore, knowledge of history received in school and an evaluation 
of historical facts by schoolchildren are not only a result of textbook content but 
of education practices and especially teachers’ political positions,29 and also in 
extra-curricular sources of information—formerly TV broadcasting and nowa-
days the Internet.30

In some regions, historical memory is transmitted within families. For exam-
ple, according to one sociological survey, a positive attitude toward the Soviet 
past was dominant in Kazakhstan and Central Asia in spring 2009 in spite of its 
negative coverage in the textbooks. The historical imagination of the younger 
generation, especially in relation to the Soviet past, was shaped by families rather 
than by textbooks.31

Nationalist Historical Projects

As a rule, a national post-colonial myth consists of three components. First, mem-
ory of the recent past produces victimization. Indeed, the legitimization of the post-
Soviet states (except Russia) demands an emphasis on suffering under “foreign 
rule.” The new historical narratives therefore commonly refer to trauma, designed 
to induce sympathy from the global community. Second, an image of the great 
ancestors that has to elevate dignity and to charge people with a positive energy 
makes up a core of the national myth. Third, such a myth usually contains an image 
of an age-old enemy who is most often identified with the former empire.32

The authors of the reviews of educational literature of the first post-Soviet 
decade have repeatedly noted that history textbooks have not so much radically 
changed the paradigm, but only changed the grades—what was previously per-
ceived as positive became “evil” and vice versa.33 Moreover, the official histori-
ographers were sometimes former Soviet workers of the “ideological front,” who 
were once engaged in “scientific communism” or “the history of the CPSU.” And 
the heads of new states often became the customers and curators of the formation 
of post-Soviet historiography.34

“Anti-colonial discourse” in the textbooks of the new post-Soviet states inevi-
tably leads to a new reductionist view of history, and sometimes to the creation of 
an image of an “enemy.” This enemy was usually represented by Russia, and the 
textbooks almost never drew a distinction between the Russian empire and the 
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Soviet Union—both of them were accused of “imperialist policy” and “colonial-
ism.” Nation-building in the ruins of the former empire was accompanied with ac-
cusations that referred to “invasion,” “occupation,” “colonialism,” “exploitation,” 
and “oppression.” The term “occupation” was preferred in the Baltic States. “Oc-
cupation,” “annexation,” and “colonization” were used interchangeably in Geor-
gia, and “colonization” was more common for historiography in Kazakhstan and 
Central Asia. In any case, national ideologists including historians found nothing 
positive in the common imperial heritage.35 The former emphasis on social class 
was replaced almost everywhere with an evaluation of history from the point of 
view of the “titular nation.”36 This view creates a “lubok print,”37 a far cry from the 
more complex and multi-dimensional picture in reality.38

Although post-Soviet historians claim that they restore the “objective truth” by 
erasing former falsifications, the new national narratives also suffered from bi-
ases.39 While reasonably criticizing the negative impacts of the imperial rule, they 
did not aim at redressing a balanced pattern and declined to see anything positive 
in the imperial legacy.40 While directing their resentment at the Russian imperial 
bureaucrats and Soviet political figures, nationalist ideologists still showed respect 
to the local actors who served the tsarist regime or Soviet powers. For example, 
while accusing the Soviet rule of “colonialism,” Georgian historians avoided criti-
cizing native bureaucrats who developed and implemented Soviet policy. Anger 
toward the former empire sometimes aims at its dominant majority who also suf-
fered from both the imperial rule and the totalitarian regime. In certain post-Soviet 
states, these people turned into an ethnic minority, sometimes numerically large. 
They have their own view of history and perceive a condemnation of the empire 
personally. Yet, although certain Western scholars viewed the Soviet Union as an 
“incubator of nations”41 or an “affirmative action empire,”42 some native historians 
treat it in terms of a “genocide” that was carried out against their own people. At 
the same time, native inhabitants are imagined in the post-Soviet historiography 
as heroes rather than martyrs and victims. In Armenia, the events of the Karabakh 
conflict contributed to this in many ways.43

The image of Russia in textbooks was also highly dependent on the current 
political climate. If a state was interested in close relationships with Russia 
(Armenia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan), the image of Russia was de-
picted in a nuanced way—both positive and negative aspects of the relationship are 
discussed. For example, in Armenia and Kazakhstan, a distinction was drawn be-
tween the Tsarist and Soviet bureaucrats, who were criticized, and Russians, with 
whom friendly relationships were highlighted. Long historical contacts between 
the Kyrgyz and the Russians were emphasized in Kyrgyzstan. It is noteworthy that 
the terrible famine of 1932–1933, which led to mass deaths in Kazakhstan, did not 
become the basis for accusations of the Kremlin of “genocide,”44 which differs 
sharply from the position of modern Ukraine in relation to the “Holodomor.”45

The textbook authors select and discuss historical facts in such a way that 
could best meet the demands of the national idea. For example, Latvian textbooks 
depict the Soviet Union as a permanent threat to independent Latvia but nearly 
all of the textbooks omit the fact that Soviet Russia was the first to recognize its 
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independence. During the Soviet period, Lithuanian historians condemned the 
Polish occupation of part of Lithuania in the early 1920s and interpreted events 
of 1940 as a “voluntary entry,” whereas nowadays they treat Soviet politics as 
an “occupation” but refrain from using this term for the incorporation of Vilnius 
into Poland. In the late 1990s, certain Lithuanian textbooks justified the German 
war against the USSR as a chance for Lithuania to restore its independence. The 
justification of the war was dropped later on, but a condemnation of the Soviet 
guerrillas survived.46

One Armenian analyst acknowledges that Armenian textbooks “invent tradi-
tion”: certain facts and themes appear anew, yet others disappear without a trace.47 
Russia is imagined in these textbooks as an age-old ally, although not entirely reli-
able. There is also a shift in evaluations over time. Thus, the Armenian involve-
ment in the USSR and the Bolsheviks’ policy was discussed more positively in the 
textbook of 2008 than in the textbook of 1994. This was first explained by close 
political and economic relationships between contemporary Armenia and Russia, 
and second, by the public acknowledgment of Soviet Armenia’s achievements.48

Key issues of national history were also re-evaluated in Azerbaijan, where 
the image of the past was placed in service of the state ideology that legitimizes 
the political regime and aims to shape a “national person” in place of the former 
“Soviet person.” 49 Key terms include such notions as the “antiquity of Azerbaijan,” 
“superiority of national culture,” “love of the Motherland,” “willingness to die for 
the Motherland,” a “desire to reunite with Southern Azerbaijan,” and of course the 
“enemy.”50 The national narrative refers to ethnogenesis, and whereas many other 
nationalisms claim that the people cannot exist without their own language, in 
Azerbaijan they argue that the people cannot survive without their own statehood. 
Hence, there is an emphasis on state continuity, rooted in the ancient Near Eastern 
states. At the same time, the textbooks underline the foundational role of language, 
and it is the Turkic language which is imagined as an inalienable attribute of the 
people, although in the Soviet period local historians acknowledged that the popu-
lation experienced language changes many times. The third foundation of this unity 
is autochthonism, which firmly binds the ancestors to their primordial territory 
virtually from Paleolithic antiquity (Azykh cave in the case of Azerbaijan) onward. 
In addition, a textbook for the sixth grade argues that Azerbaijan was an “ancient 
land” where humans emerged in the Lower Paleolithic, and the African homeland 
of humans gets ignored.51 A textbook for the fifth grade begins as follows: “One 
of the most ancient inhabitants of Europe, one of the most ancient peoples in the 
world—my people, my dear Great Azerbaijani people.”52 At the same time, this 
category includes only Turkic-speaking Muslims rather than all the citizens of 
Azerbaijan. The rest are excluded from “my people.”53 Heroism is found alongside 
victimhood and suffering in the textbooks, which aims to instill in young people a 
willingness to die for their homeland.54

If, in the 1970s and 1980s, historiography in Azerbaijan was represented by a 
struggle between “dogmatists” and “revisionists,” the latter finally gained victory 
in the 1990s and history textbooks began to draw on pan-Turkism.55 According to 
an Azeri teacher, history presented in schools refers to all the standard mythical 
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schemes I identified in the late 1990s.56 Whereas in the Soviet period historical 
heroes were identified with ordinary people and their leaders, nowadays they are 
replaced by the founders of the states and their rulers,57 which demonstrates the 
priority of statehood in the Azeri identity. Meanwhile, Soviet atheism is substi-
tuted for Islam, being of an enduring value and one of the major cornerstones of 
national identity.58

Historical facts that contradict the new (nationalist) view of history are completely 
ignored. For example, while discussing the wise policy of Javanshir, the ruler of the 
Caucasian Albania, who stopped an invasion by the Arab-Muslims, the textbook au-
thors fail to mention his Christianity. Instead, they claim that Islam was beneficial for 
Azerbaijan.59 On the one hand, they talk of the disastrous wars waged by the Arabs on 
the Caucasian Albania’s territory, but on the other hand, they emphasize the respect-
ful attitude of the Arabs to local inhabitants and the humanity of Islam.60 Therefore, 
the fierce struggle of the local residents against the Caliphate remains inexplicable. 
The authors claim that Islam replaced idolatry, and they diminish the role played by 
earlier Christianity. They even ignore certain outstanding Christian churches which 
have survived to this day. Is it necessary to argue that the textbook justifies Turkic 
conquests in the Southern Caucasus, while Georgian and Armenian resistance is con-
demned? The vast territory of the Southern Caucasus is called the “Azeri lands,” and 
the Turkic conquest of the former Iranian territories is welcomed.

While doing their best to clean the Muslim unity of any problems, the local 
authors ignore the Karabakh treaty of 1724 between the Shia Muslims and the 
Christian Armenians aimed against the Sunni Muslims.61 They also do not men-
tion that Turks served both the Russian empire and the Soviet Union, and that 
many Azeri enlighteners were officers of the Tsar or Russian (Soviet) scholars.62 
Instead, having destroyed the Soviet monuments of well-known Bolsheviks in 
2009, the Azeris secured a monument to Nariman Narimanov.63 Thus, a long 
struggle against the most treacherous enemy in the form of the Russian empire 
is legitimized. According to one analyst, Russia is represented in the new Azeri 
textbooks “in stages as a ‘robber,’ a ‘neighbor-partner,’ a ‘conqueror-colonizer,’ 
and finally a ‘Northern neighbor’.”64 The roots of this “Russian greed” are found 
in the early Middle Ages, when the natives suffered from the raids of the “Russes” 
in the tenth and eleventh centuries. A whole chapter discussed the Slavic raids in 
the South-East Caucasus where they were depicted as deadly attacks.65 No less 
destructive Arabic, Turkic, and Mongol conquests, Tamerlane’s disastrous raids, 
and the Ottoman invasion were never covered this way in the textbooks. Instead, 
the teachers had to pay special attention to the Slavic raids and to discuss them 
extensively with the students.66 The beginning of a continuous struggle of the 
Azeri people against the Northern conquerors is dated to the eighteenth century, 
and the Gulistan (1813) and Turkmenchay (1828) treaties are viewed as one of 
the most disgraceful chapters in the country’s history. Russia is accused of not 
only liquidating the “Azeri state” but also of disintegrating the united Azeri peo-
ple. To ensure that schoolchildren do not forget this unity, a textbook for the 
ninth grade covers the history not just of Azerbaijan, which is called “Northern 
Azerbaijan,” but also of “Southern Azerbaijan.”67
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A regime established by Russia is called a “military occupation,” and its policy 
is a colonial one, aimed at a shameless plundering of the people. It is blamed es-
pecially for the Armenian resettlement of the Azeri territories.68 The Azeri authors 
see no benefits of joining the empire and reduce the discussion of economy to a 
transformation of Azerbaijan into a “raw-material appendage” of Russia. To be 
clear, certain authors did acknowledge the benefits of the bourgeois reforms im-
plemented by the authorities and underline a positive role of the Russian rule in 
economic modernization. However, they constantly claim that the higher positions 
in management went mainly to Christians.

The textbook emphasizes that “all our natural resources were in the hands of 
foreigners.” However, further on it is revealed that there were Azeris among major 
businessmen, including oil owners (and all the oil industry turns out to belong to 
the Azeris in the chapter covering the events of 1918). The textbook authors strive 
to make them a source of pride, while keeping silent about their participation in the 
brutal exploitation of the local population. The authors accuse the Russian authori-
ties of oppression—yet they themselves mention that the rebels stood against both 
the Tsar’s officials and local beys. However, they avoid getting into these details 
and claim that the people revolted because of the national-colonial oppression. On 
the other hand, they present local bourgeois leaders as the fighters against the Rus-
sian empire, despite those politicians being modest reformers dreaming of a con-
stitutional monarchy at best. Notably, even in spring 1917, the Azeri nationalists 
promoted federalism and did not dream of independence.69 The authors go as far 
as to distort the reality when they claim that the Bolsheviks did not aim to liberate 
the peoples of empire from national oppression but only fought for the rights of the 
working class. They ascribe to the Bolsheviks the slogan of a “united and indivis-
ible Russia,” which was actually a slogan of the White army. Moreover, they depict 
the political struggle of the Bolsheviks against the “Musavat” party as though it 
were a struggle against all the Azeri people.

The textbook authors applaud all those who stood against the Russian empire 
but the Bolsheviks, and they place special emphasis on the role of Islam in this. 
They pay more attention to politics rather than economy, and Russian culture is 
covered quite concisely.70 At the same time, the relationships between Azerbaijan 
and the Kremlin in the Soviet period are discussed in terms of ethnic culture (Turks 
vs Slavs) and religion (Islam vs Christianity) rather than politics,71 which refer to 
the concept of the “clash of civilizations.” The Turkification policy toward ethnic 
minorities implemented in Azerbaijan for decades does not prevent the textbook 
from accusing Iran’s “chauvinist policy” of the “Iranianization” of the people of 
“Southern Azerbaijan.”72

A similar pattern can be observed in Georgia. Although local scholars believed 
that by filling in the “blank spots in history” they overcame the former ideological 
bias in favor of an “objective view” of the past, they still produced “blank spots of 
history,” albeit different ones.73 The Georgian path to independence is depicted as a 
tireless national-liberation struggle that either manifested itself in open revolts and 
public protests, or retreated underground. As a Georgian analyst notes, the “text-
book authors mainly paid attention to the Russian occupation of Georgia, which 
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gradually turned into an annexation in the 1920s.”74 Further, students are invited to 
compare the colonial policies of Russia and the United Kingdom, so that the latter 
looks more attractive than the former. Georgia is depicted as a colony, yet young 
people are unaware that its social and cultural environment in the Soviet period was 
much better than in many regions of the Russian Federation. In the late 1990s and 
early 2000s, the Georgian textbook authors focused on nation-building and entirely 
ignored a large group of the Georgian functionaries who took an active part in the 
administrative apparatus both in the Russian empire and the USSR. The Georgian 
authors accused Russia of all misfortunes and deflected blame away from their own 
compatriots. They associated the history of Georgia with Georgians alone, while 
neglecting non-Georgian ethnic minorities.75 They paid no attention, for example, 
to the ideas of social-democracy flowing into Georgia from St. Petersburg.

The third generation of textbooks published in Georgia after 2005 were changed 
significantly. The term “savage tribes” (formerly used for highlanders) disappeared, 
and special sections on various ethnic and religious cultures were introduced. At 
the same time, the Caucasus was discussed as an integrated cultural-historical re-
gion.76 However, Russia was still depicted as the main source of troubles, and eth-
nic minorities were presented as the “fifth column.”77 A sociological survey carried 
out in spring 2009 revealed that both the revolution of 1917 and all the events of 
the Soviet history were perceived negatively in Georgia.78 One textbook refers to 
the first Georgian President Zviad Gamsakhurdia’s claim that the recent conflicts 
were instigated from abroad.79 Yet, the key role of Georgian nationalists, including 
Gamsakhurdia himself, who called for “Georgia for the Georgians,” was omitted.80 
Under President Mikheil Saakashvili, the Georgian authorities made attempts to 
elaborate an inclusive view of a civic nation, which would embrace all those who 
are fluent in Georgian, yet they proved unable to destroy the religious and historical 
barriers that prevented the integration of minorities.81 Even Georgian scholars were 
forced to acknowledge that “national minorities are not depicted as an integrated 
part of society and its history” in the new textbooks.82

Coverage of relationships with the Abkhazians reveals the double standards 
in the new Georgian textbooks. Whereas Georgian authors view themselves as 
the victims of oppression from Moscow, they cannot agree with the fact that 
Abkhazians also depict themselves as the victims of oppression but, in this case, 
from Georgia. The Georgians emphasize the ethnic diversity in the Georgian 
state to legitimize integration of the Abkhazians, but they are indignant that the 
Soviet authors used the same argument to legitimize inclusion of the Georgians 
into the USSR.83 While rejecting Russification, the Georgian authors proudly 
point to assimilation of the non-Georgians in Georgia, calling it an “innovative 
approach” to school education.84 And, while emphasizing the negative role of 
Russia in their history, they are dissatisfied with the fact that the Abkhazians 
address this same accusation against Georgians. Finally, while blaming the Ab-
khazian textbook for “projecting modern reality back onto the past in order to 
legitimize it,”85 certain Georgian authors ignore the same trend in the Georgian 
textbook.86 Nevertheless, they accuse the Abkhazian and South Ossetian “sepa-
ratists” of an “instrumentalizing history.”87
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In Uzbekistan, everything is done to erase the existence of the republic in the 
Soviet period from people’s memory,88 and the textbooks fail to mention the fact 
that the CIS countries were part of the same state until very recently. One does 
not find any reference to the Fergana and Osh-Uzgen events in the textbooks: 
the Meskhetian Turks suffered from pogroms in the former case, and there were 
bloody Uzbek-Kirgiz clashes in the latter.89 In the 1990s, to block school children’s 
access to undesirable information, the Uzbek authorities banned all the Soviet and 
Russian textbooks both in the humanities and in the natural sciences.90

Such a reductionist approach causes tensions between the titular nations and 
ethnic minorities. For example, whereas their own independent state is of great 
importance for the Estonians and they view “imperial sentiments” negatively, lo-
cal Russians view the Soviet past as “their own.”91 Estonians cannot applaud Sta-
lin’s popularity in contemporary Russia, and do not share Russian nostalgia for the 
USSR.92 At the same time, the Russians decline to share in the Estonian admiration 
for their compatriots who took part in the Second World War on the side of the 
Nazis. It is noteworthy that this glorification, together with the Estonians’ lack of 
proper attention paid to the Holocaust, shocked one French historian,93 and that 
certain Estonian intellectuals advocate for a balanced approach to history and a 
tolerant attitude to different views.94

In Latvia, the historical views of most Russian-speakers (who account for about 
25 percent of the population) also differ drastically from the dominant historical 
discourse. According to Kevin Platt, “groups of the population, living side by side 
in the same space, have to forget and to remember different things to maintain the 
foundations of their identities.” Various “modes of memory” co-exist in such a 
society as a result.95

These tense ethnic relationships result in opposite views of the same history in 
Georgia as well.96 For example, whereas Georgians perceive the dissolution of the 
historical Georgian state as a tragedy, the Abkhazians applaud the emergence of a 
separate Abkhazian principality as liberation from foreign rule. If the nineteenth 
century was a period of suffering for the Georgians, the Abkhazians point to an 
endowment of Georgians with privileges for their participation in the Caucasian 
war on the Russian side.97 Whereas the Georgians are disappointed about the 
decline of the Georgian population in Georgia in the tsarist period,98 the Abkhazians 
condemn the Georgian mass migration to Abkhazia in the late nineteenth century 
that caused the catastrophic decline of the Abkhazian population there.99 In addi-
tion, while covering the Abkhazian struggle for independence in 1917–1921, the 
Abkhazian textbook refers to the Georgians as the “occupiers” and “assimilators.”100  
Aside from the Abkhazians, the Ossetians, Armenians, and Azeri inhabitants of 
Georgia have their own views of local history. And the Lezgins, Talysh, and Kurds, 
not to mention the Armenians of the Nagorno-Karabakh, also have their own views 
of history in Azerbaijan.

In Kazakhstan, Russian-speakers also have their own versions of history and 
refuse to imagine the Soviet period in entirely negative terms.101 Tensions between 
the Kazakhs and the Russian-speakers were among the reasons for the Kazakhstan 
authorities to turn to the concept of “Eurasian civilization,” designed to unite people 
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who share common history regardless of their ethnic roots, language, or religion. 
The idea was warmly welcomed by the first president Nursultan Nazarbaev, who 
used the terms of the “people of Kazakhstan” and “Kazakhstani nation” in his 
speeches.102 A special status of a “titular nation” is out of the question in Kazakhstan.

 Textbooks and Interethnic Relationships in the Caucasus

In certain new states, an ethnocentric presentation of history is directed at close 
neighbors rather than Russia alone. This is especially evident in the Caucasian re-
gion. A new historical narrative in Armenia developed under a great impact of the 
situation in Nagorno-Karabakh, and certain Armenian authors point to the “Kara-
bakhization” of national history. In other words, a territorial conflict has become 
the trigger that actuated a struggle for independence. It was the Kremlin rather 
than Russia that caused negative feelings as the enemy’s ally. Moreover, the main 
enemy (together with traditional Turkey) was Azerbaijan.103 The former peoples’ 
friendship has disappeared without a trace, to be replaced in the post-Soviet text-
books by a discussion of contested borders and ethnic conflicts.104 At the same time, 
from the end of the twentieth century to the early twenty-first century, i.e. before 
the new wars from the early 2020s, the pain of the Karabakh issue relaxed. Arme-
nian historians tried their best to control their emotions and used “diplomatic lan-
guage” to avoid negative stereotypes.105 Nonetheless, “Karabakhization” affected 
public discourse and the media, where heavy battles continue to be waged around 
“falsifications of history.”

In Azerbaijan, national enemies are identified first with the Russian empire and 
the USSR, and second with the Armenians. If the former harbor historical sig-
nificance, the latter are imagined as an eternal evil guilty of almost all the Azeri 
misfortunes throughout history. As a result, an image of an anti-Turkic plot is con-
structed.106 The Armenians are depicted as invaders who persistently encroached 
upon the Azeri lands.107 In this sense, a “Karabakhization” of history affects Azer-
baijan as well, where Soviet internationalism was replaced by post-Soviet ethnona-
tionalism.108 There is also a trend toward merging the “enemy” imagery into one 
and the same “Christian block”109 that inevitably leads to the construction of a 
“clash of civilizations.” To describe ethnic riots and massacres of Muslims both 
in March 1918 and during the Karabakh war in the early 1990s, the Azeri histo-
rians use the term “genocide,”110 legalized by President Heydar Aliyev in March 
1998. Ever since, it has acquired an unjustifiably broad meaning.111 However, the 
Armenian pogroms of autumn 1918 as well as that in Sumgait in 1988 are entirely 
ignored.112 Moreover, the textbook authors acknowledge that the Azerbaijani Bol-
shevik Meshadi Azizbekov was a member of the Baku Council, which contradicts 
the theory of genocide.

It is the Armenians, as ardent Bolshevik allies, who are accused of the failure of 
the first Azerbaijan republic, and a whole chapter is devoted to the struggle against 
the “Armenian aggression” of 1918. However, this “struggle” consists, in particu-
lar, in the fact that the Azerbaijan republic has recognized an independence of the 
Republic of Armenia, which was approved by the Ottoman state, and the authors  
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underline that this republic was established on the “Azeri lands.” Moreover, Arme-
nia allegedly unreasonably claimed Karabakh and Zangezur, where, as the authors 
acknowledge, the Armenians lived. Thus, it turns out that the Azeri beys defended 
the latter from the “Armenian aggression.”113 In other words, the textbook authors 
translate political and social problems into ethnonational and religious ones. Notably,  
while manifesting an aspiration to unite with “southern Azerbaijan,” allegedly still 
suffering under “foreign rule,” the Azeri authors declined to acknowledge legiti-
macy of the Armenian aspiration to unite with their relatives in Nagorno-Karabakh. 
At the same time, according to some Azerbaijani historians, “national history corre-
sponds to the demands of the current moment,” and a “moderately critical attitude” 
prevails in it.114 Some Azerbaijani teachers believe that the rejection of pan-Turkist 
construction will certainly benefit the enemies.115 The enemies are described in 
highly emotional language and are demonized. These sentiments peaked when the 
current president Ilham Aliyev demanded that all references to Armenian figures 
and their cultural contributions should be erased from the National Encyclopedia 
as though Armenians were non-existent in the history of Azerbaijan.116 These are 
evidently double standards, which characterize a nationalist view of history. An 
instrumental usage of history is unavoidable in this environment.

A similar trend is evident in Georgia, where historiographical revisionism is par-
ticularly prevalent in the public sphere. An ideology of ethnic conflicts was elabo-
rated there by historians in particular, who used their knowledge to serve nationalist 
goals.117 The core idea of the Georgian national narrative was the historical trauma 
caused by both an elimination of the Georgian state after Kartlo-Kakheti (Eastern 
Georgia) was annexed in 1801 to the Russian Empire, and also a destruction of the 
democratic republic by the Red Army in 1921. In addition, there was a dissatisfac-
tion with the creation of autonomous political units that was treated in Georgia as 
Kremlin’s cunning policy. Living in a “foreign state” was depicted as the darkest pe-
riod in history.118 Certain Georgian historians claim that it is “difficult to find enemy 
imagery in the current textbooks on Georgian history.”119 Furthermore, they accuse 
the Abkhazians and South Ossetians of “propaganda of hatred and enmity.”120

The Abkhazian and South Ossetian political claims, and even the Armenian 
aspiration to mark their presence in the history of Georgia, are perceived by Georgians 
as an encroachment upon the territorial integrity of their state. At the same time, they 
reveal intrigues of the “northern neighbor” behind the back of “separatists,” which 
adds fuel to the fire of Russophobia.121 After 2005, measures were taken in Georgia to 
mollify the “hate speech” toward Abkhazians and South Ossetians in the textbooks. 
The South Ossetians are presented as “an ethnic minority” who came to Georgia 
partly at the invitation of the Georgian rulers themselves, while the Abkhazians  
are referred to as the “indigenous population” of north-western Georgia, and their 
contribution to the formation of Georgian culture is acknowledged.122 Yet, the 
problem of ethnocentrism is still not over. By autumn 2011, a collection of teach-
ing materials had come out in Tbilisi under the title of “How We Lived Together in 
Tbilisi in the 20th Century,” with the support of the European Association of History 
Teachers, designed to help teachers teach history in Grades 9–11 in Georgian 
secondary schools, with its multicultural and multi-confessional environment.  
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The project, launched after the August 2008 war, was designed to instill tolerance 
in schoolchildren. The collection was published not only in Georgian, but also in 
Russian, Azerbaijani, and Armenian, with training organized for teachers of vari-
ous ethnic and religious backgrounds.123

The book contained recollections of how peacefully the neighbors lived before 
and about the decent lives of the Russian Dukhobors in Georgia (and the statistics 
that by 2010 they had completely left Georgia are not mentioned in any way), about 
the good neighborly relations between Georgians and Armenians in the village of 
Baraleti and about the multinational population of Tskhinvali in the past.124 Unfor-
tunately, the book failed to avoid ethnocentric biases. Its authors accused the Krem-
lin of the turmoil of March 9, 1956, but failed to criticize its participants who then 
demonstrated loyalty to Stalin.125 Consequently, the condemnation of the personal-
ity cult was called into question. They discussed how Georgia gave refuge both to 
Spanish people during the civil war, and then, to refugees of World War II. But they 
did not mention that all this has been an implementation of the Kremlin’s decision 
rather than an initiative of Georgian authorities. When the Georgian government it-
self had to make a decision on the return of the Meskhetian Turks from exile, this 
provoked resistance to such an extent that even those who managed to come back 
were pushed out by the Georgian nationalists in 1989–1991.126 The Georgian authori-
ties developed a program for the Meskhetian repatriation only in 1996,127 but later the 
European Council had to intervene for it to be implemented.128 While the discrimi-
nation against Meskhetian Turks in the Krasnodar Krai in Russia was emphasized, 
Georgia’s unwillingness to accept them was not discussed as well as the fact that the 
problem remains unresolved (it is noted that even in 2010 a great part of the Meskhe-
tians still wanted to come back). All of these facts do not fit the narrative of an inborn 
Georgian hospitality and tolerance, and are nowhere considered.

The authors recall that Jews formerly lived in Tskhinvali, but fail to note that 
they left years ago. Children are informed that the local cemetery was destroyed in 
the 2008 war, but they are not told that this was caused by a Georgian bombardment, 
which entirely destroyed the historical Jewish quarter where the Ossetians tried to 
save themselves in the oldest synagogue in Europe. The collection describes the 
suffering of the orphan children, the victims of the recent ethnic conflicts, but men-
tions only those children who found refuge in Georgia; those from the other side 
were ignored. Thus, schoolchildren are tempted to accuse the others of the conflict 
and the sad fate of the orphans. The documents about the Georgian-Ossetian rela-
tionships in the 1980s–1990s placed an emphasis on the “Ossetian and Abkhazian 
separatists,” yet no documents are provided on the chauvinist propaganda of the 
Georgian nationalists led by Zviad Gamsakhurdia.129 A photo of the Soviet soldiers 
in Tskhinvali was published, but nothing is said of the Georgian nationalist rallies 
and their aggressive slogans.130 Instead, the declaration of the Georgian Parliament 
about the “terror and apartheid” was referred to as allegedly organized by the “Ab-
khazian separatists.”131 As a result, the “tolerant textbook” proves to be open propa-
ganda, detailing the “image of enemy.” A reasonable criticism of Soviet politics is 
combined with an apologetic stance toward Georgia. Thus, while outside agents 
are accused of the dissolution of the state, the contribution of Georgian nationalists 
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is not up for debate. Yet, it is healthy self-criticism that might help to overcome 
radical ethnocentrism and to inculcate tolerance in young people. Moreover, the 
events of 1992 and 1993 are taken in Abkhazia as the “Patriotic War,” which helped 
Abkhazia to assert its right to be a sovereign state.132

I have quite intentionally placed emphasis on Georgia because, in recent years, 
it moved closer toward democracy then many other post-Soviet states. Yet even 
there the problem of ethnocentrism (including in textbooks) is still not removed 
from the agenda. Thus, educational literature in most of the post-Soviet states still 
suffers from ethnocentrism. To be sure, in most cases this literature aims at internal 
consumption and does not affect international relationships. The most complex 
situation is observed in regions with frozen conflicts. This applies mostly to the 
Southern Caucasus and Moldova, with the more recent addition of Ukraine. At the 
same time, the problem is not only with ethnocentrism. The history of most of the 
new states is very complex and controversial. In addition, the dominant historical 
narrative competes with the particular views of the past manifested by ethnic mi-
norities. It does not seem like this problem would disappear soon. Yet, this is not 
just a post-Soviet problem. It affects many countries, including the United States. 
Therefore, as Arthur Schlesinger pointed out, in this environment, national identity 
cannot be based on some shared national narrative, let alone a “cultural code.” It 
makes more sense to base it on common institutions somehow linked to cultural 
values.133 However, such institutes are mistrusted because they do not work at all or 
do not work properly in most of the post-Soviet states. This is the major problem to 
be solved to prevent further conflicts, and therefore is the direction in which further 
research in this area should be carried out.
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So Ashamed Not to Know  
“Our” History
Conflicts, Memory Politics, Humanities, 
and the School in Armenia, Azerbaijan, 
Russia, and Ukraine

Sergey Rumyantsev

It is quite right to separate our national history from the course of world history.
(Nikolai Kareev1)

In an episode of the popular 1960s film, We’ll Live Till Monday (Dozhivem do 
ponedel’nika), protagonist Ilya Semenovich Melnikov, a teacher in an ordinary 
Moscow school,2 begins an emotional discussion with his old comrade, the direc-
tor of the same facility and fellow historian. Melnikov poses a rhetorical question: 
“Isn’t history a science3 that makes humans citizens?” “It is,” agrees his colleague 
and superior without hesitation. The protagonist, however, is full of doubt, having 
lost faith in his ability to “correctly” conceive of their allegedly obvious com-
mon purpose as the two science teachers of young people. And textbooks, which 
are subject to constant and highly questionable revisions, do little to improve his 
confidence: “Here is the textbook of the current year. Current! […] Have you ever 
thought about the great importance of paper? We shall bow to its infinite endur-
ance!,” exclaims Melnikov.

It is no accident that the role of Ilya Melnikov’s primary adversary throughout 
the whole narrative falls to Svetlana Mikhailovna, a teacher in Russian language 
and literature. All these “sciences” are assigned the task of “properly” raising So-
viet citizens. However, unlike Melnikov, who has lost faith in his pedagogical abili-
ties, Svetlana Mikhailovna always knows how to act in unconventional situations. 
She reminds Melnikov of the history teacher’s mission and calls him to “return to 
service … You turned to yourself and developed pessimism! And you are a histo-
rian … This is inconvenient even from a political point of view!”

These two very different characters do share, however, a primary ideology. Both 
the witty intellectual Ilya Semenovich and the grounded “Smooth Babette”4 Svet-
lana Mikhailovna predictably attribute educational and politico-ideological func-
tions to the humanities with which they have been educated. And they are certainly 
right in doing so. By the end of the 1960s and beginning of the 1970s, the height of 
the film’s popularity, the subject of history in secondary schools (particularly “His-
tory of the USSR” and its complementary history of Soviet national republics), as 
well as of Russian language and literature (as much as for all the courses of national 
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literature and languages of the then Soviet peoples) were for many years attributed 
the ideological function of educating citizens and patriots.5

More than half a century has passed since this film was aired on Soviet screens, 
and for the last three decades of this period, the country in which the plot develops 
has no longer existed; nevertheless, the same subjects of the school curriculum 
continue to serve the purpose of propagating a sense of identity and belonging. 
The secondary school remains an important state institution, serving the stabil-
ity of any given post-Soviet nation-state as well as generating national identi-
ties, historical myths, patriotic sentiments, and state-approved images of the past. 
Over the course of the intervening period since the fall of the USSR 30 years 
ago, teachers in the now-former Soviet republics working between the same walls 
of these previously Soviet schools have meticulously played the role of social 
agents, forming citizens and patriots, giving rise to updated historical narratives 
and patriotic discourses. While neither Marxism, nor Leninism nor Babettes may 
be fashionable today, this cannot be said of the renewed historical narratives and 
patriotic discourses in the context of the “nationalizing” projects of newly inde-
pendent (or newly reconfigured) states.6

 “Unforgettable Years”: The Secondary School and State Ideology

“To have a national identity,” argues Michael Billig, “is to possess ways of talking 
about nationhood.”7 For the citizens of the USSR successor states, doing so would 
also imply a similar understanding and interpretation of historical and literal plots 
and images.8 Secondary schools, in the post-Soviet, political regime-controlled9 
countries, remain effective institutions from the very early stages, introducing as 
they do all citizens-to-be to the content of official discourses about the nation, 
national culture, “sanctified vernaculars and canonized national bards,”10 “national 
character,” the index of the key “national heroes,” and “historical enemies.”11 In 
secondary schools, students are introduced to verbal, visual, and behavioral texts 
included in “the foundation of collective representations, the general alphabet or 
lexicon of culture which unites the speakers of modern Russian,” as well as the 
Azerbaijani, Armenian, and Ukrainian languages and “allows us all to speak about 
us, of sons and daughters of the Nation, as the community of the ‘subscribers’ of its 
discourse, the community of agents of its practice.”12

“To be recognizably brim-full of patriotism,” continues Michael Billig, “one 
must have discourses of patriotism – that is, the phrases and stances which can be 
conventionally identifiable as ‘patriotic’”.13 The main mission of the humanities 
subjects in secondary schools is the inoculation of all future citizens to become ca-
pable of understanding patriotic discourse and after finishing school to voluntarily 
take part in the process of its routine, everyday reproduction. Ideally, such abilities 
rely on skills of sincere demonstration or, to a smaller extent, on a proficient imita-
tion of patriotic sentiments. Ideally, such abilities rely on learning how to sincerely 
demonstrate, or at least skillfully imitate, patriotic emotions.

Most, if not all, components of the patriotic discourse are painted in the opposing 
positive and negative tones. “Love of the Homeland,” the compulsory admiration 
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of “national culture,” and “love of the native language” goes hand in hand with 
the “hatred of its enemies” and vigilant tracking of attempts of “ill-wishers” who 
question “our” heroic actions or accomplishments in the field of culture. One of the 
most important goals of such education and upbringing appears in the preparation 
of the population to mobilize in case of a conflict-induced emergency. Certainly, 
secondary schools are far from being the only institutions with this kind of function 
but undoubtedly, they appear to be one of the most influential and effective. The 
robust support within Russia for the annexation of Crimea in 2014, or no less sub-
stantial backing of the military operations in Azerbaijan and Armenia in the autumn 
of 2020 during the days of the Second Karabakh War, and, finally, less indisputable 
but nevertheless mass support of the Russian war in Ukraine from 2022, as well 
as the readiness of the Ukrainians to fight “until victory,”14 are some obvious and 
bright examples of the effective patriotic upbringing in secondary schools.

The years spent in school, whether they are remembered with nostalgia, as one 
of the best periods in a person’s life or with a fair amount of skepticism and (self)
irony, coincide with the difficult time of one’s first independent social interactions 
and are imprinted in the memory of every child and teenager. The biographical in-
terview allows researchers to observe how bright, lively, and detailed memories of 
the years spent in school can be, often several years after graduation.15

A mandatory component of the public discourse that developed in the post-war 
Soviet years about the school contains various forms of gratitude. In their public 
speeches, modern politicians and bureaucrats continue the Soviet tradition of glo-
rifying the labor of teachers and routinely reproduce banal thoughts about their 
contribution to the education of new generations of citizens. The president of Azer-
baijan, Ilham Aliyev, reopening the newly built elite “School N°6” in Baku, where 
he studied in the same period as the Soviet audience was introduced to “We’ll Live 
Till Monday,” had every reason to assert that, for him, “As for each human, the 
school years are the most unforgettable of years. I am grateful to my teachers for 
the knowledge I obtained and will forever cherish their memories in my heart.”16 
Similarly, when speaking about the celebratory “Teacher’s Day” established in 
the Soviet years, President Zelenskyy of Ukraine emphasized that being a teacher 
meant “the ability to spread good and light exponentially. Because he or she alone 
can inspire hundreds, thousands, and even tens of thousands of people to try and 
change our world for the better.”17 And in turn, congratulating the winners of the 
“Russian Teacher of the Year” contest, Vladimir Putin agreed that “Today’s chil-
dren, adolescents, are they who build, develop, lead their native country forward, 
and the role of a teacher in bringing up competent, responsible local scholars, poli-
ticians, and citizens of our Homeland is truly grand and invaluable.”18

 A “Question of National Security”: Memory Politics  
and Historical Policy

The analysis of different cases of contradicting and conflicting memory politics 
and historical policies complements and expands the subject of teaching history 
and literature in schools. On the whole, the memory politics and historical policy 
implemented in Russia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, or Armenia, are in many respects the 
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direct heirs of the equivalent Soviet politics, still discursively and aesthetically 
fueled by the sources of those times. It would not be possible to discuss in one 
chapter about the actions of all the institutions (museums, TV and Media, Aca-
demia, etc.) involved in the education of patriotic citizens. While attempting to out-
line the boundaries of schooling’s influence on citizens’ perceptions of the past and 
their neighbors, I will try to outline the impact of memory politics and historical 
policy on schooling as well. In this way, I have tried to emphasize that despite the 
enormous influence of the school on the formation of ideas about national history 
and culture, the popularization of national myths and the inculcation of skills to re-
produce patriotic emotions and discourses, this institution of education is far from 
being the only player in this field.

The term “memory politics” points to the active utilization of modern constructs 
of the past, relevant for political purposes. A similar term, “historical policy,” is 
used to designate the phenomenon of “a sharp intensification of the use of his-
tory for political purposes, which—according to Alexei Miller—in the first years 
of XXI century became characteristic to all (post-Communist) countries in East-
ern Europe.”19 Aleida Assmann argues that the problem of the past as a construct 
dominates in modern scientific research on memory and thus underlines the cap-
tivity of a traumatic past and the impossibility of distancing oneself at his or her 
discretion.20 For Ukraine, such a past remains the Second World War and Victory 
Day (May 9). The Ukrainian authorities put a lot of effort into reconstructing the 
discourse of the war by popularizing new symbols and new heroes (red poppies, 
as counter-symbols to the Russian Ribbon of Saint George; the main figures of the 
nationalist movement)21 and moving the date from May 9 to May 8, when the Sec-
ond World War is commemorated in the countries of the European Union (EU). In 
Russia, the “normalization of the Soviet past”22 instigated by Vladimir Putin when 
he came to power conceived of the totalitarianism of Stalin and mass political re-
pression as examples of an “inconvenient” plot. In Armenia and Azerbaijan, victim 
imagery supplants the memory of mutual acts of violence.

The post-Soviet years were marked not only by the deconstruction of the Soviet 
monumental inheritance, sites of memory, and the forgetting of different forms of 
public memorial culture. In the second half of the 1990s, with constant stabiliza-
tion of the economic situation and political regimes, the period of the most extreme 
implementation of the upgraded memory politics and historical policy began. In 
the 2000s, the fashion of political public monuments returned, playing the former 
role of “visual symbols of power.”23 With each year, the collective mass rituals of 
commemorating the victims and warriors for independence become increasingly 
popular, as did remembering the participants of the ongoing post-Soviet armed 
conflicts.

Different kinds of official mass demonstrations, supported by the political re-
gimes, are organized and carried out with the active participation of various state 
institutes, using administrative resources to mobilize large groups of the popu-
lation (kindergartens, secondary schools, universities, academic institutions, dif-
ferent security agencies and ministries, factory administrations, and so forth.). 
Often, such demonstrations are dedicated to traumatic events of the recent past, 
and their urgency is notably fueled by some modern conflicts (Holodomor Victims 
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Remembrance Day in Ukraine, Memory March of the victims of Khojaly Massa-
cre, and Armenian Genocide Victim Remembrance Day).

Numerous grassroots initiatives not only fail to negate the official nationalizing 
of nationalism and memory politics but also augment and even enrich them with 
new celebrations and rituals. “Vyshyvanka Day,” popular in Ukraine, was initi-
ated by the students of the Chernivtsi National University. Mass movements of 
the “Immortal Regiment” in Russia began with demonstrations organized by the 
journalists of the Tomsky media group.24 The Saint George Ribbon, intended to 
become “a means that could materialize respect, gratitude, pride and recognition” 
for victory in World War II, was invented, apparently, by Ria-Novosti journalist 
Natalia Loseva, who “explained in an interview that the idea emerged ‘by chance’ 
[v kakoi-to mere sluchaino].”25 New operas and symphonies, poems and novels, 
theatre productions, documentaries, and fiction cinema have been written not only 
within the framework of the state order but also enthusiastically dedicated to state-
relevant plots from the past. Many active users of social networks (Facebook and 
Telegram) are eager to enter the online battles, defending and willingly promoting 
their own “historical truth.”26

According to Elena Omelchenko and Hilary Pilkington, “Patriotic packaging 
of the ideas of political and civil activities—is on its own a kind of indicator of 
today’s Russia. […] On the one hand, the rhetoric and practices of official actors 
of patriotic ‘echelons,’ and on the other hand—different civil initiatives and new 
variants of patriotic ‘bellows.’”27 Adjusted to the situation specifics in any given 
country, this thesis can also well characterize the circumstances in Azerbaijan, 
Armenia, and Ukraine.

The increasingly asserted nationalization of public spaces and cultural land-
scapes, as well as the reconstruction and nationalization of official narratives of 
history – have been the most evident tendencies of memory politics and historical 
policies in the last three decades. As specified by Georgiy Kasyanov:

Nationalization of the past is, on the one hand, the assignment of certain frag-
ments of this past to a collective subject, reaching the self-determination (in 
this case, a nation), and on the other hand, officializing these fragments into a 
coherent master-narrative, which is also the nationalization of this narrative, 
assigning it to the society that represents the nation. Nationalization of the 
past captures history (master narrative), as well as the collective/historical 
memory. The main goal of nationalizing the past is to transform the nation 
into, with the most general sense, “historical,” turning it from an object of 
history into its main subject.28

The new stage of monument construction in Azerbaijan, Armenia, Ukraine, and 
Russia can be placed into a broader historical and international context:

Large numbers of monuments, competition between commissioners and 
artists, and complex commissioning processes and public debates, also char-
acterized waves of statuomania after the French Revolution and during the 
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rise of nationalist movements in the nineteenth century, but also the National 
Socialist and Communist dictatorships in the twentieth century and new na-
tion-states established following the dissolution of the Soviet Bloc in central 
and eastern Europe.29

Sergiusz Michalski, in turn, argues that:

With the western world becoming wary of political public monuments and 
the Communist bloc ceasing to exist, the main center of gravity seems to 
have shifted to the Third World. Countries mostly ruled by non-democratic 
governments, if not by outright dictators, have to grapple with the problems 
of fusing their national traditions and myths with the dominant model of 
western-style art.30

In this statement, made in 1997 when his monograph was published, Michalski 
named Korea and Iraq among the countries with actively realized politics of setting 
“public political monuments.” Some of the post-Soviet successor states over the 
course of two decades could also be added to the list of such countries, first and 
foremost Turkmenistan, where a cult around President Turkmenbashi (Saparmurat 
Niyazov) blossomed until 2006. On the death of Niyazov, there was already a full-
scale memorial cult around Heydar Aliyev (who had died in 2003) in Azerbaijan 
and interest in establishing the new, albeit subjectively and aesthetically relatively 
monotonous “public political monuments” grew significantly.

Political public monuments are widely popular in neighboring Armenia as well 
as in Russia and Ukraine. The main difference is not in terms of the quality and/
or quantity of new monuments but the selection of images and events. In Armenia, 
and especially in Ukraine, priority is given not only to various historical figures 
(Tsars, Hetmans, and so on) but also to the mandatory presence of opponents to the 
Soviet power (Stepan Bandera and Garegin Nzhdeh). In Russia, the popularity of 
scenes from World War II (Rzhevskiy Memorial, opened on the 75th anniversary of 
the victory) and characters from the not-so-distant past (emperors and their closest 
associates) remain extremely popular.

In recent years, the most large-scale events in the field of memory politics have 
taken place in Ukraine, where after the “Euromaidan” or, as it is also commonly 
called, the “Revolution of Dignity” (a protest movement in the late autumn and 
winter of 2013–14), the annexation of Crimea, and the beginning of the armed 
conflict in the east of the country, government control over the public discussion of 
complex events of the past became noticeably stricter. The Ukrainian example is 
important in that the aspirations of post-revolutionary powers to implement major 
reforms to democratize the country and tighten control over the past were largely 
initiated and actively supported from below, first and foremost by various far-right 
parties, unions, and groups.

In December 2013, the Lenin monument was destroyed in Kyiv. In the follow-
ing months, hundreds of new monuments were installed, designed to perpetuate 
the memory of Vladimir Ilyich. These events, neatly referred to as “Leninopad,”31 
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became something of a prelude to the official politics of “de-communization,” 
approved in May 2014 by a package of four memorial laws.32 After seven years, 
the chairman of the “European Solidarity” party, Petro Poroshenko (President of 
Ukraine 2014–2019) claimed that de-communization “was and remains an issue 
of national security.”33 In other words, without the implementation of a memory 
and history policy that meets the national interests of the Ukrainian people as 
Poroshenko and his entourage understand them, the “imagined community”34 of 
Ukrainians is in danger. It is in the same spirit of alleged national security that poli-
ticians in Russia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia act and justify their intentions regarding 
memory politics and national history.

Such a wide interpretation of security noticeably measures limits, if it does not 
suppress completely and even criminalize, any attempts at a critical reading of the 
past. But this understanding of security is also a reflection of an alarming tendency 
seen in many if not all EU and post-Eastern bloc countries. By 2019, “[m]emory 
politics had been ‘securitized,’” as Alexei Miller notes, in other words:

It was conceptualized as an area directly related to security issues: states, 
nations, democracy, and the EU. Previously, in conversations with neighbors 
about the past, they looked for reconciliation—Germans with the French, 
Russians, Polish, and Russians with the Polish. Now everyone anticipates ag-
gression from one another, and maybe an aspiration to undermine the entity 
of states, both in the national community and in the EU.35

�Conflicts�and�the�Militarization�of�Patriotic�Upbringing

Just like their demolition, the rehabilitation of parts of Soviet memorial herit-
age, and the creation of new landscapes of memory in Azerbaijan, Armenia, 
Russia, and Ukraine, is not only framed by procedures of nationalizing the past 
but also in the context of long-lasting armed conflict. This stimulates and gives 
additional recourse to the authoritarian regimes of Russia and Azerbaijan in 
their attempts to monopolize power, speculate on the past, and control public 
spaces in their countries as much as possible. When the “nation is in danger,” the 
calls for unity and criticism of the opposition or of any alternative ideas sound 
much more convincing. In Ukraine and Armenia, claims to democratization ap-
pear more significant as politicians act with similar methods and strive for simi-
lar goals. The level of patience with alternative interpretations of canonizing 
historical events and figures, as well as critical views on the nationalist past, is 
low in all four countries.

The armed conflicts on former USSR territories have not only been accompa-
nied by numerous victims and refugees, the rise of new borders and non-recognized 
societies, and the annexations of various territories. They have also promoted the 
emergence of new sites of memory, given birth to the tradition of commemorating 
the heroes and victims of battles, pushed the reconstruction of historical narratives, 
and constructed new nationalist myths.
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 Landmarks of Life

The image we construct of other peoples, noted Marc Ferro:

or of ourselves for that matter, reflects the history we are taught as children. 
This history marks us for life. Its representation, which is for each one of us 
a discovery of the world, of the past of societies, embraces all our passing or 
permanent opinions, so that the traces of our first questioning, our first emo-
tions, remain indelible.36

Taking into consideration that school education is both mandatory and univer-
sal, and the long study of national history (or mythologized and glorified national 
past) is its crucial component, it would seem difficult to disagree with Ferro. Fol-
lowing the logic of his research, the analysis of educational narratives allows an 
examination of the specifics of the collective understanding of “national” history in 
any country in which secondary school education is mandatory. Also embedded in 
this logic is the aspiration of political regimes and different state institutes, to one 
degree or another, to insistently control the content of history textbooks in almost 
any nation-state. It is not a surprise that the majority of the research is conducted in 
line with the methodological approach proposed by Ferro.37

The appeal of the textbook to researchers can be justified for several reasons. 
The school remains a conservative institution, access to which is quite often limited 
to researchers. At the same time, textbooks are the most important, mass-produced 
and available study resources with which all future citizens of a particular country 
must become acquainted. The analysis of these textbooks is research into domina-
tive narratives, state-supported historical myths, and official discourses. Statistics 
on secondary school students’ performances and final examination results can be 
reviewed as an additional rationale for reasoned conclusions.

And vice versa. The representatives of power can easily identify deviations from 
the official line by tracking the contents of textbooks. The frequency with which 
high government officials appeal to history instruction emphasizes the importance 
attached to historical politics in any given country. In April 2021, Vladimir Putin 
in his annual epistle to the Federal Assembly lamented on what he referred to as 
“incorrectly” written textbooks on the history of Russia that can give young people 
wrong (i.e., not patriotic enough) landmarks in life:

You know, I have opened some textbooks and have been surprised to see 
what is written there, as if it is not even about us. Who writes these things, 
who allows such studies? It is amazing! They can write anything about the 
“second front,” only nothing is said about the Battle of Stalingrad—this hap-
pens. Just amazing!38

In July 2021, the formation of the Interdepartmental Commission for Historical 
Education was announced. One of the tasks with which the new institution was 
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entrusted was control over the “preservation of historical memory, coordination of 
the doings of state bodies, scientific-educational and cultural societies to develop a 
unified approach to the implementation of historical studies and education, as well 
as to prevent attempts to falsify historical facts.”39 The commission was created in 
order to “uphold national interests” as understood by the Russian political regime 
and was led by the author of popular Russian history book and the historical novel 
The Wall, chairman of the Russian Military-Historical Society Vladimir Medinsky, 
who from 2012 to 2020 governed the Ministry of Culture of the Russian Federation 
and is known for his notoriously conservative views.40

However, no matter how “surprising” the textbooks were or how intently the 
government tried to control their content, research has faced difficulties in in-
vestigating how deeply secondary school students actually absorb the versions 
of national history and literature presented to them, or what they remember from 
what they were “taught as children” into adulthood. How detailed are memories of 
school and university studies regarding history, over a duration of five or even ten, 
twenty years after completing one’s education? How much is the knowledge of his-
tory and national literature acquired in school and/or later during higher education 
actually required and relevant for adult life? Is it necessary to remember all details 
of school or university courses on national history, to enthusiastically respond to 
the mobilization calls of political regimes, and to believe in the possession of “his-
torical rights” to any particular territory? Or to believe that “historical truth” is on 
“our” side? Or is it easier to popularize national myths and plant patriotic sentiment 
in an environment with more superficial memories? Statistics of student perfor-
mance in the subjects of history, literature, and their first language, in turn, do not 
serve as a yardstick of patriotic sentiment.

These, and many other, questions cannot be answered on the basis of analyzing 
school textbooks alone. These kinds of questions require broader research on com-
plex practices of secondary school education but also university courses, historical 
policies, and so on. In other words, attempts should be made to understand the in-
terplay between various factors pertaining to a certain time and place: political and 
economic stability or times of dramatic changes,41 the level of a particular school 
(elite or ordinary educational facility in a poorer region of the city), the influence of 
teachers (a bright intellectual such as Ilya Semenovich or a boring formalist in the 
tradition of Svetlana Mikhailovna), the quantity and quality of out-of-school activi-
ties (most likely dependent on the initiative or passivity of those teachers), cinema 
and television, the atmosphere of family conversations, and many other aspects.

Biographical interviews allow researchers to observe how lively and detailed 
memories of the years spent in school can be, often many years after graduation. 
Biographical, problem-oriented interviews with people of different age groups who 
have completed their school education allow us to determine important tenden-
cies and formulate several theses connected to the subjects and questions raised 
in this chapter. My findings are based on 97 interviews conducted between 2015 
and 2022. My interview partners were people of different age groups, citizens of 
Russia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan, Armenia, and Georgia,42 who either graduated from 
school in the Soviet years, studied during the fall of the USSR or in the years that 
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followed. At the time of their respective interview, each interviewee was either in 
the midst of university studies or had completed their higher education. Seven re-
spondents were educated at secondary schools in two different states. For instance, 
a citizen of Azerbaijan studied for eight years in Russia and then moved to Azer-
baijan, where he completed his 11-year secondary education. Four interviewees, 
having completed school in one country, enrolled for higher education in another, 
perceived as a “historical homeland.” For example, an ethnic Russian and citizen 
of Kazakhstan applied to a Russian university after completing school. Another 
respondent, Georgian by origin, continued her studies in Tbilisi, having moved 
there from Moscow. The varying experience in two different national spheres is 
particularly interesting when evaluating the influence of education on their ideas 
about the past of their “own” imaginary societies, as well as the effectiveness of 
practices for inspiring patriotic sentiment.

�Difficult�Efforts�by�“Serious�People”

Highlighting several key points will indicate the specifics of both continuity (from 
Soviet to post-Soviet) and changes in the system of patriotic upbringing, the con-
tent of the official historical discourse, and a set of educational narratives. The first 
is related to the transformation of the status of the historian as a profession and, 
to a lesser degree, philologist, in the countries of Soviet heritage. In the postwar 
years between 1950 and 1990, the profession of the historian, as a specialist of both 
“sciences” and philosophy (Diamat)43 and mired in Soviet ideology, was prestig-
ious and for many ambitious young people paved the way not only to the spheres 
of education and science but also to the ranks of nomenclature, administrative-
bureaucratic structures, and intelligence services. Echoes of this tradition are still 
heard today. In an article published in December 2020, Sergei Naryshkin,44 head of 
the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service since 2016 and chairman of the Russian 
Historical Society, underlined that:

A professional – either in history or intelligence – over time, develops in-
tuition, the ability to immediately determine the patterns in many random 
events that are first invisible to the eye. Such systematic, analytical thinking 
is in demand in various areas of human activity. First of all, of course, in 
politics and the arts of public administration.45

Naryshkin was not entirely at odds with the truth. Many representatives of the 
profession with the competence to detect invisible patterns have found themselves 
in the “arts” he mentions. Heydar Aliyev and Eduard Shevardnadze, First Secretar-
ies of the Republican Communist Parties, are among the most famous representa-
tives of the Soviet-post-Soviet ruling elite – who differently ended their careers 
as presidents of independent Azerbaijan and Georgia respectively in 2003.46 
Elsewhere, Alexander Lukashenko, President of Belarus for nearly three decades 
(since 1994), is a qualified history teacher. The president of Azerbaijan, Ilham Al-
iyev (2003–present), is a candidate of historical sciences (kandidat istoricheskih  
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nauk),47 as is the orientalist Abulfaz Elchibey, who held this position briefly 
before the Aliyevs (June 1992–September 1993).

Vladimir Medinsky, mentioned above, also holds a doctorate in history, as does 
Olga Vasilyeva, the first female Minister of Education in the history of Russia 
(2016–2020), who at the dawn of her career worked for some time as a history 
teacher in a Moscow secondary school. General Vasily Gritsak, who (2015–2019) 
headed the Security Service of Ukraine under President Petro Poroshenko, is also 
a qualified history teacher. The candidate of historical science, Ararat Mirzoyan, 
leaving the position of chairman of the National Assembly of Armenia, headed 
the Armenian Ministry of Foreign Affairs in August 2021. Suren Papikyan, who 
worked as a history teacher in secondary schools for some years, continued his ca-
reer as Minister of Territorial Administration and Infrastructure and Vice-Premier, 
and in 2021 headed the Ministry of Defense of Armenia. The list of high-ranking 
politicians and bureaucrats who are also qualified historians seems endless.

At the beginning of the 1990s, historians in some post-Soviet republics found 
themselves in competition with representatives of another “patriotic” science – 
philology. In two South Caucasian republics, those same philologists advanced to 
the position of president. Zviad Gamsakhurdia in Georgia, with a PhD in philol-
ogy (April 1991–January 1992), and his colleague philologist and historian Abulfaz 
Elbichey in neighboring Azerbaijan introduced notions of far-right nationalism and 
Pan-Turkism to public policy. Levon Ter-Petrosyan, a well-known intellectual in Ar-
menia with a PhD in philology, held his high position until 1998. Later, this tradition 
was continued by philologist Serzh Sargsyan, who governed the republic from 2008 
to 2018. The current leader of Armenia, Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan, studied at 
the Department of Philology of Yerevan University, majoring in journalism.

Philologists were generally associated with Soviet ideology and nomenclature to 
a lesser degree, yet often mastered the language of ethnonationalism popular in the 
post-Soviet years. In spite of notable examples (Sargsyan and Pashinyan), philolo-
gists and literary scholars in the highest positions of power are rather the rare excep-
tion. After the fall of the Soviet Union, much has changed for historians as well. 
Climbing the career ladder as a party figure, bureaucrat or intelligence officer was no 
longer dependent on a higher education degree. From now on, lawyers and political 
scientists tend to compete mainly with economists or business executives.

As a direct consequence in higher educational institutions, the status of histori-
cal faculties was significantly shaken, yielding its positions to legal, newfangled 
international relations and political sciences. But even after the fall of the USSR, 
just as in the Soviet years, the secondary school remains the main refuge for repre-
sentatives of a still very large army of certified historians and philologists:

It seemed to me that historians were such serious people [memories of stud-
ies in school, in one of the largest cities in central Ukraine at the turn of the 
1980s and 1990s]. […] History appeared in the fifth grade. I remember, such 
a serious subject. […] At first, you don’t understand how seriously or strictly 
this subject is taken by the teachers. But when the first grades appear, or they 
call you for the first time to the board, or you see how he [history teacher] 
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teaches and how he asks, you learn that this subject is taken very seriously 
indeed. I remember from the fifth grade how it all went in a serious direction, 
history especially. It was the first serious subject in school. And then [after 
changing schools], we had a teacher in history, also very, you know… Some 
of these people are still right. […] She was controlling, and would ask, and 
give a lot to study. Yes, it was all on a very serious level.

(Female, 35, Berlin, May 2016)

The memories of the interviewees reflect the hierarchical structure of the sub-
ject. In secondary school, the “absolutely right” mandatory syllabus is divided into 
two main courses in national and universal history.48 The national narrative is given 
obvious priority, and memories of respondents’ schooling thus relate, first of all, to 
the experience of studying a course in national history, as the main, most important 
and detailed part of the educational narrative.

At the secondary school level, in all post-Soviet years, the relatively high status 
of national history, as well as “native language49 and literature” (rodnoj jazyk i litera-
tura), was also maintained by the procedure of final examinations. All these subjects 
remained mandatory for admission to universities to study the humanities and social 
sciences. However, while good grades in a subject can influence pragmatic career 
plans, they say very little about the degree of patriotism of their holder. It is not nec-
essarily the case that, along with a set of knowledge about historical dates, events, 
and characters, mandatory for passing those examinations, the student also inevitably 
acquires a version of “love of the homeland” as encouraged by the authorities.

In each specific case, the level of respect for and interest in the subject depends 
to an enormous extent on the personal charisma and professional skills of a teacher 
as well as on the level of any given school. The asceticism of Ilya Semenovich, 
the devotion of teachers’ lives to the upbringing of young generations, and the 
continuous, long-term seniority in the same institution are now a thing of the past, 
as are the heroics and prestige of the profession, despite the attempts of politicians, 
bureaucrats, and cultural activists to maintain these in the discourse.50 The majority 
of teachers who qualified in the post-Soviet generation approach their profession 
more formally and consider it something temporary:

My childhood coincided with a difficult period in the country, where the 
vector [i.e., the direction of social transformations or reforms] was changing 
drastically [meaning the beginning of the 2000s and a small town in eastern 
Ukraine]. My first history teacher, who was around seventy years old, […] 
although he taught us the history of ancient times, for some reason would go 
off on some political tirades. This was the difficult period of 2004–2005.51 
And at some point, for example, he would tell us some things about Ban-
derites52 killing the Red Army soldiers. […] At home, Dad told me that he 
is an old idiot and that I should not listen to him. He cannot have a proper 
opinion in this regard, as he is a Soviet teacher. Although when he died 
everyone felt sorry. Then there was a good guy who got fired because of his 
relationship with a student. I am still in contact with him. He now works as 
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a journalist. […] He was very, let’s say, democratized in a European way. 
The next teacher did not care for any of this. Because when you are being 
bullied for your braids and are mocked in every possible way, there is no 
time to talk about Banderites. Well, she was laughed at by kids. […] They 
were insulting. […] We were considered a school with which … Well, to put 
it in a more vulgar way, a bandit school. Although nothing terrible was hap-
pening there. Just as all schools – it was quite bad. Just a bad school. […] 
The fourth teacher was very liberal. On some level, she didn’t care. […] And 
therefore, in the wake of, say, young protest moods, I remember I wrote a 
report “Stepan Bandera – the hero of Ukraine”, or something like that. And, 
essentially, it was well received by her. Kind of like, I don’t care.

(Male, 23, Kyiv, October 2016)

This instance of a situation in teaching history, in a secondary school in a small 
eastern Ukrainian town, should not, of course, be considered typical of the 2000s. 
What is typical, however, are its separate components. Teachers with experience in 
Soviet schools are unlikely to change their views, and often they refuse to reevalu-
ate them. The possibility of choice turned many with a long experience in the So-
viet Union into conservatives who defended the truth of past narratives that had 
lost popularity.

The current political situation around the power struggle in any particular post-
Soviet state is inevitably accompanied by attempts to monopolize the rights to 
“correct” interpretations of the past, including at the school level. In other words, a 
humanities component of secondary education remains deeply politicized. However, 
with the fall of the USSR, there arose a feeling of more freedom in different inter-
pretations of historical processes and events and the assessment of historical figures. 
From now on, without fear of persecution, it seemed possible to voice alternative 
opinions to express critical thoughts and theories within the school space.

At different moments in the three-decade long post-Soviet period in various 
USSR successor countries, history and literature teachers held and are still holding 
a certain degree of freedom, no matter the extent of the ideological dictatorship in 
the Soviet years. Nevertheless, the freedom of a teacher is limited by several factors, 
rules, and conditions. A compulsory curriculum is imposed in all post-Soviet schools, 
regardless of the skepticism of a particular teacher. The textbooks are approved by 
government officials in ministries, and very often different versions are not different 
at all. Many teachers with a Soviet past are not ready for a critical reevaluation of the 
narrative, and their younger successors are most often unable to break the boundaries 
of nationalist discourses, especially in situations of armed conflict. Access to up-to-
date research and involvement in current critical debates remain considerably low. 
The post-Soviet political regimes aim to produce loyal national patriotic projects, 
for which the image of the “enemy” remains an important resource for mobilization. 
Progress in critical thinking, an objective declared in the school curricula of all post-
Soviet states, is unachievable under these conditions.

The example from the life of a Ukrainian school student at the beginning of the 
2000s pushes us to also think about the trajectory of the development of practices 
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of teaching history in other post-Soviet republics. At the beginning of the 2000s, 
Russia, Georgia, Azerbaijan, and Armenia were already publishing second (if not 
third) editions of post-Soviet textbooks and there, the “vector” of the nationaliza-
tion of the narrative was quite steady. In the countries of the South Caucasus, both 
then and now, schools were allowed only one version of each textbook, preap-
proved by the ministries of education. In Ukraine and Russia, secondary schools 
used different versions of textbooks. Before the armed conflict with Ukraine and 
confrontation with the collective “West,” there was much less state control over the 
educational narrative in Russia.

Criticism of Soviet ideology contributed to the fact that the power of historians, 
who had hitherto claimed the rights to discourse on the consistent “road to Commu-
nism” as active interpreters of the past, present, and inevitably “bright future,” was 
considerably undermined. Even in secondary schools, history teachers, who had 
formerly been appointed as directors of secondary educational institutions rather 
than teachers of other subjects, to a certain extent lost their position and authority:

Here at our school [regional center, eastern Ukraine] the school director was 
also a historian. In those times, mainly all directors were historians. For some 
reason. Well, most likely, it was considered that they are politically savvier. 
Well, he […] when Perestroika happened and we met at a seminar, he said: 
“It is easier for you. In math, two plus two remained two plus two. In chem-
istry, H2O is still H2O. In physics, there was Ohm’s law, and so it remains. So 
now tell me, how should I look you in the eye?! When all my life I taught you 
that this is an indestructible brotherhood of nations, and now look into your 
eyes and say a different thing. Do you understand?! […] But we believed in 
that [in Soviet ideology and official version of history.]!”

(Female, 61, Berlin, April 2016)

Even after 30 years, it is not possible to precisely measure the level of trust in 
the Soviet historical narrative and ideology nor the degree of “friendship between 
nations.” We suggest that for an absolute majority of Soviet citizens, busy with 
daily activities, it was a matter of convention, of established views about the past 
and the norms of public patriotic utterance. Within the frames of the official his-
torical discourse, ideological protagonists were able to voice critique in private 
conversations in the late Soviet years. Yet it was not customary to publicly doubt 
official biographies nor, moreover, to criticize them conceptually. In the opinion of 
Alexei Yurchak, the literal meaning of patriotic rituals and ideas about the past was 
not as important as the reproduction of their form, the standard language of speak-
ing about “our” history and patriotism.

Did the situation change drastically in the post-Soviet period? Thanks to the om-
nipresent involvement of most Soviet people in the reproduction of ritualized acts 
and the expression of authoritarian discourse, the feeling emerged that the system 
was monolithic, unchangeable, and eternal.53 As such, historical narratives seemed  
destined to justify socialism. At the end of the 1980s, when the dominant ideology 
was publicly criticized, many historical myths and heroes were declared fictitious. 
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Soviet citizens, including historians, found themselves in the unfamiliar situation 
of having to choose between different versions of the past and between loyalty to 
various national projects.

 Historians Have Their War

The menu of versions of the past, however, seemed rather scant. Any deep 
rupture with the established historiographical tradition, and even more so the 
creation of a fundamentally new narrative, required time; new methodologi-
cal, theoretical, and ideological approaches; more intellectual efforts; and, if 
not support, then at least some sympathy from the state. At the beginning of 
the 1990s, the conditions for such painstaking work were unfavorable. Political 
elites, especially in situations of conflict, required the population to support na-
tional projects and were in search of the means of legitimacy necessary to new 
regimes. As a result, in Soviet heir states, all resources were directed to recon-
structing collective identities on the basis of a predominant ethnonationalism 
ideology. Where conflicts occurred, images of the enemy played a significant 
role in mobilizing discourses.54

The practice of nationalizing historical narratives as quickly and deeply as 
possible proved to be the most desirable. All the necessary resources existed to 
achieve this goal: ready-made narratives, institutional structures (National Acad-
emy of Sciences, universities, and mass secondary education), and an “army” of 
historians and philologists. In the Soviet years, historians with academic degrees 
not only actively cultivated state ideology but also decorated bureaucratic and 
party institutions. Many were occupied with their everyday responsibilities, such 
as researching, producing historical narratives, and teaching in higher educa-
tional facilities.55 When, after the fall of the USSR, they had lost the right to the 
Soviet discourse about the ultimate goal of history, in many ways they were able 
to participate in creating new state ideologies and nationalist discourses, via the 
reconstruction, popularization, and total nationalization of historical narratives 
as well as influencing the formation of views of new generations of citizens by 
teaching in schools and universities. At the end of the 1990s and the beginning 
of the 2000s, the stormy emergence of mass media and social networks presented 
historians with an opportunity to reach wider audiences.56 But in this field, they 
found more competitiveness (journalists, citizens with strong opinions, bloggers, 
numerous amateur historians,57 and others).

In former Soviet national republics, changing the trajectory from Marxist to na-
tionalist was not hard to accomplish. Using the same frames which had preserved 
the positivist and essentialist approaches, the narratives created in the USSR years 
were rapidly modified for new requirements. The most attention was paid to the 
last century: Imperialist Russia, the formation of different nationalist parties and 
ideologies (Armenian, Azerbaijani, Ukrainian, and others), and the Soviet years. 
The “brotherhood of nations” myth was replaced by that of the Soviet occupa-
tion. The criticism of colonialism was extended to the Soviet period and the USSR 
became, to a large extent, a continuation of Imperialist Russia. The Communist 
movement, promising an inevitably bright future, was rapidly substituted by a 
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process of attaining national freedom. Conveniently, this process, which accord-
ing to historians had stretched over centuries and millennia, was for the most part 
already described in Soviet textbooks. The culmination of the history of a particu-
lar community was the moment in which an independent nationalist society was 
formed, i.e., the happy present. The main difference between this and the Soviet 
narrative was that here the future had already arrived: historians in Russia now 
enjoyed a certain standing, the concept of the civilizing mission of an empire was 
reinforced, and less attention was paid to the peripheries.58

The majority of professional historians now consider their mission a self-
sacrificing service to political regimes and nationalist communities (between 
which the equals sign is often placed). The difference is that, after the fall of the 
USSR, there was no longer a need to demonstrate symbolic commitment to the 
ideas of Marxism and Leninism, and use of (ethno)nationalistic language became 
possible. Since then, the public-approved image of a historian has been that of 
a patriot encouraging “nationalist interests.” In his doctoral dissertation, Medin-
sky openly states: “The first question to which historical science must respond 
is how a particular event or a private matter corresponds to the interests of the 
country and its people. Weighing the scales of Russia’s national interests creates 
an absolute standard of truth and credibility.”59 His colleague in Ukraine, Liliya 
Hrynevych, head of the Ministry of Education and Sciences prior to Poroshenko, 
speaking on the subject of teaching national history and the conflict situation in 
Russia, almost continues Medinsky’s ideas: “To form in a child the love of his 
nation, patriotism, is a massive assignment and it should not be separated from 
educational lessons. All content of education must serve this purpose.”60 In other 
words, the actions of numerous scholarly historians and researchers, teachers 
and lecturers remain deeply politicized and ideologized. The long-term armed 
conflicts only strengthen these tendencies and feed these mindsets. A venerable 
Azerbaijani scholar, director of the Research Institute of the Academy of His-
torian Sciences and recently a parliamentary deputy, Yaqub Mahmudov, com-
mented as follows at his meeting with the President:

Today, Azerbaijani historians, following your demand, instructions and rec-
ommendations are leading an informational war with Armenian aggressors. 
We all, including the awarded historians, are your soldiers. In keeping with 
your command, we gave up in a battle with those who falsify our history. In 
all your statements, you give high estimates of our effort, our battle.61

His colleague in Ukraine, speaking in an interview about saving architectural 
monuments in Odesa even before the Russian invasion and bombing of cities, re-
produces similar patriotic war rhetoric:

They burned my car and my house because of my activism. And I got through 
it all. […] Well, we live in a war. This is war. It is how it is. Somewhere, right 
now, someone is under the fire of a sniper. Here I am executing my task in 
my home front. Historians have their war.

(Male, around 50, Odesa, July 2021)
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As the warriors of ideological and informational battles, a significant niche that 
historians seek to occupy is control over the interpretation of past events as well 
as the reproduction of “objective” historical discourses and narratives, destined to 
assure the legitimacy of political endeavors and the requirements of a particular 
imaginary society. Today, their most important task is to raise good patriots. In this 
sense, historians are certainly fighting a war of their own and, having lost a signifi-
cant number of privileges granted to them in the Soviet years, seem unwilling to 
retreat from this last frontier.

 New Textbooks

The speed with which new academic studies and textbooks were produced is also 
indicative of the fact that no in-depth review of the historical narrative ever really 
took place. New textbooks appeared as early as the mid-1990s. The mass release 
was delayed due to financial difficulties rather than the unwillingness of specialists 
to produce them. By the end of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s, the mass 
production of new textbooks had been achieved. In the experience of a student at 
a secondary school in Baku between 1991 and 2001, in the “Azerbaijani Sector,”62 
the situation changed as follows:

First of all, we did not have a textbook. From the fifth, or say the fourth 
grade63 we started using exercise books [tetradki]. She [the history teacher] 
would recite some texts to us. We learned. Parallel to this, as my father is 
a historian, there was a kind of critical attitude to the fact that we are only 
learning history from the fifth grade. Manna, Atropatena64 – well, these sub-
jects were. […] The textbook appeared in the 6th grade. […] And since then, 
they have always been around [meaning in the mid-1990s].65 […] For the 
general subject of history, the textbooks were from the Soviet era, – but the 
history of Azerbaijan we learned from new textbooks.

(Female, 31, Gori, August 2015)

The process of creating new textbooks unveils certain aspects of the subject 
itself. The textbooks for nationalist history, for instance, required significant 
changes. The successor states of the USSR needed historical legitimization, and 
the nationalized post-Soviet ideology needed to be reflected in educational his-
torical narratives. All other subjects and textbooks could wait. Even books for the 
national languages in most post-Soviet nationalist states were significant in terms 
of the linguistic component:

Well, these were already new textbooks in Ukrainian [in Ukraine, the begin-
ning of the 2000s]. Yes, these were of course Soviet textbooks. They could 
only be in general subjects. In physics, for example. Physics had not changed 
much since the fall of the Soviet Union. But the textbooks appeared new in 
one way or another. I even remember the Soviet textbooks in Ukrainian. It 
was just that we did not do exercises where there were suggestions about 
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Lenin. […] And oh, did our teachers ignore this fact. And to be honest, it did 
not harm anyone that those drawings in those books were with the pioneers. 
Although none of the pioneer organizations have existed here since [19]91.

(Male, 23 years old, Kyiv, October 2016)

Turning to nationalism, historians quickly reclaimed their right to interpret 
the past, present, and future. Historical processes regained meaning and purpose. 
From now on, its culmination was not communism but an independent nationalist 
society. Students of Azerbaijani schools see, on the first pages of the textbooks, 
Heydar Aliyev and his deeply thoughtful statements, such as his speech on how 
“state independence of Azerbaijan is eternal, strong, unbreakable and we will 
never give it up.”66 The mission of historians is to find justification for such popu-
list claims, and the modern historical narrative is intended for storytelling, from 
the depths of centuries, about consistent and uncompromising battles of particular 
“nations” for their freedom.

The genre of the textbook narrative suggests a straightforward representa-
tion of ideological constructs. Declared in all school curricula created for post-
Soviet states, the development of skills for critical thinking in the context of 
national history is in no way being implemented. This, however, is not surprising. 
If school subjects are destined to raise patriots that are loyal to national projects, 
then a critical viewpoint of the past can become an obstacle to realizing this 
purpose. Critical thinking can question the interpretation of the historical process 
as a centuries-long battle for national independence to which historians find no 
counter-argument:

All is designed so that anyone believing that the inclinations of Ukraine once 
were thus, will believe in this as well. Because, how to say, Kyivan Rus’, the 
battle of Bohdan Khmelnytsky for Ukraine’s independence at the beginning 
of the twentieth century, was the impulse to form an independent Ukrainian 
state. […] I think that history, most likely, was one of the subjects for which 
they had to re-write books or publish new books for that matter. Because 
I already studied new books after the fall of the Soviet Union. It was taught 
as if Ukraine were an independent state, and everything comes down to this, 
and finally, we have succeeded. Something like this.

(Female, 35 years, Berlin, May 2016)

Raising patriots was more or less effective in a relatively stable political regime. 
The textbook is a genre that does not involve a deep, sharp, or diverse transforma-
tion in the memory of a generation. If such a thing does occur, the content and 
“objectivity” of each textbook are often questioned:

In any case, the textbooks for history, national history, are the opposite of 
objective in these countries. Well, this is simple… They are rewritten every 
day. As soon as the government changes… In Ukraine, it often happens… 
Government changes, that is it! We rewrite textbooks in history following  
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the new, state-dictated views. Hop! Again, the government changes and eve-
rything goes back. They rewrite textbooks. There is no textbook that, you 
know, was accepted, in … I don’t know, [19]94 and they would add new 
events to that book. No such thing. They are all non-objective.

(Female, 27, Moscow, December 2019)

Mistrust in textbooks, in their quality, and content are widespread among those 
who went to school in the 1990s. This was a time of vociferous criticism of im-
perial/Soviet narratives, the declaration of nationalization of historical discourses 
inherited from the USSR, and the creation of new textbooks. At the beginning of 
the 2000s, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Russia approved the new official narrative. 
Any subsequent changes and “improvement” in quality can be considered insignifi-
cant. Georgia, in the years of Mikheil Saakashvili’s governance, had the greatest 
number of large-scale experiments compared to other post-Soviet states (except for 
the Baltics). The authors worked intensively on the design, methodology, and con-
tent of textbooks with the purpose to bring them closer to “European” standards. 
However, the overall national narrative was not reevaluated. This was that same 
primordial and positivist approach to nationalist history, a storytelling of “golden 
centuries” of medieval statehood and the following centuries-long battle for na-
tional independence that was supposed to foster love of the homeland. Overall, 
textbook reforms were in vain. New versions of textbook narratives transformed 
into more effective instruments for achieving traditional goals.

In Ukraine, where the change in power was often accompanied by a certain 
corruption of state ideology, textbooks also changed in the 2000s. But for the most 
part, these changes were limited to different interpretations of some events of the 
Soviet past: Holodomor in Ukraine at the beginning of the 1930s, the events of the 
Second World War, and others. The dominance of one or other interpretations of 
the imperial and Soviet past reflected the results of the internal political struggle 
in Ukraine. But with all rulers, or all versions of textbooks, they were destined 
to serve the same tasks, just as in Russia, Azerbaijan, Armenia, or Georgia. For 
example, when comparing the textbooks in Russia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan, one 
can conclude that:

There are no differences because propaganda works here, there and every-
where. Especially in the textbooks of Russian history. […] You can tell that 
there are nationalist sentiments everywhere. It kind of appears on its own, to 
implement patriotism in children. […] This is the only thing in which they 
are so similar. For instance, the history of Armenia and Azerbaijan strongly 
contradict one another, and so do the maps for that matter. Full-on confusion. 
[…] You have to believe in what they give you to learn. This was the only 
way out for an entrant who was trying to get into a university in Azerbaijan.

(Male, 22, Batumi, August 2017)

The majority of the official and most influential discourses and narratives 
are designed to convince both children and adults of a certain “truthful” and 
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“objective” long-term history of the nation. Otherwise, for various reasons, per-
suading students is not so easy. Then comes the necessity of a formal reproduc-
tion of a standard language, speaking about “our” history. This is demanded by 
the whole education system.

At the same time, critical views on the quality of narratives and the principles 
of teaching history are not equivalent to a critical understanding of the ideological 
purposes inherent to the subject. In a discursive space within a nationalist state, 
love of the homeland (as well as hatred for the enemy) is considered a norm. The 
school, as the space for raising patriots, just as the textbooks of history, is – like 
history textbooks – most criticized whenever it does not successfully cope with 
these tasks:

History … is a subject such that, no matter what you write, that can be true 
too (laughs). Well, the history of Ukraine was also taught with patriotic 
colors, and that’s true too. As in, those kids who studied the country’s history 
during the independence of Ukraine, of course I think they were raised more 
patriotically than those who grew up and worked in the Soviet Union.

(Female, 35, Berlin, May 2016)

In a discursive space of nationalist states, homogenization is approving the 
maximalist idea that every citizen needs to meet certain criteria: the skill of the 
literary language, the knowledge of the “national” history and culture, and love of 
the homeland. Formalized, mass school education allows for the creation and sup-
port in everyday life of the idea of solidarity and the popularization of myths about 
historical enemies. At the basis of these influential ideas and myths lies patriotic 
upbringing in schools.

�Historical�Ignorance:�Shame�and�“Incompetent�Citizens”

Formalized, systematic, and ideologized mass school education is the primary 
condition for constructing a political and sociocultural space, within the bor-
ders of which, a secondary school qualification is enough to prove the necessary 
competence to join an imaginary society. Or, expressed otherwise, the power of 
a system rests on the universal belief that formal attendance of school courses 
in national history, literature, or the “mother” tongue, a priori turns everyone 
into patriots. The skills imparted by the lessons in these subjects firstly define 
the level of patriotic competence of teenagers, entering adult life and becom-
ing fully fledged members of the imagined community. It can be argued that 
schools, as well as teachers, strongly differ in the quality of their teaching. 
Children learn with different amounts of eagerness and reach different levels 
of success. But after completing their studies, all these differences quickly lose 
their meaning. In adult life, the people around you are generally uninterested in 
one’s good school grades; nor is there (generally) the necessity to demonstrate 
certain knowledge about national history or the nationalist literature canon on 
a regular basis.
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The national history courses in the USSR successor countries can hardly be 
differentiated in their theoretical and methodological approaches, but they do 
diverge significantly in their content. Each nationalist narrative presents a selec-
tion of historical events and characters. Interpretations of the same event are 
very often incomparable. Designed to serve the interests of nation-states, native 
history, along with the state language and national literature remain subjects that 
distinguish the school in a post-Soviet country from the secondary educational 
facility in another:

I came here [from a Russian city to Baku], and did not know anything. 
That summer when we came, I slept cuddling the Azerbaijani history 
textbook. I was studying. My mother insisted. [She] bought textbooks – 
go read them. She did not let me outside. I was reading, reading, reading, 
studying. It turned out, that […] in the first quarter of the ninth grade, 
there were the Olympic games in history [of Azerbaijan], and I gained 
first place in my school. You should have seen the faces of my teachers 
and classmates! […] They were just… They were in a state of shock! 
How can this small boy make such a big step? Well, I explained to them 
that that summer I read everything. I had a better memory than those kids 
did. The same happened in the first history lesson when the teacher was 
asking us simple questions about the past. […] From the sixth grade. 
I was the only one who answered. […] Every other subject, they were 
somehow… I already had some kind of basis. But the history of Azer-
baijan was like a dark forest to me. I would be in trouble if I did not start 
studying that summer. So, yes. This was the only subject that was new to 
me. That is why I had to learn it. […] I also did very well in the subject of 
[the] history of Russia. Another funny thing is that I was one of the few 
excellent students in Russian history in my class. In Russia, in a Russian 
school, here he is, a non-Russian, who knows history better than I do. 
This is how it looked from the outside.

(Male, 22, Batumi, August 2017)

In this particular case, the requirements for the Azerbaijani language and lit-
erature were minimized. The interview partner was awarded a place at one of the 
most prestigious Russian schools in Baku. His efforts to rapidly study the course 
of “native history” became a sufficient basis for integration into the national com-
munity, outside of which he had lived most of his life. He showed all his teachers 
and classmates that he was a “real” Azerbaijani by learning not physics, chemistry, 
or math but the history of Azerbaijan.

In a school in Russia, he was a leading student in humanities subjects. But in the 
frameworks of ethnonationalism ideologies that dominate the post-Soviet space, 
this did not make him a fellow national. His broad knowledge of the school course 
in the history of Russia is no more than an incidental anecdote in his biography. 
For an Azerbaijani, possession of knowledge that determined patriotic compe-
tence only allowed him to feel some superiority over his Russian classmates who 
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represented a dominant ethnic group. Eagerness to learn Azerbaijani history was 
connected to the wish to uphold his status as top of the class in the subject. At the 
same time, however, close acquaintance with the course of Azerbaijan’s history 
becomes proof of his patriotic competence as a member of a national community 
with which he identifies.

In some cases, we can argue that the required level of competence is yet to be 
achieved. But here, the thirst for knowing “native” history builds self-esteem:

In school, I had Russian language as a subject, from the fifth [or] sixth 
grade [in a school in Kazakhstan]. Therefore, I am still shy to speak, but 
also to write in Russian. Writing – that’s a problem. […] Teaching [in a 
school in Kazakhstan] was in Russian. These were the [19]90s, a time of 
experiments. Our headmistress created a wonderful school. As most Rus-
sian schools were closing, and many teachers were either losing jobs or 
leaving the country, she found an opportunity to bring together the best 
of the community. And she created the school with her program. […] And 
this school, eventually, gave me a lot of incredible things. So, when I came 
from [town N, Russia] and applied to the best secondary school, […] I had 
two issues. One was the French language, which I had never previously 
studied. […] And [second], well, that was related to Russia. As in, Russian 
language and literature. Because when I came and wrote the introductory 
dictation, I got the lowest grade. But in everything else I had good results. 
I was told – let’s not take risks. In one year, you will learn. Russian history 
I learned in one summer through all the textbooks I could find. Or it was 
maybe a university book – it had a blue cover. So, when I came, I was sort 
of entertained by this, and in the end, I participated in the Olympic games 
in history and some science conferences as well. In the 11th grade I won at 
one of those conferences.

(Male, 37, Berlin, May 2022)

Schools of post-Soviet countries still teach Russian language for the purposes of 
mobility of students and graduates. It is therefore now possible to move to Georgia 
after studying for eight years in a Moscow school and finish the last two years in 
Tbilisi in Russian, which will equally require competencies in the humanities – the 
subjects that are claimed to turn schoolchildren into citizens and patriots. Other-
wise, new arrivals may be considered “incompetent Georgians”:

My mother is a historian and she told me about the history of Georgia. To be 
honest, I was not very interested. I was studying world history in a Russian 
school, as well as that of Russia. I only approached Georgian history seri-
ously from the 10th grade, just as I moved from Moscow to Tbilisi. […] I was 
fourteen. […] Each Georgian must know, well at least I think… (hesitates) 
about that battle in Didgori, when the power of David the Builder appeared,67 
and respectively Georgia… That was the beginning of the twelfth century. I 
think around 1112 if I am not mistaken (laughs in embarrassment). See, not  
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knowing this date – is shameful. Overall, I am not an expert in Georgian his-
tory. I have to… Even though I actively studied there [Tbilisi school] during 
these two years. Then I passed the exam, with good results. But I have not 
gone back to it in the last eight years, so I feel that I don’t know it very well.

(Female, 24, Bakuriani, July 2018)

Discursive space in Georgia, as in any national USSR successor society, is de-
signed so that an “incompetent” citizen suffers shame. Not knowing the “most im-
portant milestones” of national history or basic language rules can give rise to such 
accusations. The Battle of Didgori happened in August of 1121. My interviewee 
perhaps knew that I am not ethnically Georgian or a citizen of Georgia and thought 
that I was not aware of the exact date of the battle. She was embarrassed, not cer-
tain of the right answer. However, this was not such a strong feeling of shame that 
every “real Georgian” might feel on forgetting such a thing. It can be suggested 
that, in a different context of interaction with competent members of Georgian 
imaginary society, the embarrassment would be replaced by shame. But in her life 
after finishing school, she does not have to prove her patriotic competence. Her 
confidence in her proficiency is based on the last two years of her study at univer-
sity. “Good results,” achieved at the moment of socialization as a citizen and patriot 
in a Tbilisi school, allow her to believe that she knows “native” history. Forgetting 
does not mean not knowing.

The secondary school remains, essentially, the only institution that guarantees 
on a mass scale the level of a standard, ministry-approved education, the knowl-
edge of “native history,” a literature canon and literary language, and one that 
leads the processes of socialization of children and patriotic sentiments among the 
citizens of the country. Marina68 moved with her family at one-and-a-half years of 
age from Baku to Yerevan because of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. Her family 
spoke no Armenian and, when at the proper age, she went to a Russian school in 
Yerevan, run by the Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation. The school did 
not have studies in Armenian nor did they teach the history of the Armenian people. 
Upon completion of her school studies, she did not speak Armenian but applied to 
a Russian-Armenian Slavic University, where everything was “way too Russian,” 
but she could learn the history of the Armenian people:

All of this made me quite isolated in multiple ways. Armenian reality, Ar-
menian issues and the problems of its people were also factors. The whole 
region played a role, to be honest. I wasn’t even interested [in history and 
language]. To tell you the truth, again, this [history course] did not cause any 
curiosity in me. I thought, that… (thinks) In Armenia there are a lot of tears. 
[…] They cry and tell you about problems, they blame others. It would be 
better if they sat and thought about what can they improve in their lives. So, 
there’s that. […] The interest in history is on its way. But I can’t say that it 
is my weakest point – knowing Armenian history. The same was true when 
I was still in school. Then, in principle, it was never intertwined with my 
profession… Here. It is not a stain, but rather something insignificant, let’s 
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just say that. Some historical debates I will never enter into. […] I was never 
good at memorizing who killed how many people. […] Unfortunately. This 
is, of course, nothing to be proud of, but I am being honest, that this is my 
weak point.

(Female, 29, Tbilisi, May 2017)

Marina demonstrates a different strategy for explaining “incompetence.” She 
diligently explains that it is more about her conscious choice rather than a specific 
situation in which she involuntarily found herself after being forced to move to 
Yerevan. While her escape from the feeling of shame is an ostentatious flaunt-
ing of her incompetence, regret breaks through. Her incompetence in many ways 
disqualified her as a “real Armenian,” isolating her from the society that she found 
herself a part of.

Unlike Marina, Victor was born and finished school in Kazakhstan, and learned 
his country’s history as opposed to that of Russia. He then moved to Russia where 
he applied to a university:

[In school] we were preparing for the exam in Kazakhstan history. Alas. […] 
Well, the history of Kazakhstan I never really learned. I find it super hard. It 
is hard because it contains these state or ethnic studies, which were part of 
the modern-day Kazakhstan territory… forever. The history of Kazakhstan 
starts from the Upper Paleolithic Era. Two million, it seems, five hundred 
years B.C. (with notable skepticism) […] What the ancient times were like. 
Ancient times – they are very important. […] Yes, I think that I did not know 
anything about Russian history; and it seems like that to this day. […] Where 
to learn Russian history, I do not know. Now I do not have enough time. I 
never have time, and I think I never will. So, everything remains on a frag-
mented level. Say, you visit Saint-Petersburg. You know, that Peter opened 
the window to Europe. But this notion is on a primitive level. How I… […] 
How I would like to know more… Perhaps I can apply to one of the school 
courses (with a smile). What can you do… Read textbooks?

(Male, 20, Berlin, December 2016)

Victor never devoted enough time to studying the history of Kazakhstan. Being 
ethnically Russian, and knowing that after finishing school he would move to Rus-
sia, he thought that such knowledge was unnecessary and non-compulsory. Strate-
gies of justification can differ; however, in this case, it is the demanding nature of 
the narrative. Such a strategy refers to another side of substantial changes in the 
narratives of native history. New textbooks in the post-Soviet years were not only 
nationalized but they became larger in volume and greater in detail, unlike those 
used in national republics during the Soviet Union. This has to do with the fact that 
the purposes of the authors of these textbooks often do not coincide with the tasks 
which schools are destined to solve.

The system of mass secondary education in the post-Soviet space is organized 
in such a way as to provide the necessary minimum of knowledge. An effective 
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school narrative, ideally, should be simple. The textbook is not destined for in-depth 
explorations of history or literature. The school courses in humanities subjects sug-
gest a mere selection of information, necessary, in the opinion of authors, to future 
citizens. Superficial, non-critical knowledge of important milestones, events, and 
names, which historians found necessary to include in the official narrative, remains 
an important means for raising patriots. If a political regime requires demonstrations 
of mass support, it turns to this “innermost” mythologized notion, turning adoles-
cents into members of an imagined community – into citizens or patriots.

This moment of mobilization is a reference to a general conventional notion. 
As a rule, this means more popular plots, historical myths, sites of memory, or 
ideologized images. For example, in the case of Russia, these images are those of 
Alexander Nevsky or Peter the Great,69 heroes of the Great Patriotic War.70 At the 
moment of the annexation of Crimea, mass mobilization was built not only around 
the myth of the peninsula but also around its history as part of Russian territory. 
It was a reference to a particular site of memory – a “heroic city,” “Russian 
sailors” – Sevastopol.71

In the summer of 2022, Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy referred 
in a public speech to more historical characters, including several who were 
mythologized:

It [Ukrainian society] dates back at least 1,500 years. The date, officially 
recognized by the UN and UNESCO, is when Kyi, Shchek and Khoryv 
founded the capital of Ukraine, which is the only legal successor of Kyivan 
Rus’72, achieved and asserted by our righteous rulers. Askold and Dir, Oleg 
the Prophet, Prince Igor, equal to the apostles, Olga of Kyiv, Sviatoslav I, 
Vladimir the Great, Yaroslav the Wise, Vladimir II Monomakh, King Danylo, 
etc.73

In the fall of 2020, during the Second Nagorno-Karabakh War, an important site 
of memory for Azerbaijanis was the city of Shusha, on which its successful attack 
granted Azerbaijan military advantage.74 Around the same time, the officials of 
Armenia and Nagorno-Karabakh referred to the memory of “great ancestors” and 
to an important site of heroic memory: the battle of Sardarabad (May 1918) and the 
memory of the Armenian genocide.75

These mobilizing strategies utilize brightly colored sentiments around mytholo-
gized events and images, traumatic or triumphal experiences, but not systematic, 
critically analyzed deep knowledge. On the contrary, the more superficial and 
vague the memories of the former students are, the fewer questions arise about the 
narrative they learned in their youth, thus rendering the mobilization more effec-
tive. This in turn reinforces control by the ruling powers as well as the energy and 
sentiments of the society toward supporting their projects and actions. The mobiliz-
ing discourse thus advocates for the use of contrasting black-and-white images and 
myths, half-forgotten yet still familiar from childhood, in school narratives about 
heroic ancestors on the side of truth and justice.
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The attempts made during the interview to remember and describe the main 
events and heroes of national history take the interviewees back to their school 
years. This uncomfortable situation reminds us of taking examinations for which, it 
seemed, they were relatively well prepared. National history was taught in schools 
for years and many of the respondents were good or excellent at it. But, as it turns 
out over the course of the interviews, the majority of the details are forgotten over 
time. In a situation where it appears difficult to distinctly outline “important mile-
stones” and name main characters, the interview partner begins to look for argu-
ments to justify his or her incompetence. “I can’t say that I loved history. I loved, 
for instance, historical movies, documentaries, and some foreign books that I found 
at home, but the subject I hated until the 11th grade. The history of Azerbaijan was 
way more boring [than any other subject]. Quite bad, huh?” (Female, 31, Gori, Au-
gust 2015). The better the interview partner was in school (good or excellent), and 
essentially, the more confident in their knowledge of “native history,” the greater 
was their discomfort, embarrassment, or even shame when they failed to recall 
dates or names. In other words, when their level of competence as a member of an 
imagined community was called into question:

Well let’s say I have a memory that I was once … Especially when I was 
preparing for final exams [at university], I was studying very seriously. But 
now, seems like I’ve forgotten everything. Ask me something … (embar-
rassed laugh) Would be of course … Of course, uncomfortable. I forgot so 
much already. The knowledge which you don’t use much is easy to forget. 
Things get lost. […] You know why am I so uncomfortable? (Nervous laugh-
ter) Because I … I learned history very thoroughly back then [during my 
school years]. Especially in the lyceum. I took part in the Olympic games in 
history, and in 1998 won third place in the Olympics in all-Ukrainian history 
[…]. If you think about it, a lot must have stayed in my memory because of 
that. […] I should have said [before the interview], that I … I overlooked 
some of Ukraine’s history. [embarrassed laugh] Honestly, I am now a lit-
tle uncomfortable. You know you prepare, and then … You are shocked by 
how little you know. Let’s say, I see the subjects like physics … somehow as 
more useful. Well, that which happens or occurs in everyday life. Especially 
when kids ask questions. You think, my God(!), I was there and I studied 
everything! How can I forget such banal things! With history it is worse, as 
you don’t use it as much. […] Yes, I have forgotten a lot. If I looked at, say, 
Wikipedia, I would say, God(!), what an idiot I am! (embarrassed laugh) 
How many famous… Well, what we learned, what went into history […] 
Now I have to remember… Honestly, I do not remember anyone [except for 
Hetmans Maksym Kryvonis and Ivan Mazepa].76 I should have prepared. 
(laughs) God(!) such an idiot!

(Female, 35, Berlin, May 2016)

The system of raising citizens and patriots, in the frames of which the school con-
ducts its most important functions, does everything possible to keep students away 
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from discursive resources that might take them beyond the boundaries of dominant, 
state, and political regime-approved nationalist ideology. It seemed that, with the fall 
of the USSR, any person living in post-Soviet countries was exposed to more oppor-
tunities to escape the influence of the official discourse. By the end of the 1980s and 
the beginning of the 1990s, interest in history had grown significantly. All habitual 
knowledge was shaken by doubt and criticism. Printed media tried to satisfy this sud-
den emergence of interest and critical mindsets. Later, in the mid-2000s, with access 
to the Internet, alternative information was more readily available.

But the historical discourses, narratives and myths that were criticized during 
the collapse of the Soviet Union have been replaced by their national counter-
parts. One historical myth was replaced by another, all created within post-Soviet 
nationalistic ideologies. Furthermore, the information presented on the Internet 
was easily deleted. Political regimes and active nationalists were, in the same 
way, using the Internet for access to publicity, just as much as their opponents 
and critics. What is more, few people actually maintain their interest in studying 
history into their adult life. Others will be satisfied with their school knowledge, 
media publications, fiction and documentary films, and historical novels:

I am ashamed, yes! […] Well, ashamed … Because, I want to know and 
have opinions, and … For some reason, I am not ashamed about physics. For 
chemistry, yes I am. For the history of Russia, yes, I feel shame, as I cannot 
answer any questions.

(Female, 48, Berlin, October 2016)

 Conclusion

Even in a situation of steady peace between post-Soviet nation-states, a critical 
review of “native history” or literary heritage requires serious effort. In a state of 
armed conflict over several years, when mobilizing discourses against the enemy 
are created and presented by highly qualified historians and writers, public intellec-
tuals, and politicians, the chances for a critical understanding of the past are slim. 
A critical position often becomes one that is threatening. For many years, not only 
political markers have been used to marginalize opponents but also ethnic markers: 
pro-Ukrainian and pro-Russian, pro-Armenian, or anti-Azerbaijani. All of these 
categories are destined to define “national traitors” or “enemies of the nation,” as 
supporters of peace are increasingly described.

The formalized system of mass secondary education and the upbringing of 
citizen-patriots survived the fall of the USSR. Various experiments, the aim of 
which was to create more modern schools and raise more critically thinking citi-
zens, were never widely accomplished. Nationalistic ideologies not only main-
tained their power but also gained a greater influence in the context of decade-long 
conflicts. In all countries that were part of those armed conflicts, no matter whether 
they were considered the victims of aggression or the initiators of the opposition, 
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democracies, or autocracies, political regimes use conflict discourses to strengthen 
their positions and mobilize the populations over which they rule.

Images of the enemy and conflictual historical myths are created, cultivated, and 
propagated through schooling. In post-Soviet states, decades-long armed conflict 
was and remains an exclusively domestic factor. Appropriately, interpreted inter-
ests of nation-states and myths around the possibility of full sovereignty provide 
politicians with all the discursive resources needed to justify their actions.

All nationalism-fueled conflict, whether with an imperial flavor or other-
wise, necessarily adopts a prolonged character. Rogers Brubaker points out six 
“pernicious postulates” or six myths and misconceptions in the study of na-
tionalism. The first is the “architectonic illusion” that “if one gets the grand 
‘architecture right’—if one discovers and establishes the proper territorial and 
institutional framework—then one can conclusively legitimate nationalist de-
mands and thereby resolve nationalist conflicts.” Brubaker continues: “Against 
the architectonic illusion, then, […] that nationalist conflicts are susceptible to 
fundamental resolution through national self-determination,” and asserts a kind 
of impossibility theorem:

that national conflicts are in principle irresolvable; that ‘nation’ belongs to 
the class of ‘essentially contested’ concepts; that chronic contentedness is 
therefore intrinsic to nationalist politics, part of the very nature of national-
ist politics; and that the search for an overall ‘architectural’ resolution of 
national conflicts is misguided in principle, and often disastrous in practice.

In other words, “National conflicts are seldom ‘solved’ or ‘resolved’. […] they 
are more likely to fade away, to lose their centrality and salience as ordinary peo-
ple—and political entrepreneurs—turn to other concerns, or as a new generation 
grows up to whom old quarrels seem largely irrelevant.”77

After the Second Karabakh War and the violent invasion of Russian armed 
forces in Ukraine, the situation in the post-Soviet space is developing in such a 
way that counting, in the nearest future, on politicians or citizens to turn to other 
concerns is impossible. It could be said, however, that even before these dramatic 
events, optimism would have been somewhat out of place. The school continues to 
fulfill its task of spreading nationalism, patriotism, and military-revanchist think-
ing and to prepare new generations of citizens for this and future armed clashes and 
wars for the foreseeable future.
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am/a/30871698.html (accessed June 2024).

http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/68606
http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/67843
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 76 See Natalija Yakovenko, Ocherk istorii Ukrainy v srednie veka i ranee novoe vremia 
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 77 Brubaker, “Myths and Misconceptions,” 279–80.

Bibliography
Abaza, V. A. Istoriia Armenii. Saint Petersburg: Tipografiya I. N. Skorokhodova, 1888.
Ajmermakher, Karl, and Gennadij Bordyugov, eds. Istoriki chitayut uchebniki istorii. Tra-

ditsionnye i novye kontseptsii uchebnoj literatury. Moscow: AIRO-XX, 2002.
Ajmermakher, Karl, and Gennadij Bordyugov, eds. Natsionalnye istorii v sovetskom i post-

sovetskikh gosudarstvakh. Moscow: AIRO-XX, 2003.
Akhundov, Jafar. Conflicts and Militarization of Education. Part I. Azerbaijan. Military-

Political Discourse and State Youth Policy in Azerbaijan. Berlin: CISR, 2020. https://p-s-
urban.cisr-berlin.org/en/conflicts-and-militarization-of-education-part-i/

Amar, T., I. Balinskij, and Y. A. Gritsak. Strasti za Banderoyu. Kyiv: Grani-T, 2011.
Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism. London and New York: Verso, 2006.
Anisimov, Evgeniy. Petr Velikij: lichnost i reform. Saint Petersburg: Piter, 2009.
Assmann, Aleida. Der lange Schatten der Vergangenheit: Erinnerungskultur und Geschicht-

spolitik. München: C. H. Beck, 2006.
Baberowski, Jörg. Der Feind ist Überall: Stalinismus im Kaukasus. Munich: Deutsche 

Verlags-Anstalt, 2003.
Babich, Ksenia. Conflicts and Militarization of Education. Part IV. Russia. Totalitarian 

Institutions in Secondary Schools and in the System of Extracurricular Education. Mili-
tary-Patriotic Education in Russia: Cadets and Young Army Cadets. Berlin: CISR, 2020. 
https://p-s-urban.cisr-berlin.org/en/conflicts-and-militarization-of-education-part-iv- 
russia/

Bagdasaryan, V., E. Abdulaev, V. Klychnikov, et al. Shkolnyj uchebnik istorii i gosudarst-
vennaya politika. Moscow: Nauchnyj ekspert, 2009.

Banerji, Arup. Writing History in the Soviet Union: Making the Past Work, London: Rout-
ledge, 2018.

Billig, Michael. Banal Nationalism, London: Sage, 2014.
Binnenkade, Alexandra. “What You See Is What You Get: The Algerian War, French Text-

books and How Violence Is Remembered.” Journal of Educational Media, Memory, and 
Society 10, no. 2 (2018): 129–48.

Bomsdorf, Falk and Gennadij Bordyugov, eds. Obraz Rossii i stran Baltii v uchebnikakh 
istorii. Moscow: AIRO-XX, 2002.

Bomsdorf, Falk and Gennadij Bordyugov, eds. Natsionalnye istorii na postsovetskom pros-
transtve II. Moscow: AIRO-XXI, 2009.

Bordyugov, Gennadij, and V. Bukharaev. Vcherashnee zavtra: Kak «natsionalnye istorii» 
pisalis v SSSR i kak pishutsya teper. Moscow: AIRO-XXI, 2011.

Brandenberger, David. National Bolshevism: Stalinist Mass Culture and the Formation of 
Modern Russian National Identity, 1931–1956. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2002.

Brubaker, Rogers. “Myths and Misconceptions in the Study of Nationalism.” In: The State 
of the Nation, edited by John Hall, 272–306. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998.

Brubaker, Rogers. Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National Question in the 
New Europe. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000.

Brubaker, Rogers. “Nationalizing States Revisited: Projects and Processes of Nationaliza-
tion in Post-Soviet States.” Ethnic and Racial Studies 11, no. 34 (2011): 1785–814.

https://p-s-urban.cisr-berlin.org/en/conflicts-and-militarization-of-education-part-i
https://p-s-urban.cisr-berlin.org/en/conflicts-and-militarization-of-education-part-i
https://p-s-urban.cisr-berlin.org/en/conflicts-and-militarization-of-education-part-iv-russia
https://p-s-urban.cisr-berlin.org/en/conflicts-and-militarization-of-education-part-iv-russia


So Ashamed Not to Know “Our” History 85

Bushkovitch, Paul. Peter the Great: The Struggle for Power, 1671–1725. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2001.

Cahen, Claude. Pre-Ottoman Turkey: A General Survey of the Material and Spiritual Cul-
ture and History, c. 1071–1330. London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1968.

Carrier, Peter. Holocaust Monuments and National Memory Cultures in France and Ger-
many since 1989: The Origins and Political Function of the Vel’ d’Hiv’ in Paris and the 
Holocaust Monument in Berlin. New York & Oxford: Berghahn Books, 2005.

Chisholm, Linda. “Comparing History Textbooks in Apartheid South Africa and the 
German Democratic Republic, 1950–1990.” Southern African Review of Education 21, 
no. 1 (2015): 80–93.

Cracraft, James. The Revolution of Peter the Great. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2003.

D’Anieri, Paul, ed. Orange Revolution and Aftermath: Mobilization, Apathy, and the State 
in Ukraine. Baltimore: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2010.

D’Anieri, Paul. Ukraine and Russia: From Civilized Divorce to Uncivil War. New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2019.

Danilevsky, Igor. N. Predystoriia Ukrainy. V: Istoriia Ukrainy. Saint Petersburg: Aletejja, 
2016.

Danilova, A., and A. Filippova, eds. Osveshchenie obshchej istorii Rossii i narodov post-
sovetskikh stran v shkolnykh uchebnikakh istorii novykh nezavisimykh gosudarstv. 
Moscow: Gosudarstvennyj klub, 2009.

Dashkova, Tatiana. “Babetta idet na Moskvu: ekspansiya zarubezhnogo kino v sovetskuyu 
povsednevnost.” Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie 2/56 (2020). https://www.nlobooks.ru/
magazines/teoriya_mody/56_tm_2_2020/article/22420/

Dubrovskij, Aleksandr. Vlast i istoricheskaia mysl v SSSR (1930-1950-e gg.). Moscow: 
Rosspen, 2017.

Eklof, Ben, Larry Eugene Holmes, and Vera Kaplan. Educational Reform in Post-Soviet 
Russia: Legacies and Prospects. London: Frank Cass, 2005.

Fedorova, N. G. “Vospitanie istoriej» po gimnazicheskim uchebnikam v pervoj polovine 
XIX veka.” In: Istoricheskaya kultura imperatorskoj Rossii: formirovanie predstavlenij 
o proshlom, edited by A. Dmitriev. Moscow: Izdatelskij dom Vysshej shkoly ekonomiki, 
2012.

Ferro, Marc. The Use and Abuse of History: Or How the Past is Taught to Children. New 
York: Routledge, 2003.

Gellner, Ernst. Conditions of Liberty: Civil Society and Its Rivals. London: Hamish 
Hamilton, 1994.

Goffman, Erving. “On the Characteristics of Total Institutions.” In: Asylums: Essays on the 
Social Situation of Mental Patients and Other Inmates, edited by Erving Goffman, 1–124. 
New York: Anchor Books, 1990.

Grushevskij. Mikhail. Illyustrirovannaia Istoriia Ukrainy. Saint Petersburg: Knigoizdatel-
skoe tovarishchestvo «Prosveshchenie», 1913.

Hovannisian, Richard G. The Armenian People from Ancient to Modern Times, Volume II: 
Foreign Dominion to Statehood: The Fifteenth Century to the Twentieth Century. New 
York: St. Martin Press, 1997.

Hovhannisyan, Eviya. Conflicts and Militarization of Education. Part II. Armenia. “Nation-
Army” Ideology in the Armenian Educational System. Berlin: CISR, 2020. https:// 
p-s-urban.cisr-berlin.org/en/conflicts-and-militarization-of-education-part-ii/

Huseynov, I. A., A. S. Sumbat-zade, A. N. Gulieva, and E. A. Tokarzhevskij, eds. Istorija 
Azerbajdzhana, vol. 1. Baku: Akademija nauk Azerbajdzhanskoj SSR, 1958.

Kasyanov, Georgiy. Ukraina i sosedi: istoricheskaia politika. 1987–2018. Moscow: Novoe 
Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2019.

Koposov, Nikolay. Pamyat strogogo rezhima: Istoriia i politika v Rossii. Moscow: Novoe 
Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2011.

https://www.nlobooks.ru/magazines/teoriya_mody/56_tm_2_2020/article/22420
https://www.nlobooks.ru/magazines/teoriya_mody/56_tm_2_2020/article/22420
https://p-s-urban.cisr-berlin.org/en/conflicts-and-militarization-of-education-part-ii
https://p-s-urban.cisr-berlin.org/en/conflicts-and-militarization-of-education-part-ii


86 Education and the Politics of Memory in Russia and Eastern Europe

Koposov, Nikolay. Memory Laws, Memory Wars: The Politics of the Past in Europe and 
Russia. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017.

Kostomarov, Nikolay. Istoricheskie monografii i issledovaniia Nikolaia Kostomarova. Saint 
Petersburg: Tipografiya tovarishchestva «Obshchestvennaya polza», 1872.

Kurilla, Ivan. “The ‘Immortal Regiment’: A ‘Holiday through Tears,’ A Parade of the Dead, 
or a Mass Protest? Arguments Over the Meaning and Future of a New Holiday Ritual.” 
Russian Politics & Law 57, no 5–6 (2020): 150–65.

Kuzio, Taras. Ukraine: State and Nation Building. London: Routledge, 1998.
Libaridian, Gerard J. Modern Armenia: People, Nation, State. New Brunswick: Transaction 

Publishers, 2004.
Makhmudov, Y. A., Y. U. Yusifov, and R. Aliev. Istoriia Azerbajdzhana: 7 klass. Baku: 

Maarif, 1997.
Malinova, Olga. Aktualnoe proshloe: simvolicheskaia politika vlastvuyushchej elity i 

dilemmy rossijskoj identichnosti. Moscow: Politicheskaia entsiklopediia, 2015.
Mann, Michael. The Dark Side of Democracy: Explaining Ethnic Cleansing. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2005.
Marples, David R. Heroes and Villains: Creating National History in Contemporary 

Ukraine. Budapest: Central European University Press, 2007.
Martin, Terry. The Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet Union, 

1923–1939. Ithaca & London: Cornell University Press, 2001.
Medinsky, Vladimir Rostislavovich. Problemy obektivnosti v osveshhenii rossijskoj istorii 

vtoroj poloviny XV-XVII (diss., Moscow, 2011) https://www.prlib.ru/item/872413
Michalski, Sergiusz. Public Monuments: Art in Political Bondage 1870–1997. London: 

Reaction Books, 1998.
Mikhajlin, V. and G. Belyaeva. “Istorik v isterike, ili o vnezapnom poyavlenii uchitelya 

istorii v sovetskom shkolnom kino rubezha 1960–1970-kh.” Neprikosnovennyj zapas 5, 
no. 8 (2012): 119–36.

Miller, Alexei. “Rossiya: vlast i Istoriia.” Pro et Contra 3–4/46 (2009): 6–23.
Miller, Alexei. “Istoricheskaia politika v Vostochnoj Evrope v nachale XXI v.” In: Istorich-

eskaya politika v XXI veke, edited by Alexei Miller and M. Lipman. Moscow: Novoe 
Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2012.

Miller, Alexei. “Politika pamyati v Rossii: god razrushennykh nadezhd.” Politiya 4, no. 75 
(2014): 49–57.

Miller, Alexei. “Vrag u vorot istorii. Kak istoricheskaia pamyat stala voprosom bezopas-
nosti.” 2020. https://carnegie.ru/commentary/81207

Myachina, Katya. Conflicts and Militarization of Education. Part III. Ukraine. Conflict 
and Militarization of Non-Formal Education in Ukraine. Berlin: CISR, 2020. https:// 
p-s-urban.cisr-berlin.org/en/conflicts-and-militarization-of-education-part-iii-ukraine/

Nishino, Ryota. “The Political Economy of the Textbook in Japan, with a Particular Focus on 
Middle-School History Textbooks, ca. 1945–1995.” Internationale Schulbuchforschung 
30, no. 1 (2008): 487–514.

Omelchenko, E. and K. H. Pilkington. “Vmesto vvedeniya. Lyubit, gorditsya, uezzhat’? 
Rossijskaya molodezh v patrioticheskom labirinte.” In: S chego nachinaetsya rodina: 
molodezh v labirintakh patriotizma, edited by E. Omelchenko and K. H. Pilkington, 5–30. 
Ulyanovsk: Izdatelstvo Ulyanovskogo gosudarstvennogo universiteta, 2012.

Ottaway, Marina. Democracy Challenged: The Rise of Semi-Authoritarianism. Washington 
D.C.: Carnegie Endowment International Peace, 2003.

Oushakine, Serguei Alex. “Remembering in Public: On the Affective Management of 
History.” Ab Imperio 1 (2013): 269–302.

Pearce, James C. The Use of History in Putin’s Russia. Wilmington: Vernon Press Pearce, 
2020.

Petric, Bojana. “History Textbooks in Serbia after 2000: Signs of Educational Change?” 
Internationale Schulbuchforschung 28, no. 2 (2006): 177–96.

https://www.prlib.ru/item/872413
https://carnegie.ru/commentary/81207
https://p-s-urban.cisr-berlin.org/en/conflicts-and-militarization-of-education-part-iii-ukraine
https://p-s-urban.cisr-berlin.org/en/conflicts-and-militarization-of-education-part-iii-ukraine


So Ashamed Not to Know “Our” History 87

Platt, Kevin, and David Brandenberger, eds. Epic Revisionism: Russian History and Litera-
ture as Stalinist Propaganda. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005.

Ponomareva, Anastasiia. “Ogosudarstvlenie» grazhdanskikh initsiativ v praktike polit-
icheskogo ispolzovaniya proshlogo (na primere dvizheniya «Bessmertnyj polk»).” In 
Politika pamyati v sovremennoj Rossii i stranakh vostochnoj Evropy. Aktory, instituty, 
narrativy, edited by A. Millera and D. Efremenko, 188–201. Saint Petersburg: Izdatelstvo 
Evropejskogo universiteta v Sankt-Peterburge, 2020.

Portnov, Andriy. Uprazhneniya s istoriej po-ukrainski. Moscow: OGI, 2010.
Portnov, Andriy. “Majdan posle majdana.” Ab Imperio 3 (2014): 209–17.
Poselyagin, Nikolay, Yaryna Zakalska, and Artem Elimov. “State Ideology in Russia as a 

Generator of International Conflicts.” In: Non-Objective Conflicts: Political Practices of 
Sharing the Common Past. Russia, Ukraine, Moldova and Transnistria, edited by Sergey 
Rumyantsev, 23–52. Saint Petersburg: CISR, 2017.

Qualls, Karl D. From Ruins to Reconstruction: Urban Identity in Soviet Sevastopol after 
World War II. Ithaca & London: Cornell University Press, 2009.

Rodgers, Peter W. Nation, Region and History in Post-Communist Transition. Identity 
Politics in Ukraine, 1991–2006. Stuttgart: Ibidem-Verlag, 2008.

Rouvinski, Vladimir. “‘History Speaks Our Language!’ A Comparative Study of Historical 
Narratives in Soviet and Post-Soviet School Textbooks in the Caucasus.” Internationale 
Schulbuchforschung 29, no. 3 (2007): 235–57.

Rumyantsev, Sergey. “Kak rasskazyvayut natsionalnuyu istoriyu detyam v Azerbajdzhane.” 
In: Konfliktogennyj potentsial natsional’nykh istorij: Materialy Mezhdunarodnogo 
nauchno-metodologicheskogo seminara, edited by A. Ovchinnikov, 113–34. Kazan: Yu-
niversum, 2015.

Sandomirskaya Irina. Kniga o rodine. Opyt analiza diskursivnykh praktik. Vienna: Wiener 
Slawistischer Almanach, 2001.

Schenk, Frithjof Benjamin. Aleksandr Nevskij: Heiliger – Fürst – Nationalheld: eine Erin-
nerungsfigur im russischen kulturellen Gedächtnis (1263–2000). Köln: Böhlau, 2004.

Senkyna, Anna. “Kniga dlia chteniya v 1920-kh godakh: staroe vs novoe.” In: Uchebnyj 
tekst v sovetskoj shkole, edited by C. Leonteva and K. A. Maslinskij, 26–47. Moscow: 
Institut logiki, kognitologii i razvitiya lichnosti, 2008.

Sherlock Thomas. Historical Narratives in the Soviet Union and Post-Soviet Russia: 
Destroying the Settled Past, Creating an Uncertain Future. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2007.

Shnirelman, Victor. Vojny pamyati: mify, identichnost i politika v Zakavkaze. Moscow: 
Akademkniga, 2003.

Slezkine, Yuri. The Jewish Century. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2019.
Slezkine, Yuri L. “The USSR as a Communal Apartment, or How a Socialist State Promoted 

Ethnic Particularism.” In: Becoming National. A Reader, edited by Geoff Eley and Ron-
ald G. Suny, 202–38. New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996.

Smith Kathleen E. Mythmaking in the New Russia: Politics and Memory during the Yeltsin 
Era. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2002.

Steen, Anton. Political Elites and the New Russia: The Power Basis of Yeltsin’s and Putin’s 
Regimes. New York: Routledge, 2018.

Suny, Ronald Grigor. Looking toward Ararat: Armenia in Modern History. Bloomington 
and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1993.

Suny, Ronald Grigor. The Making of the Georgian Nation. Bloomington and Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press, 1994.

Suny, Ronald Grigor. “Constructing Primordialism: Old Histories for New Nations.” The 
Journal of Modern History 73 (2001): 862–96.

Taylor, Brian D. State Building in Putin’s Russia: Policing and Coercion after Communism. 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011.

Tolochko, Aleksei. Ocherki Nachalnoj Rusi. Kyiv & Saint Petersburg: Laurus, 2015.



88 Education and the Politics of Memory in Russia and Eastern Europe

Ustryalov, N. Rukovodstvo k pervonachalnomu izucheniyu russkoj istorii. Saint Petersburg: 
Tipografiya Shtaba Voenno-uchebnykh zavedenij, 1854.

Vaypan, Grigory, and Ilya Nuzov. Russia: “Crimes against History”: Report no. 770a. 
Paris: International Federation for Human Rights, 2021.

Waal, Thomas de. The Caucasus: An Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010.
Wilson, Andrew. Ukraine’s Orange Revolution. New Haven & London: Yale University 

Press, 2005.
Yakovenko, Nataliia. Ocherk istorii Ukrainy v srednie veka i ranee novoe vremia. Moscow: 

Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2012.
Yekelchyk, Serhy. Ukraine: Birth of a Modern Nation. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2007.
Yurchak, Alexei. Eto bylo navsegda, poka ne konchilos. Poslednee sovetskoe pokolenie. 

Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2014.
Yusifov, Y. U., I. Babaev, and I. Dzhafarov. Istoriia Azerbajdzhana. 6 klass. Baku: Maarif, 

1997.
Zajda, Joseph. “Russian History Textbooks: An Analysis of Historical Narratives Depicting 

Key Events.” Curriculum and Teaching 28, no. 2 (2013): 73–100.



DOI: 10.4324/9781003505822-5
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.

Historification in Literature 
Education in Armenia

Maria Karapetyan

 Introduction

“The image of the poet is the manifestation of the collective intellectual genius of 
the people.”1 This excerpt from a state-approved Grade 11 textbook of Armenian 
literature captures the driving philosophy for the discipline of literature in the coun-
try’s educational system. Armenian literature, as many national literatures around 
the world, is understood as a reflection of the “unique” character and experience 
of the Armenian people. The claim that literature is the mirror of the nation re-
mains largely unchallenged in the educational environment in Armenia. The above 
textbook citation has a second part to it: “the image of the people is the historical 
memory contained into a single time.”2 This second part makes the statement con-
siderably more convoluted. Following the logic of this hallmark phrase, the poet 
encapsulates the genius of the people, and the image of the people condenses his-
tory into a single time. My aim in this chapter is to scrutinize how this link between 
literature, people, and history is forged through the teaching of Armenian literature 
in the country’s education system.

In the past few years, a number of researchers have critically engaged with his-
tory education and early education in Armenia. These critical studies have covered 
textbook writing and approval process, the content of textbooks, the pedagogy of 
these subjects, and their influence on the production and reproduction of nationalist 
and conflict discourses in educational settings.3 I build on these studies by examin-
ing the institutional framework for the subject of literature and the content of state-
commissioned literature textbooks. I look at how literature education is woven into 
the larger dominant discourses and narratives around Armenian identity and history.

Through my critical examination, I demonstrate that while history is politicized 
in educational practices in Armenia, literature is historified and historicized, and 
together they reinforce the severance of the state-promoted narrative from alterna-
tive narratives or even alternative interpretations of the same narrative.

In this chapter, I consider how the discipline of literature and literature textbooks 
historify literary works; that is, literature education records works of literature as 
works of history writing. The textbooks also historicize literature. In contemporary 
literary criticism, historicization would imply raising questions about how literary 
value was determined in different eras, exploring the definition of what counted 
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as “literature,” and discovering novel ways to place literary works in relation to 
other kinds of texts. Or, in other words, “historicizing text and textualizing history.”4 
However, the current textbooks for Armenian literature apply an older definition 
and method of historicization; that is, literature education emphasizes the historic 
context as a stable environment into which a work of literature can be inserted. At 
the same time, the textbooks present works of art as “timeless,” bringing up themes 
and issues as unchanging and perpetual, and thus using a rather ahistorical approach.

 Theoretical Framework and Methodology

I draw the conceptual framework of this chapter from Michael W. Apple’s approach 
to official curriculum and textbooks, which he calls “official knowledge.”5 As Apple 
puts it, “the curriculum is never simply a neutral assemblage of knowledge […]. It 
is always part of a selective tradition, someone’s selection, some group’s vision of 
legitimate knowledge.”6 In this chapter I intend to decipher the “legitimate knowl-
edge” that the general education system instils in the minds of young citizens through 
the subject of Armenian literature.

Another theoretical framework that I subscribe to is Benedict Anderson’s view of 
nations and nationalism.7 Anderson’s constructivist paradigm considers print media 
and literature as the two forms that “provided the technical means for ‘re-presenting’ 
the kind of imagined community that is the nation.”8 Therefore, starting from the 
end of the eighteenth century, mass media and education have been the institutions 
through which nations and nationalisms have come into being. Novels in particular, 
as Anderson argues, provide the narrative structure for weaving together multiple sto-
ries into a complex whole. In this chapter, I aim to use the constructivist approach to 
nation, nationalism, and national literature to scrutinize how the subject of Armenian 
literature performs a discursive and imaginative function of representing the nation.

I rely on critical discourse analysis for my methodology, which Teun van Dijk 
defines as an attempt to “uncover, reveal or disclose what is implicit, hidden or 
otherwise not immediately obvious in relations of discursively enacted dominance 
or their underlying ideologies.”9 Norman Fairclough argues that critical discourse 
analysis aims to investigate how practices, events, and texts “arise out of and are 
ideologically shaped by relations of power and struggles over power” and to “ex-
plore how the opacity of these relationships between discourse and society is itself 
a factor securing power and hegemony.”10 In this sense, the discursive power of 
official textbooks, including those of literature, is applied to construct a sense of 
(historic) reality and to circulate that reality as widely as possible throughout so-
ciety. National literature is therefore constructed through specific political criteria 
that are used to elevate the status of some texts while devaluing others.11

 Analysis of State Documents

To analyze the official vision for literature education, I reviewed several state docu-
ments that regulate the teaching and study of this subject in Armenian schools. I 
examined the overarching goals that the Ministry of Education and Science (MoE) 
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sets for the subject area12 of Armenian Language and Literature in the “State 
Standard for General Education” (henceforth: “State Standard”).13 I looked at the 
“Teaching Plan and List of Subjects”14 that breaks down these areas into subjects 
and hours for different types of schools. Finally, I looked at the specific objectives 
of the high school15 course on Armenian literature in the “Subject Standard and 
Syllabi” (henceforth: “Subject Standard”).16

Following these state documents, I examined the high-school textbooks for 
Armenian literature for the humanities stream.17 According to the “List of Au-
thorized Textbooks”18 issued every academic year, two sets of textbooks were 
authorized for the subject of Armenian Literature for the academic year 2016–
2017. The first set is produced by the publishing house Manmar for the high 
school General Stream and Natural Sciences/Mathematics Stream. The second 
set is produced by the publishing house Arevik19 (Grade 10 in 2014,20 Grade 11 
in 2015, and Grade 12 in 201621). I chose this second set of textbooks because it 
is used for the high school humanities stream and would therefore give a more 
comprehensive idea of the kind of narrative promoted through education target-
ing the social sciences.

Before delving deeper into the critique of the historification of literature, a few 
general characteristics of the composition and layout of the three textbooks exam-
ined are necessary. The textbooks, in accordance with the compulsory core con-
tent of the “Subject Standard,” are periodized: the Grade 10 textbook deals with 
“Old Literature,” literature of the Middle Ages, and “New Literature”; the Grade 
11 textbook deals with literature in the 1890s and 1900s, and “The Emergence 
of Armenian Literature of the Newest Period”; the Grade 12 textbook covers Ar-
menian Literature between 1941 and 2011, Armenian writers who wrote in other 
languages, and concludes the three-year course with a section titled “The Historical 
Significance of Armenian Literature.”

All three textbooks have a similar internal structure: each period is divided into 
chapters presenting a specific writer, with their biography and a single-voiced in-
terpretation of their works with occasional quotes from the works themselves. Each 
chapter is followed by a list of 5–25 questions for the student that are usually based 
on extracting an answer from the text. Each textbook is an analysis of writers’ 
works spanning over 200 pages, produced solely and independently by the text-
book’s authors. The textbooks do not contain a glossary of literary terms, an index, 
a list of literature upon which the authors of the textbook might have compiled 
their analysis, or any other sources and features that could help students develop 
skills and competencies in the discipline of literature. Against the backdrop of this 
general lack of basic tools and methods to study literature, the students are offered 
an unequivocally authoritative reading of literature texts.

 Analysis of the State’s Vision for Literature Education

Since the subject of literature is obligatory for all school levels, one would ex-
pect this discipline to utilize such plenitude of time to cover a variety of litera-
ture—from local to global. In elementary school and the first two grades of middle 
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school, students study “integrated”22 literature alongside the Armenian language. 
For the rest of middle school and high school, they study literature separately. In 
middle school where the subject of literature is generic without the marker “Arme-
nian,” students study only one author from world literature per grade. Moreover, 
the study of these authors only takes place toward the end of the school year, with 
the rest of the year comprising of Armenian authors. These are the same authors, 
albeit with different works, that are later studied in high school, where there is only 
“Armenian Literature.”23 This drawback for high school is also noted by a study 
carried out at the request of the MoE’s Center for Educational Programs within the 
World Bank-funded Education Improvement Project.24 Thus, the study of literature 
primarily boils down to the study of Armenian literature across all grades, with 
world literature given marginal attention.

The “State Standard” sets the general paradigm of the subject of Armenian lit-
erature in purely essentialist terms. It purposes the following goal to the subject 
area of Armenian language and literature: “comprehension of the role of Armenian 
literature as an indicator of national thinking and psychology.”25 This general pur-
pose is what drives the subject-specific standard to further show that Armenian 
literature is an instrument that can “discover the essence,” or the core, defining an 
unchanging set of qualities of the Armenian nation. Following the lead of the “State 
Standard,” the “Subject Standard” for Armenian literature for Grade 10 proclaims 
the following goal: “comprehension that the essence of Armenian literature are the 
ideas of patriotism and the perpetuation of the nation.”26 The idea of the existence 
of a “national fate” is also provided in the “Subject Standard”; within the value 
system, the student is expected to gain the “ability to comprehend his/her people’s 
life and fate through the grasp of the ideological and psychological richness of 
Armenian literature.”27

The “Subject Standard” ignores any post-structuralist or constructivist para-
digms that would argue that social identities do not predate language and culture 
and that they are a product of dominant discourses of a particular time. Despite this, 
the “Subject Standard,” in the section on “Methodological and Pedagogical Litera-
ture,” does list the Armenian language manual for teachers titled “Constructivist 
Methodology of Teaching,” produced by the International Research and Exchanges 
Board (IREX) in 2002.28

The historification of literary works within the subject of Armenian literature—
the central focus of this analysis—is provided by the conceptual introduction of 
the “Subject Standard.” The study of literary works needs to “show […] struggle 
for the sake of sublime/noble ideas, to underline their contemporary resonance, the 
complex and multifaceted internal link between the past and the current time” and 
“to contribute to the comprehension of the historic fate of the Armenian people.”29 
The “Subject Standard” also states that “the study of Armenian Literature in the 
different streams of high school should mean the study of the history of Armenian 
Literature.”30Thus, the state’s vision for literature education in high school is to 
focus only on Armenian literature with an essentialist paradigm and creating a 
congruence between history and literature.
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 An Analysis of Textbooks: From an Essentialized Nation  
to a Primordialized Literature

The perennial and essentialist view of a perpetual and unchanging Armenian nation 
is at the core of the textbooks.31 Moreover, the textbooks claim that the unchanging 
essence of the nation is revealed through its literature. The Armenian legends are 
believed to show the “mythological thinking of the Armenian people,” their “vivid 
imagination, main traits of character, freedom-loving sprit, dreams and aspirations 
towards the beautiful, the light, and science/knowledge.”32 Similarly, the Armenian 
eposes are thought to reveal “the essence of the Armenian people, the formation 
and development of its statehood, its victorious liberation struggle.”33 Coming into 
modernity, this continues as twentieth-century authors’ “search and discovery of 
the secret of the perpetuity of the Armenian people that lies in the faithful love 
for culture and the worship of work and creation.”34 It is a deep conviction of the 
textbook authors that the Armenian nation is not only ancient and constant, but 
also possesses a “politico-historical” or “national fate.”35 The infinite nature of the 
existence and creative work of Armenians presented constitutes the perennial view 
of nation and literature, and the search and discovery of the enduring essence of the 
Armenian nation is what makes this view essentialist.

These conceptualizations of the Armenian nation are further projected onto 
the phenomenon of literature itself, presenting it as equivalent to the history of 
the Armenian nation in time and essence. The textbook does this by presenting 
oral tradition as part of literature, which assumes the former exists as written 
text. This oral “literature,” an oxymoron, gives reason for the periodization of 
Armenian literature before the creation of the Armenian alphabet. According to 
the textbook, therefore, “old Armenian literature” spans from “time immemorial” 
until the creation of the alphabet and “includes the beliefs and oldest history of our 
millennia-old people.”36 Even though the textbook admits that in philology, “old 
Armenian literature” is considered to span the first centuries after the creation of 
the Armenian alphabet, it argues that since these centuries—fifth to tenth—belong 
to the historic period of early Middle Ages, they should be considered as “early 
middle Armenian literature.” The primordialist view of Armenian literature and 
the attempt to present it as congruent with the periodization of history is what 
prompts the central claim of this chapter that literature is historified in school text-
books in Armenia. History and literature are superimposed and made to coincide 
in time and space.

 Conflated History Writing, Historiography, and Literature

In modern scholarship, differentiating between history writing and historiogra-
phy—“the study of the way history has been and is written”37—is an accepted 
practice. Historiography is thus not the study of “the events of the past directly, but 
the changing interpretations of those events in the works of individual historians.”38 
Besides this differentiation of the type of activity, modern scholarship also poses 
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the question of the professionalization of such activity. The writing of history and 
the study of that writing transitioned from an avocation to a profession in the pe-
riod of the general institutionalization of scholarship in the nineteenth century.39 In 
Armenian literature textbooks, however, these two types of activity are conflated—
history writing and historiography—and no differentiation is made between history 
writing as an activity in the Middle Ages and as a separate branch of knowledge 
and scholarship emerging much later.

The textbook does enumerate, albeit without much elaboration or definition, three 
types of activity profiles associated with history: patmich, a word meaning “histo-
rian” that is used especially for the early historians, including those of fifth century, 
literally meaning “teller, narrator”; patmagir, another word meaning “historian” and 
literally meaning “writer of the telling”; and patmaget, a scholar who studies histo-
riography. However, the textbook puts these words next to each other only to com-
pletely ignore historiography’s development as a separate discipline in the nineteenth 
century. Thus, the textbook qualifies the fifth-century history writer Movses Khore-
natsi as a “scientist historian” and a scholar of historiography.40 Khorenatsi, along 
with two other fifth-century history writers Eghishe and Ghazar Parpetsi, is presented 
as a writer of “critical” history.41 While Khorenatsi wrote his work in the 480s, about 
seventy years after the creation of the alphabet, the book claims that he adopted and 
developed the best traditions of Armenian historiography.42

This conflation of history writing and historiography raises a question: if these 
are historiographic works (which they are not), why are these historians made part 
of the Armenian literature syllabus? If it is because these are the first writings in 
the Armenian language that simply happen to be about events in the past or in the 
times when those authors lived, then the textbook should avoid the argument of 
historiography (especially its critical branch) and view these as texts with a liter-
ary value. It would, of course, be useful to then attempt to analyze the motivation 
behind these texts, to explore the self-understanding and worldviews of the au-
thors, or, in other words, to analyze these works critically or, even better, offer the 
students the opportunity to do so by providing them with the necessary theoretical 
framework and tools.

Rather than acknowledging that history writing—and certainly not the histori-
ography in which these authors engaged—was a branch of philosophy and theol-
ogy in the Middle Ages, the textbook goes into a further inadequate conflation of 
this “historiography” and literature. It does state that since fifth-century historians 
wove together the factual and the fictional, “history writing is an important type 
of the literary prose of the middle ages.”43 It would be entirely appropriate if the 
textbook stayed consistent with this proposition that history writing in the Middle 
Ages was a genre of literature. It would also be appropriate to state that works 
of art can reveal a great deal about a particular historical period and the authors’ 
worldviews; they can serve as an account of what people thought and did at the 
time of the authors’ work and as reflected in the authors’ words. However, the 
textbook does neither. Instead, its purported understanding of history writing is 
one that bears truth and it is literature that serves as a branch of history writing 
resulting in historical fiction.
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On many occasions, the textbook claims a face-value truthfulness of history 
writing. This understanding starts with Movses Khorenatsi, who is said “to have 
restored historical truth from ancient sources.”44 This continues throughout the lit-
erature course and while the examples are numerous, I illustrate this adherence to 
historified literature through a critique of the textbook’s discussion of three major 
historical novels: Raffi’s Samvel (1886), Derenik Demirchyan’s Vardananq (1943), 
and Muratsan’s Gevorg Marzpetuni (1896). The first two novels portray Armenia’s 
struggle with Sassanid Persia in the fourth and fifth centuries, while the last nar-
rates Armenia’s struggle with Arabs in the tenth century.

When presenting Muratsan’s approach to history writing and literature, the text-
book differentiates between the two but through the writer’s own analysis puts 
“ideological truth” above “historical truth”:

Muratsan is looking for “ideological truth” in history. The scientific research 
into history is different from the literary depiction: “The most primitive rule 
of the literary art is,”—writes Muratsan—“that a poet’s writings should give 
primacy not to the historical truth but to the ideological truth, and his call 
must be not to confirm truth but to show it.” […] The writer is free in front of 
the historical fact, and historical truth is only a means for the confirmation of 
the ideological clause that is of interest to the writer.45

In the light of this, it would make sense to abolish all claims that the historical 
reality of the time is depicted in Muratsan’s Gevorg Marzpetuni and to make a short 
note that the book is loosely based on a historical period. Yet, the textbook persists 
with the blend of history writing, literature, and even nature: “Muratsan’s philoso-
phy of history can be generalized into viewing history in the realm of nature; that 
is, he gives a national, moral content to history.”46

The textbook does not remain consistent in acknowledging that “ideological 
truth” governs historical fiction writing in the analysis of Demirchyan’s Vardananq 
either. Here, the textbook introduces the concept of “historicity”:

The grasp of the spirit of the century, of the events and the course of their de-
velopment, of the logic and thinking of people, and of the general spirit [– all 
of this –] brings to historicity. This means that a certain phenomenon might 
not be accurate but be generally true in the spirit and thinking of the time.47

This concept of historicity is used to describe not only Vardananq but also 
the works of fifth-century historians Eghishe and Ghazar Parpetsi, whose works 
Demirchyan used as a source for his historical novel. With an affirmation that the 
novel “is saturated with great historical and vital truth,”48 the textbook once again 
blurs the lines between historiography and literature.

In Raffi’s Samvel, the main character is praised for committing the ultimate 
sacrifice and killing both of his parents as their views on the future of the nation di-
verged from the presumed consensus. In the analysis of the story, the textbook also 
attempts to justify him and recalls that the Catholicos of the time, Sahak Partev and 
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Mesrop Mashtots, the latter most commonly known as the inventor of the Arme-
nian alphabet, gave their consent to what Samvel had planned to do.49 The textbook 
fails to stress that these were fictional representations of Catholicos Sahak Partev 
and Mesrop Mashtots. The textbook does state earlier that there is but one brief 
mention of a Samvel in Pavstos Buzand’s history; however, in all of its analysis 
of the novel, the textbook treats it as a real story. One example of this is when the 
book assures that had Samvel not killed his father there is no doubt that his father 
would have killed him. The extent to which the book discusses the story from the 
perspective of actual reality is surprising, as it also suggests other possible develop-
ments of the scenario.

Samvel and Gevorg Marzpetuni were written in the nineteenth century, and 
under the influence of German Romanticism, were part of the Armenian literary 
tradition aiming to lay the cultural foundation for the nation-building process of a 
future Armenian nation-state.50 Vardananq, written during the Second World War, 
is considered by Armenian literary critics as being intended to raise the morale of 
the Armenian soldiers fighting the Nazis.51 All three project into history the modern 
concept of the nation, advancing the notion of an unwavering allegiance to the lat-
ter through personal sacrifices and a relentless fight against the “external enemies” 
and their presumed collaborators depicted as traitors.

Curiously, the textbook does not conflate historiography and literature when it 
comes to the writers of the school of realism. The section on a twentieth-century 
writer Stepan Zoryan starts with a quote from the writer’s reflections about himself: 
“It seems to me that I am a historian, a humble annalist.”52 The textbook then goes 
on to stress that this role of the writer as a historian applies only to the events con-
temporary to the writer’s life—an approach that would be more acceptable toward 
other writers as well. Zoryan’s historical fiction53 is not given the same appraisal as 
that of Raffi, Muratsan, and Demrichyan. While I would argue that this is because 
of the writer’s choice of realism as a literary direction and his anti-war writing, the 
textbook argues that “he, unlike the romantics, did not look for the confirmation of 
his ideas in history.”54 Zoryan’s writing also contradicted the writings of Pavstos 
Buzand and Movses Khorenatsi, giving a different and a more positive interpreta-
tion of King Arshak II and King Pap’s characters and actions. The textbook ap-
proves of Zoryan’s rehabilitation of the reputation of King Pap explaining that “the 
religious historians” (targeting Pavstos Buzand only) decried King Pap because of 
his politics toward the Church.55 It would be very useful if the textbook could use 
the exposure of religious or other biases in the writings of the early historians to 
demystify their narration in other instances as well.

 Conflated Past and Present and Retrospective Prophecies

Since a sort of worship of the past is the guiding principle of the textbook, even 
the present is historified. Analyzing the works of Shirvanzadeh, a realist writer 
that wrote about his immediate environment, the textbook squeezes in the word 
“history,” claiming that “in his syuzhets he reflected life as current history.”56 This 
results in the conflation of the past and the present and the only value of the present 
is assumed to be in its potential to become history.
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The bridging of the past and the present and the “historical truth” with “ideo-
logical truth” culminates in the analysis of Raffi’s work:

Raffi thinks that history repeats itself and there is a striking similarity be-
tween the past and the present. History is not only the mirror of the past 
but also the advisor of the present. […] Raffi seeks out an ideological truth 
within history that departs from historical truth combining in itself literary 
imagination and scientific knowledge.57

Raffi’s Samvel is said to have provided an excellent solution to the unity of 
science and art58 and to have become “a criterion for the scientific and literary in-
terpretation of history.”59 Through this systematic conflation of disciplines, genres, 
and concepts, the textbook constructs a chronotope60 of Armenian literature where 
all time and space become congruent, with a pantheon of authors inhabiting this 
single time and space.

The conflation of the past and the present happens also through retrospective 
projections of modern phenomena and concepts into the past. The textbook claims 
that Movses Khorenatsi was able to “educate the people as a virtuous nation state” 
and that “his message is relevant in our times as well.”61 By making a reference to 
a “nation state” existing in the fifth century and then protracting this message to 
the present day, the authors of the textbook create a loop in time. Another instance 
of confusion of temporality or anachronism is when the textbook justifies Raffi’s 
fourth-century hero Samvel’s “ethical choice” of killing his parents because his 
“citizen spirt has taken over his human nature.” In harmony with the perennial 
view of the Armenian nation, the textbook employs concepts such as “nation state” 
or “citizen” to describe the early Middle Ages. Similarly, the textbook claims that 
the “civil image of the Armenian writers was defined in the 5th century.”62

These anachronisms are characteristic not only of the textbook but also of the 
writing of the historians of the Middle Ages whose works are central to the sub-
ject of Armenian literature. Ashot Hovhannisyan, historian of the early Soviet pe-
riod, speaks about these “retrospective prophecies” in his book Episodes from the 
History of Armenian Liberation Thought.63 These historians, writing about their 
own time, often depicted contemporary events as prophesized by earlier actors of 
power—the clergy and the king. According to Hovhannisyan, in the practice of the 
Armenian history writing of the Middle Ages it was accepted to transfer the politi-
cal problem of that time into the mouth of a saint as predictions or visions about the 
future. Therefore, the present—moved to the past—was acting as the future. This 
retrospective movement to the future is political by nature and provides a “logical” 
progression of events to the present.

This retrospective movement serves another function as well—one oriented to-
ward the future as viewed from the time of writing. Art historian Vardan Azatyan, 
in his analysis of Ashot Hovhannisyan’s work says that the Armenian liberation 
legend provides visions that embody aspirations for the future and which are born 
out of the present that they want to edit through the vision. According to his analy-
sis, the historiographers put side by side (a) events of the recent past that actually 
happened, (b) the present as predictions of the future from the past, and (c) those 
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aspirations, dreams, and expectations of the future that are not yet present. Az-
atyan continues to say that these dreams gain qualities of reality and are legitimized 
as such when they appear side by side with the “holy” prophecies and the actual 
events that happened. Azatyan also notes that the present facts also legitimize the 
actors of power that articulated those facts as predictions and that under these cir-
cumstances, it becomes impossible to distinguish the legend from reality.64

The textbooks draw heavily on a similar methodology of conflation between 
the past and the present, and it is here that the discursive power of the subject of 
literature in constructing the vision for the present day is revealed.

 A Pantheon of Writers: Cross-Reference and Self-Reference

Despite the periodization of Armenian literature into old and middle, new and 
newest, the textbook creates a space populated by authors who are in a perpetual 
symphony of recurring themes of national liberation and acts of heroism aimed 
at evoking “patriotism” and occasional lament against degrading mores and the 
disgraceful betrayal of a few.

For outlining literary movements or understanding the influence of authors on each 
other, it is of course useful to name professional links within literary circles or even 
across different literary traditions and eras. Such are the examples of the use of a 
history writer’s work as inspiration for a novel or the influence of the German or 
French philosophers on the education of certain authors. However, these links some-
times create dubious instances of affiliation or impact. For example, Movses Khore-
natsi’s fifth-century Lament is claimed to have become the nourishing source for the 
Lament of a tenth-century writer Grigor Narekatsi. The textbook does not elaborate on 
the issue of Narekatsi being familiar with Khorenatsi’s version. There are also doubts 
expressed about this in literary analysis on the two works in other sources.65

In the textbook, the writings of one writer are cited as sources of the biography 
or the greatness of another writer or offered as analysis of the other writer’s works. 
This self-referential style of presenting and discussing Armenian literature is done 
both explicitly and implicitly through discursive means. For example, the textbook 
uses the phrase “ever-tolling bell tower” that is the title of a poem by the twentieth-
century poet Paryur Sevak to describe Grigor Narekatsi’s tenth-century Book of 
Lamentations.66 The textbook fuses the texts of various authors together, reinforc-
ing the ideas of one by those of another and constantly looping in self-reference. 
Sometimes, it reaches absurd levels such as when a real writer Mikael Nalbandyan 
who died in 1866 is said to have “a literary archetype” in Raffi’s Hamre, a fictional 
story written in 1883–1887.67

The textbook also reinforces the closing circle of characters and authors across 
different movements in literature:

Shirvanzadeh [an author of the realist school] starts where Raffi [an author 
of the romantic school] left off. The link is direct and inheriting the literary 
characters of the previous author, Shirvanzadeh

cleanses them of the romantic idealization […].68
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These interventions mediate the possible conflicts between the divergent or 
even conflicting movements and ideologies in literature and seal off any possibil-
ity for the students to expose and view various ways of conceptualizing the world 
through a critical lens.

The textbook systematically cites one author’s opinion about another, creating 
harmony and agreement between what these authors put in their work. It is of 
course only natural that some of the authors of a particular literary tradition read 
and analyzed the works of other authors of that literary tradition. However, the text-
book systematically underlines agreements between the authors that are selected 
for inclusion in the textbook, fulfilling its mission of creating a sense of consensus 
and symphony of voices. For example, the textbook stresses that a character in one 
of Muratsan’s stories reads Khachatur Abovyan’s Verq Hayastani to “reinforce his 
will with ideological signals.”69 In doing so, the textbook justifies its selection of 
these rather than other works.

The cross-reference becomes absurd in the analysis of the poem “The Song of 
the Italian Girl.”70 In the poem, the Italian lady gives a flag she waved to her brother 
who is on his way to war. In the analysis, the textbook references a different writer 
of a different literary genre and period. However, the syntax of the sentence renders 
this parallelism or, perhaps, contrast very bizarre: “The idea of the poem is to repli-
cate the behaviour of the Italian girl, or where are the ‘pampered women’ described 
by Eghishe that gave spirit to the Armenian soldier on the battlefield of Avaryr?”71 
In this way, the song of an Italian lady, inspired by Giuseppe Garibaldi, is made to 
echo the works of a fifth-century Armenian historian.

 Sealing Off Alternative Interpretations

The textbook does not often speak of alternative interpretations of events and 
social phenomena. Neither does it present alternative readings and analyses of 
literary works, characters, or plots. In the rare cases when these alternatives 
do ooze onto the pages of the textbook beyond the qualification of “betrayal,” 
there are other means with which they are dismissed without proper scrutiny. 
For example, at least twice, the textbook refutes disparate readings of characters 
in a literary work, describing them as a “vulgar sociological interpretation/liter-
ary criticism.”72 In one case, the textbook dismisses an alternative interpretation 
of two characters in Shirvanzade’s Chaos as carriers of “exploitative and anti-
humanistic nature of the bourgeoisie.”73

The theme of betrayal in the writings of Armenian authors has been under dis-
cussion for the last several years if not decades. Attempts have been made to make 
the discourse on heroes and anti-heroes more inclusive of alternative sources and 
revise the approach of turning the view of one author into an absolute account. 
Fifth-century Prince Vasak Syuni’s character is one such revisited topic. History 
writers of this period, Eghishe and Ghazar Parpetsi, did label Vasak Syuni as a 
traitor. Another fifth-century history writer, Movses Khorenatsi, did not tag him 
with such an epithet; while the writer, Koryun, glorified him as an intelligent and 
far-sighted prince. However, the widespread view of this figure is that of a traitor, 
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who, in pursuit of his own egoistic ambition, wanted to draw the Armenian people 
onto the path of conversion to Zoroastrianism. The textbook reinforces this view 
of Vasak Syuni, disregarding the variations accounts historians gave about his per-
sonality. The textbook claims that “in the historic memory of the people, Vasak 
is perceived as the symbol of a traitor.”74 It remains uncertain how this historic 
memory of the fifth century has been transmitted among people if not through the 
texts of historians favored by mass education.

Sealing off alternative interpretations also occurs within the works of the same 
author. Derenik Demirchyan wrote his drama Vasak in 1912, earlier than Vardananq, 
which describes Vasak as a traitor. In the former work, the author attempted to depict 
a complex character who is not a “traitor” but one that is struggling to find solutions 
and is in a clash with other characters that have divergent views. However, these 
different treatments of the same subject remain beyond the textbook’s attention.

 Conclusion

As Aldous Huxley once said, “[n]ations are to a very large extent invented by 
their poets and novelists.”75 In the study that led to the research in this chapter, I 
analyzed the methodological conflation of works of literature and works of history 
writing present in literature education in Armenia. As the institutional framework 
is mandatory for all schools and only the authorized textbooks can be used, I inter-
rogated the narrative that the state is promoting through this discipline. I used Mi-
chael W. Apple’s approach to “official knowledge” and van Dijk and Fairclough’s 
critical discourse analysis to assess the institutional framework and curricula and 
some of the state-approved textbooks of literature education. My aim was to draw 
out how literature is historified and historicized, presenting the state-promoted nar-
rative in isolation from alternative narratives and interpretations.

The literature course in Armenian schools manufactures history out of the lit-
erary texts. First, literature is periodized to fit the historical eras of ancient, me-
dieval, and modern. Second, literature, history writing, and historiography are 
methodologically fused together. Works of early history writing are presented as 
historiography yet studied in the subject of literature. Works of historical fiction are 
presented to capture “ideological and historical truth.” Works of literature are con-
stantly inserted into a historical “reality” that is depicted as a stable host of literary 
works. And the latter, in turn, are believed to capture and reflect that “reality.” This 
results in a failure to treat historiographic material and literary material with their 
own tools and methods.

Parallel to history education, where the Armenian nation is viewed as having 
existed unchangingly from times immemorial until the present time, literature edu-
cation also views the nation and literature through perennial, essentialist, and pri-
mordialist lenses. As Anderson notes:

the idea of a sociological organism moving calendrically through homogene-
ous, empty time is a precise analogue of the idea of the nation, which also 
is conceived as a solid community moving steadily down (or up) history.76
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The textbooks use the terms ethnos, nation, and people interchangeably, mold-
ing time and space. Applying historicist explanatory schemes, the textbooks select 
authors and works to be covered in the textbook that support, or are interpreted as 
supporting, these views.

The textbooks also eschew differences in literary movements and schools, blur 
inconsistencies and silence alternative views that could somehow challenge the 
monolithic block of ideological consensus within literature and history. The by-
products of this process are the “internal enemies” that populate the pages of the 
narrowly selected literary works and their unambiguous analysis by the textbook 
authors. The textbook employs the concept of “the true Armenian writer” in the 
singular, and this singular actor is believed to have created the “logbook of tempo-
ral memory” of the nation.77

The disciplines of history and literature reinforce each other in embedding na-
tionalism into the minds of the students. If the discipline of history is meant to 
teach nationalism appealing to the realm of rationality with a claim to factuality 
and truthfulness, then the discipline of literature often appeals to the realm of emo-
tion, inciting nationalistic sentiment and internalizing history into the knowledge 
and emotive system of the students. Literature education can be an important con-
tribution to the students’ ability to read and criticize the wider “text” of institu-
tions, politics, and the media. However, in its current form and content, literature 
education in Armenia takes away the potential of yet another educational discipline 
from the students that would allow them to develop critical thinking and apply cor-
responding skills and methods. Instead of engaging in the educational processes as 
active producers of knowledge and competence, students and teachers are expected 
to internalize and re-produce a ready-made, unequivocal narrative.
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sent: The Post-Soviet Period in Armenian History Textbooks,” in The South Caucasus 
and Turkey: History Lessons of the 20th Century, ed. Sergey Rumyantsev (Tbilisi: 
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Heinrich Boell Foundation, 2014); Iveta Silova, Mikael Mead Yaqub and Garine Pa-
landjian, “Pedagogies of Space: (Re)Mapping National Territories, Borders, and Iden-
tities in Post-Soviet Textbooks,” in (Re)Constructing Memory: School Textbooks and 
the Imagination of the Nation, ed. James H. Williams, 103–28 (Rotterdam: Sense, 
2014); Garine Palandjian, “The ABC’s of Being Armenian: (Re)Turning to the Na-
tional Identity in Post-Soviet Textbooks,” in (Re)Constructing Memory: School Text-
books and the Imagination of the Nation, ed. James H. Williams, 247–67 (Rotterdam: 
Sense, 2014); Oksana Karpenko et al., Problemy i Perspektivy Podgotovki Uchebnikov 
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Alternatives (History Foundation Tarih Vakfı and Imagine Center, 2017), and others.

 4 Thomas Vernon Reed, “Re-Historicizing Literature,” in A Companion to American Lit-
erature and Culture, ed. Paul Lauter (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2010), 96, 102.

 5 Michael Apple, “The Politics of Official Knowledge: Does a National Curriculum Make 
Sense?” Teachers College Record 95, no. 2 (1993): 1.

 6 Michael Apple, “The Politics of Official Knowledge: Does a National Curriculum Make 
Sense?” Teachers College Record 95, no. 2 (1993): 222.

 7 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006).

 8 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006), 25.

 9 Teun Van Dijk, “Aims of Critical Discourse Analysis,” Japanese Discourse (1995): 18.
 10 Norman Fairclough, Critical Discourse Analysis. The Critical Study of Language (New 

York: Routledge, 1995, 2013), 93.
 11 Sarah Corse, Nationalism and Literature: The Politics of Culture in Canada and the 

United States (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 16.
 12 Subject areas are general umbrella terms such as “nature,” “natural sciences,” “arts,” 

“Armenian language and literature,” “foreign languages,” etc., that are then broken 
down into separate subjects.

 13 The “State Standard” is developed by the MoES and is approved by the Government of 
the Republic of Armenia. At the time of writing, the current one was approved in 2010, 
with the latest revision in 2012 (Government of Armenia, “Decision of the Government 
of the Republic of Armenia on the Formation and Approval of the State Standard for 
General Education,” Arlis (Armenian Legal Information System), 8 April 2010. http://
www.arlis.am/DocumentView.aspx?docid=77183 (in Armenian).

 14 The “Teaching Plan and List of Subjects” is approved by the MoE every year.
 15 I chose the high school course for both “Subject Standard” and textbooks because at that 

school level, literature education focuses on Armenian literature rather than literature in 
general.

 16 The “Subject Standards” are developed by the Curricula Center of the MoE and ap-
proved by the MoE.

 17 High school education is carried out in various streams: General, Humanities, and Natu-
ral Sciences/Mathematics. In the humanities stream, the study of Armenian literature 
is allocated three hours per week in Grade 10, four hours per week in Grade 11, and 
five hours per week in Grade 12. In Grade 12, half of the hours are dedicated to revi-
sion and preparation for the exams. In the General Stream and Natural Sciences/Math-
ematics Stream, the study of Armenian Literature takes up three hours and two hours, 
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 18 The “List of Authorized Textbooks” is approved by an order of the Minister of Educa-
tion and Science every year.

 19 Grade 10 is authored by Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan; Grades 11 and 
12 are authored by Davit Gasparyan and Zhenya Kalantaryan. All three textbooks are 
edited by Vazgen Gabrielyan.
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 20 The Arevik 2009 edition was used here since the Textbook and Information Communi-
cation Technologies Revolving Fund that displays the current textbooks on its website 
did not have the 2014 edition at the time of writing.

 21 The Arevik 2011 edition was used here since the Textbook and Information Communi-
cation Technologies Revolving Fund that displays the current textbooks on its website 
does not have the 2016 edition as of this writing.

 22 It is called “integrated” because it is supposed to merge the two components of language 
and literature as well as other subjects such as music, art, technology, and social sciences.

 23 In the “Subject Standard” for Armenian literature for high school, the learning goals 
include the study of “foreign literature” while the syllabi components of the “Subject 
Standard” (and therefore the textbooks) completely overlook this aspect.

 24 EV Consulting and Ayb Educational Foundation, Final Report. Need Assessment for the 
Revision of State Standard for General Education, Subject Standards and Syllabi within 
the “Education Improvement Project” (Yerevan: Curriculum Center, MoE, 2016), 93. 
http://www.cfep.am/files/legislation/538.pdf (in Armenian).

 25 Government of Armenia, Decision of the Government of the Republic of Armenia on the 
Formation and Approval of the State Standard for General Education.

 26 Center for Educational Programs, Subject Standard and Subject Syllabi for Armenian 
Language and Literature for High School Grades 10–12.

 27 Center for Educational Programs, Subject Standard and Subject Syllabi for Armenian 
Language and Literature for High School Grades 10–12.

 28 Center for Educational Programs, Subject Standard and Subject Syllabi for Armenian 
Language and Literature for High School Grades 10–12.

 29 Center for Educational Programs, Subject Standard and Subject Syllabi for Armenian 
Language and Literature for High School Grades 10–12.

 30 Center for Educational Programs, Subject Standard and Subject Syllabi for Armenian 
Language and Literature for High School Grades 10–12.

 31 The analysis in this section concerns the textbooks identified in the section “Reviewed 
Materials.” For ease of reading, the analysis refers to these as “the textbook” or “the 
textbooks.” The citations indicate specifically which textbook instance is the basis for 
the argument.

 32 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan. Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), edited by Vazgen Gabrielyan, (Yerevan: Arevik, 2009), 4.

 33 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan. Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), edited by Vazgen Gabrielyan, (Yerevan: Arevik, 2009), 4.

 34 Zhenya Kalantaryan and Davit Gasparyan, Armenian Literature 11(Humanities  
Stream), 213.

 35 Zhenya Kalantaryan and Davit Gasparyan, Armenian Literature 11(Humanities Stream), 
192, 196, 251.

 36 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities Stream), 5.
 37 Conal Furay and Michael J. Salevouris, The Methods and Skills of History: A Practical 

Guide (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988), 223.
 38 Conal Furay and Michael J. Salevouris, The Methods and Skills of History: A Practical 

Guide (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988), 223.
 39 Stuart Macintyre, Juan Maiguashca and Attila Pók, The Oxford History of Historical 

Writing: Volume 4: 1800–1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011).
 40 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 

Stream), 29.
 41 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 

Stream), 29.
 42 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 

Stream), 35.
 43 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities Stream), 6.
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 44 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), 30.

 45 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), 210.

 46 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), 218.

 47 Zhenya Kalantaryan and Davit Gasparyan, Armenian Literature 11 (Humanities  
Stream), 214.

 48 Zhenya Kalantaryan and Davit Gasparyan, Armenian Literature 11 (Humanities  
Stream), 216.

 49 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), 195.

 50 Kevork B. Bardakjian, A Reference Guide to Modern Armenian Literature, 1500–1920: 
With an Introductory History (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2000), 105; Boghos 
Zekiyan, “Personal Tragedy and Cultural Backgrounds in the Poetry of Bedros Tourian,” 
Review of National Literatures: Armenia (1984); Victoria Rowe, A History of Armenian 
Women’s Writing: 1880–1922 (London: Cambridge Scholars Press Ltd, 2003), 86.

 51 Nishan Parlakian and Peter S. Cowe, Modern Armenian Drama: An Anthology  
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2001), 256.

 52 Zhenya Kalantaryan and Davit Gasparyan, Armenian Literature 11 (Humanities  
Stream), 243.

 53 He is the author of a trilogy: King Pap, Armenian Fortress, and Varazdat, with all three 
being about the fourth century, which is also the setting for Raffi’s Samvel.

 54 Zhenya Kalantaryan and Davit Gasparyan, Armenian Literature 11 (Humanities  
Stream), 251.

 55 Zhenya Kalantaryan and Davit Gasparyan, Armenian Literature 11 (Humanities  
Stream), 251.

 56 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), 238.

 57 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), 191.

 58 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), 193.

 59 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), 201.

 60 The chronotope, according to Bakhtin, is the “intrinsic connectedness of temporal and 
spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in literature.” Michael Holquist, ed., 
The Dialogic Imagination. Four Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, trans. Caryl Emerson and 
Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981 [2008]).

 61 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), 30.

 62 Zhenya Kalantaryan and Davit Gasparyan, Armenian Literature 12 (Humanities 
Stream), ed., Vazgen Gabrielyan (Yerevan: Arevik, 2011), 217.

 63 Ashot Hovhannisyan, Episodes from the History of Armenian Liberation Thought, Vol. 1 
(Yerevan: Publishing House of the National Academy of Sciences of the Armenian Soviet 
Socialist Republic, 1957). Pavstos Buzand, for instance, who allegedly wrote his history 
in the fifth century after the fall of the Arshankuni Dynasty, ascribes the prophecy of the 
fate that “awaited” the dynasty to Catholicos Nerses Partev. In Buzand’s history, Nerses 
Partev cursed the Arshakuni Dynasty after one of its last kings, King Pap, poisoned him. 
Movses Khorenatsi also speaks of this curse, addressing it to Pap’s father. Ghazar Parpetsi 
speaks about Nerses Partev’s curse as well. He also speaks about the Catholicos Sahak 
Partev, who sees not only the fall of the Arshakuni and Lusavorich Dynasties but also their 
return in his “vision” or “dream.” There are also claims that these visionary predictions of 
the future are the results of revisions of the writings of these historians.
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 64 Vardan Azatyan, Armenian Political Utopias, 2012. https://www.youtube.com/watch? 
v=Hq_S267pC90&t (in Armenian).

 65 Shushan Nazaryan, “Movses Khorenatsi’s ‘Lament’ is the literary hymn to the idea of 
independent Armenian statehood, and Grigor Narekatsi’s Book of Lamentations has 
connections with his work,” Echmiadzin (1996).

 66 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), 74.

 67 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), 151.

 68 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), 226.

 69 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 
Stream), 208.

 70 The poem has become the text of the national anthem of the Republic of Armenia.
 71 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 

Stream), 146.
 72 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 

Stream), 215, 232.
 73 Henrik Bakhchinyan and Sergey Sarinyan, Armenian Literature 10 (Humanities 

Stream), 232. It seems this could be an artifact of the interpretation of the Soviet  
period.

 74 Zhenya Kalantaryan and Davit Gasparyan, Armenian Literature 11 (Humanities  
Stream), 220.

 75 Aldous Huxley, Texts and Pretexts: An Anthology with Commentaries (London: Chatto 
& Windus, 1932).

 76 Anderson, Imagined Communities, 26.
 77 Zhenya Kalantaryan and Davit Gasparyan, Armenian Literature 12 (Humanities 

Stream), 216.
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Secular Political Regime
How Religion Is Taught in 
Azerbaijani Schools

Sevil Huseynova

 Introduction

The process of the de-privatization of religion,1 as well as the modern secular re-
gime in post-Soviet Azerbaijan, the countries traditionally appointed the “World of 
Islam” are attributed specific characteristics. At the end of the 1980s and the first 
half of the 1990s, the religious institutes, practices, and discourses that had been 
widely marginalized and repressed in the privatized sphere in Soviet years2 rapidly 
returned to the public sphere. The growth of their influence was perceived as a sign 
of decreased control on the part of political regimes over the everyday lives and 
thoughts of the people, as well as a reappearance of an almost lost national tradi-
tion. According to Tadeusz Swietochowski, in the post-Soviet period:

as opposed to the tendency of transforming Shia Islam into a nationalistic 
idea and mixing it with the state—what we see not only in Iran, but also in 
Iraq and Libya—Azerbaijan made the choice in favour of “national Islam” 
concept, which already arose at the beginning of the 20th century, in which 
Islam is viewed as an integral part of the national consciousness, independent 
from the measures of religiousness of certain citizens.3

To continue this thought, this trend was poured into official politics and differ-
ent practices of the nationalization of Islam, conducted by the secular regime. The 
“choice” itself, of which Swietochowski speaks, was made by the political regime 
and was supported by the numerous public intellectuals cooperating with the au-
thorities. At the same time, many believers opposed to the nationalization of Islam 
remained outside this “choice” (Shiite, as well as Sunni Salafis).

In this difficult situation following the fall of the USSR, various institutional, 
political, and social practices were shaped, as well as the discursive modes of the 
relation between the authorities seeking to preserve the secular neutrality of the 
power, on the one hand, and the religious institutions and varying groups of believ-
ers, entering the public space, on the other hand. With time, especially since the 
end of the 1990s and in the 2000s, the compromises between the two ideological 
models—secular (with the “national Islam”) and religious state—became more 
and more difficult. The relationships between secular power and various religious 

5

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003505822-7


112 Education and the Politics of Memory in Russia and Eastern Europe

communities are adopting a more competitive and even conflicting character. In 
the 2000s in Azerbaijan, several armed incidents took place, the victims of which 
were not only the Sunnite and Shia Muslims but also the representatives of the law 
enforcement agencies.4

Officially, the secular political regime, willingly and quite persistently tries to 
control all religious institutions, communities, and informal networks of believers, 
as well as to monopolize the autonomy of the “right” interpretation of the Islamic 
discourse. On the one hand, the regime is attempting to monopolize control over 
the places of collective gatherings and public discourses, relying on successfully 
counteracting the radicals. On the other hand, it aspires to use the resources of the 
religious institutional structures and discourse of “national Islam” to gain control 
over the religious views of the population. However, whether the secular political 
regime has enough power (bureaucratic or discursive) to effectively implement 
control and maintain the monopoly over the only “right” interpretation of religious 
norms is still under question. I do not set the task upon myself to find a compre-
hensive answer to this question. In this paper, I concentrate on the analysis of nar-
ratives presented in school textbooks, on which the process of the de-privatization 
of religion had a significant impact.

Educational institutes, and above all high schools, are becoming public spaces 
in which the attempt of the political regime to establish control over religious dis-
courses and narratives appears in the most striking form. The main question which 
I try to answer is what feeds the content of the educational narrative in a situation 
where the state tries to monopolize control over both the religious institutions and 
the content of the public religious discourse; when alternative religious discourses 
and groups seek to go beyond marginalized frameworks and participate in the de-
privatization process; and when the radicalization of the active Muslim occurs.

Within the frameworks of the suggested analysis, I try to avoid opposing secu-
larism and religiousness as the two extremes and instead pay attention to how the 
secular state and religion (Islam) coexist (as well as how they compete and conflict) 
in modern Azerbaijan. Therefore, I investigate the questions of the “public reli-
gion”5 sphere, and what place is allocated to Islam in such a public and officially 
secular space of compulsory high school education.

 The Political Regime and the Myth of Secular Neutrality

Casanova noted that the “most utilized terms are pretty much always approximate. 
This includes even religious terms, which are readily thought to have a precise 
meaning”6 and indeed this is well observed for the narratives of textbooks pub-
lished in post-Soviet Azerbaijan. Touching upon the issues of history and the value 
of Islam for Azerbaijani identity, the authors of textbooks become specifically “ap-
proximate,” if not confused and ambiguous. To paraphrase Blok, examining the 
religious map of Azerbaijan, we can attend to some of the nuances rather than just 
the simplistic label “Muslim.”7

Regardless of the popularity of these “labels,” the political regime in Azerbaijan 
officially remains secular. After the collapse of the USSR, in secular Azerbaijan, 
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“Shia Muslims, Sunnites, as well as the Russian Orthodox Church and Judaists, 
received a status of traditional faiths, with complete freedom of religion.”8 At the 
same time, the majority of the republic’s population is traditionally attributed to 
Shia Muslims. A widespread version of the statistics of Sunnites and Shia Muslims 
suggests their ratio is around seventy to thirty percent. According to official statis-
tics, more than ninety percent of the country is Muslim. The (self) attribution to the 
“World of Islam” leans toward the orientalist discourse of the “East-West,” in the 
context of which, Azerbaijan is exoticized and represented as an Eastern country.

The renaissance of Islam, which can also be observed in the post-Soviet period 
of the “nationalising nationalism”9 epoch, largely defines the ambiguity and con-
tradiction of the relationship between the secular regime and the religion of the 
majority. The authorities strictly position Azerbaijan as a secular state and con-
sider religious structures of the country its own ancestral fiefdom, while religious 
discourse appears as part of the national tradition (the “true” Azerbaijanis being 
Muslims). The ruling regime uses religious discourse as a resource for its own 
legitimation, thereby promoting the

active circulation of religious symbols, moral principles, and discourses 
within the public sphere. Secular state power remains an important sponsor 
of religious institutions, simultaneously entering different kinds of conflicts 
with numerous networks and groups, regarded as illegitimate (radical).10

To draw once more on Casanova, the political regime of Azerbaijan is not 
strictly secular, but rather lives in compliance with the myth of secular neutrality.

With the help of the bureaucratic apparatus of the state, working with the reli-
gious organizations and the Spiritual Administration of the Muslims of the Cauca-
sus (led since the Soviet period by Sheikh Allahshukur Pashazadeh), the authorities 
seek to control all citizens practicing Islam. While the political regime supports 
(and promulgates) the idea that Azerbaijanis are Muslims by birthright, it also as-
pires to tightly control the actions of the most active believers and define the degree 
to which public demonstration of one’s commitment to Islam is admissible. In par-
ticular, this statement concerns the Sunnites-Salafi, who do not consider Pashaza-
deh their spiritual leader. In this situation, the high school becomes one of those 
institutions by means of which the government seeks to impose the “correct” ideas 
on the population about Islam and control the level of permitted religiousness.

 Chosen Narratives

The year 2007 was also marked by the (unrealized) decision of the administration 
to include theology lessons in schools all over Azerbaijan. However, despite the 
fact that the theology course still has yet to become a reality at the time of writing, 
certain notions of religion—its variations, origins, social and cultural meanings, and 
so on—have long been present in school narratives on history, as well as in the 
“Humans and Society” (İnsan və Cəmiyyət) and “Knowledge of the World” (Həyat 
Bilgisi) courses. The subject of Azerbaijani history has held its position in the school 
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curriculum for a long time now. The course “Humans and Society” was already 
included in high school education when Azerbaijan left the USSR in the 1990s, but 
initially only for the ninth, tenth, and eleventh grades. This novelty assumed a cer-
tain innovation; it was claimed that this subject would become new by its content, 
as did the social sciences course, which was accepted in the Soviet years. By the 
2018 school year, this course had been abolished once and for all and replaced by 
the eclectic subject “Knowledge of the World” in the first to ninth grades.

It was only fair to expect that the religion of the majority, Islam, to would be 
mentioned in one way or another in the Humans and Society/Knowledge of the 
World textbooks. Both courses have the objective of patriotic upbringing of chil-
dren and teenagers (significantly seasoned with a militaristic aftertaste), and Islam, 
especially in the post-Soviet circumstances, is declared one of the most important 
foundations of Azerbaijani national identity. The very fact of the absence of reli-
gion in the public sphere in Soviet Azerbaijan became one of the reasons for its 
fast-growing popularity in the post-Soviet condition. As indicated by Ernest Gell-
ner, “nationalistic and modern political movements can appear anti-religious if the 
previous religion was tightly connected to the former regime.”11 Islam, on the other 
hand, as is commonly believed in the post-Soviet years, always opposed Soviet rule.

Official Azerbaijani nationalism appeals to Islam as one of the most important 
(alongside language) foundations of Azerbaijani identity. To paraphrase Seyla Ben-
habib, to “have a culture” in post-Soviet Azerbaijan; that is, “to be one of our own” 
in the cultural group of Azerbaijanis, means, among other things, to be Muslim:12

In countries with Islam being the main religion, its power over people has not 
weakened over the last hundred years, and in some cases got even stronger. 
[…] At the same time, religion is equally strong both in countries with tra-
ditionalist regimes and in countries that have chosen a path of radical social 
experimentations.13

The value of Islam in post-Soviet Azerbaijan constantly increases, which is 
surely reflected in the content of the textbooks. The choice of the subjects “Human 
and Society” and “Knowledge of the World” for analyzing changes in the narrative 
surrounding the role of Islam in Azerbaijani society is not accidental. I can only 
agree with Kenneth Wain that “the most contradictory aspect of teaching” such 
subjects is declaring their “political neutrality.”14 These are those school subjects 
that (besides patriotism) are designed to instill the “right” ideas among children 
and teenagers about the norms of “our” culture, behavior, morals, and so on. The 
ideas about the norms and stereotypes of behaviors are represented to high school 
students in the context of the modern ideology of “nationalising nationalism.”

These “spiritual” norms (whatever this means) are designed to promote the sub-
jects “Humans and Society” and “Knowledge of the World” among students. It 
must be said that, in research on the post-Soviet space, little attention is paid to 
this subject (unlike history, for instance). However, studying “Humans and So-
ciety” “allows us to reconstruct collective representations of social reality, which 
are assigned the status of objective knowledge, of what is actually real.”15 In the 
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post-Soviet period, two editions of the textbook for “Humans and Society” were 
developed: the first at the beginning of the 1990s, to be replaced by a second in 
2000. In addition to the listed narratives, I focus on the latest version of the text-
book for “Knowledge of the World.”

 “Humans and Society”: The First Edition

A large group of humanities scholars with degrees in philosophy gained during the 
USSR years participated in developing the first edition of the textbook. The authors 
included well-known specialists who were academics and professors (I. Rustamov, 
R. Azimova, R. Badalov, A. Sukurov, and others), and the group changed slightly 
each school year, led throughout, however, by Jamil Ahmadly, a professor. The 
texts of these books fully reflect the biographies of their authors, who for the most 
part were not actual specialists in developing textbook narratives for high schools. 
The texts are therefore quite difficult to follow and permeated by dialectical mate-
rialism and philosophy, as was taught in the Soviet higher educational institutions 
and, up to the end of the 1990s, in the universities of independent Azerbaijan, by 
the authors of these textbooks themselves. The textbook thus presents a simplified 
variation of the Soviet philosophical discourse.

The former Soviet philosophers, leading specialists of the research institutes 
(now the National Academy of Sciences) and thus tutors of the finest higher edu-
cational institutions of the country, were obliged to focus on the issue of religion. 
However, in the first edition of the textbook, the discussion on the role and value 
of religion for Azerbaijani society was not given particular attention. Instead, the 
authors concentrated on the origins of human beings (the theory of evolution). The 
students are reminded several times and in different contexts that “humans [are] 
distinguished from anthropoids (human-like monkeys) by natural selection.”16 All 
three textbooks (for the ninth, tenth, and eleventh grades) speak of the ideas and 
representations of various Ancient Greek and medieval philosophers, as well as 
scholars of the New Modern Era. The authors constantly reproduce, characteristic 
of the Soviet philosophical discourse, semantic and evaluative categories, refer-
ring, for instance, to Giordano Bruno as “an irreconcilable enemy of Catholicism, 
scholasticism, and religious obscurantism.”17

The authors mention religion in the same textbook for the ninth grade, but without 
(and this concerns all three school years) the tendency to focus on Islam. While dis-
cussing different issues, the authors talk about Islam only among numerous monothe-
ist religions or other religious representations (for instance, those of Ancient Greek, 
Romans, or inhabitants of India). Therefore, the subject of religion only appears 
when discussing the issue of human origins. The authors refer to the myths about the 
origins relying on the Uyghur version of “Oghuz” and the Bible. They summarize a 
long description with a single phrase that mentions Islam: “The story of Adam and 
Eve, in a form very close to the Bible, is described in the Quran.”18

Then the authors once again switch to the version of human origins, suggested 
by modern science. In the same paragraph, discussing the issues of “life and 
death,” “faith and destiny,” etc., the authors periodically return to religious ideas, 
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once again mentioning Islam only alongside various other beliefs. “Destiny is not 
accepted unconditionally in either Christianity or Islam; both religions take into ac-
count personal freedom that is excluded by destiny.”19 The longest tirade, dedicated 
to Islam, reads as follows:

Allah, the creator of the universe and humanity in Islam, also allows alterna-
tive human actions and behaviours and provides considerable freedom. The 
Holy Quran teaches us to choose such actions and behaviours so to avoid 
suffering in the afterlife. The Quran tells us that Allah, through his prophet 
and the Quran, sets all falling to His grace on the right path, bringing them 
out of the gloom of non-belief to the light, and indicates the right direction.20

Islam is reviewed in this passage, however indirectly. Religious texts of Chris-
tians or Jews are never given the epithet “holy.” Moreover, “His” (i.e., that of “Al-
lah”) “grace” is given a capital letter. All religious views in textbooks are described 
as a positive evolution from the primitive to the more developed.

People witnessed that their body dies, turns into ashes, blends with the soil. 
However, they could not reconcile with the idea that with death, a human 
body dies eternally and nothing remains. That is why they formed a thought 
that only the body passes away, and besides a body, there is something eter-
nal in a human, something undying. […] All of this concluded with humans 
forming the idea of a soul in all of us.21

The issues of religion are thoroughly discussed only in textbooks for the elev-
enth grade. In the paragraph “Spiritual Life and the Heritage of the Past,” the au-
thors speak about the opposition of atheism and the religious world view in the 
Soviet years. Criticizing “false ideas about our past” (a subject perpetually popular 
since the end of the 1980s), they, among other things, indicate that:

As a rare exception, the books with atheist content were included in the list 
of educational and recommended humanitarian literature. Meanwhile, the ef-
forts of religious thinkers were either reduced by the ideology dominating at 
the time or were ruthlessly criticized. Because of such anti-national politics, 
many pearls of spiritual wealth, which are true pride of people, were ex-
cluded from the treasury of our science and culture. “Avesta,” created by the 
wise Zardusht, dated to the ancient times (sixth century B.C.), the religious 
and mythological monument, which incorporated the highest achievements 
of philosophical thinking of the Ancient East, is a good example of that.22

Alongside the Avesta, the Turkic heroic epic Kitabi Dede-Gorgud (Book of 
My Grandfather Korkut) is also mentioned. Citing Avesta is, without a doubt, not 
accidental and needs to be reviewed “in relation to the new rise in patriotic senti-
ments,” just as it happened in neighboring Iran under the rule of Raza-Shaha.23 
Iranian and Azerbaijani nationalisms appeal to the ancient religion of Zaroastra as 
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the religion of the great ancestors. Kitabi Dede-Gorgud and its representation in the 
Soviet years play an important part in demonstrating the great past of Azerbaijanis. 
In the post-Soviet period, the epic was assigned a significant role in the national 
discourse. This way, the authors create the text, first of all, focusing on the context 
of nationalism. Islam for them is only one of the components of the national iden-
tity of Azerbaijanis, but not the most important one. Subsequently, nothing is said 
about the Quran in this regard.

Religious issues are addressed in some of the sections of the textbooks for the 
eleventh grade. At the same time, the section “Religion and its Place in Social 
Life” is preceded by rather anticlerical epigraphs, such as: “If there was no God, 
He would have to be invented,” “God is always on the side of the great forces” 
(Voltaire), or “The paradox of God: God is almighty. But could He create a stone so 
heavy, even He could not lift it up?.”24 These discussions in the fashion of “Soviet 
atheism” constantly appear in the text. Then, in the paragraph on “What is Reli-
gion?” the authors suggest the following definition:

Religion […] means belief in the presence of supernatural force or forces. 
These forces are not submitted to the rules of nature, but on the contrary, they 
define the changes in nature and its development. That is why the supernatu-
ral force is not cognizable by the power of reason; it becomes accessible to a 
person only through deep conviction and faith.25

The authors discuss the specifics of religion and religious beliefs, while avoid-
ing definite religious systems and only speak about the common aspects char-
acteristic to all religions. Only in the paragraph, “Polytheistic religions under a 
primitive-communal system,” they somehow connect religion to Azerbaijanis, but 
yet again, in the context of nationalism: “Turks are one of the ancient peoples of the 
world. Among them was spread one of the most ancient religions—Totemism.”26 
Authors devote a considerable part of their reflections on the phenomenon of the 
religion to the Ancient Azerbaijanis and Turks. Finally, they come to a (well known 
in the Soviet course of philosophy) conclusion, that “ancient people, not capable of 
opposing natural forces, diseases, disasters, but striving to hinder them, called for 
help from the more powerful forces—the Gods. Thus, religions arose.”27

The authors define the next paragraph as a “dialogue between atheists and be-
lievers,” with this being an attempt to reconcile the two views of the world, and, 
at the same time, an aspiration to correlate their own, Soviet atheist philosophers’, 
ideas with the transformed context, where choosing Islam becomes the only right 
choice. For the authors, both sides of the “dialogue” appear in a positive light. The 
authors claim that “both the pseudo-believers and pseudo-atheists are equally dan-
gerous because in both cases their beliefs are not impartial and not disinterested.”28 
Afterward, they refer to a private matter, which for them appears as “natural”:

[W]hat kind of relationship should religion and atheism have in democratic 
Azerbaijan? In Azerbaijan, there must be civilized interactions between the 
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two established parts. People with different positions should remember that 
the disputes between religion and atheism would never stop or end in the 
victory of one side or the other. Only our culture will benefit from these 
disputes. Because atheism forces believers to address religion creatively, to 
look for and find new arguments in their favour. And believers, theologians, 
finding these arguments, respond to the critique of atheists. At the same time, 
criticism of atheism induces atheists to develop their ideas, and find new 
pieces of evidence.29

In this way, the authors come to a rather paradoxical conclusion: the role and 
importance of atheists is to make the believers more certain of their faith and the 
atheists to become surer of their own ideas.

It is only in the tenth paragraph that the authors describe monotheist religions 
and provide general information about Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity, and Is-
lam. None of these religions is significantly emphasized; however, a slight emo-
tionally positive assessment of Islam is perceptible: “Islamic norms, religious 
relationships between nations and individuals, its democracy and tolerance […], 
high appreciation of sciences, knowledge, wisdom, demand to be fair, loyal, hu-
man, truthful to people’s expectation, stored in depths of their hearts.”30 Under-
standing Islam as having the qualities of “democracy” and “tolerance” becomes 
significant in the post-Soviet context. Islam is “good” because it never tarnished 
itself with relations to the Soviet totalitarian state and it ties in well with the 
modern democratic society, which is declaratively being built in Azerbaijan. No 
discussion about “our” religion arises. Finally, the authors feature one more ven-
eration toward the “religion of the state” by emphasizing that Islam is “currently 
one of the most widespread religions in the world. According to the latest data, 
up to one billion people in the world practise Islam.”31 The discussion on religion 
concludes in the paragraph “Religion and Morals,” where the authors, speaking of 
the benefits of religious prohibitions, mention that “some prohibitions are kept for 
the sake of prohibitions,” and wonder:

[W]hy it is forbidden to eat pork in Islam, what harm or evil does it prevent? 
We cannot speak about the harm of the pork meat due to the hot climate in 
Arabia as in many African and Asian countries, with an equally hot climate, 
pork is eaten easily, without any fear. […] It is obvious that these prohibitions 
have only one benefit: they accustom people to be disciplined, to avoid things 
that is said ‘no’ to. Any morality, culture starts from here. Only after humans 
learn not to do the prohibited, they can regard the prohibitions as something 
beneficial for spirituality and morals. That is what God does.32

Thus, the logic of God, which authors consider necessary to rethink rationally, 
is the explanation of the discipline through the discipline itself. Here they do not 
notice the contradiction of the thesis about the democracy of Islam. In conclusion, 
they once again reproduce the thesis of the usefulness of the dialogue between 
theologians and atheists. As summarized by the authors, “each religion is a distinct 
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route leading to the only God. God gives every nation a religion, corresponding to 
their psychology, nature so that they can get to the one Allah themselves.” Finally: 
“now, among Judaist and Christian theologians, who do not recognize Moham-
med’s prophecy, that he brought to the people the ideas delivered to him by God, 
there are science-theologians who agree with the fact, that both Mohammed and 
Buddha had a divine gift.”33

The last feature of these texts worth noting is the interest of authors in the short 
aphorisms of some “credible” characters. In this version of educational narratives 
of the subject “Humans and Society” in all three textbooks, without an exception, 
these are aphorisms only of some famous philosophers, scholars, writers, poets, 
such as Rene Descartes, Francois Rabelais, Socrates, Pierre Beaumarchais, Nizami 
Ganjavi, and so on. This random choice of aphorisms is what is most apparent 
when being acquainted with the first version of these textbooks.

 “Humans and Society”: The Second Edition (2000s)

In the textbooks of the second edition, published in much larger print-runs in the 
2000s, the discourse of the role and importance of Islam undergoes many changes. 
The collective of authors changes almost completely, with the head becoming the 
Doctor of Sciences, Professor Bakhtiar Aliyev, who got his basic psychological 
education in the Moscow State University (MSU) in the late Soviet years. Since 
2000, he is head of the Psychology department in the Baku State University (BSU), 
a member-correspondent of the Academy of Sciences and twice elected to the Par-
liament of the Republic (National Assembly).

In the context of the authors’ collective of the second version of textbooks it 
makes sense to talk about the new generation of science and educational workers, 
whose professional careers were mainly built in the post-Soviet years, in a signifi-
cantly different context of relations between the authorities, on the one hand, and 
religious institutions and groups, on the other hand. Unlike the collective of authors 
of the first version of textbooks, some of whom allowed themselves to criticize the 
political regime, the second version was written by specialists loyal to the authori-
ties. The head of the authors’ collective is also a government representative. As a 
result, the textbooks reflect not only the ideas of philosophers that spread in the 
years of Soviet rule, but also the present official discourse.

By the 2000s, Islam held a strong position in the public sphere, and in the fol-
lowing years, this continued to strengthen. Complicated relationships between the 
political regime and religious institutions, networks or groups, reflect the futility of 
both the attempts made by the authorities toward total control of the public sphere, 
as well as the efforts of opposing Muslim parties and groups trying to gain wider in-
fluence in the political field and control over public space. The Shiite Islamic party, 
whose key electorate is concentrated in the Nardaran settlement near Baku, was 
created in 1991. The Nardaran population is known for its conservative views, anti-
Western radicalism, and sympathies toward the Iranian regime. In May 1996, five 
of the party leaders were arrested. The party endured the next take-off at the start 
of 2007 when Movsum Samedov, a doctor educated as a professional theologian 
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in Iran, became its leader. Samedov strengthened the anti-Western direction of the 
party activities even more, at the same time allowing himself to ruthlessly criticize 
the authorities. In autumn of 2011, more arrests followed. The residents of the set-
tlement conducted numerous public demonstrations, unauthorized by the authori-
ties. Armed conflicts with the representatives of the authorities occurred a number 
of times on its territory. The last and the most serious one took place in November 
2015, when during a military operation, two police officers and four members of 
the Muslim Unity were killed. The majority of Muslim activists prefer not to create 
parties, but rather a consolidated circle of spiritual leaders and Mosques. In August 
1992 in Baku, one of the most influential groups of Shia Muslims, known as the 
community of the Juma Mosque, was created. Its leader became the face of Shia Is-
lam in the country—Haji Ilgar Ibrahimoglu, a professional theologian who studied 
at the Tehran University. He allows himself to criticize the most important institu-
tion of power—Spiritual Administration of the Muslims of the Caucasus. In 2000, 
the “Center for the Defence of Freedom of Conscience and Religion” (DEVAMM) 
was created, becoming the first religious human-right defense organization in Azer-
baijan. In this difficult moment for the regime following the death of Heydar Aliyev 
in 2003, power was passed to his son, Ilham Aliyev, with the heads and the activists 
of the community openly supporting the oppositional party “Musavat.” During the 
following repressions, some of the leaders and activists left the country.

Since the 1990s, Sunni Salafists have become more visible in Azerbaijan. 
Among them are many radicals, who participated in the conflicts on the side of 
the Taliban, fighting for the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq. In the 2000s, some of 
the mosques where Salafists gathered were shut down (Sehidler and others). Many 
Muslim activists were obliged to leave the country or were arrested. Repressions 
led to Salafists’ departure from public platforms. Dozens of Salafists were either 
arrested or killed as a result of special operations of the security forces.34

In the 1990s, the officially secular regime was thus represented as simulta-
neously Muslim. Both Aliyev presidents, as well as bureaucrats of the highest 
rank, cultural and scientific figures, publicly demonstrated their commitment 
to Islam. The inauguration ceremony of the president is accompanied by an 
oath sworn not only to the Constitution but also to the Quran. Already in 1994, 
President Heydar Aliyev and his son visited Mecca. By 2009, Baku played the 
role of the capital of the Islamic culture. In the same year, with the help of state 
funds, the grand reconstruction of the Spiritual Administration of the Muslims 
of the Caucasus was completed, along with the Taza Pir Mosque. Ilham Aliyev, 
in honor of his father, the former KGB general and the head of the Communist 
Party of the SSR Azerbaijan, built the republic’s biggest Heydar Mosque in 2014 
with state funds. In his speech at its opening, Aliyev, once again, spoke about 
the commitment to “our national and religious traditions.”35 In 2015, President 
Ilham Aliyev completed another Hajj, this time accompanied by his family.36

Thus, in the 2000s, the majority religion, Islam, was finally approved in official 
discourse and state rituals as an integral part of the national tradition. Official na-
tionalism in modern-day Azerbaijan is penetrated by populism. The same populism 
is also demonstrative of the commitment of the authorities and public intellectuals 
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to Islam. Nevertheless, to remain as the key player in the religious field, populism 
is not enough, and the state increasingly has to resort to different forms of violence. 
The changing context was neither reflected in the content of educational curricula. 
The subject “Humans and Society” was taught in the last four years of school, 
whereas now, religious issues are already discussed in the first school year. Ad-
dressing the standards of behavior, the authors highlight all emphases at once, at 
the same time mentioning Islam as “our” religion:

In our religion, to drink alcohol is a sin. The Holy Quran categorically for-
bids the devout to consume drinks that stupefy the human mind. Carrying in 
itself the highest moral qualities, at the same time, it is a fundamental com-
mandment that forces a person to take care of their own health.37

A discussion of the numerous religious prohibitions in different religious tra-
ditions is absent in the texts. The norms of behavior described in the Quran and 
represented as the only right and rational behavior becomes the norm for all ethnic 
Azerbaijanis (the dominant group). The first passage reproduces the key element of 
the official discourse, stating that “true Azerbaijanis” are those who adhere to “our” 
religion—Islam. Thereby, citizens of the republic who are not committed to Mus-
lim traditions remain outside the “us” framework. Educational texts of the second 
generation are noticeably contradictory. On the same page, the authors suddenly 
claim that “the ability to drink, knowing your own norm, is one of the parts of the 
culture.” Avicenna said: “A little vodka is a medicine, in excess it is a deadly poi-
son.”38 The medieval doctor and philosopher, playing a significant symbolic role 
of a leading figure of the “Muslim East” or “Islamic Civilization” in all textbooks, 
discusses the norms that, according to the authors, contradict the Quran.

The subject of “our” religion once again arises in the paragraph with the 
emotional title: “Without Loving the Homeland it is Impossible to Be Called a 
Human.” “Our great Prophet said: ‘Love to Homeland comes from the faith in 
Allah’.”39 It is only after describing Mohammed as the “great” one and “our” 
prophet that the authors address the narrative, which holds an important posi-
tion in the concept of the modern Azerbaijani nationalism—the Book of Dede 
Korkut. The emphases are placed differently: statuses of Islam and the Quran 
are changing and becoming more significant. In the narrative of the second 
version of textbooks, the Turkic epic concedes its symbolic position to “our” 
religious texts. In the twenty-first paragraph, which bears the promising ti-
tle “Tolerance,” this time the authors directly address the subject of religion: 
“What is religion? Religion is a path connecting people to a more important re-
ality that hides behind the actuality perceived by the sense organs. This path is 
a godly path that teaches people of great morality, virtue, and rejection of evil.”

This description clearly differs considerably from that in the first version of 
textbooks, where religion was represented as faith in the supernatural. Authors 
of the first version gave students the freedom to choose whether to accept such 
ideas. In the second version of textbooks, it is the “more important reality,” certain 
“right” and “godly path,” which all “proper” Azerbaijanis should follow. Rejection 
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of religious rules is equated to the refusal of moral norms and love of the homeland. 
Overall, in the first passage of this paragraph, the authors do not focus on Islam, 
but rather suggest the definition of the conditional religion, once again falling into 
certain contradictions. According to the authors, religion

is not the consequence of the helplessness of primitive people before the 
forces of nature, but it is their desire to reveal the secrets of the surrounding 
world. Because of the absence of sufficient intelligence and consciousness in 
humans to answer the questions that arose in regard to the natural phenomena 
unclear to them, they began to connect their causes to invisible forces—the 
spirits. As a result, religion arose.40

Proposing mutually exclusive definitions, the authors indicate that there are two 
different approaches when it comes to the explanation of the phenomena of reli-
gion—either it “has a divine nature” or it is “created by people.” The concept of 
atheism, as an alternative to faith in God and commitment to religious norms and 
practices, is absent from the textbook pages. We speak only of the conditional reli-
gion represented in specifically positive forms. This is the desire to know the world, 
and it is religion that demonstrates the “model of true perfection” and “religious 
practice opens up the way to the perfect divine love, the perfect eternal truth.” God is 
the certain eternal truth, a perfection, whereas the religious practices and rituals are 
the ways to get closer to that perfection. At the same time, all the answers to “myste-
rious phenomena” will be subject to research within religious postulates, until “there 
are scientific answers to the posed questions.”41 The authors remove this next contra-
diction through the passage where the answers suggested by science are represented 
as confirmations already described in the Quran. This way, they once again return to 
the starting point, Islam, as “our” religion. It is in the text of the Quran, according to 
their version, that the ideals of religion and science are unified.

The Holy Quran is one of the greatest monuments of world culture. Being a 
religious-philosophical, legal source of Islam, the Quran represents an en-
cyclopaedia that provides scientific interpretations to many questions. The 
Quran […] predicts many of the future events or scientific discoveries. The 
verses of the Quran, which not yet been sufficiently solved, report about 
future discoveries incomprehensible today.42 […] Islam is the most wide-
spread religion in world today. This religion gains power and increases the 
number of its followers on the basis of its inherent values, moral norms, and 
cultural potential.43

Thus, every Azerbaijani becomes a member of the widest community, behind 
which, according to the authors, rests the future of humanity. The authors see the 
proof of the dominance of this religion and value systems in the increasing number 
of followers of Islam all over the world.

Especially important in this context is the growth of the interest in “the West 
and in America,” where the “intelligentsia started showing more interest in 
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Islam.”44 The orientalist approach inspires a search for proof of the importance of 
“our” religion in the “West”—the most important imaginary reference to which 
Azerbaijan and Azerbaijanis aspire to be equal someday. At the same time, achiev-
ing equality, according to the authors’ logic, is inevitable due to a simple reason 
that “our” system of religious norms and values, as well as “our” holy text, are 
extremely advanced. In the meantime, the comparison to the imaginary “West” is 
limited by the need to maintain “our” identity within the situation of globalization. 
Islam once again comes to the rescue: “Islam, in principle, accepts the processes 
of integration, globalization, but decisively refuses the standards that are not cor-
responding to its moral norms and criteria of values.”45

Here, the authors suddenly remember that the main subject of the paragraph is 
the discussion of tolerance, and they note that all believers must be forbearing to 
one another and that Azerbaijan is a good example and demonstration of such a 
state of affairs. However, the creators of the educational narrative emphasize that 
“Azerbaijan is a Muslim country, with more than 90% of the population being 
Muslim,” and “Islam is no less important in fostering tolerance in Azerbaijan.” 
The denotation of “our” religion claims that “for each of you, we have established 
one Sharia and one way” and “in principle, religious pluralism is considered ac-
ceptable.”46 The image of Islam as a religion of tolerance is also acknowledged 
in the imaginary “West,” by the authoritative and “famous European historian, 
Adam Mez.” In fact, the authors are primarily concerned with the representation 
of Islam (which does not actually need it), whereas tolerance in the country (the 
subject of the section), is, to a large extent, limited to the illustration “The Pope 
in Azerbaijan.”

Finally, in the concluding paragraph of the textbook, “Generosity and Mercy,” 
special attention is paid to the prophet Mohammed, who, according to the authors, 
is an example of qualities cited in the previous section.

The Prophet Mohammed, the most worthy person, was a model of high no-
bility. As recognized by his spouse, the morality of the Prophet consisted of 
the highest goodness—the Quran. In other words, his spiritual and external 
beauty was unseen in any other person before him. His purity and beauty 
were reflected in his face. His was extremely welcoming. After seeing him 
once, no one wanted to part from him.47

Thus, the prophet represents an embodiment of a perfect man, a certain version 
of which for Azerbaijanis is Haji Zeynalabdin Taghiyev, the famous millionaire-
patron who lived in Baku in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, and 
made a fortune in oil production. The latter is also described in a similar fashion. 
Unlike the texts of the first version, the authors not once focus on Buddhism; how-
ever, Judaism and Christianity are mentioned in barely memorable short passages. 
The topic of freedom of religion is not emphasized in the text. Azerbaijanis are at-
tributed to the world of Islam a priori due to their ethnicity and birthright. It is also 
important that in the second version of textbooks, the discussion about the freedom 
of conscience, as well as that of atheism, is absent.



124 Education and the Politics of Memory in Russia and Eastern Europe

At the same time, the whole text of the books, albeit indirectly, is still perme-
ated with the personified competition between the ethnic and religious compo-
nents of the constructed identity of Azerbaijanis. This competition is reflected in 
the selection of aphorisms and familiar phrases (“sayings of wise men”), located 
at the end of each paragraph. Competition to the sayings of Prophet Mohammed, 
and, to a smaller extent, those from the Quran (referring to that very same charac-
ter), is only represented by the aphorisms of Heydar Aliyev, the President of the 
Republic in 1993–2003: neither of which were included in the first version of the 
textbooks. The former president, just like the Prophet Mohammed, is a version of 
an ideal man, but also an ethnic Azerbaijani, in the context of the official nation-
alism representing the “great” and “nationwide leader.” It must be said that, so 
far, the prophet rather loses the competition. Overall, Azerbaijan, in which Islam 
becomes more and more noticeable not only in the public, but also in the private 
sphere, still remains a secular state.

 “Knowledge of the World”: Transition to “Tolerance” and a Politics 
of “Multiculturalism”

The year 2018, was the last year for teaching the subject “Humans and Society” in 
middle schools. Consequently, this narrative was replaced by the “Knowledge of 
the World” course, the content of which reflects the new politics of “tolerance” and 
“multiculturalism” more and more persistently carried out by the political regime. 
The year 2008, when by the initiative of the President Ilham Aliyev the so-called 
“Baku process” commenced, is a symbolic starting point. This process laid the 
foundation for the hosting of numerous international forums and conferences in 
Baku. In the official discourse of multiculturalism, the ideas of “global intercultural 
dialogue” and “concepts of intercivilizational dialogue”48 become more in demand. 
The discursive model that explains why Azerbaijan and Baku have to become the 
centers of such “dialogue” is based on “three pillars.”

The first is the unique imaginary geography of the country as a whole, and 
of Baku in particular. The capital represents a bridge between East and West, or 
“Asia and Europe.” This particular area combines two, as stated by the creators of 
these politics, completely different and accurately separated cultural fields, which 
in the context of the multiculturalism discourse are reduced to the world of Islam, 
on the one hand, and to “Western” Judeo-Christian civilization on the other. Baku, 
as the capital of Azerbaijan, had to become the showcase of these politics. The ex-
ample of tolerance of the followers of Islam (which, according to the official ver-
sion, is the vast majority of the country’s population), is their ability to peacefully 
coexist with the Christian and Jewish minorities. In his speech at the VII Global 
Forum of Baku (March 2019), the official author of the Azerbaijani multicultural-
ism politics, Ilham Aliyev, depicted the first “pillar” as follows:

[A]s a demonstration of our efforts we successfully held the 4th Islamic Soli-
darity Games two years ago. Two years before Azerbaijan was the country 
which held the First European Games. Can you imagine in two years in one 
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city we had the European Games and the Islamic Solidarity Games—this is 
actually a reflection of our role in the international arena and our efforts to 
bring countries and civilizations closer.49

Second, the imaginary border is complemented with the essentialist discourse 
about the unique features of “Azerbaijani people.” In the context of this discourse, 
the people and the nation are the two key concepts, appearing as synonyms, as well 
as the designations of different types of communities. Quite often, people is a much 
wider category—multinational Azerbaijani people. At the same time, ethnona-
tionalism of Azerbaijanis represents only the dominant group of Muslim Turks. 
More rarely, in the spirit of civil nationalism, all the residents of the country are 
attributed to Azerbaijanis.50 However, Azerbaijanis themselves, as an ethnonational 
community (Turk-Muslims), are a group discursively gifted with unique features 
and exclusive rights to create an atmosphere of tolerance and multiculturalism in 
the country. The very coexistence with the ethnic Azerbaijanis imparted on those 
ethnically and religiously “different” the “proper (i.e. tolerant) rules of living.”51 In 
the words of Ilham Aliyev:

In Azerbaijan, there are the most civilized norms of national and religious 
coexistence, a tolerant environment; the state-religious relationships in the 
country are an example for the rest of the world.52

Third, in the frameworks of the subject of this article, it is necessary to em-
phasize that the official policy of tolerance and multiculturalism, which implies 
a dialogue between the world of Islam and the “West,” is particularly aimed at 
preventing “religious extremism” within the education of Muslims—the citizens 
of the republic. For instance, in the textbook of “Knowledge of the World” for the 
fourth grade, this thesis is submitted as follows:

Islam is against terrorism. A person who calls themselves an Islamic terrorist, 
killing innocent people, thereby greatly damages the Islamic religion, as their 
crime impacts the attitude of people of other faiths to the Islamic religion. 
In reality, Islam urges peace and equality. That is why each person, practic-
ing any religion, has to behave decently and therefore not discredit the faith, 
which millions of people follow.53

The main partners of the authorities—the local hierarchies of Russian Orthodox 
Church, Rabbis, and heads of the Russian and European communities—represent 
the very opportunity of the peaceful coexistence in Azerbaijan. It is possible to say 
that this “multicultural” triumvirate, reflected in the textbooks, reproduces to some 
extent a Russian prototype. Only this time, for obvious reasons, Muslims, and not 
the Orthodox Church, have the dominant role. All the remaining ethnic groups and 
faiths play a supporting role in the “intercultural dialogue.”

It is obvious that the loud tolerance and multiculturalism policy with all its con-
tradictions inevitably had to reflect on the textbooks of “Knowledge of the World,” 
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especially in the sections devoted to religious topics. The group of authors who 
prepared this textbook differs considerably from those who created the material 
for the subject “Humans and Society.” From this point, almost all the authors are 
teachers of schools and lyceums, whose professionals whose careers occurred in 
independent Azerbaijan. One of the most remarkable figures is Nushaba Mame-
doba, one of the authors of the textbooks for the fifth to ninth grades, the winner 
of the contest “Best Teacher of the Year,” and recipient of the Tərəqqi (progress) 
medal by order of President Ilham Aliyev himself, for her contribution in the  
development of educational institutions.

As usual, the sections dedicated to religious themes are all about “our moral-
ity,” or about the cultures, civilizations, and dialogues between them, and finally, 
about the same tolerance and multiculturalism. In the framework of the subject 
“Knowledge of the World,” religious issues are discussed from first grade with an 
opportunity to observe how the subject of Islam dominates the narrative:

Religion—it is a way of people worshipping God. Most people in our 
society are Muslim. The religion of Muslims is Islam, and the prophet is 
the venerable Mohammed. Islam is a religion of the world, science, purity, 
truth. People who converted to Islam are called Muslims. For Muslims, 
God is one. We love God. People are free to choose their religion. There are 
others in Azerbaijan who practice Christianity and Judaism. In our country, 
there are places of worship characteristic to all religions. Independent of 
their religion, all citizens of Azerbaijani Republic are equal in their rights. 
The biggest pilgrimage place for Muslims is Kaaba, located in the city of 
Mecca, Saudi Arabia.54

Here, the visual material dominates over the text. The illustrations, the main 
part of which is dedicated to the world of Islam, represent, nevertheless, that sym-
bolic triumvirate: Kaaba in the moment of Hajj, the building of Mecca, Orthodox 
Church, as well as the Quran, the Bible, and the Torah. Despite obvious priorities, 
the authors strive for greater balance. The two other main permitted religions are 
mentioned from the first grade and authors do not forget to note, though casually 
and out of place, the freedom of religion. This narrative slightly changes in the sub-
sequent school years. With different variations and details, the other three religions 
and ceremonies allowed by the state, are repeated for the second, or, for instance, 
the sixth grades.55

It therefore makes sense to address the last year of teaching “Knowledge of 
the World” when the discussion of the religious issues becomes a significant com-
ponent of the extensive section of “Culture and Tolerance.” This section, para-
doxically, begins with the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre (August 1572, Paris), 
described as a “bloodshed on religious grounds” which left and “indelible stain not 
only on the history of France but also of all Europe.”56 Furthermore, the authors 
emphasize that the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre is not the only crime of this 
kind, and recall the Spanish Inquisition, as well as the United States, which “for 
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several centuries oppressed Black people57 and Indians because of their race,” as 
well as the most horrific crime—the Holocaust.58

All examples from the history of European countries, as well as other interna-
tional laws and documents (Universal Declaration of Human Rights and others), 
precede the story about the invariable tolerance and multiculturalism of Azerbaija-
nis. The authors, however, do not forget to make numerous reverences toward the 
government, which despite the innate ability of Azerbaijanis to be tolerant, is the 
only guarantor of compliance with the standards of multiculturalism.59

The most accurate definition of the concept of tolerance, we learn, belongs 
to Heydar Aliyev. He said: “Tolerance, patience is a very broad concept. It 
concerns many aspects of human relationships, including intercommunal, in-
terethnic and interreligious relationships … It is not only the tolerance of re-
ligion to one another but also the tolerance of other traditions, moral norms, 
and cultures.”60

However, visual materials suggest that everyday life, especially in European 
countries and in the United States (“the West”), is permeated by violence. In the 
meantime, the illustrations of the Islamic world—Kazan Kremlin and Istanbul—
contradict the idea of violence and demonstrate the instances of tolerance. Authors 
often discuss how a tolerant society only occurs in democratic circumstances.61 
Therefore, the authoritarian Azerbaijani regime discursively transforms into one 
of the most liberal and democratic in the world. Finally, in summary, they come to 
the somewhat vague conclusion that “a tolerant society is a multicultural society 
dominated by pluralism.”62

Recognition in the “West” of government efforts to instill tolerance, remains a 
significant part of its legitimacy in Azerbaijan itself. The main “test” is passed in 
the imaginary West and, according to the textbooks authors, the acknowledgement 
of the “West” in the successes of multiculturalism policy transforms it into a part-
ner of the regime and supports it with the whole of its authority, as illustrated in the 
following: “The seminar conducted in 2001 in the House of Lords of the United 
Kingdom, under the title Coexistence of Religion in a Secular State: Positive Ex-
perience of Azerbaijan, showed, that our state for a ten-year period of independ-
ence, managed to create an image of itself as an example of religious tolerance and 
patience.”63 The discourse of (self) orientalization is also observed in the attempts 
to speak of the superiority of “our” cultural achievements over “Western” ones. 
“Cultural practices have fed one another in the past. For instance, works by Islamic 
scholars greatly influenced the cultural development in Europe.”64 The students are 
only left to predict the reverse influence.

Overall, through the whole nine-year course, the list of cited religions is much 
more detailed than in the narrative of the second version of “Humans and So-
ciety.” Alongside the recognized triumvirate, Zoroastrianism, Buddhism, Shinto, 
and Confucianism are mentioned, though Islam is always situated in a dominant 
position. Similar to the “Humans and Society” course, the authors do not tire of 
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reminding the consumers of the textbooks that, by birthright, they belong to the 
Muslim traditions:

Azerbaijani people65 adhere to the Islamic religion. Islam played a big part in 
the formation of our national consciousness. […] Islamic religion made our 
nation co-religionist with all the Muslims in the world. It is not an accident, 
that Islam, since the beginning, showed itself as a democratic and tolerant 
religion, showing patience for all previous monotheist religions.66

The authors try several times to offer a definition of the phenomenon of religion, 
falling into the usual contradictions. At last, in a ninth-grade textbook, they again 
give priority to religion over science, in fact reproducing an already familiar pas-
sage from the second version of textbooks of “Humans and Society”: “Science is 
unable to answer all questions that confront humanity, whereas religion has solu-
tions to all of them. In this sense, religion is not the embodiment of helplessness of 
a human before nature; it is an attempt to reveal its secrets.”67 The concept of athe-
ism also appears on the textbook pages. However, this term suddenly appears in a 
question and is not explained in any way in the textbook: “What are the distinctive 
features of the atheist worldview from a materialistic one? Explain.” The “Knowl-
edge of the World” course does not offer any alternative to religion. This narrative 
is not about the freedom of conscience, but rather about a conditional freedom of 
choice of religion.

In reality, everyone’s attitude to religion is expressed in two ways. One of 
them is an unconditional acceptance of religion, historically confessed by 
families, people, and nations; the other—arbitrarily chosen by a person ac-
cording to their beliefs and morality. In the first case, a person, accepting this 
belief as an integral part of their national identity and customs, adopts the 
religion according to the beliefs of their parents. In the second case, a person 
voluntarily chooses the faith, independent if national identity and realizes the 
demands of religious rites, the meaning of religion, or accepts it because of 
religious propaganda.68

The rejection of the “historically professed” religion reflects a certain gap be-
tween the “people” and “nation,” which, again, are synonymous concepts. The 
textbooks, on the other hand, are designed to cultivate respect for “our” traditions, 
and, first of all, for Islam. Here, remembering Swietochowski’s thesis about “na-
tional Islam,” it is necessary to point out the typical inconsistency of the narrative. 
Islam is an opportunity to become a part of the wider “civilized” Muslim com-
munity but is also a tradition restricted by the framework of the nation. Authors 
several times return to the subject of the “wrong” practice of Islam:

Not everyone today unconditionally recognizes the religious tolerance in 
Islam. Sometimes, under the slogans of Islam, certain forces commit acts 
of extremism and terrorism, which threatens humanity as a whole.69 […] 
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Azerbaijan always condemned religious intolerance, closely cooperating 
with other countries and organizations while fighting terrorism and extrem-
ism that seek to disrupt the stable religious and social situation. In turn, harm-
ful religious literature, propaganda of information, religious-radical appeals, 
unfamiliar for the national consciousness of our nation, are prevented from 
being imported; activities of some religious organizations connected to the 
religious-terrorist groups in foreign countries are under control.70

The subject of “religious extremism” only arises in two cases: in stories about 
medieval Europe (the Inquisition, St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre), and when 
discussing the specifics of modern Islam. Including religion in the set of criteria 
defining the nation suggests the refusal of extremism and terrorism. In this case, 
such behavior will only be directed against the nation and their own “imagined 
community.” The question remains as to whether the discursive nationalization of 
Islam will help in opposing extremism, the slow but obvious growth of which is an 
obvious concern for the authorities.

 Conclusion

The narrative of Islam in textbooks developed for high schools in an officially 
secular society, apparently cannot avoid being internally contradictory. Once hav-
ing included the majority religion in a symbolic set of components of the national 
identity, the authorities are forced to show its commitment to Islam. However, it is 
a field in which the regime is urged to compete with the very effective alternative 
discourses and practices. Does the government possess enough resources for a suc-
cessful competition?

The authoritarian political regime tries to block any alternative discourses, not 
allowing groups, communities, religious activists, or public intellectuals (Shia or 
Sunnites), whose loyalty is in doubt, to exist in the public sphere. This control is 
extended to high schools as well. The textbooks of the subjects “Humans and Soci-
ety” and “Knowledge of the World” not only reflect the official nationalism politics 
of Islam but also serve as an instrument to form “proper” citizens (i.e., Muslims). If 
we remember that hundreds of Azerbaijanis went to Iraq, Afghanistan, and Syria,71 
and many thousands are part of different networks, belonging to various communi-
ties, in fact, uncontrollable to the Spiritual Administration of Muslims of the Cau-
casus, we can suggest that the school copes poorly with the functions of control.

However, it would make sense to say that in the religious field, the officially 
secular school has little chance of winning. The gray narrative of textbooks cannot 
become an efficient alternative to the ardent speeches of preachers. The authorities 
have no chance in outplaying the practicing Muslims in their own field. Neither 
should the secular authorities be occupied with this. It cannot offer an alternative 
to religion and faith. However, for atheists or agnostics, or for simply non-religious 
people, there is no place in the educational narrative or the official discourse.

The educational narrative is conservative. Textbook texts change slowly. 
However, in the context of events such as war, especially those characterized 
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as “victorious” and “patriotic,” there is an increased motivation to support and 
promptly publish new textbooks, which can include the most topical incidents. The 
events of the Second Karabakh War that took place in the autumn of 202072 were  
already reflected in the texts for the 2022 academic year. Such improvements did 
not require a complete rewriting of all textbooks. An additional textbook was 
quickly created for schools—History of Victory (Zəfər Tarixi). But the topic of re-
ligion is practically not touched upon in it. The textbook contains only a very short 
account of the religious buildings destroyed as a result of the armed confrontation. 
Not only mosques, but also churches, which the Azerbaijani side considers ancient 
Albanian and perceives as the historical heritage of Azerbaijanis.73

The Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, which began in 1988, was initially and remains 
to this day a nationalist and territorial conflict, a struggle for the right to control cer-
tain territories that the main parties to the confrontation (Armenia and Azerbaijan) 
consider their “national” and “historical” lands. But the war has also emphasized 
the increased significance of religious connotations.

Two opposing sides, Christian Armenia and Muslim Azerbaijan actively used 
the factor of religious differences at the time of the armed confrontation. In Arme-
nia, the myth of the country as a heroic outpost of Christianity on the border with a 
vast Muslim world has acquired additional relevance. Officially, Azerbaijani poli-
ticians denied any religious constituent of the conflict. Yet, in their appeals to the 
internal audience, also redirected to “brotherly” Turkey, which actively supported 
Azerbaijan in the war (and, more broadly, to the “Muslim world”), considerable 
attention was paid to Islam. The story of the “barbarity” of Armenians who turned 
mosques into pigsties or completely destroyed Muslim religious buildings became 
an essential component of the mobilization discourse.74 The war and post-war 
commemoration of victory are accompanied by increased attention to the religious 
component of the discourse on national identity. Not only monuments and muse-
ums, but also restored or newly built mosques were to become symbols of victory. 
In the moment of euphoria caused by the victory in the war, the political regime is 
able to quickly convince of its ability to effectively solve all problems. However, 
when the first euphoria passes, the mosques are repaired and built, the government 
may find itself in a situation where it will need significantly more resources to con-
trol believers and religious institutions.
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the context of the armed political conflict, Islam remains an important resource for 
the legitimization of the official position. “Overall, Azerbaijan was historically a 
tolerant country. Besides the territorial claims of Armenia to Azerbaijan, there were 
no conflicts in our country on religious and national grounds. People always lived in 
conditions of national and religious peace. It should be noted that in such tolerance 
of our people, the role of Islamic religion is great. This thought was also confirmed 
by the national leader Heydar Aliyev” (“President of Azerbaijan Ilham Aliyev and 
his spouse Mehriban Aliyeva do everything possible to transform Azerbaijan into a 
global, cultural example of diversity and cultural tolerance.” Mamedova, Makhmu-
dova, and Bakhramova, Uchebnik po Predmetu Poznanie Mira dlia 9-go Klassa 
Obshcheobrazovatelnykh Shkol, 103).
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“Azerbaijani Genocide”
Memory Politics and National 
History in Schools

Jafar Akhundov

 Introduction

The fall of the USSR, the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict1 and Azerbaijan’s inde-
pendence were followed by heated discussions about the preservation of national 
ideology.2 In a feverish haste, new national narratives and historical myths3 were 
constructed. During this reorganization process, one of the central components of 
national and historical discourse became the “memory wars,”4 fanned with great 
fervor by intellectuals from both Azerbaijan and Armenia. Within this context, 
already at the beginning of the 1990s, more and more persistent attempts were 
made to represent Azerbaijani society5 as a victim.

The decree of March 26, 1998, concerning the “Azerbaijani Genocide,”6 signed 
by the President of the Republic, Heydar Aliyev (1993–2003), played a key role 
in this respect. From this moment on, the historical myth about the nation that 
survived a “genocide” adopted an official status and became an important com-
ponent of state ideology. The presidential decree served as an additional reference 
point and significant stimulus for subsequent historical research and promoted their 
ideologization and mythologization. In late March and early April 1918, in Baku 
thousands of civilians, mainly Muslims, were killed during clashes between Bol-
sheviks and Armenian Dashnaktsutyun groups, on one side, and the nationalist 
forces of the “Musavat” party on the other (which took on the role of spokesperson 
for the interests of Muslim and Turkic communities). These tragic events became 
an essential part of the victim discourse. In historical literature, these events are 
referred to as the March Clashes or March Slaughter, whereas in Azerbaijan they 
are regarded as the March Genocide.7

The traumatic consequences of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict pushed political 
analysts and researchers toward discovering the reasons for the defeat in the par-
ticular cruelty and unscrupulousness of the “eternal enemy” (the collective image 
of Armenians), demonstrated throughout the entire history of relations between the 
two imagined communities. All the existing power resources were concentrated on 
realizing the new historical politics,8 as well as constructing the image of the “his-
torical enemy” and its mass popularization. Moreover, such policy was met with the 
broadest understanding and readiness to cooperate on the part of many professional 
historians, journalists, and, in a general sense, public intellectuals. Subsequently, 
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high schools became one of the key institutional conductors of this policy. Con-
flicting discourses and myths, from “nation as a victim,” “historical enemies,” and 
“centuries-old opposition” to “peaceful Armenians” penetrated into all sectors of 
society9 and played important roles in educational programs, especially in programs 
of national history—the subject of “Human and Society” and “Understanding of the 
World”10—developed for high schools in the post-Soviet years.

For all the versatility of the problem, the broad field of research poses the fol-
lowing question: why does the propaganda of “the image of an enemy,” spread so 
simply and frankly, find such a wide reception among diverse sectors of society, 
including the older generation, who, it seems, were raised with completely differ-
ent ideals? To quote the Italian historian, Carlo Ginzburg, it is never enough to 
expose the “lie” or the fake. It is important to show why such “lies” (or, in this case, 
historical myths), work so effectively.11

 History of Azerbaijan in High Schools

The analysis presented in this chapter will focus on the narrative of the “History of 
Azerbaijan,” a subject taught from fifth grade. During the first year, students are ac-
quainted with all the important events since the ancient period to the present day. In 
sixth grade, there are two subjects: “History of Azerbaijan” and “General History” 
each consisting of one-hour lessons per week (34 hours per year). Starting from 
eighth grade, the number of hours for teaching History of Azerbaijan increases 
to two hours per week (68 hours per year; going up to three hours per week from 
2021, i.e., 102 hours per year). In addition, the history of the Karabakh region is 
also taught in the form of elective classes. For teaching, there is only one line of 
textbooks, approved by the Ministry of Education, selected following a process of 
tender. In 2018, comprehensive schools completely conceded to the National Cur-
riculum system. Accordingly, new editions of textbooks for the 11th grade were 
published. The subject that interests us the most is best shown in textbooks for the 
fifth, ninth, and eleventh grades. From the 68 hours provided for the History of 
Azerbaijan course in fifth grade, 10 hours are allocated to the themes of genocide 
and the definition of the image of an enemy. Consequently, in ninth grade there are 
68 and 14 hours, whereas in the 11th grade—68 and 10 hours per week, respec-
tively. The subject of “History of Azerbaijan” is not included in the final exams; 
however, it appears compulsory in admission to higher educational institutions in 
the II and III groups of specialties (economics and the humanities).

 The “April War” and the Rise of Militaristic Sentiments

The so-called Four-Day “April War” in Karabakh, which died down in 2016,12 ex-
posed the problem of the drastic polarization of Azerbaijani society and demon-
strated the massive disproportion in the distribution of forces that joined the opposing 
camps. Only an insignificant segment of society condemned the inflamed military 
operations, which led to numerous victims, describing them as an “adventure” on 
both sides. A consolidated and populous community was located on the other side of 
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the barricades, acting from unified national-patriotic positions. The breaking news 
about the shift of the personnel, who until the “April War” spoke peacefully and 
presented themselves as liberals, peacekeepers, and human rights activists to the 
national-patriotic camps was to some extent unexpected. They called upon their au-
dience to forget all disagreements and to rally around national interests understood 
as “wars until the victorious end.” The situation became a clear indication of the 
revanchist and military sentiments dominating Azerbaijani society.13

By April 2016, one could claim that state ideological propaganda had borne 
fruit, despite how roughly, directly and tastelessly it was carried out. Not a single 
spokesperson risked appearing outside of patriotic circles, including the former 
peacekeepers (and there were very few of them before the “April War”), not to 
mention the absolute majority of the republic’s population unfamiliar with the 
peacekeeping initiatives to begin with. Already at the time of international com-
petitions held in Baku—the Eurovision Song Contest 2012 and the First European 
Olympic Games (2015)—critics of the regime were accused of participation in 
the “fifth column,”14 as well as racist attacks on the presence of “alien elements” 
with “wrong impurities” in their blood. They were accused of congenital hostility 
toward the ruling regime, unceasing despite the “obvious successes.” It is not sur-
prising that similar accusations gained wider popularity as the conflict escalated.

The questions I will try to answer in this chapter are as follows: why, to refer 
to Carlo Ginzburg, does an “obvious lie” attract such popularity in society? Why 
did the euphoria regarding a “small victorious war” so quickly overwhelm the 
Azerbaijani community? Why is the image of an enemy so popular and influential? 
Why do the numerous experts, journalists, and human rights activists neglect even 
the thought that an escalation such as that during the “April War,” is a long-proven 
and reliable way of avoiding any discussion about the socio-economic problems 
that have exacerbated since the economic and financial crisis of 2014? Why, while 
the discourse of “the homeland is in danger” dominates in the public space, do we 
hear the demands about the need to bring more new victims (Shahids) to the altar 
in the name of a common future victory, when even the peacekeepers rapidly join 
patriotic clubs and refuse to criticize actions of the regime in any way?

 “The Homeland Is Indivisible, Shahids Are Immortal!”

In order to try to answer these questions, it is necessary, first, to address the founda-
tions of the problems and turning points that led up to and defined the current con-
text. Similar to other post-Soviet countries, the elites who came into political power 
set the tone and defined the tasks of historical politics. On the one hand, the task 
was to seek resources for the legitimacy of the regime and its right to stay in power. 
On the other, the opponents and allies’ choices also had to be substantiated in the 
frameworks of the new historical narrative. The authorities attempted to establish 
historical policy within the cultural and educational fields. One of the features of 
the nationalization stage was achieving the required results in the shortest time.

The key components of the national discourse were the ideas of returning to the 
roots as well as the restoration of the trampled “historical justice” densely seasoned 
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with religious themes. Representation of the Soviet past included narratives of con-
tinuous oppression, destruction of the colors of the nation, and so forth. The fol-
lowing two fragments from the textbook of History of Azerbaijan for the ninth 
grade, clearly illustrate this approach:

The education system, introduced by the Russian authorities in Northern 
Azerbaijan, was aimed at the Russification of our nation and educating it in 
the spirit of devotion to the imperial regime. At the same time, the represent-
atives of the Tsarist government never intended to provide quality education 
to Azerbaijani youth, not even in the Russian language. The Tsarist govern-
ment, in official documents, referred to the Azerbaijani Turks as “Muslims” 
or “Tatars”. Thus, the ruling circles were trying to make us forget our histori-
cal name. In every possible way, they interfered with the people’s awareness 
of their ethnic origins. The result of such politics was that Azerbaijanis, to 
the question about their national identity, most frequently responded with “I 
am a Muslim”.15

At the beginning of the 20th century, all segments of the population were dis-
satisfied with the national oppression and discriminative politics of the Tsa-
rist government: Intelligentsia, the national bourgeoisie, as well as workers 
and peasants. Christian nations of the South Caucasus had the opportunity to 
open churches and schools, to publish magazines and newspapers. But the 
Azerbaijanis were deprived of the right to run schools in their native lan-
guage and/or publish newspapers. In response to the demand of Azerbaijani 
Intelligentsia for permission to publish newspapers in Azerbaijani language, 
Saint Petersburg answered as follows: “It would be better if the intelligentsia 
read the newspapers in Russian and let the others graze the sheep”.16

Paradoxically (contradiction can be considered as one of the main features of 
the educational narrative), the same period is represented as the moment of the 
blossoming of national cultural progress and economic development.

In the later Soviet period, a significant exception was made in favor of Heydar 
Aliyev, the former KGB general, who governed the republic in the years 1969–
1982 as the head of the Communist Party. Since then, it is widely regarded that 
not only did he achieve huge success in the cultural and economic fields, but also 
purposefully created the conditions for obtaining independence in the near future, 
simultaneously fighting for the territorial integrity of the nation.

The government of the Armenian SSR, at the instigation of the Armenian 
Gregorian Church in the 1970s, once again addressed the USSR government 
regarding the joining of Nagorno-Karabakh to Armenia. Having learned 
about this, Heydar Aliyev took decisive actions to prevent Armenian political 
aggression. He instructed the Institute of History of the Academy of Sciences 
of the Azerbaijan SSR to prepare a scientific certificate saying that the Kara-
bakh region has been, since ancient times, an Azerbaijan territory. Heydar 
Aliyev referred to KP Central Committee to discuss this issue and came to 
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the decision about the groundlessness of claims of Armenian Soviet Socialist 
Republic government. This decision was submitted to the leader of USSR, L. 
Brezhnev, and thus succeeded in preventing the Armenian intrigues.17

All the successes and achievements described within the educational narratives 
are interpreted as completed contrary to Moscow’s policy, and even as a direct 
confrontation with it, in parallel opposition from the neighboring Armenian SSR. 
Thus, the ideological order determined the methods of nationalization of the past, 
adopted after the fall of the USSR—its total mythologization. The method allowed, 
to some extent, to distract the population from the growing socio-economic prob-
lems, explaining them as the actions of Russia/USSR and Armenia. In the context 
of the total collapse of the economy, this path may have been predetermined by the 
prevailing socio-political conditions.

The more they were guided by the primordial concept of the origin (ethno-
genesis) of the Azerbaijani nation, the faster new mythological constructs were 
being created, many of which had already existed in Soviet national policies. 
At the same time, the official Soviet national politics18 were exposed to com-
prehensive criticism and seen as proof of the initial hostility of certain forces 
toward Azerbaijani people. The criticism of such nature allowed the Azerbaijani 
politicians to find simple explanations for numerous failures in the initial stage 
of independence. At the same time, due to the modern interpretation of the past, 
the consumer of official myths was brought to ideas concerning a predetermined 
future, in which a significant place was allocated to the essentialist division of the 
world into friends and enemies.

During the Soviet years, ethnonationalist rhetoric was under strict state control 
and existed in a contradictory way with Soviet Internationalism. Already during 
Perestroika, however, ethnonationalist rhetoric in Azerbaijan was becoming domi-
nant, and in the context of conflict, was supplemented with a radical reconstruction 
of the historical narrative. From the very start of the Karabakh conflict each of the 
rival parties began to appeal to the past, accusing the Soviet leadership of bias and 
complicity to the opposing party. Any kind of compromise in conditions of such his-
torical policy was not possible, with concessions regarded as a defeat and betrayal 
of the national interests and age-old aspirations of the Azerbaijani people.

The unsteady status quo19 in Karabakh as a result of the war predetermined the 
future situation of deadlock. In the case of a conflict, where there is absolutely 
no possibility of constructive dialogue, an interim agreement on the cessation of 
military operations could not become a starting point from which the movement 
toward peace could begin. The losing side, unwilling to admit the defeat and ex-
plaining it by means of conspiracy theory, reinterprets the current situation within 
revanchist categories. The entire ideology is directed toward feeding the faith in the 
inevitable victory in the future, the achievement of which requires consolidation of 
the imagined community in the present, with the aim to solve the most important 
task—the preparation of conditions for revenge. The conflict was initially a signifi-
cant resource for seizing and maintaining power in Azerbaijan. The discourse of 
compulsory solidarity in the face of the “cruel and hypocritical enemy” allowed for 
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any kind of criticism of the ruling regime to be treated as a wish of defeat for one’s 
own nation, as well as a call to renounce former greatness.

It was no accident that the popular motto reproduced by many citizens of the 
republic, from pensioners to elementary school students, sounded like: “Shahids 
are immortal, the homeland is indivisible!” (“Şəhidlər ölməz, Vətən bölünməz”).20 
This slogan, reflecting the popularity of the heroic narrative, holds, at the same 
time, a representation of the Azerbaijanis as a nation-victim. The Muslim term 
“Shahid” in the modern context also acquires national connotations. This is a hero 
who accepted a martyr’s death in the war for independence and territorial integrity. 
The motto was created, first of all, to mobilize the population of the country. At the 
same time, the authorities were trying to represent it in the broadest way possible 
outside the republic, competing with the opponents for the status of a victim and 
opposing the Armenian genocide with “our very own” genocide. The logic of such 
ideological opposition is impregnated with primordial and essentialist ideas (the 
nations being either victims or criminals).

 Discourse of a Nation-Victim and the Image of an Enemy

The myth of the nation-victim leans toward numerous narratives created in the 
post-Soviet years of countless attacks by allegedly ever-insidious neighbors—
Armenians—on permanently tolerant and peaceful Azerbaijanis. Another signifi-
cant part of this is the important role that had fallen onto Azerbaijanis, who never 
allowed the geopolitical map to change in favor of the “Christian World.” This 
motif penetrates the narratives of the glorious heroic history of noble and power-
ful ancestors. The failures in opposing the aggressors are consequences of a large 
number of enemies and a lack of national unity. It is in this context that the past 
offers explanations for the present as well as the prognoses for the future.

“We” were always oppressed but “we” never stopped fighting. And if there 
were powerful states on Azerbaijani territory in the past, then triumph would surely 
replace the current difficult period. All the events capable of breaking this logic 
are either distorted or ignored and excluded from the historical narrative. The sen-
sational nature of the new “openings” of historians is eclipsed by their emotional 
background to the obvious insufficiency of these arguments. Statistical discourse 
also comes to the rescue—the manipulation of the scale of losses suffered, grow-
ing from year-to-year. If “our genocide” began with tens of thousands, now people 
talk about hundreds of thousands of victims and centuries of prosecutions and vio-
lence.21 The modern national ideology is mostly built on the image of an enemy 
and is created not only by the authorities but also by the political opposition. This 
is the only, though rather symbolic, overlap of interests, and a demonstration of 
the nationwide solidarity that the political regime seeks to build. It is the type of 
solidarity (the unification against a common enemy), that was possible to observe 
in the days during the April 2016 escalation. Such nationalism contains simple 
and easy answers to inconvenient questions, directly indicating that the only entity 
responsible for all the troubles is an external, “eternal enemy.”
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The image of an enemy is intersectional. The problem of a severe defeat to 
enemies, though insidious but much weaker (Armenians) is explained through the 
involvement of Russia and Russians. Only thanks to Russia was it possible for a 
“cowardly enemy,” who throughout the centuries was given a worthy repulse, to 
temporarily succeed. This explanatory model is represented not only in the case of 
the modern Nagorno-Karabakh conflict but also, in regard to the tragic events of 
March 1918. It is possible to establish a direct cause-effect relationship and asso-
ciation between the two events that happened at different times and in very differ-
ent sociopolitical and cultural contexts.

 Formation of a New Identity

Nationalist discourse imposes a corresponding political dominance of historical 
and cultural memory. In the process of constructing the new identity, the approaches 
which Ernest Renan already pointed out in the 21st century22 inevitably became 
prominent. Among these, the most significant appear to be the moments of grief 
in history (with more affective influence than triumphs), representing oneself as a 
victim, and, at the same time, the need to obfuscate the difficult and burdensome 
periods of the past that do not provide reasons for pride. As a result, it is possible 
to observe some version of a tacit agreement among historians regarding the inex-
pediency of conducting new historical research in a conflict situation, the results of 
which call into question the constructed myths and narratives.

The image of a victim is inseparably connected to the image of an aggressor—
a permanent enemy. For the last 300 years of narration, these are Russian and 
Armenian invaders. According to the authors of this narrative, their main motiva-
tion is the destruction of the Azerbaijani population and occupation of the ancient 
Azerbaijani lands. The scale of the centuries-old hostility and the number of the 
victims among Azerbaijanis, as specified earlier, were constantly growing until 
they reached the level of genocide.

Azerbaijani historians—and the authors of school textbooks—focus their at-
tention on the fact that there needs to be a conversation about several acts of the 
genocide. As their main task, they consider representing March 1918 events as the 
turning point with regard to the Azerbaijani-Armenian relationship. These events 
are presented as proof of unreasonable bloodthirstiness and invariable hostility 
of all Armenians in relation to all Turkic peoples. All the resources available to 
historians were involved in popularizing this understanding of the 1918 events. 
One example is the publication of selected fragments of interrogations in the case 
of March events, held by the Emergency Investigation Commission of Azerbai-
jan Democratic Republic (ADR, 1918–1920 years).23 The details of the atrocities 
committed by the “Bolshevik-Dashnaktsutyun formations” are listed in the texts 
of interrogated witnesses. These details are followed by the wide publications of 
photographs, depicting killed Muslims (this visual material is granted a significant 
place in educational programs for those studying in high schools), as well as pub-
lications of numerous articles, books, documentaries, and conducting a TV show, 
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where the “experts” only gather with the purpose of once again retelling the long-
known truth to each other, and sharing their own, new “openings.”

It can be assumed that one of the reasons for signing the official decree on the 
genocide of March 1918 was the relative instability of the political regime created 
by Heydar Aliyev. In October 1998, another (the fourth for Azerbaijan) presiden-
tial election was held, and yet it was still far from the stream of oil-money. It was 
still too early for the regime to boast about total control over the republic. By 
this moment, the opposition parties had not yet managed to lose their credibility 
and confidence. Heydar Aliyev took a number of steps to improve his own image 
in the country and abroad as a Democrat and a supporter of liberal values. This 
included the cancellation of censorship in the press, the abolition of the death 
penalty, the creation of the Constitutional Court, as well as the adoption of laws 
to ensure the rights and freedoms of citizens: freedom of religion, assembly and 
movement.

In this regard, the decree “On the Azerbaijani Genocide” could be understood 
as an attempt to mobilize and unite around the figure of the current president of 
a nationalistically oriented part of the electorate. This decree was intended to in-
crease the popularity of Heydar Aliyev, who, on his part, acted as a patriot fighting 
to restore the “historical truth,” reconstructing a heroic image in all completeness, 
but at the same time full of deprivations and sufferings in the history of Azerbaijani 
people. With this declaration, he monopolized the role of a politician, capable of 
conveying the “truth” of the suffering of Azerbaijanis to international communities. 
The decree became a significant milestone in creating the new ideology of Azerbai-
jan nationalism—Azerbaijanism” or “Azerbaijanity” (Azer. Azərbaycançılıq), the 
author of which, is officially considered to be the same Heydar Aliyev.

It is important to ask why the events of March 1918 were highlighted over the 
bloody clashes of 1905–1906,24 at times designated as the “first Armenian-Azer-
baijan War”? It is evident that in educational narratives there is no specific number 
concerning the number of victims of the 1905–1906 clashes. The abstract “thou-
sands and thousands” or “many thousands” are, however, often mentioned. Perhaps 
the reason lies in the fact that in the Revolution years of 1905–1907, there were 
no attempts made to create an independent state, while the clashes of 1918 can be 
represented as an attempt to hinder the formation of an independent Azerbaijani 
state. Within the framework of the given narrative, a direct connection and direct 
parallels are being created and drawn with the modern situation. Then, as now, the 
Armenians played a negative role and prevented the formation of the Azerbaijani 
statehood. For the Baku tragedy25 of 1918, the exact number of minimum losses 
was set at 12,000 people. The number of losses among Armenians and Russians 
was never provided, despite the battles lasting for three days. This approach con-
centrates on a unilateral destruction of the defenseless and peaceful Muslim popu-
lation and confirms the narrative of the genocide.

The sources by which minimum losses are determined, refers to the authorities 
of the Azerbaijan Nationalistic Party “Musavat” as well as the conclusive report of 
the “Emergency Investigation Commission,” created in summer 1918 to thoroughly 
examine the March events. During the post-Soviet period, the number of victims in 
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Baku, Baku province, and across all of Azerbaijan was constantly growing. In the 
textbook on History of Azerbaijan for the 11th grade, the total loss of the Muslim 
population in all regions reaches 50,000 people. Contrastingly, in an interview 
to the website of the ruling party “Yeni Azerbaijan” (“New Azerbaijan,” YAP), 
the vice-president of the Azerbaijan National Academy of Sciences (ANAS), Jabi 
Bairamov declared the new count at 700,000 people,26 without bothering to explain 
the methods by which this colossal figure was determined.27

The March events are also effective in representing the jointly hostile behav-
iors of Russians and Armenians (collective image of an enemy). One more argu-
ment in favor of choosing this very date could sound rather banal, its favorable 
position in the calendar. The anniversary of the March events could be celebrated 
in Azerbaijan and the rest of the world slightly earlier than the April commemora-
tions of the Armenian Genocide in the Ottoman Empire. The events conducted 
outside of Azerbaijan with the help of the diaspora’s focus on Azerbaijanis being 
victims of the everlasting aggressions of Armenians. The success of such propa-
ganda can automatically call the Armenian Genocide into question, persistently 
denied in Azerbaijan.28

Michael Smith analyses this myth through the prism of a “vicious cycle of de-
fining enemies and creating victims” by Omer Bartov,29 which transforms into an 
elementary law of international competition. In order to hold a position on the 
international field, it is necessary to prove to the whole world, that “our” nation has 
deserved it due to the sacrifices it was brought to. Genocide and ethnic cleansings 
turn into symbolic capital, which helps to oppose the image of the “long-suffering” 
Armenia.30 It can also be said that “our genocide” is represented as one of a far 
larger scale. Over time, this concept was modernized by the efforts of historians, 
politicians, and publicists. Since then, the conversation does not focus only on the 
destruction of Azerbaijani Turkic people. The Tatars, Lezgins, and Jewish popula-
tions are also listed among the victims of Bolshevik-Dashnaktsutyun groups.

In this context, the fragments of testimony often quoted within the Azerbaijani 
mass media, given by a Baku Jew Anatoly Naumovic Kvasnik to the Emergency In-
vestigation Commission, are very revealing. It is easy to detect all the components 
of the official genocide discourse in these testimonies. One of the typical examples 
of interpreting such documents is the article by an employee of the Institute of 
History of ANAS, the historian Ilgar Niftaliyev,31 who conducted the procedure of 
selecting the most emotional fragments, capable of causing the most aversion. The 
author, a widely-known specialist on the subject of the Azerbaijani genocide, never 
mentions the words of Kvasnik, that prior to March events the two nations were in 
peace with one another as they had nothing to divide. He does not try to understand 
why Kvasnik’s testimony came across as memorized, and never indicates that the 
testifier refused to sign his own statements, as he supposedly feared for his life.

However, this testimony is dated to January 1919, when Baku had already been 
under the control of Ottoman troops and ADR authorities for several months. It 
only lists the moments confirmed by the official genocide discourse. It notes that 
Kvasnik’s testimony was entitled: “A bloody plot organized by the Armenian 
population against Muslims with the purpose of their physical destruction, first in 
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the city of Baku, and then in the outskirts, in order to capture all of their proper-
ties and naturally transit all the welfare and political prevalence into the hands of 
Armenians.”32

 School Ritual

One of the components of historical politics is the official ritual, developed with 
the purpose of commemorating the victims of March 1918. Among the obligatory 
events at the state level are conferences, presentations of new historical research 
and documentaries, “Soviet-style” collective meetings of “Soviet examples,” by 
means of which achievements in the research of acts of genocide are brought to 
public attention. In such gatherings, the role of Heydar Aliyev as a restorer of his-
torical justice is emphasized. Similar events are duplicated abroad with the in-
volvement of activists from the diaspora.

The school ritual conducted during mourning events directly connects to the 
common concept of a military-patriotic upbringing. In accordance with the con-
cept, the Ministry of Defense of Azerbaijan, in cooperation with the Ministry of 
Education, conducts various events in middle, specialized secondary, and higher 
educational institutions, aimed at strengthening both patriotism in a militaristic 
sense and a “national-spiritual consciousness,” whatever this is supposed to mean.

The theme of genocide appears in school ritual not only in March but also in re-
lation to the nationwide mourning of the tragedy of January 20, as well as the tragic 
events of February 26, 1992, the “Khojaly Massacre.” Students, as a rule, dress in 
military uniforms complimented with dummy submachine guns. There are varying 
theatrical performances, the leitmotif of which is the readiness to sacrifice lives in 
the moment of need for freedom and independence, just as the Shahids once did. 
Public declamation of patriotic poetry is an obligatory part of the ritual in which 
students of all ages take part. These events are complimented by exhibitions of 
children’s drawings, which often depict tanks, firearms, soldiers, crying mothers, 
and also, funeral carnations.

 “Our Genocide” and New Places of Memory

New places of memory also play a significant role in the commemoration of tragic 
events. The main place for the remembrance of March 1918 victims is located in 
the Shahid Alley (Martyr’s Lane), the former Nagorno cultural and recreational 
park of S.M. Kirov. During the month of March, tens of thousands of residents of 
the capital, including specially organized school collectives, visit the lane. There 
are several places of remembrance in Martyr’s Lane itself that have acquired sig-
nificant relevance in modern-day Azerbaijan. In the official historical narrative, 
an important emphasis is made on the fact that the victims of March 1918 were 
buried on this territory. The Chemberekend cemetery lay on the site of the future 
park area. The victims of the January 1990 tragedy are buried in Martyr’s Lane 
(which started the nationwide memorial), as well as the Shahids of the Karabakh 
War (1991–1994).
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The religious term “Shahid” intends to underline the fact that all these sacrifices 
were made on the altar of independence and freedom. Its usage allows for a con-
struction of a unified narrative about victims and heroes. In this context, the gener-
alized images of enemies—Russians and Armenians—represent a component of an 
alien and hostile Christian world. The term Shahid does not extend to those killed 
during the War of 1941–1945; however, the ritual of celebrating May 9 is also at-
tached to Martyr’s Lane, as well as to the nearby monument of the Soviet hero, 
the major-general Hazi Aslanov. Another place of remembrance has appeared in 
recent years, the Quba Genocide Memorial Complex, in the city of Quba, Northern 
Azerbaijan, which has rapidly become an object of pilgrimage. According to the 
official version, a mass grave was discovered on the territory of the future complex 
during land works in 2007. In a statement from the General Prosecutor’s Office of 
Azerbaijan it is noted that right after discovering the site with a numerous randomly 
placed human remains in 2010 (skulls, femoral and pelvic bones, ribs, limbs as well 
as other parts, belonging to persons of both sexes and various ages), the staff of the 
Prosecutor’s Office, as well as of those of Ministry of National Security, Archaeol-
ogy and Ethnography Institute of the ANAS, alongside the workers of the forensic 
medical examination and pathological anatomy, were sent to Quba.

Despite the fact that in the beginning, the president of ANAS, Mahmud Kerimov, 
urged the public not to jump to conclusions, suggesting that the mass deaths could 
have been caused by an epidemic,33 the discovery was immediately placed into the 
ideological context of memory politics. The reports of foreign experts never saw 
the light of day either, but over time, allusions were made in the mass media that the 
experts had determined both the race and ethnicity of the remains. The dead were 
identified as local Muslims (Azerbaijanis), as well as Lezgins and Jews. According to 
the demands of the general prosecutor, an additional operational survey of a number 
of Quba residents was carried out. As a result, according to the official version of 
events, recalling stories from parents and elderly relatives, locals claimed that the 
buried were the victims of a mass slaughter conducted by the retaliatory group con-
sisting of Armenians during an attack on Quba in May 1918. Consequently, a new 
place of memory for the genocide appeared on the Azerbaijan map.34

At the end of 2009, the President of Azerbaijan, Ilham Aliyev issued an order 
about creating a memorial complex on the place of the burial, which opened in 
September 2013.35 Quba Memorial Complex was designed to show the atrocities 
of Armenians. The visitors are able to appreciate the scale of the crimes committed. 
This place of memory is determined to construct the overall feeling of grief and 
solidarity in the face of the ruthless enemy. Any other emotions or especially doubts 
transfer the visitor into the category of a traitor. Therefore, in the present day, the 
Quba events are as significant in representing the 1918 genocide as the deaths of 
the peaceful residents of Baku. They hold an important position in the discourse of 
sacrifice suffered by Azerbaijanis and are already included in the school programs 
of Azerbaijani history for the fifth grades.36 When recounting the events of Quba, 
the textbook authors illustrate the visit to the memorial complex from the point 
of view of an old woman, accompanied by her granddaughter, who identifies the 
medallion of her lost sister among the remains.
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Based on the reactions of some students, one can claim that such promotional 
texts can be used quite effectively to popularize the image of an enemy. The stu-
dents admitted that reading these lines, they could not hold back the tears. The first 
emotions that gripped them were not anger, nor a sense of revenge, but regret, pain, 
and compassion. The school ritual also seeks to inspire such feelings. The students, 
reading the same texts and taking part in the very same rituals, gain the experience 
of collective suffering of the nationwide tragedy. It is possible to suggest that kids 
will be creating their own narratives as well, enriched with their own fantasies and 
imagination. They will tell each other about those events and in the process of com-
munication will generate a steady cultural and social memory of “our genocide.” 
The entire educational system is aimed at the fact that each school student is likely 
to think that the hostile politics of Armenians lasted centuries, are happening in the 
present, and will continue in the future. This way, the official discourse is reflected 
in textbooks, mirroring the speeches of President Ilham Aliyev in which he dis-
cusses the 200-year-old genocide.37

I will refer to some of the quotes from textbooks that illustrate this line of con-
tinuous opposition. The History of Azerbaijan textbook for the fifth grade under the 
subject “Division of Azerbaijan” contains the following passage: “On 21 March 
1828—on the day of Nowruz Bayram,38 by the decree of the Tsar, the fictional 
‘Armenian Oblast’ was created on Nakhchivan and Yerevan territories. Thus, the 
Armenian treachery against our nation was rewarded.”39 The treachery consisted of 
supporting the troops of the Russian Empire. In the same textbook, in the section 
devoted to the March genocide, we find the words inserted into the mouths of or-
dinary citizens: “The traitor Armenians, always ready to stab you in the back, once 
again revived and became more active.”40 Here, the fifth graders are acquainted 
with how “enraged” Armenians “burnt men, women and the elderly alive. Children 
were stabbed with bayonets. Bewitched Armenian executioners, having collected 
the sacred books of Muslims—the Quran, kindled fires from them, and then, hav-
ing tied up the Muslims, dumped them alive in the flames.”41

From the section dedicated to the 1937 Repressions, students learn that the ma-
jority of the repressed groups in Azerbaijan are also the responsibility of Armeni-
ans, who continued their treasonous genocide politics. The textbook for the 11th 
grade published in 2014 emphasizes that: “In the organization of mass repressions, 
a significant role was played by Sumbatov-Topuridze, Gregoryan, Markarian, Ma-
lian and other Armenians occupying leading positions in internal affairs bodies and 
as the genetic enemies of the Turks.”42 In the 2018 version, however, this passage 
is no longer included. Nevertheless, only Azerbaijanis are listed among victims, 
and the authors do not forget to emphasize that “the representatives of Armenian 
nationality, covered by the party and Soviet agencies, played a significant part in 
the mass nature and spreading of the repressions in Azerbaijan.”43

Referring to the law “On education,” we see that among its numerous purposes 
is the upbringing of citizens who respect national traditions and democratic prin-
ciples, human rights and freedoms, and are independent and creative thinkers. The 
number of provisions of the law can be explained by the still relatively short lifes-
pan of independence. Education aims to foster citizens who shall realize their own 
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responsibility toward society, are loyal to the ideas of patriotism and Azerbaijan-
ism, and simultaneously prepared to defend both national-spiritual and universal 
values. Teachers are obliged to participate in the realization of state policy within 
the educational field, as well as in the assimilation of educational programs, help-
ing to form their students as active citizens, raising them in the spirit of patriotism 
and Azerbaijanism. If we remember the fact that in Azerbaijan only one version of 
the history textbook is allowed, then it becomes clear that the position of a citizen, 
the idea of national-spiritual values, as well as the whole Azerbaijanism ideology 
is constructed, among other things, on the image of an enemy.

 School Education as a Recourse of Memory Politics

According to Allan Megill:

When history becomes simply what people remember or commemorate, this 
amounts to a reduction of history to the framework of present thought and ac-
tion. Memory tells us as much about the present consciousness of the remem-
berer as it does about the past. Memory is an image of the past constructed by 
a subjectivity in a present. It is thus itself subjective; it may also be irrational, 
inconsistent, deceptive, and self-serving.44

It seems that all the listed properties are intentionally exploited within the 
frameworks of the described genocide narrative. The educational narrative and 
commemoration politics of the genocide victims is imposed on the members of 
the Azerbaijani imagined society as an irrational, inconsistent, deceptive, and self-
sufficient remembrance of noble ancestors, as well as victims, whom they are not 
allowed to forget.

Solidarity is built not only on myths about heroes and victims but also on dis-
courses of confrontation with an eternal and ruthless enemy. The educational nar-
rative, as well as official commemoration, regulates the balance between oblivion 
and memory, indicating what needs to be included in the collective memory and 
which memoirs should be discarded: remembering March 1918 and forgetting the 
no less tragic events of September of the same year, or reminiscing about the trag-
edy of January 20, 1990, and neglecting the Armenian riots preceding it. In the cir-
cumstances where alternative sources are practically inaccessible, and the conflict 
is constantly fueled by more and more victims, historical myths and images of an 
enemy transform into a rather effective resource for mobilizing the population. In 
particular, this concerns the younger generation, citizens of the Republic educated 
in schools and universities in the post-Soviet period, who spent all of their lives in 
the media-free environment of independent Azerbaijan.45

However, this statement also concerns every resident of the republic. Any alter-
native point of view, which calls into question the key historical myths (especially 
that of the genocide) and the images of an enemy, is not allowed in the public field. 
Any attempt at alternative public expression is strictly controlled by both authori-
ties from above and nationalist-activists from below and can cause considerable 
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problems for those uttering them.46 In such a situation, doubters prefer to remain 
silent, whereas nationalists at all levels of society seek to acquire additional so-
cial resources, inventing new myths and filling them with “fresh” and even more 
bloody details of the image of an eternal enemy. In this specific context, the “lie” 
mentioned by Ginzburg, becomes a rather effective resource for control and mobi-
lization. Among the resources of popularization of these discourses, narratives, and 
images of an enemy, school education holds an important place. In this field, the 
state can easily capture the future generation with its ideology. Besides, the parents 
of students in high schools, for their part in attending various school events of col-
lective mourning or studying the texts taught in school alongside their children, 
also get acquainted with the new narrative.

School narratives are imbued with war and nationalistic victim rhetoric, and 
are penetrated with militaristic ideas of military-patriotic upbringing. Educational 
tasks were reduced to an ideological cleansing of the “true layer” of national 
history from the “alien impurity,” which led to the archaization of historical ap-
proaches. Within the educational narrative, a central place is given to heroes, vic-
tims, and enemies, which makes it possible to create a rather simplified image of 
the world, easily comprehensible for every person. The unwillingness to cultivate 
critical thinking in the frameworks of the school curriculum serves a wider accept-
ance of such a simplified worldview. Besides the presentation of the reduced model 
of interethnic relationships, a unified school textbook under the circumstances of 
authoritarianism helps to legitimize the ruling regime. Consequently, even the most 
obvious lie in textbooks acquires an impression of the only possible truth. When 
only one point of view is imposed on students for two decades, with potential al-
ternatives banned from the public due to fear of censorship as well as charges of 
betraying the nation, there are simply no other options left. Without the nationalis-
tic discourse, the regime runs the risk of losing its positions. This discourse defines 
the specifics of the domination, achieved by redirecting social dissatisfaction to the 
eternal “enemies of the nation.”

 Conclusion

Antonio Gramsci defines Intelligentsia (the clerks of ruling elites), as the main 
instrument in establishing hegemony. The intelligentsia is not only responsible 
for reaching a simple agreement between society and political powers, but also 
for the active consent that defines the shift of the political course. For instance, 
the Azerbaijani Intelligentsia promotes the thesis that there is simply no one 
else to rule Azerbaijan besides the present authorities. The representatives of 
the Azerbaijani Intelligentsia—the public intellectuals—invested all of their 
energy and ability to create myths both about genocide and the eternal enemy. 
Alongside journalists, an army of high school teachers and representatives of 
the academic sciences play first fiddle. Historians, as well as social researchers 
always played a leading role in this process. Having easily subordinated the In-
telligentsia, with most of its representatives habitually acting as partners of the 
authorities since Soviet times, the ruling elites established their own monopoly 
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on the representation of national culture, the construction of historical myths, 
and memory politics.

What can be done to oppose these trends? The ruling elites need to constantly 
reorganize and reclaim society’s agreement in order to maintain the status quo. 
Renan, for such cases, spoke of the necessity of a daily plebiscite. The repre-
sentatives of Intelligentsia who are not connected to the authorities and nation-
alistic ideology are able to undertake the attempts to create alternative critical 
discourses and narratives. Gramsci considered that the democratization of the 
school would lead to the democratization of the entire culture. In this particu-
lar context, neither the authorities nor the overwhelming part of Intelligentsia 
set themselves such tasks. Therefore, there only remains the hope for the active 
position of individual public intellectuals who are not willing to live in a stifling 
atmosphere of fear and hatred.

On September 27, 2020, large-scale military hostilities unfolded in Karabakh, re-
sulting in numerous casualties, accompanied by missile strikes on civilians located 
in other regions and beyond the front line of the cities of Ganja and Barda. These 
events contributed to an even deeper consolidation of Azerbaijani society around the 
ruling regime and President Ilham Aliyev. The hostilities ended with the return of the 
regions captured in 1992–1993, which are part of the so-called security belt, as well 
as the city of Shusha, which is an important site of memory for Azerbaijanis, back 
under the nation’s control. Large-scale celebrations took place in Azerbaijan. In the 
context of the pandemic and restrictive quarantine measures, school rituals proved 
to be impossible. However, online drawing contests and student performances were 
organized. The results of the war allowed Azerbaijan’s President Aliyev to say that 
the Karabakh conflict has been settled. In speeches for the outside world, he often 
talks about the possible peaceful coexistence of Azerbaijanis with Armenians. How-
ever, it is clear that these statements are far from reality. Even in a state of victory, 
the image of the enemy remains in demand.
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Planted Flags? The Political Life 
of Trees and Arboreal Patriotism 
in Armenia

Tsypylma Darieva

The world has changed since 2020 in view of the increasing uncertainty in the region 
and multiple crises in Eastern Europe such as the war in Ukraine and fragile peace 
negotiations after the Second Karabakh War (October–November 2020).1 This chap-
ter is focused on the ways in which natural symbols such as fruit and other trees can 
be mobilized as “vital forces”2 for the national identity across borders and in the con-
text of crises. I argue that the politics of nature and acts of tree planting are important 
tools for the mobilization of (trans)national memories in Armenia and can be active 
participants in the production of national sentiments and patriotism.3

Like the pomegranate, the apricot (prunus armeniaca, armeniaca vulgaris), with 
its yellowish-pink skin, is traditionally seen as an unquestionably Armenian symbol 
associated with national prosperity, health, longevity and vitality. By referring to a 
story about the Armenian apricot’s mythical role in world history, Irina Petrosyan 
and David Underwood emphasized the centrality of fruit tree metaphors for Arme-
nian self-identification: “According to an Armenian Encyclopaedia, it was Alexan-
der the Great who took the apricot from Armenia, its birthplace, and introduced it to 
Greece, calling it armeniaca. Armenian sources support their claims by referring to 
a 6,000-year-old apricot pit found at an archaeological site near Yerevan.”4

Indeed, an important cultural component of Armenian national identity, with 
its representations branded and promoted during the Soviet period, is the orange 
in the Armenian tricolor flag, which served as a metaphor for national unity within 
the Soviet community. In line with Alexey Yurchak’s allegory of pink and purple as 
the true color of communism for Komsomol activists in the latter years of the USSR, 
Maike Lehmann identified the apricot color as the true color of the Armenian Soviet 
hybrid identity. Her assumption is that the apricot color functioned as an allegory for 
the merging of the red communist and national Armenian elements during the Soviet 
period.5 After Armenia gained independence, these national colors obviously came to 
the fore, filling the daily reservoir of emotional attachments to the new nation-state. 
As the American historian Ronald Suny wrote after visiting post-Soviet Armenia: 
“Haiutiun (Armenianness) was everywhere in Armenia: in personal relations, in bar-
gaining at the market, in bureaucratic inefficiency, in the tastiness of the fruit.”6

While the apricot remained a symbol of Armenian prosperity and rural stability, 
in the 1990s, the pomegranate was transformed into a ritualized symbol of an 
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uncertain post-Soviet Armenia; tied to a wide scope of emotional meanings, from 
ethnic loss, blood, flight, and loneliness to universal love and hope.7 For a long 
time the image of pomegranate was used as a decorative element in Armenian me-
dieval Christian manuscripts. After the installation of the Soviet regime, however, 
it almost disappeared from Soviet Armenian narratives. The pomegranate reap-
peared in Armenia after Sergey Paradjanov, a Soviet non-conformist filmmaker, 
employed the fruit as a powerful aesthetic tool in his famous allegoric masterpiece, 
The Color of Pomegranates (1969). In particular, the image of a cut pomegranate 
and blood-red juice spilling onto a white cloth resembled the shape of the ancient 
Armenian kingdom and created a new symbol of Armenian culture and its survival 
in the twentieth century. The pomegranate owes its prominence to modern Arme-
nian intellectuals and artists who helped to dramatize national folk sentiments.

During the traumatic and challenging years after the collapse of the USSR,8 
Armenian souvenir makers, searching for their way in a market economy, turned 
the shape of the pomegranate into a variety of popular souvenirs and in this way in-
vented a new commercial tradition in Armenia.9 However, it would be misleading to 
reduce the circulation of cultural meanings for both the apricot and the pomegran-
ate only to Armenian narratives. Both fruits grow in Southern Europe, Asia Minor, 
Middle East, and China, and are widely used in local cultural representations as 
aesthetic symbols or as images of national revival. In particular, in the regions of 
the Caucasus, Turkey, Iran, and Central Asia, the image of pomegranate is shared 
by different ethnic groups, and is a common symbol associated with folk fertility, 
love, rebirth, vitality, and as protection against the evil eye.10

This chapter considers the relationship between nature and nationalism, focus-
ing on the ways specific trees are vernacularized in Armenia, thus contributing 
towards emotional consolidation within a patriotic identity. While it is beyond the 
scope of this chapter to consider the human nature-culture divide in detail, it is 
worth considering the role of trees and their connections to the social world, in 
other words the configuration of human and non-human forces. According to the 
literature, fruit trees in particular may act as a symbol of vitality, fertility, as an ob-
ject of religious worship (sacred trees), as evidence of genealogical connections, as 
an instrument for maintaining social order,11 or as a tool for territorial claims.12 On 
the one hand, there is an extensive literature that theorizes trees as passive plants 
by emphasizing the value of human authority.13 On the other hand, there are those 
who advocate seeing trees as active agents.14 There is a body of work, particularly 
in the post-colonial and post-socialist fields, which identifies the function of trees 
in the authoritarian and post-modern contexts beyond the traditional view of trees 
as part of the natural environment and its spiritual, mythological and utilitarian 
dimensions. On the basis of such observations, social anthropologists have concep-
tualized relationships between nature, material culture, and ideology in modern so-
cieties. Trees and tree landscapes can be shaped from “above” and act as a powerful 
tool in the process of vernacularization and daily patriotic processes.

There are many different forms of daily patriotism that reflect the ways na-
tional ideals and norms are perpetuated and circulated. Michael Billig’s work 
on “banal nationalism” is useful for understanding the mechanisms behind the 
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appeal to national symbols in modern everyday life.15 With the term “daily,” Bil-
lig is referring to the routine usage of ideological signs and symbols associated 
with a specific nation.16 The annual appeals for tree planting made by politicians 
are, however, only one part of the rich arsenal of symbols employed in banal na-
tionalism. More examples can be found in TV programs and social media, such as 
the proliferation of national cuisine or drink industry advertisements. The notion 
of “banal nationalism” describes a daily reservoir of emotional attachment to the 
state that can be mobilized and manipulated “without lengthy campaigns of polit-
ical preparation.”17 Similarly, Löfgren exemplified how the national aesthetic can 
be indicated and “flagged” in the life of citizens in Europe such as when cheese 
pieces are marked and decorated with the national colors.18 A recent volume ed-
ited by Mkhitar Gabrielyan and other Armenian scholars revealed practices of 
Armenian banal nationalism to be a “component of daily life.”19

Alongside the local practices of daily patriotism in Armenia, there is another di-
mension of maintaining cultural nationalism that is crafted by transnational actors, 
the members of Armenian diasporic communities. One can observe a recent rise of 
a new generation of diasporic Armenian organizations, particularly in the United 
States and Canada, that are increasingly interested in encouraging diasporic concepts 
of Armenianness on the territory of the Armenian Republic. Some of them are very 
much shaped by environmental discourses on saving the nation and its green spaces 
for future generations. I focus on one transnational “greening” campaign in Armenia, 
launched and funded by the Armenian Tree Project (ATP), an Armenian-American 
organization from the Boston area. Over the last two decades, this campaign has cre-
ated a considerable network between the United States and Armenia, and created a 
memorial landscape of the past based on a set of natural elements that are promoted 
as part of a distinctive Armenian heritage, such as the forest. An emotional act of tree 
planting is included in the repertoire of diasporic ritualized activities on Armenian 
territory, which seem to successfully mobilize a number of diasporic people to give 
donations and make trips to the homeland. I attempt to demonstrate how symbols of 
native nature are re-inscribed in the rhetoric of diasporic organizations and in this 
way produce new frameworks in which long-distance patriotism is constructed and 
maintained. I argue that planting trees can mobilize individual and collective action, 
drive investments, transform landscapes and, thus, reinforce territorial disputes and 
conflicts in Transcaucasia. In other words, behind the appeal to nature may stand 
powerful instruments, which can be employed in constructing a new sense of territo-
riality and patriotic solidarity across borders. Before I move on to this issue, a brief 
overview of diasporic visions of the Armenian homeland is required.

 Armenian Homelands and Armenian Diasporic Communities

The geography of Armenian communities is complex and includes multiple ex-
periences and movements over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that led to 
the formation of numerous diasporic centers in the United States, Canada, Brazil, 
France, the United Kingdom, Australia, Russia and the Middle East. The notion 
of the Armenian diaspora is prominent due to the fact that more Armenians live 
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outside of its homeland then in the Republic of Armenia itself. Simon Payaslian has 
indicated that the diaspora (spuirk) and the homeland of the Republic of Armenia 
(Hayastan) are “two separate entities, each of its own, and often conflicting, inter-
ests and priorities.”20

Referring to a high degree of social, economic, political, and cultural heterogene-
ity among Armenian communities, Susan Pattie emphasized that references to the 
homeland have been constantly revised and given different meanings.21 Acknowl-
edging different levels of homeland imaginaries, shaped by personal, individual 
memories and by the political level of attachments, Pattie identifies at least three 
parallel constructions of Armenian homelands and their boundaries.22 The first con-
struction of the Armenian diasporic homeland revolves around the term heirenik and 
Ergir (land). Armenian-Americans and Armenian-Canadians understand this term to 
refer to a grandparents’ birthplace in villages and towns of the “Western Armenian 
provinces” (Kharput, Mush, Kessab, Antep, and others), which were once part of the 
Ottoman Empire and are today located in Turkey. Thus, what is referred to in tradi-
tional diasporic terms as the “exodus land,” includes not only the Anatolian Plateau, 
but also other former Ottoman territories such as parts of Syria and Egypt.

The definition “Western” was invented by Armenian intellectuals at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century in opposition to the notion of “Eastern Armenian 
lands,” which refers to the present-day Republic of Armenia and Iran. To clarify 
these different homeland constellations and the related semantics, it is worth refer-
ring to linguistic distinctions. The terms “eastern” and “western” are used by Ar-
menians to differentiate two standardized forms of the modern Armenian language. 
Whereas Eastern Armenian has the status of the official Armenian language spoken 
in the Soviet Republic of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Iran, the Western Armenian or 
Turkish-Armenian language is found within Armenian communities in Turkey, the 
Middle East, the United States, Canada, Australia, and France.

The second and third visions of the homeland are both called Hayastan, yet the 
images and the embodiment of these homelands completely differ from each other. 
The second vision is an assemblage of mythical landscapes and narratives about 
the ancient kingdoms, past glory, and historical boundaries of Mets Hayk (Greater 
Armenia or Armenian Highlands), which dates back to 585–200 BC and a region 
that stretched from the Black Sea to the Caspian Sea. Armenians say that the his-
torical geography of the Armenian Highlands stretched between the Kura River, 
the Pontic Mountains, the Euphrates River, and the Taurus Mountain.23

The third homeland concerns the modern Republic of Armenia with its capital 
city in Yerevan and, until 2023, included the region of Nagorno-Karabakh (Art-
sakh in Armenian), which, although technically part of Azerbaijan, was an unrec-
ognized quasi-independent state for almost thirty years. This variation of Hayastan 
has clear-cut geographical and political boundaries, and identifies the Republic of 
Armenia as a sovereign nation with a political government body, Eastern Armenian 
as the official state language, and a variety of administrative divisions in place. 
According to Pattie, for many Armenian-Americans this Hayastan was considered 
to be a “small corner” of the mythical homeland.24 Two constructions of romantic 
diasporic homelands, the intimate heirenik associated with expulsion and violence 
and the mythical Greater Armenia, are both without clear-cut political borders and 
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can overlap with each other, especially in relation to artistic discourses and cultural 
memories. However, the territory of the Republic of Armenia, created in 1918 after 
the Russian Revolution on the territory of former Erivan Governorate, was always 
viewed as a separate entity that is ideologically distinct from the political state-
ments of diasporic community elites in the United States, Canada, and Western 
Europe. These groups prefer to define themselves as being of “Western Armenian” 
descent. The territory of the Republic of Armenia was rarely presented as the lost 
homeland of the Armenian Highlands and was seen as the “backyard” of the global 
Armenian world.25 By the beginning of the twenty-first century, however, Arme-
nian diasporic members appear more committed on an emotional level to Hayastan 
and increasingly perceive the Armenian state as “the homeland.”

The 1988 earthquake in Armenia caused an emotional outpour and active re-
sponses among western diasporic communities to Soviet Armenia, leading to a 
rise in humanitarian aid activity.26 In the 1990s, many second generation and later 
Armenian-Americans and Armenian-Canadians continued to donate sporadically to 
Armenia and its impoverished economy27 and a few of them occasionally undertook 
tourist trips to Armenia on an individual level. Since 2001, it has been possible to ob-
serve the growing popularity of homeland trips to Armenia among second generation 
and later Armenian-Americans and Armenian-Canadians. Channeling new pathways 
of belonging for assimilated diasporic members, members of Armenian diasporic 
centers are engaged in promoting multilayered connectedness between Armenia and 
diasporic centers in Boston, Washington, and Montreal. There are numerous cross-
border activities conceptualized as a diasporic bridge to the “lost” homeland. These 
range from NGOs supporting social and cultural projects to non-profit organizations 
facilitating a platform for future repatriation programs.28

 The Armenian Vernacularization of the Pine Tree

In spring 2005, the English language homepage of the ATP, a US-based non-profit 
organization, announced plans to its readers to plant 1.5 million trees on the terri-
tory of Armenia in memory of the 1.5 million victims of the Armenian genocide.29 
A flyer depicted a beautiful blue sky combined with the image of a plain green 
landscape. A large deciduous tree was growing in the middle of a crop field. Those 
who are familiar with the Armenian mountain and rocky landscape would not rec-
ognize the wondrous green landscapes shown on this flyer. The flyer also includes 
lines of poetry floating down from the blue sky to the earth.

For every tear of sorrow, plant a seed of Life;
For every fallen son and brother, grow a tree that stands for Truth;
For every widow’s wail mourning, play the dawn’s sweet symphony;
For stolen daughters torched to dust, give us beauty for their ashes
For every footprint swept beneath the desert sands, raise a tree of Hope.

Together with these poetic narrations, this advertising can be interpreted as an 
act of Armenian diasporic mourning and perceived as an artifact of the ethnic con-
tinuity. If we follow Simon Schama’s idea, these trees embody social and political 
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memory.30 Conflated with the intimate sense of a lost family member (brother, son, 
daughter, and widow), the past is associated with violence and loss, whereby the 
tragic past is metaphorically expressed through the image of a void space repre-
sented by terms such as “dust,” “ashes,” and “desert sands.” By contrast, the vision 
of the tree body fills the entire flourishing landscape and can be understood as a 
powerful regenerative symbol with the capacity to heal Armenia’s wounded history 
and produce a “good” future for the ancestral homeland.

More precisely, this example provides us with an illustration as to how Armenia 
is becoming a potential source of the diasporic sense of desire and regeneration. 
The ancestral homeland is visualized in the form of a green tree, an “ancestral 
shrine” to which the deceased souls of lost sons and widows can return. Trees are 
projected as new repositories of human remembrance and in this poetic and spir-
itual language, the souls of the dead can find their “homes” in the bodies of future 
trees. Such a narrative provides a good example of how imaginations and collective 
beliefs in a particular knowledge of the past shape the daily lives and contemporary 
identifications of Armenian-Americans. By appealing to the public recognition of 
Armenian loss, especially during the ninetieth and centennial anniversaries of the 
Armenian genocide in 2005 and 2015, respectively, diasporic Armenians are ac-
tively engaged in bringing a kind of control over the lost homeland.

The Armenian Tree Project was founded in 1994 in Watertown, Massachu-
setts, as part of the Armenian Assembly of America by Carolyn Mugar, a wealthy 
second-generation Armenian-American. The Watertown ATP office brings a large 
number of investments and capital into Armenia to establish nurseries, plant trees 
in parks, fund reforestation programs and setup educational centers in the northern 
part of Armenia for school and university students. In 2009, the Ministry of Educa-
tion adopted a new textbook elaborated by the ATP in Armenian schools.

The local office’s activities in Yerevan are divided into three main tree-planting 
strands: community sites in the city, developing nurseries, and supporting impov-
erished villages with a high percentage of refugees from Azerbaijan. The idea of 
planting trees was initially motivated by practical goals such as preventing topsoil 
erosion and supporting fruit production among villagers after the Karabakh war. 
Soon the ATP turned to renewing urban parks and community tree-planting and 
finally, the ATP expanded its activities to larger projects such as reforestation and 
environmental education programs in the Lori region, in the north of Armenia.

These tree-planting activities are financed by generous donations from a signifi-
cant number of second and later generation Armenian-Americans. The main aim 
of the campaign was to reach those who explicitly, and implicitly, associate them-
selves with a “secure and independent Armenia” and with the need to revive ethnic 
belonging based on the memory of expulsion and the genocide of Armenians on 
the territory of the Ottoman Empire during World War I. Indeed, memory of Arme-
nian loss and massacres has become a powerful symbol for successful fundraising 
campaigns within diasporic networks in the United States. Moreover, ATP receives 
some financial support not only from a cluster of American-Armenian family foun-
dations that have donated over $100,000, but also benefits from international or-
ganizations such as Conservation International and the World Wildlife Fund.
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Transnational tree-planting activities in Armenia sponsored by American-
Armenians in Massachusetts have had a particular impact on life circle rituals and 
event organizations within Armenian diasporic organizations. The composition 
of life circle events such as birthdays, anniversaries, and deaths are taking on a 
new transnational dimension. Increasingly, Armenian-Americans and Armenian-
Canadians donate to the ATP to commemorate the death of a family member. From 
the very beginning, the project introduced a “Green Certificate” that can be pre-
sented to donors confirming the sponsorship of tree-planting in Armenia. These 
activities include the emerging practice of “pilgrimage” to the sites of sponsored 
trees and nurseries in Armenia. In this way, through the transfer of arboreal meta-
phors, fund-raising campaigns to plant trees have synthesized with the diasporic 
desire to experience a sort of “homecoming.” A characteristic homeland tour to 
Armenia includes a visit to tree nurseries and educational centers, where “rooted” 
evidence of the Armenian revitalization, based on tree symbolism, is usually dem-
onstrated. For instance, one can find it in the office of the Karin ATP Nursery and 
Education Center. Fixed on the wall inside the center is a depiction of the Tree of 
Life. One can see a metal tree of an unrecognizable type with many leaves that are 
separate from each other. The leader of the nursery center identified this Tree of Life 
as a tsiran – an apricot tree used by Armenians to symbolize national prosperity and 
wellness. The leaves on the tree serve as small plaques on which numerous indi-
vidual names of donors and volunteers are engraved in Latin script. On the left side 
of the wall, brass shafts of sunlight are fixed over the Tree of Life. The rays serve to 
represent the unity of those who donate to the development of tree nurseries.

In January 2015, the ATP elaborated on its environmental programs by claim-
ing to have created a secure and green landscape in the Republic of Armenia by 
“planting fruit and shade trees in every community, reversing the loss of our forest 
cover, educating children about their environment, and advocating for the sustain-
able use of natural resources.”31 In his personal letter sent to thousands of donors in 
the United States and Canada, the managing director of the ATP, Tom Garabedian, 
emphasized:

We are grateful that you are a part of this story, and we hope that you will 
continue to sponsor trees with us today. A cluster of trees is $100, a grove 
is $200, and a single tree is just $20. Please give generously so that we may 
continue to create a green future for Armenia.

Another evidence of this secure and green homeland landscape can be found in 
a colorful postcard showing “before” and “after” images of the Mkhitar Sebastatsi 
school yard in Yerevan. In a manner reminiscent to a census, pictograms of hard 
data provide illustration: 4,497,869 trees were planted over twenty years, ATP has 
donors in fifty US states, 3,741,864 pounds of fruit were harvested, fifty-two types 
of trees (all native) were cultivated in its nurseries, and ATP has planted in 322 cit-
ies or towns over forty-one seasons.

It seems a sustainable scenario for the future is obvious. The mobile “trees of 
hope” planted on the Armenian soil become not only the enduring guardians of 
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the historical event, but they are also part of a larger process, and what I call long-
distance arboreal nationalism. One interesting aspect on this process is that it is a 
special tree, namely the pine tree (sochi tsarr), which takes a prominent place in the 
materialization of the diasporic desire. To illustrate how dead bodies of the past are 
symbolically turned into a living forest landscape for future generations, where the 
power of planting acts to maintain the Hayutuin (Armenianness), it is worth turning 
to some concrete examples.

 The Pine Tree

The Hrant Dik Memorial Forest

In 2007, after the assassination of the Turkish-Armenian journalist Hrant Dink in 
Istanbul, a group of wealthy Armenian-American philanthropists, among them 
Nancy Krikorian from Los Angeles and the Mirak family foundation, suggested 
planting a memorial forest of 53,000 pine trees – 1,000 trees for each of Dink’s 
fifty-three years. In this sense, we have an evergreen forest planted as a commemo-
rative ritual for a dead person. Isolated from the environment by a high metal fence, 
the Hrant Dink pine forest was planted by 2010 in Margahovit, northern Armenia.

The Sose and Allen Memorial Forest

In 2013, another memorial forest-shrine was planted in memory of Sose and Allen, 
a young Armenian-Canadian couple who, having repatriated to Armenia as volun-
teers with Birthright Armenia in 2009, died in a car accident. The ATP decided to 
create a “living memorial” to them by planting a pine forest in Stepanavan, north-
ern Armenia.

The Living Century Initiative

In June 2015, a new initiative was launched by the Armenia Tree Project called the 
Living Century Initiative. The aim was of this project was “to celebrate life and 
perseverance by remembering your roots and replanting them in our Motherland.” 
More precisely, the establishment of ten forests in northern Armenia was planned 
in memory of those places on the territory of the Ottoman Empire, which were left 
by Armenians at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The aim of 
this long-term campaign is to create and repopulate in a future green landscape new 
versions of cities such as Bitlis, Kharpet, Constantinople, or Kars on the modern 
Armenian territory of “hope.” In the newsletter, the ATP director explicitly invites 
donors to select their “ancestral region” and to make a generous donation to these 
planting sites. The main logic of these diasporic imaginaries is focused on the cen-
tral metaphor of ethnic loss and its regeneration.

The lines of a new geography of “rooted” forests coincide with the border 
regions of the Armenian republic, such as the Lori region in Northern Armenia, 
and Shirak on the borderland between Turkey, Armenia, and Georgia. The most 
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striking point here is the pine tree, which serves as the new symbol and metaphor 
of pan-Armenian diasporic solidarity, ethnic continuity, and trans-generational 
organic power among Armenian-Americans. In fact, the pine tree is rarely defined 
as a typical “native” tree in the Armenian ethno-botanical classification of the veg-
etation landscape, and environmentalists and experts identify it as a “non-native” 
species introduced in the nineteenth century from Crimea and Russia. Moreover, 
the image of the forest is rarely visible as a background or motif in the Armenian 
cultural repertoire. For centuries, the vision of nature in traditional Armenian 
culture and folklore was shaped by four central objects: mountains, stones, water, 
and individual (sacred) trees.

The latter differentiates Armenia from German, American, and Canadian cul-
tures, which tend to focus on the forest itself rather than particular sacred trees. A 
small green pine tree is depicted on numerous advertising flyers and Internet sites 
demonstrating the act of planting. According to my observations, the nature of this 
species is not questioned by those who are involved in this process, and is rather 
taken for granted by Armenian managers and donors. While coniferous, maple, 
and oak trees are also cultivated in ATP nurseries and community backyards, the 
pine tree is perceived as a neutral plant which can “save the planet” and generate 
Armenian self-reproduction.

However, the question remains as to why the pine tree, a “non-native” conifer, 
took up such a prominent position in the rhetoric and diasporic environmental inter-
ventions of these organizations. Why did they not choose another type of local tree, 
such as the plane tree typical of the region? According to the data collected during my 
fieldwork in Armenia and the Boston area, this decision was utilitarian in nature and 
referred to the pine’s symbolic status. In an interview in September 2013, the manager 
of the ATP nurseries in Margahovit (Northern Armenia) emphasized the pragmatic 
value of the pine tree. The most important reason for using pine trees rather than oak 
trees in the afforestation program in Armenia is the fact that the tree grows quickly 
in Armenia’s dry climate and, moreover, is easily recognizable in the landscape. The 
“evergreen” species reinforces the potency of the forest image:

You know, our donors already want to see the results of their investments 
after two years, and this demands a fast greening landscape. To plant and to 
grow the local plane tree or the Caucasian oak is a very time consuming and 
hard process. We need to demonstrate our temporal results and the pine tree 
is perfect for that.32

Thus, the forest is conceptualized as a repository for diasporic investments in 
the future of a homeland. In other words, this example reveals modern ideas of 
ethnic solidarity on the “territory of hope” rooted in global trees metaphors. If we 
compare the Armenian experience with the Jewish Zionist movement, there are 
clear similarities in the reforestation programs and centrality of the pine tree. Ac-
cording to Braverman’s studies on Israel, the pine tree is easily planted and evokes 
a nostalgic image of a distinctly Eastern European landscape in Palestine, which is 
appreciated by exiled Jews from Eastern Europe and Germany.33
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At the same time, there is a certain tendency in the discourses around Armenian 
celebration of future forests; they are shaped by a narrow diasporic hope for the 
“homeland” and the ethnic fear associated with loss, conflict, and a hostile environ-
ment. Diasporic activists determine cultural images of endangered Armenianness by 
referring to the environmental catastrophe in Armenia. These stories are framed in 
explicitly ethno-botanical terms and are based on a sense of native purity and indig-
enousness. The vitality of Armenia and its green landscape is to be restored through 
defending native plants and combating the danger coming from invasive non-native 
trees. Organized around a division between native and non-native species, the list of 
trees and shrubs foretells possible threats to the Armenian future:

There are many non-Armenian tree species (non-native species), which are 
invasive and can aggressively occupy an area by crowding out and eventu-
ally replacing native, indigenous species of trees. Unfortunately, in Armenia, 
after the massive tree-cutting period of the early 1990s the planting of inva-
sive species became a common practice, mostly due to lack of awareness of 
the ecological detriment that planting of invasive species can cause.

[…]

We generally recommend planting only species that are labelled as “native.” 
Any species labelled “invasive” should never be planted and actually should 
be removed whenever possible. These invasive species have a particular abil-
ity to produce thousands and thousands of seeds that can germinate, grow 
and eventually shade out native species.34

Among the eighty-four species of trees and shrubs registered on the list, only 
thirty-two were identified as “our native plants” for the territory of Armenia. The 
rest are classified as “non-native” organic bodies, among them Aleppo pine, Jerusa-
lem pine, European pine, horse chestnut, mimosa, Judas tree, European dogwood, 
Pagoda Tree, Nanking Cherry. Three of them are identified by Armenian-Americans 
as “invasive” and “extremely invasive.” Originating from China, the Tree of 
heaven (Ailanthus altissima) appears to be classified as the most dangerous one; 
Acer negundo (boxelder) is imported from United States and Canada, and finally, 
the Korean honeysuckle tree are considered to be harmful for local horticulture. 
Such essentialist intertwining of biological metaphors, environmental discourses, 
and national security reflect the logic of diasporic interventions and the arboreal 
language of diasporic patriotism in Armenia.

The image of endangered Armenianness may receive an explicit political di-
mension. A arboreal patriotic emphasis on the centrality of native plants in the pro-
cess of regeneration was easily transformed into a more radical non-environmental 
attitude, suggesting patriotic defense of the borderland in ethnic conflicts. For in-
stance, in the summer newsletter from 2016, the ATP emphasized their moral link-
ages to the mission of defending the nation, in particular during the recent armed 
conflict with Azerbaijan in May 2016. The executive director, Jeanmarie Papelian, 
included a vivid story of Andranik Hovsepyan, an ATP driver in Yerevan, who 
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immediately volunteered to help defend Armenia and whose body was depicted 
in a military uniform standing alone in a field: “We are so grateful for his service. 
Andranik is a veteran of the Artsakh war in the 1990s. He began work with ATP as 
a driver in 2006 and he was never late for an appointment.”35

Within this heroic story, the status of the driver hired at the local office in Yere-
van was transformed into the image of a patriotic soldier. The newsletter explained 
that after returning home safe, Andranik was promoted as a monitor for the ATP 
forestry team. Although the explicit reference here is to a heroic deed of a local 
ATP employer, the image of a volunteer’s physical body, standing like a lonely 
tree in a field, can also be seen as another diasporic imaginary in the process of 
“planting flag” on a homeland territory. The emotional power of trees can treat 
the land as sacred and mark issues of specific affective geography, and in this way 
become responsible for the construction of a moral landscape feeding the diasporic 
longing for the homeland. Emotional attitudes to trees and treescapes seem to play 
an important role in reimagining, re-claiming, and relocating the “shrines” of the 
ancestors with future implications.

Thus, starting in the mid-1990s, Armenian-American tree-planting activism in 
Armenia has been inspired and shaped by two modern doctrines used in global 
national and Western environmentalist movements. One is the Zionist construc-
tion of the “Promised Land” and the other is “global environmentalism,” a recent 
green movement countering the destruction of tropical rainforests. Additionally, 
the Armenian-American concept of rootedness also plays a role. This latter ten-
dency was very much influenced by the flourishing “roots industry” among middle 
class Americans since the 1980s.36

 Conclusion

In this chapter, I wanted to draw attention to the political life of trees and fruits 
in the daily construction of Armenian arboreal patriotism. Along with the central 
guardians of patriotic education such as textbooks, museum, exhibitions, and me-
morials, nature and fruit trees can be highlighted in the repertoire of ethnic repre-
sentations and mobilize modern long-distance nationalism. Rather than looking at 
trees in the environmental terms of protection and preservation, this chapter fo-
cuses on their cultural and political dimensions, which produce aesthetic symbols 
of power and a new sense of national exclusiveness. This exclusiveness finds its 
expression through green contours, native roots metaphors and a physical body of 
the homeland borders.

I argued that, although contemporary fruits and tree metaphors may refer to lo-
cal nature and environmental protection discourses, daily celebrations of the “apri-
cot” language and tree-planting activities can support the mobilization of people 
for a variety of political purposes. Second, the mundane physical act of planting 
a tree may reproduce and create moments contributing to a phenomenon that Irus 
Braverman described as “planted flags.”37 In her ethnographic research into the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Braverman showed how natural landscape, specific tree 
species, and law can be used in the struggle between Israelis and Palestinians. 
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While the Armenian case of politics of nature and its aesthetic differ from the Is-
raeli one in many respects, one can still identify some parallels in the strategies 
used for (re)claiming the national territory through an appeal to nature.

Yet the projection of the homeland as an evergreen landscape, which has 
been created by the ATP, is built on European and North American romanticized 
images of nature. In its aesthetic design and colors, the tree landscape differs 
from the traditional representations of the Armenian garden, which uses apri-
cot and vineyard metaphors. However, the romantic ideals and cultural prac-
tices of tree-planting work well transnationally. Though “planted flags” may lead 
to reinforcing an ethnic monoculture in a globalized world, Armenians are not 
unique in instrumentalizing nature for politics; in doing so, they have been very 
much influenced by outside forces. Starting in the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury with the rise of nationalism and continuing in totalitarian ideologies at the 
beginning of the twentieth century,38 the vernacularization of certain vegetative 
species became a global phenomenon.

If sacred nature is central to the construction of national identity, the same 
could be said of long-distance nationalism. I agree that the latter is more likely 
to produce a specific ideology, not just in terms of nostalgic songs and ethnic 
dance celebrations in immigrant communities, but also in cross border activity 
designed to influence the political situation and social order on the homeland 
territory. The emotional power of trees can treat the land as sacred and mark is-
sues of specific geography and personal identification, and in this way become 
responsible for the construction of a moral landscape feeding long-distance “ar-
boreal nationalism.” In this sense, I would suggest that symbols of fruit trees and 
forests should not be only conceived as elements of local nature and harmless 
greenery, but also as flexible means for political messages. Whereas a singular 
tree can be turned into a local “shrine,” forests may become the Promised Land 
as it occurs in Israel in the conflict between the Jewish pine tree and the Arabic 
olive tree. Botanic species can be turned into “natural monuments,” which can 
be ideologically claimed as being exclusively Armenian. Nature and forests may 
become “active” and “mobile” guardians of the national homeland and can serve 
as fences for disputed territories.
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National, European, or Multicultural?
Ukrainian History Textbooks Reimagine 
the Country’s Past

Serhy Yekelchyk

 Post-Soviet Hybridity

When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991 Ukrainian school textbooks still cele-
brated the socialist “friendship of peoples.” Mikhail Gorbachev’s glasnost was late 
in arriving in the Ukrainian SSR, where the conservative party leader Volodymyr 
Shcherbytsky made few concessions to the democratic opposition before being 
forced into retirement in 1989. That year, academic historians started cautiously 
exploring the Western and pre-Soviet perspectives on Ukrainian history, but school 
textbooks followed this trend only after independence.1

Their starting point was the late-Soviet concept of Ukrainian history, which 
fused the elements of a Marxist class approach with a peculiar version of ethnic 
history resting on the notions of the Russo-Ukrainian brotherhood and Russian 
guidance. The “friendship of peoples” paradigm served as the obligatory model 
for discussing the relations between the Ukrainian and Russian nations and, in 
general, the peoples of the Soviet Union, although it applied to the portrayal 
of their coexistence in the Russian Empire as well. In fact, the “friendship of 
peoples” was one way of talking about imperial hierarchies without using the 
word “empire.” Since Stalin’s time, a nation’s inclusion into the tsarist empire 
was decreed “progressive” mainly because it established a historical connection 
with the Russian people. In Ukraine, the alleged age-old striving to unite with 
“fraternal” Russia was enshrined during the 1940s and 1950s as the national idea 
of ethnic Ukrainians.2

In its fully developed form during the late-Soviet period, this concept of the 
Ukrainian past included several major components. Official historical narra-
tives started with Kyivan Rus’ as the “common cradle” of the Russian, Ukrain-
ian, and Belarusian peoples, then proceeded to the “reunification” of Ukraine 
with Russia in 1654. The master narrative continued to emphasize the Rus-
sian leadership during the Revolution, when the evil “Ukrainian bourgeois na-
tionalists” attempted to undermine the historical unity with Russia. However, 
according to Soviet textbooks, it was not they but the Bolsheviks who estab-
lished a Ukrainian polity in the form of the Ukrainian SSR and subsequently, 
in the course of the Great Patriotic War, gathered within it practically all the 
Ukrainian lands, which had long been divided among different states. The war 
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allegedly proved the Ukrainian people’s commitment to their historical unity 
with Russia, as opposed to a capitalist nation-state that would be a puppet of 
foreign imperialists.

The undoing of this late-Soviet historical model did not become the dras-
tic change that one would expect. First, the component of ethnic history was 
already present in the Soviet narrative, and only the national idea had to be 
changed from joining Russia to joining Europe. Second, the revision was neither 
wholesale nor immediate. The administrations of Presidents Leonid Kuchma 
(1994–2005) and Viktor Yanukovych (2010–2014), which are often character-
ized as “pro-Russian,” actually pursued a more ambiguous politics of memory. 
The historian Andrii Portnov has aptly called it hybrid or heterogeneous, be-
cause it allowed for the coexistence of seemingly incompatible interpretations 
in the context of diverse regional identities.3 To put it simply, history textbooks 
combined the elements of the old Soviet approach with those of the Ukrainian 
national narrative that had been preserved in the diaspora and transferred from 
there back to Ukraine.4 On the ground, teachers in Lviv could emphasize some 
aspects of these hybrid narratives and those in the Donbas, completely different 
ones. This ambivalence became gradually erased after the Orange Revolution 
(2004–2005) and more decisively, after the Revolution of Dignity (2013–2014) 
and the beginning of Russian aggression in 2014. This process unfolded most 
visibly, but not exclusively, in connection with the misleadingly called “decom-
munization” policies (starting in 2015) and the activities of the Institute of Na-
tional Memory aimed at undoing the legacy of Russian and Soviet rule.5 The 
2016 revisions to the school curricula were similar in spirit, introducing for the 
first time, for example, a notion already tested elsewhere in Eastern Europe—
that of the “Soviet occupation” (initially, only in reference to the outcome of the 
Ukrainian Revolution of 1917–1921).6

Chronologically, the important signposts on the road to a Ukrainian national 
narrative, no matter how hybrid, included the introduction of the concept of the 
Ukrainian “national revival” within the Habsburg and Romanov empires (in 
Vitaly Sarbei’s textbook during the early 1990s) and Fedir Turchenko’s reha-
bilitation of the nationalist side both during the Revolution and World War II in 
his popular textbooks that appeared in 1994 and 1996, respectively.7 However, 
it was the interpretation proposed by Stanislav Kulchytsky in the report of the 
working group of historians that he headed between 1997 and 2004, as well as 
in his textbooks, which came to prevail in the narratives of twentieth-century 
Ukrainian history.8 His interpretation allowed for the two presumably equal 
trends in the Ukrainian resistance movement during the war: the pro-Soviet and 
the nationalist.

This type of hybridity (in the sense of combining the elements of Soviet or 
Russian interpretations with those taken from the Ukrainian national paradigm) 
continues to survive in present-day textbooks, but there is also a deeper kind 
of hybridity marking the persistence of the Soviet-style understanding of social 
change and subjects of history.9
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 Writing Ukraine into Europe

In considering the development of the new, “European” narrative of the Ukrain-
ian past, one can see its complex interaction with the “national paradigm” and the 
Soviet legacy of history writing. The initial stage of this process involved a largely 
declarative Europeanization of Ukrainian history, which was often accomplished 
by Soviet-style methods. The actual transformation of Ukrainian history textbooks 
according to European models is going to take a long time.

It is worth noting that the European idea acquired new meaning in Ukraine 
after the Orange Revolution and the Revolution of Dignity. Under President 
Kuchma the notion of Ukraine’s European policy orientation coexisted with the 
view of Russia as also potentially European, even with the idea that the two 
countries could join Europe together.10 In 2002, the historians of the two coun-
tries held a joint conference on “Russia and Ukraine in the European Cultural 
Space.”11 However, Russia’s own “Eurasianist” choice under Putin, as well as 
the Russian’s leader’s condemnation of pro-Western Ukrainian revolutionaries, 
established in Ukraine the dichotomy between “Europe” and “Russia” as two 
opposing political choices. For many, this dualism rested on the long history of 
essentializing “Europe” and “Asia” as incompatible political and cultural enti-
ties—and assigning Russia to “Asia.” Disentangling the political choice and the 
historical stereotype will one day become a challenge for Ukrainian historians, 
but at present they are focusing on something else: the final purge of Soviet his-
torical interpretations.

When looking at Ukrainian history textbooks, one notices immediately that 
the titles of chapters and sections often coincide, either word for word or in part. 
This is because it is the program, approved by the Ministry of Education, which 
determines the main issues to be covered in the History curriculum. The textbook 
authors then try to tailor the structure of their texts to coincide with the program 
as much as possible. What happens as a result is that, by determining the chapter 
and paragraph titles, the Ministry defines the overall narrative frame. For in-
stance, if the section of the program and title of a chapter is about the “Ukrainian 
state,” then clearly the authors have to take a statist approach in this chapter and 
focus on a Ukrainian state as their central theme. Or, if a chapter’s title reads 
“Ukraine’s Participation in European Economic and Cultural Processes,” then 
clearly the textbooks’ argument is going to be about Ukraine having been a part 
of Europe during that particular historical period. What will be implicit in this 
argument is, of course, that Ukraine was not—or not really—part of the “Asiatic” 
Russian Empire.

What are the salient points marking the post-2014 textbook narratives? One 
marks the transition from calling the medieval state of the Eastern Slavs Kyivan 
Rus’—a term invented by modern historians—to referring to it as Rus’-Ukraine. 
(The chronicles called this polity simply the land of Rus’, thus leaving it to later 
historians to invent the name for the state.) The Ukrainian historian Mykhailo Hru-
shevsky (1866–1934) popularized the hyphenated name “Ukraine-Rus’” with the 
publication of his multivolume History of Ukraine-Rus’ beginning in 1898. His 
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original intention was to bridge the different terminology used by Ukrainian patri-
ots in the Habsburg and Romanov empires, but the term also undermined the iden-
tification of medieval Rus’ with Russia, while claiming it for Ukrainian history.12 
Present-day textbooks are opaque about their very similar ideological agenda; one 
of them explains instead that historians have every right to use the term “Rus’-
Ukraine” because most of this state’s territory now belongs to Ukraine: “The terri-
tory of present-day Ukraine constituted the political, economic, and cultural center 
of this large medieval empire.”13

Students find out from their textbooks that this medieval empire was both 
European and “multinational.” But what exactly made the Kyivan state Euro-
pean—and thus implicitly different from that of Muscovy and the Russian Em-
pire? A modern historian would look at the shared social and cultural processes. 
However, it would not make for a strong argument to claim, as one textbook 
does, that the similarity between primitive Paleolithic labor tools unearthed by 
Ukrainian archeologists and ones found in Germany, Poland, and Slovakia dem-
onstrates that “from the very beginning of history the territory of Ukraine devel-
oped as part of Europe.”14

Textbook authors also argue that the traditional periodization of the medieval 
period in Europe is fully applicable to Ukraine because the Kyivan state was 
“an organic component of medieval Europe.”15 Yet, there are serious problems 
in trying to fit Ukrainian history into the usual chronological borders of the 
Early, Classical, and Late Middle Ages, not to mention the absence of Latin as 
the universal language of learning. Soviet scholars had experienced difficulties 
with the application of the concept of feudalism to Kyivan Rus’, but had to use it 
because it was important for Marxist theory. Decades later, Ukrainian textbook 
authors kept it because it connected the Kyivan polity to Western Europe.16  
When everything else fails, there is also a circular geographic argument:  
“The periodization of Ukrainian history coincides with the periodization of the 
medieval period in other European countries. This is not incidental. Ukraine is 
located in East-Central Europe, and pan-European historical processes did not 
bypass it. Therefore, it is natural that the history of Ukraine is a component of 
European history.”17

However, one region of Ukraine is excluded occasionally from this essential-
ist Medieval Europeanness—the Southeast, where pro-Russian political parties 
predominated in recent decades, enabling the Russian annexation of the Crimea 
and parts of the Donbas. In ancient times, the Southeast “constituted the western 
section of the Great Steppe.” The attacks of the nomads arriving through this corri-
dor “undermined the economic and military might of our ancestors, and distracted 
them from the amelioration of their land.”18 It is difficult not to notice here an 
implicit reference to present-day events, as well as the unproblematic “othering” 
of this crucial region.

Textbook authors experience similar difficulties with the notion of Ukraine as a 
multiethnic land. One textbook even defines the Kyivan state as an “empire” popu-
lated by over twenty peoples, while another calls it “an early Feudal multinational 
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empire similar to Charlemagne’s empire.”19 The term “empire” is probably intended 
to underscore Ukraine’s past greatness, and it is used here in a positive sense; later, 
the same textbook speaks of Rus’-Ukraine as a “multiethnic state.”20 In contrast, it 
has an unequivocally negative connotation in textbooks dealing with the Modern 
period. Much more common in textbooks covering the Ukrainian history before the 
twentieth century is the positive affirmation of Ukraine as the motherland of all its 
nationalities—usually without any discussion of historical relations among them. 
One conceptual slippage in particular makes this omission possible: the failure to 
define the “Ukrainian people.”

Thus, students are told that “the Ukrainian land became the Motherland not 
only of Ukrainians, but also Belarusians, Russians, Crimean Tatars, Jews, Greeks, 
Karaims, Hungarians, Romanians, Moldovans, Gagauz, Poles, and Armenians—of 
everyone who, by the will of fate, connected their lives with Ukraine. The history 
of Ukraine is the common history of the entire Ukrainian people.”21 In this quote, 
the “Ukrainian people” clearly stands for the multiethnic population of the land 
that is now Ukraine.

However, the task of constructing a friendly, multinational Ukraine soon be-
gins to interfere with the equally important ideological agenda of separating the 
Ukrainians from the Russians as early as possible. For that purpose, textbook au-
thors need a different ethnic concept of the Ukrainian people. Thus, it is already 
during the Great Migration (fourth to seventh centuries) that the “foundations 
were laid for the formation of the three different East Slavic peoples: Belaru-
sians, Russians, and Ukrainians.”22 This statement also undermines the Soviet 
notion of the Old Rus’ nationality as the common cradle of the three East Slavic 
nations. But when exactly did Ukrainians become a separate ethnic group? The 
authors claim that it was the adoption of Christianity in the late tenth century that 
helped establish the political and cultural unity of the East Slavic tribes: “The 
Ukrainian ethnos was formed as a result.”23

However, the multicultural aspect is not really discussed. The authors state that 
there were other ethnic groups living in this polity, but they never really engage the 
question of the relations between them and the East Slavic majority or whether one 
can telescope back the modern notion of multiculturalism, which is linked to the 
equally modern concept of citizenship.

�Defining�the�Nation

The next salient point is that the concept of nation operates in many textbooks 
on two different levels. On the one hand, there is a notion, universally accepted 
in Ukraine, of the national revival that took place from the late eighteenth to the 
early twentieth century, and which is understood as a “recovery” of national con-
sciousness or “revival” of historical memory.24 This notion is based on the sound 
research of Western scholars on the social composition and ideological evolution 
of the Ukrainian national movement, but interpreted through the lens of Romantic 
nationalism, which in this case is supposed to be the object of study, but becomes 
instead a methodology. The concept of the Ukrainian nation thus introduced is an 
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anthropomorphic one, typical of the primordialist school: A nation is like a fully-
formed person, who is asleep but needs to be awakened by patriots. Once this 
happens, the nation proceeds naturally to fighting for its own state: “What results 
from the revival is the emergence and growth of the movement for restoring a na-
tive nation-state.”25 Ernest Gellner famously defined this type of patriotic belief as 
“sleeping-beauty” nationalism.26

Intriguingly, though, such a concept of the nation does not conform to the 
actual definition of nation that one finds in the same textbook: “A nation is a 
historical community of people that is formed based on the common territory 
they inhabit, [their] language, cultural features, character, [and] economic con-
nections.”27 This is the well-known definition that Stalin offered in his 1913 
work on Marxism and the National Question, except that the textbook does not 
mention the author and, in any case, the authors probably did not take it directly 
from Stalin’s work but from a long tradition of Soviet textbooks and dictionaries 
that defined a nation precisely this way. This is a good example of a holdover 
from the Soviet dogmatic version of Marxism, and there are more similar in-
stances in other textbooks.

But such dualism creates a problem for understanding the concept of nation. 
If a nation only wakes up at the time of the national revival, then who were the 
Ukrainians before that point? Some textbooks solve this difficulty by distinguish-
ing between an ethnos and a nation—the latter is defined as an ethnos that “entered 
the sphere of political life and determines independently its political aim, tasks, and 
ways of achieving them.”28 It may seem that the textbook author is stressing here 
the work of modern national imagination and perhaps even national mobilization, 
albeit through continued reliance on an anthropomorphic depiction of both nation 
and ethnos as united organisms. In reality, such a definition admits the possibil-
ity of bringing back primordialism though the back door: “The Ukrainian people 
remained in the condition of an ethnos for over a thousand years.”29 Furthermore, 
nineteenth-century racial-anthropology notions of the Ukrainian national character 
can be introduced as fully valid, in particular the supposedly eternal democratic 
inclinations of freedom-loving Ukrainians, as well as their dreamy disposition, ro-
mantic emotionality, and fatalism.30

Yet, in the end, this textbook’s actual description of Ukrainian nation building 
during the nineteenth century is also based on Stalin’s “objective” criteria. In addi-
tion to a common territory and historical past, these include economic ties, although 
the latter link back to ethnic features: “Fairs united the Ukrainian economy into a 
single Ukrainian national market” and, more generally, trade “assisted the forma-
tion of features common to the majority of the Ukrainian people.”31 Here one starts 
to wonder how to reconcile this nation-building role of capitalist trade with the 
predominance of Jews in trade and among the urban population in some regions, 
which this author also notes.32

Prominent in Ukrainian history textbooks is the term “national liberation 
movement” (natsionalno-vyzvolnyi rukh). It is applied across the board, starting 
with the Bohdan Khmelnytsky rebellion of the mid-sixteenth century. At least 
one textbook also insists that Khmelnytsky had a clear plan—even a “program” 



178 Education and the Politics of Memory in Russia and Eastern Europe

of Ukrainian state-building. The notion of “national liberation” is also applied 
to the discussion of the nineteenth century, even to its early decades, when pa-
triotic intellectuals had only begun formulating the cultural foundations of their 
people’s identity.33 If one is to believe that the Cyril and Methodius Brother-
hood (1845–1847) marked the emergence of an “all-national Ukrainian ideology 
shared by the Ukrainian aristocracy and peasantry alike,”34 then, indeed, the only 
task of Ukrainian activists would appear to be liberating their land from Russian 
imperial control. In reality, before 1917 their main task was reaching out to the 
peasantry, which had to be recruited for membership in a modern nation and, dur-
ing 1917 and 1918, transitioning from the notion of a socialist federation to that 
of independent Ukraine.

�The�Nation-State�and�its�Elites

The concept of a national liberation movement is especially common in the discus-
sion of the Ukrainian Revolution of 1917–1920 and the activities of the Ukrainian 
nationalist guerrillas during and immediately after World War II. This term is also 
used for the dissident movement in the postwar Soviet Union and the mass political 
mobilization in the years before the Soviet collapse. For example, the Ukrainian 
dissidents of the 1960s and 1970s “became a living representation of the inde-
structible nature of the Ukrainian national liberation movement, Ukraine’s striving 
for a better life and the creation of a sovereign independent state.”35

The authors conveniently ignore the fact that the majority of Ukrainian dis-
sidents used the works of Lenin to criticize the late-Soviet state, and few pushed 
for outright independence. In other words, the struggle for “national liberation” 
appears to be present constantly in Ukrainian history. This teleology of national 
liberation would look familiar to previous generations of Ukrainians, who studied 
from Soviet textbooks. The historical experience of the Ukrainian nation should 
be narrated as reflecting its principal aim, be it the reunification with Russia or 
the acquisition of a Ukrainian nation-state. If it is the latter, it introduces perfect 
logic into the attempts to establish the continuity of the state tradition, because 
it would make sense that the primordial nation was constantly attempting to es-
tablish its statehood.

It is easy to see that this statist understanding needs to be reconciled with 
the relatively more complex concept of a nation requiring a national revival in 
order to develop fully. This task is achieved through an emphasis on the national 
elites. Of course, scholars who have sought to explain the peculiarities of nation 
building in Eastern Europe have also relied on the concept of non-existent na-
tional elites (because the nobility had assimilated) and the development during 
the nineteenth century of a new type of national elite comprised intellectuals, 
who then start reaching out to the masses. But these followers of Miroslav Hroch 
proceed from the notion of a modern nation—as an imagined community and a 
horizontal brotherhood—only really coming into existence with the mobiliza-
tion of the masses.36 On the contrary, the textbooks imply that the “people” were 
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always Ukrainian, but the state existed only during periods when the elites were 
“true” to their nation.

Thus, one commonly encounters in textbooks the definition of Kyivan Rus’ as 
the “first Ukrainian princely state” and the Principality of Galicia-Volhynia as the 
“second Ukrainian princely state.”37 After that, the Ukrainian lands belonged to 
other states, until the next attempt to resume the national state tradition, the Khmel-
nytsky Rebellion.

Another important narrative thread is the participation of the Ukrainian lands in 
“European cultural processes” and multiculturalism, which comes back at various 
points and often in interesting ways. One recent textbook, for example, makes an 
outlandish claim about the Ukrainian history and the history of the Crimean Tatars, 
namely, that the Ukrainians and the Crimean Tatars shared a “similar historical 
fate” and that they were “united by a single motherland.” Such an interpretive turn 
goes contrary to the main tenets of national history as the history of the nation, and 
can only be explained by the Russian annexation of the Crimea in 2014 and the 
subsequent emphasis in Ukraine on the Crimean Tatars as the peninsula’s true own-
ers. The claim that Ukraine and the Crimea constituted a “single motherland” long 
before the Soviet Union came into existence is paradoxical. The Ukrainian national 
narrative continues to glorify the Zaporozhian Cossacks as the defenders of their 
country against the raids of those very same Crimean (and Nogay) Tatars. As we 
can see, the concept of motherland becomes very plastic here, which is generally a 
good thing because it defies any ethnic exclusivity.

�The�Nation-State�and�its�Others

At least, this is how things look in theory. It is instructive to examine the represen-
tations of another ethnic group, whose presence in the Ukrainian lands has been 
significant throughout history—the Jews. The Jews first appear (without any expla-
nations of where they came from), together with the Greeks, Bulgarians, and Arme-
nians, as traders at Kyiv’s public markets during the tenth and eleventh centuries.38 
After that they disappear again for a long period. Students are told that by the late 
eighteenth century, Jews constituted 3.5 percent of the population in Right-Bank 
Ukraine and 10 percent in Galicia, which made them the second-largest national 
minority after the Poles.39

Yet there is nothing about the relations between the Jewish and Ukrainian com-
munities or major changes in Jewish cultural life, such as the Haskalah. Moreover, 
on the rare occasions when the Jews are mentioned, the authors include them on 
the list of aliens, who took certain social sectors away from the indigenous popula-
tion. Thus, in the early nineteenth century in the Ukrainian lands of the Russian 
Empire, “Traders were predominantly Russians, Jews, and merchants of foreign 
origins (especially in the South), while tradesmen were Ukrainians.”40 Students 
do not discover what place the Jews occupied in the division of labor in the Habs-
burg Empire, and why, but are told merely that some small towns in Galicia were 
“almost completely Jewish” and that Jews constituted approximately a third of the 
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population in larger urban centers, including Lviv: “Traditionally their life was 
based on the precepts of the Talmud.”41

In this framework, it is only natural that Ukrainians are going to reclaim their 
social and economic place. Indeed, this is what the authors see happening in Galicia 
as modern market relations develop and peasants start “squeezing out the interme-
diaries of other national backgrounds, primarily Jews.”42 Fortunately, this process 
did not involve “bloody excesses,” because the Ukrainian Catholic Church “did not 
foment xenophobia and hatred of the Jews, who were of a different creed, but, on 
the contrary, called for religious tolerance and reconciliation.”43 This is, of course, 
an attempt to explain away the pogroms of 1881 in the Russian Empire, which are 
not mentioned in the textbook, even though many of them took place in what is 
now Ukraine. The authors imply that interethnic tensions resulted from economic 
competition, but the Ukrainian “national” church mitigated them, unlike the (im-
plicitly xenophobic) Russian Orthodox Church.

The Holocaust is mentioned in Ukrainian textbooks, but exclusively as a Nazi 
crime committed in Ukraine. They shy away from any discussion of the role the 
largely Ukrainian auxiliary police played in the Holocaust or the Jewish question 
in the ideology of the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists.44 Similarly, textbooks 
discuss only in an evasive way the ethnic cleansing of Polish civilians in Volhynia 
in 1943.45 This event is framed as the result of the Ukrainian nationalist insurgents’ 
failed attempt to “establish an understanding with the Polish national forces.”46 In 
addition to sharing (implicitly) the blame for the ethnic cleansing with the Polish 
underground, such an interpretation also bypasses the larger historical context. The 
Volhynian tragedy needs to be contextualized as part of complex Ukrainian-Polish 
relations, which involved an escalation of violence during the war years. At the 
same time, coordinated mass attacks on Polish civilians initiated in a single night 
throughout Volhynia were without precedent. Nationalist ideology and the wartime 
experience of mass murder must be part of the explanation.47

The methodology of constructing a history textbook in present-day Ukraine is 
also worth considering. An approach that is becoming increasingly popular in the 
upper grades is introducing longer excerpts from primary sources, seemingly a 
device for developing pupils’ ability to interpret historical evidence. But both the 
selection and the exact positioning of these texts in the textbook can be more telling 
than direct interpretive commentary by its authors.

For example, a textbook supplement for Grade 10—actually, several chap-
ters printed in 2015 as a thin paperback to bring the textbook’s chronological 
coverage with the changed curriculum—opens with a very long quote from a 
book that an émigré Ukrainian author published shortly after the Revolution 
of 1917–1920. The quote is so long that one does not see immediately where it 
ends, because it continues for over two pages. It can be mistaken easily for a text 
written by the authors, and for all intents and purposes it does serve as an in-
troduction to the book. It is this quote, rather than the authorial analysis, which 
introduces such important notions as the “inhumane rule of the Bolsheviks” and 
the “general terror against Ukrainians,” which they implemented.48 This infor-
mation is introduced through the voice of an émigré Ukrainian politician, but in 
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such a way that it can be mistaken for the voice of the textbook authors. Such a 
method of presenting major conceptual points is similar to the Soviet conven-
tion of quoting Marx or Lenin at length instead of formulating and substantiat-
ing their own conceptual vision. When one finds in the same publication small 
inserts of authorial voice, they simply continue the line that the Soviet power in 
Ukraine was a rule by “occupiers.”49

�Searching�for�Ukrainian�Capitalism,�War,�and�Revolution

In general, recent textbooks structure their narrative of World War II around 
the thesis of “two currents” in the resistance movement in Ukraine, the nation-
alist guerrillas and the Soviet partisans.50 Such a take on the war diminishes 
the contribution of the millions of Ukrainians who fought in the ranks of the 
Red Army—numerically the largest group by far of ethnic Ukrainians (and So-
viet Ukrainian residents of other ethnic backgrounds), who fought on the Allied 
side in the war. Conveniently enough, framing the Ukrainian war experience 
as a story of two, implicitly equal resistance movements also diminishes and, 
in many textbooks, erases completely the existence of the volunteer SS Galicia 
Division. Just like the experience of Ukrainians in the Red Army, the case of 
those who volunteered for the SS Galicia Division calls for careful historical 
contextualization—something that is difficult to achieve in a school textbook. 
Still, omitting such a discussion or cutting it short is not a productive solution. 
It is telling that such an approach to the war is not the result of the Russian at-
tack on Ukraine in 2014. It can be found in textbooks published during President 
Yanukovych’s term of office.

Another salient point is the one-sided discussion of the Revolution of 1917–
1920, with its social component given short shrift. Curiously enough, one can iden-
tify in textbooks a number of holdovers from the Soviet social sciences, but not 
necessarily any assessments of key events. The agrarian revolt of 1917–1918 and 
the upending of urban social relations are usually missing because the overall story 
is framed as part of Ukrainian state building, its principal milestones being the 
creation of the Ukrainian People’s Republic and the Hetman State. For textbook 
authors, the concept of a Ukrainian state is the central point of their narrative, 
whereas the notion of a social revolution is suspect; the latter is seen either as part 
of the Bolshevik plot to take over Ukraine or an unfortunate social phenomenon 
that contributed to the Bolshevik victory over the Ukrainian national governments. 
Hence the focus on the Ukrainian “state-building process” in 1917–1920.51

The combination of Soviet holdovers in methodology with the aim of privi-
leging nation and state building produces paradoxical results. Two textbooks in 
this sample featured a discussion of monopolistic capitalism as the late stage of 
capitalism—an explanation of why the revolution was historically predetermined 
that is taken from Lenin via old Soviet textbooks. This concept leads nowhere 
because the Ukrainian Revolution in the new textbooks is not a social revolt, but 
a national one. The textbook by Reient and Malii develops this contradiction to 
the fullest. On the one hand, it uses recognizable Marxist language in discussing 
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the development of the “rural bourgeoisie” and “rural proletariat” in the Ukrain-
ian countryside following the reform of 1861. The authors also reproduce Lenin’s 
definition of “monopolistic capitalism,” although they call it a “new” rather than 
“last” stage of capitalism.52 At the same time, they refrain from discussing the 
development of a revolutionary movement. Throughout the textbook, they em-
phasize the essential goodness of native Ukrainian capitalists, who allegedly 
cared well for their workers. The textbook authors finally attempt to suppress 
Marxist language in favor of a clerical nativism in a chapter with the bewilder-
ing title “Church and Religious Life in the Second Half of the Nineteenth Cen-
tury. Ukrainian Entrepreneurs-Benefactors.”53 There, students learn that, because 
the Russian Orthodox Church was in crisis, many seminary students “joined the 
ranks of the godless revolutionaries.” Since these revolutionaries could become 
“even more dangerous enemies of everything Ukrainian than their Orthodox pre-
decessors,” it was even more important that Ukrainian capitalists step in to sup-
port “Ukrainian spirituality and culture.”54

�Conclusion

To sum up, the representative selection of textbooks analyzed in this chapter 
demonstrates a rather slow transition to Western models. The European narrative 
remains largely declarative, because no Western-style historical methods are intro-
duced. Social history, the history of everyday life, women’s history, and the history 
of various minorities remain on the margins of Ukrainian textbooks, whereas in the 
West they have long been seen as fundamental. The national paradigm and political 
history continue predominating in Ukrainian school textbooks.

However, the reality on the ground, at least before the start of the all-out Russian 
invasion in 2022, has been different, because teachers have had their own political 
or regionalist sympathies. The regional nature of Ukrainian politics created pockets 
of post-Soviet nostalgia and pro-Russian sentiment in many eastern and southeast-
ern regions. For example, in 2016 a group of Ukrainian teachers in Zaporizhia, 
which included a school principal, was investigated by the Ukrainian security ser-
vice for their membership in pro-Russian social networks and the anti-Ukrainian 
statements they made there.55 The new language about a “Soviet occupation” has 
also caused unease among some teachers.56 An independent association of Ukrain-
ian schoolteachers of history and social science, Nova doba (New Age), has been 
working for two decades to assist teachers in the transition to new programs, but its 
visibility remains relatively low.57

Given that national history and Ukraine’s European choice have emerged as 
an important ideological battleground in Russia’s war on Ukraine, it is crucial 
that Ukrainian historical narratives transition from a declarative Europeanness 
to writing the history of Ukraine in a modern European way. Teaching students 
to deconstruct colonial narrative frameworks and understand Ukraine as a 
multiethnic political community based on democratic choice would give Ukraine 
an advantage over the rigid and confrontational kind of imperialistic history 
taught in Putin’s Russia.
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Guarding Against the Future
Socio-Political Contexts of the “List 
of One Hundred Books” for Russian 
School Students in the 2010s

Ilya Kukulin

 Author’s Note

This chapter was written in 2017 and edited in 2021. It was written on a very par-
ticular case and has largely become obsolete since the start of the full-scale invasion 
of Ukraine. If before 2022 it was useful to analyze how the features of Soviet cul-
tural policy are being revived in contemporary Russian schools, today researchers 
of Russian education have to talk and think about much scarier things: how humani-
ties in Russia’s schools, especially history, are becoming direct tools of Kremlin 
propaganda; how the Russian army and special services are pursuing a policy in the 
occupied territories of Ukraine that has clear features of cultural genocide: destroy-
ing Ukrainian books, prohibiting teaching with Ukrainian textbooks and/or in the 
Ukrainian language, etc.1 I have added some explanations in the chapter about what 
then happened to the people or campaigns I describe—but one wonders in what 
context the case I was studying now finds itself.

The list of “Putin’s hundred books” referred to in this chapter has long been ab-
sent from discussions of Russian school education. Its compilation and distribution 
can probably be considered simply a local propaganda campaign. Nevertheless, I 
think it makes sense to publish this chapter today. If we compare the case analyzed 
in this chapter with today’s “educational terror” in the occupied regions of Ukraine, 
it becomes clear that all these activities are based on the same idea: controlling the 
literature that adolescents and youngsters read allows political and/or cultural elites 
to determine their values and worldview. This notion probably exists not only in the 
minds of Vladimir Putin, Vladimir Medinsky, and other representatives of today’s 
regime, but also in the minds of some Russian educators. If we think now about what 
school education in Russia might look like after the collapse of the current regime (and 
I believe it is necessary to think about it now), it would be important to say that the 
dialogue between teachers and students should not be based on the idea of a “cultural 
code” that is allegedly obligatory for the whole society and does not change over time.

June 23, 2024
 Introduction

The type of political regime that developed in Russia across the 2000s and 2010s 
is often referred to by political scientists as “electoral authoritarianism” (sometimes 
“competitive authoritarianism”), using the term coined by Andreas Schedler in 2006 to 
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describe a new type of non-democratic regime.2 Kirill Rogov defines electoral authori-
tarianism as a “regime using democratic procedures in order to preserve the monopoly 
over the authorities”; however, both Rogov and others explain that democratic proce-
dures in the frames of such a regime drastically change the principles of functioning 
and turn it into a kind of recurrent plebiscite based on trust in the authorities.3 One 
of the main reasons for the popularity of the Russian regime in the 2010s was the 
mobilization of vast groups of the population based on foreign policy ventures and 
the corresponding alarmist and expansionist propaganda.4 In the second half of the 
2010s, a particular group of researchers focused on not only mobilization but also 
the formation of the “New Redistributive Coalition,” by which the political elite 
sought to expand the number of the beneficiaries of the existing order.5 

Political elites and the opposing “opinion leaders,” in terms of important issues, 
somehow appeared within frames of the same episteme (to use Michel Foucault’s 
term). They often seemed to use the same semantic “marking” political and social 
reality—even if they argued on the same issues in a diametrically opposed manner.

One of the most concealed pressures on Russian society of the 2010s was the 
fear of unpredictable changes in the near future and, particularly, of losing control 
over the younger generation.6 These concerns provoked extensive waves of “moral 
panic” concerning teenage activities on the internet, the most notable of which 
was the series of publications and legislative initiatives provoked by rumors about 
the “Groups of Death” on the social network “Vkontakte.” Initially, this chain of 
events started with an article by Galina Mourtazalieva published in the opposi-
tion newspaper Novaya Gazeta.7 “Systemic” political authors, also afraid of losing 
control over the younger generation, initiated a public speech by the video-blogger 
Sasha Spielberg in 2017, and later organized the “Gathering of Bloggers” in the 
State Duma (parliament).8 In the future, fear of the politicization of youth would 
lead to the mass securitization of politics in Russia, encompassing an understand-
ing of youth politics as a crucial element of national security, among other, equally 
extreme, measures.9 In the following chapter, I attempt to demonstrate how this 
mutual “framework” of fear of the future worked and continues to work in one 
particular case: the compilation of the list of “Putin’s 100 Books,” its usage in edu-
cation, and reactions to its publication from the intellectual community.

 The Emergence of the List

The history of the list began on January 23, 2012, when Nezavisimayia Gazeta 
published the article “Russia: The Ethnicity Issue,” signed by Vladimir Putin.10 
The publication was part of a series of pre-election articles that detailed Putin’s 
manifesto as a candidate for presidency (running de facto for a third term, having 
circumvented the stipulation of the constitution of the Russian Federation not to 
hold this post more for more than two consecutive terms). The article reads:

From the 1920s, a movement to examine the Western cultural canons de-
veloped in some of the leading American universities. Every self-respecting 
student had to read 100 books on a specially arranged list. In some of the 
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universities in the U.S., this tradition continues to the present day. […] Let us 
conduct a survey about our cultural authorities and form the list of 100 books 
that each graduate student of Russian schools should read. Not to memorise 
for school but to read independently. In addition, let us formulate a final 
exam essay on the materials read.

The context of the article predicted that the future list would not reflect “world” 
or “Western” standards, since the Russian cultural canon, as well as Russia itself, 
according to the author, represents its own “state-civilization.” “The core that holds 
the threads of this unique civilization together is Russian society and culture,” Pu-
tin (or his speechwriters) added, almost quoting the first lines of the Soviet Anthem, 
written in 1943 by Sergey Mikhailov to the music of Aleksander Aleksandrov: 
“Unbreakable union of free republics/Great Rus has united forever to stand.”

When referring to the “movement to examine the western cultural canon,” the 
author(s) of the article clearly meant the movement among American university 
professors to introduce the “Great Books” project to the course.11 American writer, 
musician, composer, and methodologist of higher education, John Erskine (1879–
1951), was the initiator of this movement. He started teaching the course at Co-
lumbia University in 1920. In his essay “The Moral Obligation to Be Intelligent” 
(1915), Erskine explained that studying the legacy of other civilizations—“Roman, 
French, Italian, Greek”—would allow Americans to perfect “sympathy to other 
times, other places, other customs.”12 An educated person who speaks English, he 
elaborated, is not only a descendent of the Anglo-Saxon culture but also of many 
others. On the contrary, the context of Putin’s article entails that its “canon” re-
sponds to the “cultural code” not of the West or Europe, but of a separate Russian 
civilization, “bound by the Russian cultural core”13 and attached to society—since 
it is a “state-civilization.” It was not university students who were invited to read 
these books within the new canon, but school students.

The “Great Books” courses took root and became the mainstream of the core 
curriculum in American universities. In 1990–2000, the so-called “culture wars” 
blazed around them: representatives of leftist circles among teachers and students 
critiqued the canon for being too Eurocentric and built on the works of “dead white 
men.”14 These debates, and their many overlaps, led to a reconsideration of ideas on 
the literary canon, involving greater heterogeneity and keeping the traces of long-
gone tensions between different cultures and the voices of not only the winners but 
also the defeated.15

Putin’s article ignored these debates, claiming that the “state-backed” canon 
would define the structure of the next generation’s consciousness: “the state is 
obliged and holds the right to direct its power and resources […] to the forma-
tion of a worldview to strengthen the nation.”16 The instrument of these kinds of 
accomplishments would have to be the “List of 100 Books.” The “literary ac-
cent” of cultural politics demonstrates another occasion where the ruling elites of 
modern Russia consider art as an instrument to instill “correct” values in society. 
Later, in 2014, such understanding of art was explicated directly in the anonymous 
annex to the official state program document (signed by Putin personally) “The 
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Fundamentals of Cultural Politics”—this near-official text with an unclear status is 
discussed in the following sections of this chapter.

Immediately after his inauguration for a third presidential term on May 7, 2012, 
Putin signed a decree “providing the security for interethnic harmony.” This decree 
demanded that the government of the Russian Federation create the “List of 100 
Books.” In fact, decree “on the interethnic harmony” consisted of only two points: 
the first demanded the establishment of an exam for obtaining Russian citizen-
ship,17 and the second the creation of the new Russian canon.

In summer 2012, the Ministry of Education and Science of Russia announced a 
competition to create the list, the institutional status of which was not very clear: 
whether the study of “100 Books” would be compulsory, to what extent these books 
would be included in the school curriculum, and so on. These questions have not 
been answered publicly. The University of Saint Petersburg, where Putin studied 
law, won the competition. A website, knig100.spbu.ru,18 documented all public dis-
cussions on how the list should be created, and a teachers’ conference dedicated 
to exploring how to incorporate the “List of 100 Books” into school curricula was 
held in Saint Petersburg. The reports of the conference were published in a special 
edition of the local magazine On the Way to New School.19

The list, created by a group of experts under the leadership of a Saint Petersburg 
University professor of pedagogy, Elena Kazakova, underwent direct editing by the 
presidential administration (it is impossible to find the names of who exactly edited 
it in the open reports) and was published in January 2013. Kazakova insisted that 
none of the works included in Russian school curricula would enter the list.20 The 
list itself was presented in the media as a realization of the President’s will. As the 
literature education scholar Mikhail Pavlovets writes,

… this approach ignored the importance of school students’ independent 
choice of books for leisure reading – reading adopted an even greater norma-
tive character, and the volume of the list made it impossible to master, along 
with the [school canon], in full capacity.21

In the list itself, books for children aged eight to twelve (Nikolay Nosov’s Dun-
no’s Adventures Series, Kir Bulychev’s Alisa Selezneva series, Arkady Gaidar’s 
Chuk and Gek), appeared alongside Russophone classics of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries (for instance, Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Idiot and Isaac Babel’s 
Red Cavalry), books of right-conservative Russian immigrant authors (Ivan Ilyin’s 
Three Speeches and The Russian Turmoil Memoirs by Anton Denikin22) as well as 
works of contemporary right-wing and monarchist historians and journalists (Alek-
sandr Bokhanov’s The Emperor Aleksandr III of Russia and Aleksandr Goryanin’s 
Russia: The History of Success). Such ideologized works have been accompanied 
by much more historically correct popular works by Yuri Lotman and Natan Ei-
delman. The list contains no works by contemporary writers—not one novel or 
playwright from the period following Soviet collapse.

The most remarkable political gesture was the editing of the list by the presi-
dential administration. The works of “sanctioned,” but innovative poets23 from the 
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second half of the twentieth century were removed from the list (Andrei Voznesen-
sky, Bulat Okudzhava, and Nikolai Zabolotsky—though they kept David Samoy-
lov, more “classical” in his style), as well as the works of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn 
and Andrei Bely. At the same time, some folklore epics were included: Kalevala, 
Alpamysh (variations of this epic occurred in various Turkish-speaking nations, 
but here the Uzbek version was chosen), Epic of Koroğlu  (the Azeri version), Epic 
of Manas (Kyrgyzstan), Olonkho (the Yakut epic songs), and the Kalmyk Epic of 
Jangar. This set of epic tales resembles the composition of Volumes 13 and 14 
(“Heroic Epos of the People of the USSR”) of the Library of World Literature—
a 200-volume edition published in the USSR between 1967 and 1977. In other 
words, the presidential staff clearly intended to make the canon more multi-ethnic, 
but replaced modern works with archaic ones, and in addition based their choice on 
a Soviet-era edition published many years ago.

The “List of 100 Books” included no epic tales of foreign literatures, with the 
exceptions of those who gained independence from the USSR in 1991 (Uzbeks, 
Kazakhs, Azeris) and a few works of authors from former Soviet countries such as 
Georgia, with Medieval The Knight in the Panther’s Skin (c. 1189–1212) by Shota 
Rustaveli and Me, Grandma, Iliko and Illarion (1960) by Nodar Dumbadze. The 
latter was apparently included because it is set during World War II, and politicized 
narratives about this war are very important—increasingly important over the 
years—to Putin’s regime. Similarly, of pieces written in the languages of ethnic 
minorities living in Russia, the list included only archaic epics. The list included 
only a few books by authors who were on the cusp of modern literatures of Russia’s 
ethnic minorities like Kosta Khetagurov (Khetӕgkaty Kosta) in Ossetian litera-
ture, and Ğabdulla Tuqay in Tatar literature. Chinghiz Aitmatov, a native Kyrgyz 
writing mostly in Russian, and Avar poet Rasul Gamzatov,24 seem to tokenize the 
contributions of modern “ethnic minorities” to the list. The works The Dead Feel 
No Pain and Sotnikov by Vasil Bykaŭ are also included in the list. Bykaŭ wrote in 
Belorussian but is usually perceived in Russia as a Russian author.25

As Putin admits in his article “Russia: The Ethnicity Issue,” his imaginary 
“Society-Civilization” exists in the limits of the former Soviet Union, and the new 
canon of “Great Books” having been created for exactly that “civilization”: “Our 
national and migration problems are linked directly to the fall of the Soviet Union, 
and in fact, historically, to Great Russia, which formed its basis in the eighteenth 
century”26 (Putin did not answer then whether this “basis” included the part of 
Poland which was annexed to Russia in 1795 after three partitions; however, be-
tween 2023 and 2024, he repeatedly threatened Poland and claimed that part of the 
territory of present-day Poland had been “gifted” to it by the Soviet Union). The 
expansionist actions of Russia in 2008—the violent withdrawal of Abkhazia and 
South Ossetia from Georgia27—were carried out under slogans “enforcement for 
peace” addressed against Georgia’s then-president Mikheil Saakashvili.

This rhetoric of protecting and strengthening the “Russian world” provided the 
ideology for the expansionist acts that were to follow: the annexation of Crimea, 
the military invasion of Western Ukraine in 2014, and the full-out war unleashed by 
Russia on Ukraine in February 2022. This sharply increased the importance of the  
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“Russocentric” component in foreign policy rhetoric and created an obvious con-
tradiction: on the one hand, Russia is a multinational federation, and on the other 
hand, the leadership of the country is represented in its media as the only advo-
cate and protector of the interests of the “Russian world,” which is much broader 
than the country’s own territory. Ethnonationalist justifications of external expan-
sion logically require that the internal cultural spaces of Russia are presented 
as homogeneous, after the elements of federalism in Russia have already been 
minimized.28

Let us now return to the series of the “100 books.” After interventions by editors 
of the presidential administration, the list adopted a clear political direction. The 
Russian authors on the list represented the cultural “older brothers,” while other 
nationalities in Russia and the former Soviet countries were, first and foremost, the 
carriers of timeless ancient cultures.

 From Modernism to Folklore: Demodernization and Stalinist 
Cultural Politics

The list of the 100 books is reminiscent of the characteristics of Soviet national pol-
itics of the 1930s. In the 1910s–1920s, within the framework of “indigenisation” 
policy, the Soviet government entered into a strategic alliance with leftist-democrat 
intelligentsia, oriented toward solving educational problems, and with scholars of 
“national republics” in order to solve the challenges of mass cultural construction.29 
In “national” areas of the USSR, this construction has evoked an interest in Western 
literatures and was connected with the inclusion of modernist authors in the literary 
and political establishment of the new “union” and “autonomous” “Soviet socialist 
republics.”30 Such “socialist modernists” might include Magzhan Zhumabai (Zhuma-
baev) (1893–1938) of Kazakh literature, Abdullah Qodiriy (1894–1938) of Uzbek 
literature, Platon Oyunsky (1893–1939) of Yakutian literature, and others.

In the second half of the 1930s, the majority of these modernist writers were 
arrested and many executed. Among the imprisoned or sentenced to death were 
the poet Tima Ven (Veniamin Chistalev, 1980–1939), Udmurt prose writer Ke-
dra Mitrei (Dmitrii Korepanov, 1892–1949), Udmurt poet Kuzebay Gerd (Kuzma 
Chainikov, 1898–1937), Mari writer Sergei Chavain (Grigoriev, 1888–1939), 
Mordovian poets Yakov Kuldurkaev (1894–1966, Erzia branch of Mordovians), 
and Vasily Viard (Ardeev, 1907–1972, Mokshan branch of Mordovians).31 An en-
tire generation was thus eradicated from cultural life, and, in some cultures of the 
USSR, first generations of modern writers such as Sergei Chavain, author of the 
first ever poem published in the Mari language (“Grove,” 1905).

Instead, the main authors of “national” literature presented by the regime were 
either poets writing in the style of folklore, or folklore storytellers such as Lez-
gian poet-improviser Suleyman Stalsky (Suleyman Gasanbekov) (1869–1937) or 
Kazakh akyn, Jambul Jabayev (1846–1945).32 This paradigm shift was of huge 
cultural and political significance; the replacement of modernist Zhumabai with 
folklore-style Jabayev, for instance, implied a relegation of small cultures from 
“equals” to folklore, “national in forms and socialist in content.”33 Thus, from 
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the first half of the 1930s, the policy of supporting national cultures in the USSR 
obtained clear characteristics of cultural imperialism. Soviet “subalterns” would 
speak as if on their own behalf, but these statements would be carefully dramatized, 
demodernized, and “reduced” to folklorist expression34 located in the political con-
text of “national Bolshevism”35 and turned into a new cultural norm.

After the 1930s, national cultural politics in the USSR changed several times. 
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, cultural life was revived in “Soviet” and “au-
tonomous” republics. New authors entered the cultural stage, including those 
who—albeit cautiously—admitted to engaging in aesthetic experiments. These 
experiments were presented in books written in both in languages of “national 
republics” and in Russian, with elements of ethnic “exoticism” (Fazil Iskander, 
Gennadiy Aygi, and others.). However, “archaising” and “folklorising” norms 
persisted from the 1960s to the 1980s as compulsory instruments in the cultural 
politics of the Soviet Union. When necessary, Soviet cultures were presented to 
other societies as timeless and exoticized.

With the “List of 100 Books” this norm yet again took center-stage, despite 
the inclusion of Fazil Iskander’s ironic and modernist novel Sandro of Chegem in 
this list: this work as well as a book by Nodar Dumbadze were rare exceptions. 
Even such long-developed and diverse literature as that of Armenia—with its rich 
twentieth-century literature by writers such as Yeghishe Charents, Paruyr Sevak, 
and Gurgen Mahari—was represented on the list only by the ancient epos David of 
Sassoun. As mentioned above, the only exceptions to the rule were the Romantic 
authors who died before the 1917 Revolution—Ğabdulla Tuqay (1886–1913) and 
Kosta Khetagurov (Xetægkaty Khosta, 1859–1906). Presumably these were in-
cluded in the list because, first, their works were incorporated into the Soviet canon 
and, second, it was easier to ascribe these texts meaning of timeless “oriental exot-
ics” than to those of early Soviet “national-modernist” authors.36

The “List of 100 Books” was presented as “recommended” only verbally—in 
practice it was immediately incorporated into the school curriculum. Simultane-
ously coinciding with the list’s publication, on January 16, 2013, the then Deputy 
Minister of Education, Natalya Tretiak,37 sent a memo to heads of education de-
partments of all regions and republics of the Russian Federation demanding that 
they “inculcate a positive image of the 100 Books amongst the younger generation 
and actively work with it.” In 2013, the books from the list were released by the 
publishing house OLMA Media Group as a unified series of “100 Books on his-
tory, culture and literature of people of Russian Federation.” In 2013 and 2014, the 
books were sent to various school libraries throughout Russia.

In the OLMA publications, one can find a small, but very important difference 
from the originally published list. A poem by Ğabdulla Tuqay “Şüräle” was sepa-
rately positioned in the list. However, “Şüräle” is a small work, approximately thirty 
pages of typographical text. In the OLMA series, this text was lengthened by a 400-
page volume “Şüräle. Tatar Folk Tales,” which included folkloric works alongside 
Tuqay’s poem. The only Tatar (and essentially, the only Turkic) post-revolutionary 
writer, whose book entered the OLMA series, was Musa Cälil (1906–1944)—a 
poet, who was captured by Germans in 1942 and later joined the Nazi-organized 
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Idel-Ural Batallion of Tatars, where he joined the underground group of resistance 
and was sentenced to death in Berlin in 1944. Consequently, the list presents the 
non-Russian nationalities of Russia mostly as archaic or militant—for participation 
in World War II, known in USSR as the Great Patriotic War (a novella by Nodar 
Dumbadze addresses the same subject). While Soviet and post-Soviet propaganda 
praise these events as having united all peoples of the Soviet Union, the propa-
ganda remains silent regarding those deported to Siberia between 1943 and 1944.

 Alternatives to “Putin’s List”

On March 15, 2013, a conference was held in the Writer’s House of Saint Peters-
burg regarding another list, later referred to as “100+,” that only included foreign 
literature.38 The presentation was arranged by the Russian Union of Writers and 
the Institute of Modern State Development (IMSD), non-governmental right-wing 
conservative organizations politically close to Vladimir Putin, but not particularly 
influential or participative in implementing state decisions. While the creators of 
this list are unknown, its composition is more balanced than that of “Putin’s list,” 
including works by authors from Europe, Asia, and Africa (Yasunari Kawabata, 
Lao She, Amos Tutuola, Ben Okri), as well as works published relatively recently, 
for instance Crabwalk by Günter Grass (2002).39 However, this list did not receive 
any state support. The books were neither published as a separate series, nor were 
they distributed to school libraries.

After 2013, the state’s list of “desirable” works beyond the school curricula began 
to multiply. On November 16, 2015, the Ministry of Education signed an agreement 
with the Russian School Library Association to compile three more lists of books for 
leisure reading by school students, now structured in terms of age-group. These lists 
were developed by librarians from the Konstantin Ushinsky State Scientific Peda-
gogical Library in Moscow, and distributed by the MoE to the heads of education 
departments of the regions and republics that are part of Russia on April 14, 2016. 
These lists are intended for school students in the first to fourth grades (ages 7–10), 
fifth to ninth (ages 11–15), and tenth to eleventh (ages 16–17). They contain different 
numbers of books, with the first presenting 83, the second 160 (!), and the third 77. 
Russian authors occupy the majority of the lists, with only few western and almost 
no other authors of non-Russian literature (Fazil Iskander’s appearance on the list can 
only be explained by the fact that he wrote in Russian about Abkhazia, which is now 
part of independent Georgia, recognized by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Russia 
as an independent state). With the inclusion of Tales of the Russian Peoples for first 
to fourth grades, the logic is very similar to that of “100 Books.” In the list for fifth to 
ninth grades, the Karelian-Finnish epic poem Karevala is also included. Meanwhile, 
the list for tenth and eleventh grades features the works of contemporary and living 
literary figures such as Sergéi Gandlevski, Timur Kibirov, Yevgeni Grishkovetz, and 
Lyudmila Petrushevskaya, although there are no works of literature by any authors 
from non-Russian nations at all.

The letter to the heads of all schools in the area and city education departments 
from the Ministry of General and Professional Education of Sverdlosk Oblast is 
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available on the Internet: the “List of 100 Books” and others listed above, made by 
Konstantin Ushinsky Library workers, were enclosed in this letter. According to this 
document, the lists were sent in order to “be used for working practices.” 40 It can be 
assumed that similar letters were also distributed to other regions of Russia.

Besides the state’s lists, private initiatives had emerged to supplement or com-
pete with “Putin’s list” for schools. However, only a few challenged the idea of 
drawing up such a list for obligatory leisure reading or insisted that recommenda-
tions for leisure reading be individualized41 (one of the few exceptions being that 
of education theorist Elena Romanicheva, who made her own offers before the 
final version of a new canon appeared42). Shortly after the publication of the “List 
of 100 Books,” Dmitry Bykov, a poet, novelist and journalist, presented his own 
variation of the “100 books everyone should read” for compulsory reading, declar-
ing his opposition to Vladimir Putin’s regime,43 in an appendix for the newspaper 
Sobesednik.44 All components of this list were accompanied by Bykov’s notes and 
the portraits of the authors. “Here are the one hundred books that I admire more 
than anything. Besides, it seems to me that they are the best in helping a person 
grow – to a degree that reading can affect a human at all in the first place,” Bykov 
commented. However, he also supported the list of 100 Books, promulgated by the 
Ministry of Education and Sciences. “The point […] is not that a young person will 
only read these 100 books and no others. It is that these 100 books are foundational 
for their development so they cannot be avoided in any way,” stated Bykov on 
February 5, 2013, at an online conference on “Putin’s list.”45

Bykov’s approach to leisure reading as based on the “compulsory” list was close 
to the one of Marietta Chudakova (1937–2021), a famous journalist and cultural 
historian who up until her death was an even more radical opponent of the current 
regime in Russia than Bykov. Between 2009 and 2012, she released three volumes 
of the book Not for Adults! Time to Read, with comments on the list of books 
“every youngster” should read.46

In May 2013, the editorial offices of popular political journals The Expert and The 
Russian Reporter prepared the list of 100 books under the name “The Genome of the 
Russian Soul.” The file went viral on the internet, bearing the title “100 books with 
which Russians differentiate themselves from others.”47 Based on poll responses 
from newspaper readers, this list was presented as affirmative rather than prescrip-
tive. The authors openly declared their disagreement with “Putin’s list”:

To put it mildly, the set [compiled by the Ministry of Education] turned out 
to be quite strange. However, we do not intend to compete with the Ministry. 
We are not talking about what books should be read, but about which books 
Russians have already read and remembered; the books that are the part of 
the cultural code of the nation.

The authors of the comments to this list (Olga Andreeva, Yulia Idlis, Konstan-
tin Milchin, and others) explicitly declared that the “cultural code”—much like 
a genome—described the characteristics of cultural consciousness of all Russian 
language readers of Russia.



Guarding Against the Future 195

The very term “cultural code,” essentially understood as the general element of 
consciousness of all members of society, is a strong weapon in the demodernization 
of the intellectual discourse of contemporary Russia under the guise of introducing 
it to new academic terminology. Putin himself used the term in his article “Russia: 
The Ethnicity Issue,” as did the authors of “Fundamentals of the State Cultural Pol-
icy” (accepted by Putin’s decree on December 24, 2014).48 It was also used by the 
authors of the controversial anonymous annex to the latter, titled “‘Fundamentals’ 
of ‘Fundamentals’: About meanings of the state cultural policy,”49 published by the 
Russian Ministry of Culture in a brochure with the official text of the document.

Despite the conflict with experts from the Ministry of Education (and the 
presidential administration), the authors of The Expert and The Russian Reporter 
projects appeared aligned with Putin and his subordinates on a significant point: 
the list of “main” books is understood to be essential as the materialized expres-
sion of “cultural code,” allegedly common for all Russians, regardless of their 
cultural affiliation. But while Putin believes that this “code” needs to be shaped 
via concerted efforts in order to foster consciousness of an “imaginary commu-
nity,” Olga Andreeva, Yulia Idlis, and their co-authors maintain that this “code” 
already exists independent from Putin, and is slowly changing by its own rules, 
just like any other biological system. Behind such essentialist understanding, 
perhaps, lies the non-reflected memory of the Soviet ideologeme of a unified 
“people” allegedly sharing similar values.50

After 2013, national media barely mentioned the project, presumably due to the 
annexation of Crimea, Russia’s aggression in Eastern Ukraine, and the propaganda 
that led to the removal of previously popular subjects from the public arena. How-
ever, the idea of the list with compulsory books for leisure reading, as well as the 
“political halo” of the concept (reminiscent of the “semantic halo” of poetic meter), 
was kept alive. Putin’s article, “Russia: The Ethnicity Issue,” activated rhetorical 
appellation to “books crucial for the canon of civilization” (or, to be more precise, 
“state-civilization”). These books are considered in Russia not of educational, but 
of moral and political significance.

This rhetoric in theory of education was created as early as the 1910s by John 
Erskine (in his essay “The Moral Obligation to Be Intelligent”), but Putin’s speech-
writers (apparently together with Putin himself) radically reinterpreted Erskine’s 
message: from universalist to isolationist and culturally imperialist. While Erskine 
endeavored to include the education of American society in an all-Western (or even 
global) cultural context in his writings, the preparation and distribution of “Putin’s 
list” was generally declared as aimed toward interethnic relations within Russia. 
Both Putin’s rhetoric and educational practice with the concept of a “school canon” 
in its late Soviet interpretation contradicts the concept of “Great Books” that Erskine 
had compiled for universities. In contemporary Russia’s educational policies:

the emergence [of a school canon] and especially its “kernels” was “natural-
ised” – in other words, his supporters began to interpret it as something that 
naturally, organically grows out of the thickness of the people’s soil, being 
determined by the very mechanisms of national culture.51
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The new canon is thus proposed on the basis of crossing the habitual idea of 
“organically grown” and politically necessary reading. Today, Igor Sukhikh, a phi-
lologist from Saint Petersburg and author of the book The Russian Canon, is the 
main theorist on an “authentic” conceptualization of the canon. The name of his 
book is reminiscent of The Western Canon by Harold Bloom (a book to which 
Sukhikh directly refers). Here again, we see the implicit indication of a “special 
path.” However, Sukhikh’s conception is internally contradictory. He insists that 
the list of thirty books he has compiled is selected by “history,”52 but includes 
complex and/or expressive of traumatic experience works that are most often in-
terpreted in criticism as subversive, that is, non-canonical or even anti-canonical in 
their poetics; such as Andrei Bely’s Petersburg, Georgy Vladimov’s The General 
and His Army, and Leonid Dobychin’s The Town of N.

 Education as an Instrument of Political Management

Mikhail Pavlovets is right in highlighting that the “List of 100 Books” is a state 
attempt to regulate children’s leisure outside of school. Efforts to determine what 
children and teenagers read outside of school in order to “grow as a right person” or 
as an exemplary citizen of Russia, became infectious, presumably because repre-
sentatives of the political establishment, education officials, and independent opin-
ion-makers feared losing control over the vital world of the younger generation and 
forcedly sought to design their future value systems. The control of what young 
people read in their leisure time appears to be one of the instruments to this end.

However, it is unclear how productive this control is in reality. Right up until 
the start of the full-scale invasion, there was a growing intergenerational crisis in 
Russia.53 After the invasion began, a significant proportion of young people appear 
to have been intimidated and/or conscripted into the army, and non-conformists 
were targeted by the police and FSB (the secret police): between 2022 and 2024, 
there were numerous trials in Russia in which very young people were accused of 
“spreading fakes about the army” for disseminating online reports by Western or 
Ukrainian news agencies about the crimes of the Russian army or talking about 
these crimes in videos.

For all the claims in Putin’s decree of a will to strengthen interethnic “concord,” 
the “List of 100 Books” presents non-Russian ethnicities of Russia and the former 
USSR mostly as archaic or warring. It seems that officials of the presidential ad-
ministration were seeking to solve two contradictory issues at the same time, first, 
by metonymically pointing to the borders of the USSR (“the Great Russia”) as the 
right edges of the “state-civilization,” the canon of which is declared in the “List of 
100 Books,” and second, by discrediting in advance the ideas of cultural autonomy 
of the non-Russian population of Russia. The list represents a striking contrast be-
tween diverse and relatively modernized Russian literature and humanities, and the 
patriarchal customs of other ethnic groups, preserved in epic legends. This creates 
an impression of Russian culture as dominant and the most modernized within the 
post-Soviet space. Indeed, one does not have to read all 100 books in order to gain 
this impression; a brief glance at the list is enough.
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The education policies of Russia in the 2000s and 2010s were regularly used to 
combat not only ethnic separatism, but even the chances of its appearance. On De-
cember 1, 2007, the State Duma approved the Federal Law no. 309-FZ “On amend-
ing some legislative acts of the Russian Federation regarding changing the concept 
and structure of the state educational standard.” With this act, ethnic autonomies 
within Russia lost their right to insert their own sections into all-Russian school 
curricula—the so-called national and regional component of the state standard of 
universal education.

When the “List of 100 Books” was made public in 2013, the fight against separa-
tism was becoming one of the state’s priorities. In Fall that year, after the “president’s 
list” had been compiled and before the annexation of Crimea, work on legislative 
registration of prosecutions for “separatism,” understood as broadly as possible, be-
gan. Later, on December 28 that year, Russia approved the Federal Law no. 433-FZ, 
which introduced a new Article 280.1 into the criminal code: “On responsibility for 
appeals to violations of territorial integrity” of the Russian Federation. According 
to sociologists, an insignificant minority of the Russian population was prepared to 
support separatist slogans.54 Nevertheless, persecution of civil activists began imme-
diately, in line with the new article of the criminal code.55 On July 21, 2014 (at which 
point the battles in Western Ukraine were already underway), the new amendments 
increased the maximum term of imprisonment under Article 280.1, which allowed 
the court to detain those suspected of “appeals to separatism.” Since 2015, this article 
has been used repeatedly, and a number of sentences have been passed for actual or 
conditional prison terms. This increased punishment for “calls for separatism” has 
two purposes: to prohibit calling the Russian-occupied territories of Ukraine part 
of Ukraine and to block any autonomist (not even separatist!) movements of ethnic 
minorities. In modern Russia, even a map on which Crimea or the Donetsk region are 
marked as Ukrainian territories can become a formal basis for criminal prosecution. 
Thus, the fight against the specter of “separatism” has become part of the overall 
program of political terror unleashed by the Russian authorities.

 Representations of Ethnicity and “Fight with Separatism” 
in Russia’s Media

During the period of drafting the law “on separatism,” on October 23, 2013, retired 
Lieutenant-General of the Foreign Intelligence Service, Leonid Reshetnikov, one 
of the “hawks” of Russian politics, commented in an interview with the Rossi-
yskaya Gazeta that “national separatism and confessional radicalism,” allegedly 
ruled by the “secret powers of the Anglo-Saxon world,” were the main challenges 
for modern Russia.56 He also highlighted to readers the threat that

Russia is considered an alternative civilization. […] But the Anglo-Saxon 
world does not desire a competing civilization. The Russian Empire was also 
not needed. It was destroyed on takeoff, using internal and foreign powers. 
The same is true for the Soviet Union. This situation will arise again if Russia 
gets on its feet.57
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On November 12, 2013, the TV channel NTV aired the propaganda “documentary” 
Emergency. Investigation: Who wants to divide Russia?, intimidating mass audiences 
with the dangers of separatism.58 American political expert, Zbigniew Brzezinski, 
American historian of Russia, Richard Pipes, a human rights activist, Lev Ponomarev, 
and the writer Vladimir Sorokin (who published his dystopian novel Telluryia in the 
same year) were mentioned in the film among the anti-heroes.59

The 2013 “war on separatism” took place in an atmosphere of artificially created 
moral panic. At the same time, it ignored the most important element in enhancing 
interethnic relations, which is used in the educational practices of other states: intro-
ducing new cultures in order to influence one’s self-perception.60 From the 1990s to 
the 2010s, a number of pieces on the issues of ethnic minorities were published in 
Russia, although all were written in Russian—not translated from other languages; 
The Mother of God in Bloody Snowfalls by Eremey Aipin (2002), for instance, 
touched on a revolt by Finno-Ugric ethnic groups Khanty and Mansi living in the far 
Northeast of Europe against the Soviet repressive politics in 1933–1934.61 However, 
it is important to mention that widespread works of mass culture, even those most 
reflective of smaller ethnic groups and/or the representatives of national diasporas, 
usually describe them as “exotic” peoples with an archaic consciousness. The best 
example of such representation in all-Russian media of non-Russian peoples living 
in Russia is a series of animation movies, Mountains of Gems, made in 2014–2015 
and initiated by the outstanding animation director, Aleksandr Tatarsky (1950–2007). 
These films are of an unusual style and based on stories of different nations of Rus-
sia (from Caucasian to Far Eastern), but also on Russian sub-ethnic groups (Urals, 
Pomors, etc.). Many of the sixty-seven episodes of this series represent significant 
works in both an aesthetic and visual sense. Painters and directors from different “na-
tionalities” of autonomous oblasts and republics participated in making the series. In 
2006, Mountains of Gems earned high ratings when aired on Russia’s TV Channel 
One. However, there are no similar works representing contemporary cultures of 
small nationalities or sub-ethnic groups in Russian media.

It seems that the only attempt to represent national minorities in their current 
state for all-Russian audiences was the TV series Salam, Moscow! by Pavel Bardin 
for Channel One. The series, was most likely made upon state orders to propagate 
the “improvement of interethnic relations” as part of the campaign to combat “sep-
aratism” in 2012–2013. Salam, Moscow! is a series about ethnic crime in Moscow, 
and tells the story of two police officers, a young Avar, Rustam from Dagestan,62 
and Russian Sanya (Aleksandr). Together they investigate crimes committed within 
the national (Vietnamese, Chechen, Tajik, and other) diasporas in Moscow. Bardin 
made sure that the representatives of these diasporas in the film were presented 
as authentically as possible: Tajik actors played the Tajiks, the Vietnamese were 
voiced by real Vietnamese traders from Moscow bazaars; however, a Chechen 
actor Ali Aliev played the role of Rustam. In 2016, the series was uploaded to 
the Channel One website and only aired on television in late 2017.63 The series 
generated enthusiastic commentaries from internet audiences, and was ultimately 
rated as “credible.” However, representatives of national diasporas found it one-
sided. The founder of the Moscow Cultural Centre of Dagestan, Avar Magomed 
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Abdulkhabirov, stated that he had “no complaints” about Rustam’s character, but 
the scenes in the series—for instance, the young generation coming to Moscow 
to commit crime—are only elements of a larger picture. Abdulkhabirov said in an 
interview with the BBC:

Dagestan faces huge unemployment. Why did the head of the republic grant 
high positions to his two sons, while young Dagestanis are forced to find jobs 
in Moscow? Why did the teenagers go to forests [to Islamic fundamentalist 
militants]? Because the propaganda of Islamists seems more effective than 
that of the secular powers. Why does the Kremlin not check where the money 
is spent in Dagestan? If [Konstantin] Ernst [the executive producer of Chan-
nel One – I.K.] produces such films, then he should aim higher.64

In other words, the representatives of national diasporas are shown in all-Rus-
sian media either as carriers of a timeless folklore culture, or as criminals. Despite 
all Pavel Bardin’s attempts at social and cultural credibility, such approaches mini-
mize the impact of encountering “others,” necessary for a better multicultural and 
mutual understanding. And if Bardin was driven by the ideas of liberal multicultur-
alism, the appendix to “The Foundations of Cultural Politics,” appointed by Putin’s 
order in 2014, clearly stated that “the ideology of ‘multiculturalism,’ the ‘perni-
cious influences of which have already been experienced by Western Europe’,” 
were not legitimate for Russia.65

 Conclusion

Researchers in modern Russia write of “the syndrome of public dumbness”66—the 
inability to comprehend points of view of others in public debates, not only in of-
ficial media but also among the oppositionist informal movements, and to articulate 
one’s own point of view on complicated social and political issues.67 Research on 
“Putin’s list” and its cultural-political contexts suggests that one of the main reasons 
negatively affecting public communication is the strategy conducted by Russian PR 
manipulators (in this case, the clerks of the presidential administration)—the staging 
of the public dialogue regarding painful issues for Russian society.68 One example 
is the problem of multicultural education. The staging is happening simultaneously 
with the stigmatization of the internationally accepted terminology intended pre-
cisely for such dialogues, including, for instance, the word “multiculturalism” itself. 
Both the “100 book list” and the discussion around it made teaching such dramatiza-
tion part of the school curriculum. However, this list is no longer used, and the place 
of “dramatization” in the Russian media has been taken by aggressive propaganda, 
or, on the contrary, by silencing of serious problems.

Research shows that the ability of humans to interact with other cultures depends 
not so much on the experience of such exchanges, but rather on their education level 
and successes in life.69 Russian experience demonstrates that the educational system 
itself can contain “mines of slowed-down action,” which will complicate such in-
teractions in the future—regardless of a successful career or the level of a diploma. 
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However, the “pledging” of these mines remains invisible to Russian society for the 
reason that political and cultural elites of Russia are united by a common fear of los-
ing control over the younger generation. Those teachers and social activists who want 
to teach young Russians how to interact with other cultures are unlikely to be inter-
ested in the idea of compulsory lists for leisure reading. Those for whom such lists 
are important, focus less on the future and more on the past, and therefore reproduce 
in their projects features characteristic to Soviet and post-Soviet cultural policies.
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History as a Political Language

Ivan Kurilla

In recent years, “history wars” over public and political interpretations of history 
have become more intense.1 History has long ceased to be an issue reserved for 
history scholars or state schools, and has of late become one of the most powerful 
political tools, as well as a battlefield and a coveted trophy for various groups in a 
society. In this chapter, I suggest a prospective explanation for this phenomenon, 
based on the analysis of one of the roles of history in society: the role of language 
in communications regarding societal problems. The battle for history as the bat-
tle for the uniformity of this language facilitates understanding of some aspects of 
contemporary historical debates in the world, and in Russia especially.

 History Rather than Politics

Only a month before the Russian attack on Ukraine in February 2022, U.S. Secretary 
of State Antony Blinken met with the Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Sergey 
Lavrov, in Geneva for a last attempt to prevent the invasion. While many journalists 
expressed cautious optimism, Al Jazeera’s correspondent Kimberly Halkett reported 
that “the devil [wa]s in the details … when it comes to the issue of history, they both 
[the US and Russia] see history very differently.”2 This was not the first instance 
that political confrontation between the United States and Russia had been shaped 
by differences in their approach to history. Five years earlier, at a press conference 
following the official visit of the U.S. Secretary of State, Rex Tillerson, in 2017, 
Lavrov had expressed disappointment that the latter refused to talk about history:

[T]oday we looked back at the history of the matter, and Rex Tillerson said 
that he is a new man and prefers not to delve into history, but to deal with 
today’s problems. However, the world is such a place that unless we draw 
lessons from the past we are unlikely to succeed in the present.3

Lavrov then launched into a discussion about “the situations when a group of 
states, above all the Western countries, NATO members were absolutely fixated on 
liquidating this or that dictator, an authoritarian or totalitarian leader.”4 “In order to 
remove the president of former Yugoslavia, Slobodan Milosevic, NATO unleashed 
a war in the centre of Europe in 1999,” he continued, also addressing the precedents 
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of the Iraq invasion as well as the destruction of the state of Libya and the division 
of Sudan.5 Toward the end of the press conference Lavrov returned to his earlier 
theme: “I hope that those who can draw lessons from history will prevail.”6 Five 
years later, when Russia itself unleashed a war in Europe, the world learned what 
kind of “history lessons” the Russian leaders had drawn.

Lavrov also delved deeply into history—this time much earlier history than that 
of recent decades—on another occasion, in an article of 2016 in which he attempted 
to explain the sudden changes in Russia’s foreign policy. Publishing in the journal 
Russia in Global Affairs, Lavrov “offer[ed] some thoughts on these issues, recall-
ing facts from history and drawing historical parallels,”7 presenting readers with an 
excursion into the thousand-year history of Russia. Reminding readers of the First 
World War, the war with Napoleon, and the liberation of Moscow from Poland in 
1612, Lavrov concluded that “a closer look at these landmark events clearly testi-
fies to the special role Russia has played in European and world history.”8 President 
Vladimir Putin has also used such strategies. At the end of 2014, Putin invoked his-
tory in an attempt to justify the annexation of Crimea:

[F]or ethnic Russians (I mean that particular segment of our multi-ethnic 
peoples – ethnic, Orthodox Russians), Crimea has a kind of sacred signifi-
cance. After all, it was in Crimea, in Hersonissos, that Prince Vladimir was 
baptised, subsequently baptising Rus.9

Referring to history in order to explain politics is a common practice not only 
utilized by prominent figures. On an everyday level, people use the past as a basis 
for political preferences. A society’s stance on Stalin or the collapse of the Soviet 
Union is still a clearer indicator of values than identifying between “liberals” 
and “conservatives.” Levada, the main sociological research center in Russia, 
continues to publish polls on attitudes to Stalin and other influential leaders from 
the past among Russians, and it is significant that, on the organization’s website, 
the name “Stalin” occurs twice as often as the term “democracy.”10

Instrumentalizing history to explain political processes is nothing new. The es-
calation of political contradictions in any society also affects assessments of figures 
and events of the past, as demonstrated, for example, by the campaign to demolish 
monuments to slave owners and slave traders in the United States and Europe in 
the summer of 2020. In Russia it has become commonplace to claim that history 
has decisively replaced the domain of politics.11 In this chapter I seek to explore the 
reasons behind this development, leaning on the tradition of social constructivism, 
on the one hand, and on the other hand, on approaches to the analysis of the “modern 
past” phenomenon proposed by French scholars François Hartog and Henry Rousso.

 Social Constructivism in the Era of Presentism?

Social constructivism postulated the decisive role of language in the formation and 
evolution of people’s perceptions of the world. The linguistic turn in the social sci-
ences in the last third of the twentieth century revealed how language defines the 
“marking” of societies in which people live and operate. Peter Berger and Thomas 
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Luckmann, in their monograph The Social Construction of Reality, define sym-
bolic processes as “processes of signification that refer to realities other than those 
of everyday experience.”12

It was the German scholar Reinhart Koselleck and British historian Quentin 
Skinner who first defined conceptual history, one of the most significant directions 
of historiography.13 This practice often cites (not always openly) the concepts with 
which people describe their different societies in order to define the characteristics 
of their social interactions. In this sense, such an approach takes into consideration 
the diversity of social constructivism.

In cases of international relations, this method has helped us to see that differ-
ences in how we “mark” the world form the basis of mutual misunderstandings, as, 
for instance, when important concepts in one culture do not correspond with those 
in the system of another, and encounter differently constructed hierarchies in dif-
ferent societies. A significant part of postcolonial studies is built on this approach, 
utilizing the term “Orientalism” introduced by Edward Said.14 The example of Lav-
rov’s press conference described at the beginning of this chapter demonstrates the 
very nature of such mutual misunderstandings. Lavrov insists on the importance 
of history in order to solve the problems of modern politics, whereas his American 
colleague sees no value in doing so.

The transfer of social practices from one society to another is accompanied by a 
transfer of terminologies and/or the adaptation of language to designate new phe-
nomenon. This alteration only takes place once the terminology has been set in this 
or another language; a terminology used to describe new practices, and equally 
understood by all native speakers of that language. Sometimes, words and termi-
nology change over the course of such processes.

One of the most important theoretical points is the idea of “presentism.” In the 
works of François Hartog, this is denoted as the modern “regime of historicity”—a 
condition formed by the end of the twentieth century—where the past and the fu-
ture lost their independent meaning but appeared to be subordinated to the present.15 
While the term emerged almost one hundred years ago, the meaning of the word 
radically changed through the works of Hartog. If in the first half of the twentieth 
century, presentism saw historians seeking the explanation of the present in the past, 
then the new approach to the same term overturned this picture: a new generation of 
historians began to study the past “inside” the present. The present thus becomes self-
sufficient and consistently “creates” and constructs the past and future as it requires.

An important element to this understanding of presentism is the work of Henry 
Rousso, whose term “instant past” is applied to history that “is yet to have passed” 
and is thus part of the present.16 From his point of view, such a past starts with “the 
last catastrophe,” which, for the majority of European countries, appears to be the 
Second World War or the Holocaust (noting that Stalin’s repressions in the USSR 
carry similar importance for Russians).

The works of Rousso and Hartog are complementary. The immediate past is not 
subject to distance from the present, and therefore bridges the movement of time. 
Without the “difference of potentials,” the present ceases to generate the past, cre-
ating the cultural situation defined by Hartog as “presentism.” An important part of 
this process is the extensive use of historical language to designate modern trends; 
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it appears to be one of the ways of submitting the past to the present. The history of 
such representation is not only interesting on its own, but it also introduces mate-
rial for examining the present in metaphors (taken from the past) convenient for 
modern political forces.

A substantial amount of contemporary scholarly research is dedicated to “exam-
ining memory.” The tools for its exploration are the traumas of the past: war, the 
Holocaust, and repression. In his book Warped Mourning, Alexander Etkind demon-
strates how the memory of Stalin’s repressions shaped both the post-Stalin Soviet and 
modern Russian societies.17 One of the most influential historians of this trend, Pierre 
Nora, introduced the concept of lieux de mémoire (sites of memory)—such as monu-
ments, holidays, emblems, books, songs, or geographical places—that represent a 
large part of the present if they are “surrounded by symbolic aura.”18 Consequently, 
it is the past that becomes part of the present, and not only is it a memory but it also 
continues to “live” in and influence the present. The use of historical language for the 
examination of current political processes abolishes the distance that is crucial for the 
study of history in a classical sense. History becomes part of the present, consolidat-
ing the presentism of the modern regime of historicity.

 “Social Glue” for Russian Society

Just over one hundred years ago, the sociologist Emile Durkheim proposed the 
metaphor of “social glue” in order to examine the forces (institutions) holding so-
cieties together. The term has often been used to describe the history of Russian 
society. Essentially, common histories such as tragedies and accomplishments have 
helped Russians to feel as one nation more than any other integrators such as no-
tions of “common values,” or institutions such as the Church.

But what does this metaphor mean? How exactly does history function as “so-
cial glue”? From my point of view, the major mechanism is the permanent usage 
of history as a language to describe societies. Changes in linguistics also show 
the transformative nature of language and how it is used as a tool for discussing 
social narratives. Configurations of language are imposed on reality, suggesting a 
spectrum that makes it possible for us to act on and estimate social situations and 
phenomena. Thus, the claim that history in Russia acts as a “social glue” means, 
in other words, that it is used as a language to describe social reality and to com-
municate on sociopolitical subjects.

History has played this role for a long time. Before the appearance of politi-
cal terminology and the emergence of the language of politics, history constituted 
the combination of examples and precedents that made a discussion of political 
influences possible. It was only in the nineteenth century that history and political 
science established disciplinary borders that made it possible to develop these two 
subjects independently. By the twentieth century, the language of political discus-
sion had developed and was perceived similarly in different corners of the world. 
After 1971, however, the era of the dominance of Marxism-Leninism began, with 
its own ways of examining society and politics; any alternative methods were de-
scribed as “bourgeois” and soon vanished from usage.
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It was no accident that the main textbook for the social sciences in Soviet times 
was A Short Course on the History of the VKP(b), edited by Joseph Stalin himself. 
The acronym VKP(b) stood for the All-Union Communist Party. Communist lead-
ers of the country appreciated the meaning of history for political communication 
within society, and history was uniformly perceived across the country. At the same 
time, there was a tendency to lose the meanings of terms within the linguistics of 
political science. The science itself was absent due to its replacement in educa-
tional institutions by “scientific communism.”19 Political analysis in these institu-
tions, if it took place at all, was obliged to use Marxist terminology only.

One result of the two decades of domination of Marxist-Leninist ideology in the 
Soviet Union was the loss of a common language with the rest of the world to ana-
lyze political phenomena. First, a “corruption of concepts” took place, the equivalent 
of which did not exist in the USSR reality. In the post-Soviet period, political debate 
was no longer censored and controlled within society, but the damage continued 
nevertheless. Understanding was perceived as a resource to be seized, and a “Liberal 
Democratic Party” was formed in Russia, which paradoxically upheld no liberal or 
democratic values whatsoever, adopting a negative “shading” of world politics and 
political science.

As a result, political language in Russia lost the ability to describe reality, which 
explains the withdrawal of this language into narrow professional circles of schol-
ars and historians, as well as the functional loss of broadcasting political informa-
tion and evaluations to society at large outside this circle. However, the necessity 
of such debate did not disappear, and historical narrative continued to perform the 
role of political language.

 How Can History Serve as a Language to Describe the Modern World?

Using history as a language to describe the modern era raises immense contra-
dictions. The language of description in the natural sciences is mathematics, pre-
senting itself as logically constructed, compiling elements of unique importance 
that are supported by strict proof systems. Living languages are less strict and the 
meanings of words are more elastic. History was first used as a language to de-
scribe certain epochs of the modern world and of when the past—its sense and 
meaning—has seemed fixed. In addition, history had qualities necessary for such 
description through comparison and identification. However, in the present day, 
history looks completely different. Historians know that any historical event may 
be interpreted from different points of view. Modern history has no singular nar-
rative and therefore the “reference points” of the past that seem indisputable to 
politicians do not represent definitive terms. This has planted the germ of conflict 
between historians and politicians.

As historical language places “markings” on social reality,20 historical events 
should no longer be evaluated but perceived as fixed and subject to connotations 
that will be equally understood by all communicating participants. In other words, 
history-language has to appear as certain events that can be interpreted in only one 
possible way and which can therefore be used to describe (or justify) modern politics. 
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Only then will a reference to an event or figure of the past be self-sufficient and mean 
the same thing to everyone, making it possible for communication to take place.

In Soviet times, historical language necessitated the initial structuring of a narra-
tive to collectively and cohesively understand chosen events and historical figures. 
The Battle of Stalingrad thus became a symbol of the heroism of Soviet troops 
and the strategic talent of commanders, whereas the Leningrad blockade symbol-
ized the tragedy of the civilian population. As a result, the themes of the tragedy 
of civilians in Leningrad and the heroism of Soviet troops at Stalingrad remained 
insignificant and were even further marginalized throughout the existence of the 
Soviet Union. Decembrists symbolized self-sacrifice and liberation from monar-
chy, Ivan the Terrible, a despotic power, and Peter the Great, a reformist.

Not long after the disintegration of the Soviet narrative, common interpretations 
of historical symbols began to crumble. History textbooks, alongside canonical 
assessments, included, for example, the following remarks about the Decembrists: 
“If people such as P. Pestel came to power in Russia, our country would face har-
rowing misfortunes. Russian historian, M.A. Korf, called Decembrists a handful of 
mad men, alien to our Holy Russia.”21

This describes well the absence of a consensus on events of the past in Russia, 
especially in regard to what happened with monuments, toponymy and holidays; that 
is, the most basic commemorations of history. Today, a vast number of monuments 
of Lenin and other revolutionaries have survived in Russia. However, it is hard to 
find them in the center of Moscow or in the vicinity of the Kremlin, where they have 
been replaced with monuments of Tsars and figures of Orthodox history. Parallel 
to these processes in different cities of the country, monuments of figures from the 
White Movement, such as A. Kolchak, were erected, as well as a monument of P. A. 
Krasnov on a private property in the Rostov region. In 2016, the governors of Oryol 
Oblast erected a monument to Ivan the Terrible in the county. Soviet streets cross 
with Uspensky streets, and the communist holidays on March 8 and May 1 are still 
celebrated alongside Easter and Christmas. In Volgograd, a decision was made a few 
years ago to use “Stalingrad” eight times a year (on memorial days or war celebra-
tions) as an alternative name for the city.22 The disappearance of communal ideology 
after the Soviet collapse did not change the memorial landscape of history. Its current 
state acutely demonstrates the lack of a unified approach to the country’s past and, 
consequently, it is impossible for Russians to use past events as a uniform, generally 
comprehensible, “linguistic code.”

The impossibility of describing the 1917 Revolution as an unambiguous event 
explains why both society and politicians kept surprisingly silent for the most part 
about the centenary of the event. History, in their view, must be understood in a 
singular and unified way in order to describe the present. If this is not possible, then 
it is better not to refer to it at all.

�A�Unified�Textbook�as�an�Attempt�to�Consolidate�a�Unified�Language

At the beginning of 2000, Vladimir Putin entered the Kremlin with a particular idea 
on the importance of historical symbols.23 He began re-constructing Russian iden-
tity by officially approving the flag and the coat of arms from the times of “Tsarist” 
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Russia, and also resurrected the “Soviet” anthem. In February of the same year, as 
vice president, Putin visited Mamayev Kurgan in Volgograd and actively started 
using the rhetoric of the “glorious past.” But the main means of establishing the 
new “official” interpretation of history was by controlling television broadcasting, 
school textbooks and sites of memory.24

This brings us to the so-called “Unified History Textbook.” In February 2003, 
President Putin expressed a concern about the different interpretations of history 
throughout the regions of Russia and suggested producing uniform textbooks 
of Russian history for secondary schools. Putin demanded such books be made 
“following a single logic of continuous Russian history, the relations between all its 
stages and respect towards all episodes of our past.”25 To clarify his position, Putin 
expanded upon the metaphor of “social glue”:

[O]ur core objective is to enhance peace and harmony in the multiethnic 
Russian society, so that our people feel that they are citizens of a single coun-
try regardless of their ethnicity and religious beliefs.26

The unified textbook of Russian history was obviously an attempt to create a com-
mon set of historical “memes,” on the basis of which the authorities and the popula-
tion could engage in political debate. This initiative was rapidly followed by criticism 
from various historians.27 Those in opposition saw it as a step toward forming a state 
ideology. However, the president directly expressed that it was taking into considera-
tion the different perceptions of various important events in the history of the nation. 
Historical figures and events, observed differently in different regions of the country, 
cannot serve as referential points for conveying any (political) idea. Such history 
serves as the language for describing the issues of the modern era, and therefore does 
not provide the basic function attributed to it by the government.

Historians, however, appeared surprisingly unanimous in their resistance to 
this initiative. As the academic Valery Tishkov noted on his Facebook page, 
he only knew of two attempts to create a unified history book—one in 1934 
and again in 1949—and as the academic secretary at the Russian Academy of 
Sciences, he was not willing to encourage a third attempt.28 Another academic, 
Aleksandr Chubar’ian tried to redefine missions of historians in light of the presi-
dential initiative of the “unified textbook.” Instead of planning the textbook, he 
emphasized that the whole process would take rather a long time, and that “it is 
necessary to utilize the current situation for questioning the issue of historical 
education in schools in general.”29

The head of the RAS (Russian Academy of Sciences), Yuriy Petrov, noted that 
“unified does not necessarily mean singular.”30 And the retired head of the RAS, 
Andrey Sakharov, also expressed his opinion against creating such a textbook:

I regard the idea of a unified textbook negatively because I believe that a 
teacher must have a choice, albeit small, over how to teach. With such con-
troversial issues, variations in assessments and perspectives have to be re-
considered. All of this would be levelled in such a textbook and ultimately 
reduced to nothing. This cannot be allowed to happen.31
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Most open about this issue was Yuri Pivovarov, director of scientific informa-
tion in the social sciences department at RAS: “Overall, our historical science is 
not the worst thing in our society. There are people who understand their responsi-
bility to the society they live in […] although I do not like it all.”32

Naturally, among the thousands of Russian historians, there were those who 
showed readiness to support the uniformity of historical narratives. However, the po-
sition of the leaders of the RAS is indicative.33 The opposition from academics toward 
a common history textbook led to a lowering in historico-cultural standards in gen-
eral, and while the diversity of textbooks decreased, it did not disappear altogether.

 Problems of Historians

The use of history as a language of political debate has led to serious problems for 
historians, who continue to analyze the past in the framework of their own profes-
sional conventions, which for the surrounding world seems like a judgment on 
politics. Historians, after all, use the very same language as politicians, meaning 
that their essays or research can easily be read as a statement on any given political 
subject. At the same time, historians do not perceive their field as a form of lan-
guage but rather as a dialogue on the past.

Discovering that history in the hands of contemporary historians casts doubt 
on the historical myths provided by politicians, the authorities sought to convince 
historians to avoid public appearances so that historical language would remain a 
political tool. Former President Dmitry Medvedev noted that:

Academic historians [can] sit in a quiet office, in a library and look at one note, 
a second note, a historical document from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. […] 
let scholars write what they want, but textbooks, publicly available resources 
of mass media, must still adhere to the standard point of view on such events.34

One of the leading representatives of historical politics in Russia, Minister of 
Culture Vladimir Medinsky, urges support of myths rather than history, claiming 
that people live in the mythological world:

Any historical event, once passed, becomes a myth – positive or negative. This 
can also be considered in relation to historical figures. The heads of our State 
Archives have to conduct their own research, but life is such that people oper-
ate not with archival references, but with myths. References can strengthen 
these myths, destroy them and turn them upside down. The collective mass 
consciousness always operates on myths, including in regard to history, which 
is why we have to approach this sensitively, carefully and considerately.35

In other words, mythologizing history allows political debate to be understood 
in more simple terms. Myths, according to Medinsky, appear to be the main in-
strument in comprehending “historical language,” and are also used for political 
purposes (including the approach to “collective mass consciousnesses”). Around 
the same time, Medinsky’s incorrect handling of sources in his doctoral thesis on 
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historical scholarship became the basis for a petition to strip him of his degree, 
signed by scholar-activists.

Concerned about the fate of historical knowledge in the face of increasing pres-
sure on their field from the state and politicians, a group of historians created the 
“Free Historical Society” in 2014, as an attempt to counteract the dangers of the 
authorities’ control over history.36 The state responded by strengthening its control 
over particular events of history which are referenced by sources and are most 
significant to Russian society due to their emotional content, and are thus less “vul-
nerable” to critical rethinking.

�The�Great�Patriotic�War:�History�and�Canon

Usage and Destruction

The consequences of historical events differ vastly for all Russians, and society 
seeks to uphold a single interpretation. Narratives of the Great Patriotic War, how-
ever, tend to generate relatively uniform sentiments. Between 2000 and 2005, the 
Kremlin was using the memory of the Great Patriotic War as a basic resource for 
“gluing” society and upholding its own legitimacy as the main keeper of this mem-
ory. The approach worked effectively: the war remained an important topos for 
socializing Russians and its crucial events and people were understood similarly 
by the overwhelming majority of the population. Heroes remained heroes, and the 
army of Vlasov remained traitors, the Battle of Stalingrad was still the symbol for 
the victory, and the Leningrad blockade continued to symbolize heroism and the 
tragedy faced by the civilian population.

The very attempt to hold on to the unchangeable narrative of the Second World 
War can be explained with the “wars of memory” unfolding between Russia and 
its neighbors in the first decade of the twenty-first century. Around the same time, 
the Baltics and Central Europe started re-evaluating old treatises. Such revisiting 
deprives the “strongest” part of historical allusions of their content.37

For the state, understanding the Great Patriotic War creates the most conveni-
ent political language. The emotionality contained within the memories of the war 
paves the way for historical elements to become beneficial in propaganda by way 
of forming labels, and to describe modern reality with the help of the consciousness 
of the 1940s. A concept such as “Nazism,” for instance, holds strong negative con-
notations, and a message can be more directly conveyed by describing an opponent 
as a Nazi or Hitler.

Yet in practice, it appears that such use of history has its own consequences. 
In 2014, Russian propaganda decided on a radical usage of historical language in 
order to justify the politics of the Kremlin. The news from eastern Ukraine used 
words and terms dating back to the Great Patriotic War, such as “Chasteners,” 
“Nazis,” and “Rebels.” The most important symbolic resource of the language was 
thrown into the furnace of the Ukrainian conflict. The terminology of the Great 
Patriotic War, as well the understanding of it, resonated with the memory of the war 
for almost all Russians, and became the bargaining chip played by the propaganda 
machine. “Chasteners,” “Fascists,” and “Nazis” were used particularly in relation 
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to the Ukrainian army, with “Rebels” assigned to the parties who supported the 
Kremlin. Although such terminology was pushed back when the conflict began to 
freeze, it still remains in the arsenal of the propagandists.

In April 2017, a video clip of opposition politician Alexei Navalny being com-
pared to Adolf Hitler was circulated on the internet. Anonymous sources from the 
television channel Rain linked the emergence of the video clip to an order by the 
president’s administration.38 The claim that “they are fighting against us as if they 
are fighting against Hitler,” used by the interlocutors of the press, appeared to be 
literal and became another example of historical language being instrumentalized 
in a modern political battle.39 However, the video clip was negatively received by 
the public. Such an obviously destructive image was hard to attach to an already 
well-known political figure.

It is important to note that not only Russian politicians use the language of the 
Second World War. In 1990, U.S. President George H.W. Bush compared Iraqi 
leader Saddam Hussein to Adolf Hitler,40 and eleven years later, in the initial phases 
of the War on Terror after the September 11 terrorist attacks in 2001, his son, U.S. 
President George W. Bush said the terrorists “follow[ed] in the path of fascism.”41 
The White House Press Secretary at the time, Sean Spicer (who also became White 
House Communications Director under President Donald Trump), compared the 
President of Syria, Bashar al-Assad, to Adolf Hitler. After a chemical attack at the 
beginning of April 2017, Spicer noted that “even Hitler did not use chemical weap-
ons,” but was later compelled to apologize and retract the statement.42 As American 
historian Deville Nunes has noted,

the World War II analogy functions on behalf of the Bush administration not 
so much to describe and classify international threats such as al-Qaeda or 
Iraq, but more powerfully to enliven the public and to legitimate its leader-
ship, to rearticulate familiar icons of national identity.43

The Russian case differs from the latter because analogies to the Second 
World War and other historical events are used to classify the threats of the 
modern era.

The authorities have proceeded from persuasion to pressuring their own histori-
ans. Immediate threats are first directed at scholars studying the history of the Sec-
ond World War. The state has clearly declared its right to control over the historical 
narrative. In May 2014, the State of Duma of the Russian Federation adopted an 
amendment to the criminal code (CC), resulting in Clause 354.1., “The Rehabilita-
tion of Nazism.” In accordance with this clause the following amendments were 
made: “Disseminating false information about the activities of the USSR during 
the Second World War;” “Disseminating disrespectful information about society 
on days of military glory and memorable dates of Russia related to the defence of 
the Motherland”; and also “Publicly desecrating the symbols of military glory of  
Russia.”44 It is noteworthy that even the work of historians can fall into the cat-
egory of “Disseminating false information about the activities of the USSR  
during the Second World War” should their works question the officially established 
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narratives pertaining to the war. As no science exists without doubt, studies re-
searching the history of the Second World War thus became complicated in today’s 
Russia. And it was not long before this fear was confirmed.

In March 2016, Kirill Aleksandrov’s doctoral dissertation was presented at the 
Saint Petersburg Institute of History. The study examined “Generals and official 
personnel of paramilitary groups of the Committee to Liberate the Russian People 
in the years 1943–1946.”45 Public activists who saw in this theme an “attempt to 
rehabilitate Vlasov”46 and were hostile to Aleksandrov, decided to attend his PhD 
defence. This was a clear example of taking a historical text as political. Once the 
dissertation committee had voted to award the author the degree, political activ-
ists continued to pressure the university, and the dissertation was sent for a sec-
ond approval to the Military Academy of the General Staff, where the committee 
voted against the thesis a year after the viva in Saint Petersburg. Comments in 
the press left no suspicions open regarding the politicized nature of PhD defense 
procedures.47

It is also important to note that the most colossal campaign in the last few years, 
in which millions of people in Russia participated, were the demonstrations of 
the “Immortal Regiment” where Russians carried the portraits of their fathers and 
grandfathers who fought in the Great Patriotic War through city streets. For me, this 
is an attempt by society to express political subjectivities using the only language 
left to them by the authorities—in this case, reference to the Great Patriotic War.

Such an impetuous instrumentalization of history is dangerous both for the pro-
fession of the historian (which without being understood can be classified as prop-
aganda), and for society in general. From a long-term perspective, this struggle 
compromises the importance and maintenance of political communication itself; it 
clearly lacks its own terminology as well as ideas and values capable of playing the 
role of reviewers without pointing at figures and events of the past.

 Conclusion

In 2020, Article 67(1) was added to the Russian Constitution, stating that “The 
Russian Federation shall honour the memory of defenders of the Fatherland and 
ensure the protection of historical truth. Deterioration of the significance of the feat 
of the people in defence of the Fatherland is not allowed.”48 This was a symbolic 
step, equating statements about historical events to political action. The concept of 
“historical truth,” of course, was not taken from the arsenal of historians, but refers 
to stated intentions at the political level to support a single narrative of the past, 
as well as the unambiguity of the language with which political communication in 
Russia is carried out.

The focus of Russian politicians in their public appearances and texts on his-
torical examples does not point toward a reliance on history, but instead shows 
attempts to subordinate it for their own current political tasks. This situation 
often corresponds to the definition of “presentism” in the works of Hartog, and 
therefore includes the Russian situation in the wider context of “using history.” 
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The peculiarity of Russia consists in neglecting the growth of political language 
by replacing it with history.

It is also important to note the destructive impacts of this modern politicization 
on Russian society. By constantly using analogies between the events of past and 
present, politicians not only alter representations of current processes to fit their 
own agendas; but they also compel people to transfer their doubts about the unam-
biguity of modern assessments to events of the past. This suggests that the thought-
less usage of memories of the Great Patriotic War in anti-Ukrainian propaganda has 
led to the memory of this war being distorted.

Without developing a language detached from history, the political situation is 
unlikely to change. If it does, however, it will not only change history but also re-
duce political conflict. The role of history education in this context lies in restoring 
the distance between “today” and “yesterday,” returning the past its autonomy, and 
affording historical science the right to its own language.
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 45 Discusses the committee convened by A. Vlasov to support Germany, which claimed 
to be the main anti-Bolshevik power within Russian emigration and exile policies. It 
held political control of the armed forces, consisting of former Soviet prisoners of war 
and emigrants fighting on the side of Germany. See Сatherine Andreyev, Vlasov and 
the Russian Liberation Movement: Soviet Reality and Emigré Theories (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987).

 46 Elena Kuznecova, “Zashhita s Generalom Vlasovym,” Fontanka.ru, March 2, 2016. 
http://www.fontanka.ru/2016/03/01/173/, accessed February 2, 2023.

 47 Kirill Chulkov, “Spaset li VAK Rossiju ot Predatelej? Istorik-vlasovets Kirill Aleksan-
drov Mozhet ne Poluchit Stepeni Doktora,” Versija na Neve, March 27, 2017. https://
neva.versia.ru/istorik-vlasovec-kirill-aleksandrov-mozhet-ne-poluchit-stepen-doktora, 
accessed February 2, 2023.

 48 Konstitutsia Rossijskoj Federatsii 67.1. http://duma.gov.ru/news/48953/, accessed Feb-
ruary 2, 2023.

Bibliography
Andreyev, Сatherine. Vlasov and the Russian Liberation Movement: Soviet Reality and 

Emigré Theories. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987.
Atnashev, Timur and Mihail Velizhev, eds. Kembridzhskaia Shkola: Teoriia i Praktika 

Intellektualnoj Istorii. Moskva: NLO, 2018.
Berger, Peter L. and Thomas Luckmann. The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in 

the Sociology of Knowledge. London: Penguin Books, 1967.
Bohanov, Aleksandr. Istoriia Rossii. XIX vek: ucheb. dlia 8 klassa. Moskva: Russkoe slovo, 

2009.
Child, David and Mersiha Gadzo. “Latest Ukraine updates: Russia, US voice hope for 

diplomacy.” Al Jazeera, January 21, 2022. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/1/ 
21/blinken-lavrov-meet-on-soaring-ukraine-tensions-liveblog.

Chulkov, Kirill. “Spaset li VAK Rossiju ot Predatelej? Istorik-vlasovets Kirill Aleksandrov 
Mozhet ne Poluchit Stepeni Doktora.” Versija na Neve, March 27, 2017. https://neva.
versia.ru/istorik-vlasovec-kirill-aleksandrov-mozhet-ne-poluchit-stepen-doktora.

Danilevskij, Igor. “Ot Gostomysla do Kasjanova.” Nezavisimaia gazeta, Ex-libris, Septem-
ber 6, 2001. http://www.ng.ru/ng_exlibris/2001-09-06/1_kasynov.html.

Etkind, Alexander. Warped Mourning: Stories of the Undead in the Land of the Unburied. 
Redwood, CA: Stanford University Press, 2013.

Federal law from May 5, 2014. N 128- FZ O “Vnesenii Izmeneniav Otdelnye Zakonodatelnye 
Akty Rossijskoj Federatsii.” Rossijskaia gazeta, May 7, 2014. https://rg.ru/2014/05/07/
reabilitacia-dok.html.

Hartog, François. Regimes of Historicity: Presentism and Experiences of Time. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2015.

Hill, Fiona, and Clifford Gaddy. Mr.Putin: Operative in the Kremlin. Washington: Brook-
ings Institution Press, 2013.

Kozellek, Rajnhárt, ed. Slovar Osnovnykh Istoricheskih Poniatej: Izbrannye Stati. Moskva: 
Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2014.

Kurilla, Ivan. “Loskutnoe Odeialo Istorii, ili Istoricheskoe Soobshhestvo v Epokhu Politi-
zatsii Ego Akademicheskogo Polia.” Ab Imperio, no. 2 (2013): 298–326.

Kurilla, Ivan. Bitva za proshloe: Kak politika menjaet istoriju. Moskva: Al’pina, 2022.
Kuznecova, Elena. “Zashhita s Generalom Vlasovym.” Fontanka.ru, March 2, 2016. http://

www.fontanka.ru/2016/03/01/173/.
Lavrov, Sergey. “Russia’s Foreign Policy in a Historical Perspective: Musings at a New 

Stage of International Development.” Russia in Global Affairs, no. 2, April 2016. https://
eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/russias-foreign-policy-in-a-historical-perspective/.

Lemutkina, Marina. “Edinyj Uchebnik Istorii Pridet v Shkoly uzhe Cherez Paru Let. 
Moskovskij komsomolets.” MKRU, March 4, 2013. http://www.mk.ru/social/education/ 

http://www.fontanka.ru/2016/03/01/173
https://neva.versia.ru/istorik-vlasovec-kirill-aleksandrov-mozhet-ne-poluchit-stepen-doktora
https://neva.versia.ru/istorik-vlasovec-kirill-aleksandrov-mozhet-ne-poluchit-stepen-doktora
http://duma.gov.ru/news/48953
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/1/21/blinken-lavrov-meet-on-soaring-ukraine-tensions-liveblog
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2022/1/21/blinken-lavrov-meet-on-soaring-ukraine-tensions-liveblog
https://neva.versia.ru/istorik-vlasovec-kirill-aleksandrov-mozhet-ne-poluchit-stepen-doktora
https://neva.versia.ru/istorik-vlasovec-kirill-aleksandrov-mozhet-ne-poluchit-stepen-doktora
http://www.ng.ru/ng_exlibris/2001-09-06/1_kasynov.html
https://rg.ru/2014/05/07/reabilitacia-dok.html
https://rg.ru/2014/05/07/reabilitacia-dok.html
http://www.fontanka.ru/2016/03/01/173
http://www.fontanka.ru/2016/03/01/173
https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/russias-foreign-policy-in-a-historical-perspective
https://eng.globalaffairs.ru/articles/russias-foreign-policy-in-a-historical-perspective
http://www.mk.ru/social/education/article/2013/03/04/821219-edinyiy-uchebnik-istorii-pridet-v-shkolyi-uzhe-cherez


224 Education and the Politics of Memory in Russia and Eastern Europe

article/2013/03/04/821219-edinyiy-uchebnik-istorii-pridet-v-shkolyi-uzhe-cherez- 
paru-let.html.

Lobkov, Pavel. “Uchenye Hitree Ideologov. Istorik Pivovarov Schitaet, chto Edinyj Uchebnik 
Istorii Udivit Zakazchikov.” Broadcast of the interview on the TV channel Dozhd, 
June 17, 2013. http://tvrain.ru/articles/uchenye_hitree_ideologov_istorik_pivovarov_ 
schitaet_chto_edinyj_uchebnik_istorii_udivit_zakazchikov-345914/.

Meduza. “Navalnogo na YouTube Nazvali Gitlerom. Teper Vse Pytajutsja Pridumat Doka-
zatelstva.” Meduza, April 19, 2017. https://meduza.io/shapito/2017/04/19/navalnogo- 
na-yutyube-nazvali-gitlerom-teper-vse-pytayutsya-pridumat-dokazatelstva.

Naborshhikova, Svetlana. “Pamiatniki Kulturnogo Naslediia — Strategicheskij Prioritet 
Rossii.” Izvestiia, November 22, 2016.

Noon, David Hoogland. “Operation Enduring Analogy: World War II, the War on Terror, 
and the Uses of Historical Memory.” Rhetoric and Public Affairs 7, no. 3 (2004): 339–65.

Nora, Pierre. Franciia-pamiat. SPb, 1999.
Nora, Pierre. Rethinking France: Les Lieux de mémoire. Vols. 1-4. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1999–2010.
Oznobkina, Elena. “Scientific Communism (Nauchnyi kommunizm).” In Encyclopedia 

of Contemporary Russian Culture, edited by Tatiana Smorodinskaya, Karen Evans-
Romaine, and Helena Goscilo. Abingdon: Routledge, 2007.

Pocock, John Greville Agard. Political Thought and History: Essays on Theory and Method. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009.

Putin, Vladimir. “Vstrecha s Pensionerami i Veteranami.” November 17, 2011. http://kremlin. 
ru/news/13555.

Putin, Vladimir. “Meeting of Council for Interethnic Relations.” February 19, 2013. http://
en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/17536.

Putin, Vladimir. “The Meeting with Young Academics and History Teachers.” November 5, 
2014. http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/46951.

Rachkova, Olga and Vladimir Danshin. “Uchebnik Novejshej Istorii Popal v Istoriju.” Kom-
mersant, October 31, 1997. http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/186904.

RBK. “Rossiia bez Putina: Edinyj Uchebnik Istorii “privedet stranu k Kitaju.”” RBK,  
June 18, 2013. https://web.archive.org/web/20130727010042/http://top.rbc.ru/viewpoint/ 
18/06/2013/862242.shtml.

Rousso, Henry. The Latest Catastrophe: History, the Present, the Contemporary, Translated 
by Jane Marie Todd. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2016.

Rubin, Mihail. “KremlReshil Nachat Kampaniju Protiv Navalnogo.” Dozhd, April 18, 2017. 
https://tvrain.ru/news/kreml_nachinaet_kampaniju_protiv_navalnogo-432692/.

Said, Edward Wadie. Orientalism. New York: Knopf Doubleday, 1979.
Skinner, Quentin. “Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas.” History and Theory 

8, no. 1 (1969): 3–53.
Smith, David, Ben Jacobs, and Tom McCarthy, “Sean Spicer Apologizes for ‘even Hitler 

didn’t use chemical weapons’ Gaffe.” The Guardian, 11 April 2017. https://www.theguard-
ian.com/us-news/2017/apr/11/sean-spicer-hitler-chemical-weapons-holocaust-assad.

Tishkov, Valerij. “Sobranie Rossijskogo istoricheskogo obshhestva segodna v Kremle v po-
meshhenii Mirovarennoj palaty Patriarshikh palat ozhidalo Prezidenta, no prishel glava ego 
administracii…” Facebook post, February 27, 2013. https://www.facebook.com/permalink. 
php?story_fbid=344482752337752&id=100003280900276.

Trudoljubov, Maksim. “Nasha Politika – Istoriia.” Vedomosti, September 30, 2016. https://
www.vedomosti.ru/opinion/columns/2016/09/30/659099-nasha-politika.

TV Kultura. “Aleksandr Chubarian – O edinom uchebnike istorii Rossii.” TV Kultura, 
March 4, 2013. https://web.archive.org/web/20130306130326/http://tvkultura.ru/article/
show/article_id/79561.

http://www.mk.ru/social/education/article/2013/03/04/821219-edinyiy-uchebnik-istorii-pridet-v-shkolyi-uzhe-cherez
http://tvrain.ru/articles/uchenye_hitree_ideologov_istorik_pivovarov_schitaet_chto_edinyj_uchebnik_istorii_udivit_zakazchikov-345914
http://tvrain.ru/articles/uchenye_hitree_ideologov_istorik_pivovarov_schitaet_chto_edinyj_uchebnik_istorii_udivit_zakazchikov-345914
https://meduza.io/shapito/2017/04/19/navalnogo-na-yutyube-nazvali-gitlerom-teper-vse-pytayutsya-pridumat-dokazatelstva
https://meduza.io/shapito/2017/04/19/navalnogo-na-yutyube-nazvali-gitlerom-teper-vse-pytayutsya-pridumat-dokazatelstva
http://kremlin.ru/news/13555
http://kremlin.ru/news/13555
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/17536
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/17536
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/46951
http://www.kommersant.ru/doc/186904
https://web.archive.org/web/20130727010042/http://top.rbc.ru/viewpoint/18/06/2013/862242.shtml
https://web.archive.org/web/20130727010042/http://top.rbc.ru/viewpoint/18/06/2013/862242.shtml
https://tvrain.ru/news/kreml_nachinaet_kampaniju_protiv_navalnogo-432692
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/apr/11/sean-spicer-hitler-chemical-weapons-holocaust-assad
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/apr/11/sean-spicer-hitler-chemical-weapons-holocaust-assad
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=344482752337752&id=100003280900276
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=344482752337752&id=100003280900276
https://www.vedomosti.ru/opinion/columns/2016/09/30/659099-nasha-politika
https://www.vedomosti.ru/opinion/columns/2016/09/30/659099-nasha-politika
https://web.archive.org/web/20130306130326/http://tvkultura.ru/article/show/article_id/79561
https://web.archive.org/web/20130306130326/http://tvkultura.ru/article/show/article_id/79561


DOI: 10.4324/9781003505822-14
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.

Memorial Practices in Donetsk
From the Establishment of Soviet Power 
to a Full-Scale Russian Invasion of 
Ukraine from 2022

Oksana Mikheieva

 Introduction

The fall of the Soviet Union was rapidly followed by emotional discussions about 
its past as well as a reconstruction of history earlier formulated within the frame-
works of the Soviet historical narrative. In Ukraine, intense debates that started 
during the period of Perestroika and concerned relations to materialized symbols 
of Soviet heritage such as monuments, memorial signs, and the names of cities, 
regions, streets etc., continue to this day. Due to competing influences regarding 
monuments and commemorative practices, the actions initiated by the government 
and civil society to “de-communize” Ukrainian cities were and are contrarily per-
ceived by various groups of Ukrainian society.

A certain revision of the public spaces in Ukrainian cities took place in the 
whole country, although with different levels of intensity. The indicator in this 
regard is the trajectory or mapping of “Leninopad” (Leninfall) in Ukraine since 
2014, which, among other things, has illustrated the persistence of different atti-
tudes toward the Soviet past among residents of different regions of Ukraine. This 
map allows us to see the low frequency of the demolition of Lenin monuments in 
the western regions of Ukraine (in most cases, these monuments were demolished 
in the 1990s). On the other hand, we can observe the infrequency of the decon-
struction of such monuments in eastern Ukraine and Crimea,1 but for a different 
reason—the processes of de-communization failed here to gain support from both 
the authorities and the majority of the population.

The absence of a well thought-out and consecutive historical politics, as well 
a number of disputable issues related to the reconsideration of the past, critically 
affected the ongoing situation in Ukraine. The practices of ignoring problematic 
issues in the communication between various social groups who are the carriers of 
the defined model of the collective memory, caused the historical plots to become a 
comfortable weapon for provoking inner conflicts in the context of the hybrid and 
informational war of the Russian Federation against Ukraine, where the continua-
tion of the “memory wars” turned into an actual physical war in 2014 and full-scale 
Russian invasion in 2022.

In this respect, monument politics in Donetsk, which since 2014 has become a 
field of active information and real warfare, is of particular research importance.2 
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A precise overview of memorial practices in the case of one city allows us to com-
prehend more deeply the role and influence of monument politics in the process of 
regional societal construction, and narrows down the question of the dilemmas of 
de-communization in Ukraine.

 Theory and Methodology

The focus on monuments and related spatial practices references the key con-
clusions (outputs) formed in the new cultural geography framework.3 The given 
approach exposes the memorial politics as a difficult relation system between 
power and domination on the one hand, and, a field of daily practices of a number 
of ordinary residents of the city, on the other hand.

I utilized a documentary methodology to reconstruct the discourse of power 
using discourse analysis to study the texts of the Stalino/Donetsk guides published 
in the 1950s and the beginning of the 2000s.4 I also thoroughly analyzed texts 
touching on issues of the new memorial proceedings on the websites of periodical 
publishing houses of the unrecognized quasi-republic DPR.5 The arena of everyday 
practices related to the monuments of Donetsk was reconstructed via observations 
and a series of detailed interviews given in Donetsk and Donetsk Oblast in 2013 
and 2017. The interviews with residents of the region included the issues of mem-
ory, monuments, and practices of renaming streets, squares, and so forth. Around 
22 in-depth interviews were conducted in Donetsk in 2013.6 The main criteria for 
selecting the respondents were gender, age, and the type of settlement (the cities 
of the county or regional importance, rural areas). In a 2017 research project, the 
respondents represented both controlled and non-government-controlled parts of 
Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts.7 In the territories controlled by Ukrainian govern-
ment, I held six focus-group discussions with 54 participants. As it proved to be 
unsafe for both the interviewers and respondents to conduct the focus-group dis-
cussions in the non-government-controlled area, for this particular group of partici-
pants the interviews were conducted via secure online communication channels. 
Overall, 16 interviews took place, with the respondents selected based on the same 
criteria as those in the controlled territories.

 Soviet Constructs of Memorializing the Past

Donetsk (previously known as Yuzivka from 1869 until 1924, and as Stalin and 
Stalino from 1924 until 1961) is a young (around 100 years old), industrial city. 
From its beginnings, the settlement was linked with mining and thus populated 
by those working in this industry.8 When examining the monuments of Donetsk, 
we can distinguish the following periods: (1) 1920s; (2) 1930s and the beginning 
of 1950s, or the “Stalin Period”; (3) second half of 1950s—the mid-1980s (an era 
when Nikita Khrushchev or Leonid Brezhnev were in power in the USSR); (4) the 
city in times of “Perestroika” (second half of the 1980s to the beginning of 1990s); 
(5) the end of the 1990s until 2014 (the period of an independent Ukraine); and 
(6) the city in the non-government-controlled Ukrainian territories—Donetsk and 
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Luhansk Oblasts (2014 until the full-scale Russian invasion in early 2022). The 
memorialization of memory in each of the listed stages was characterized by its 
own peculiarities. These stages differ depending on the level of authority’s influ-
ence over them, as well as the level of importance of memorial objects and other 
signs of public representation of memory in different social groups hold for the 
“consumers.”

Monuments that represent the imperial period in Donetsk have not survived. 
The memorial tradition of Donetsk essentially starts with the Soviet period. The 
Bolshevik Revolution led to drastic changes in sociopolitical lives. This severe 
transition was accompanied by the active rejection of the past as well as the physi-
cal destruction of its signs and symbols. However, in case of Yuzivka, the Soviet 
politics of “losing our memory” and “organized oblivion,”9 did not affect the me-
morial culture in a way of its practical absence. Establishing Soviet power in the 
region essentially opened up the history of installing the monuments in the city.

The “new page of history” declared by the Bolsheviks required correspond-
ing signs and symbols, which would assign the new political and social context 
in people’s minds. The Civil War, the need to restore destroyed Donbas, and the 
half-starved existence on the edge of survival were not a favorable environment 
for creating and installing new monuments. The necessity of sites of memory in the 
1920s was implemented through the collective graves of those killed in the protests, 
as well as the “Fallen Communards” and workers of Soviet law-enforcement agen-
cies. On such collective graves, a steel sign would be commonly installed, so the 
tombs would become a place of worshipping the victims of the Civil War.

The transition from the grave signs to the monuments took place in the 1930s. 
According to the descriptions of the guides, one of the oldest monuments in the 
city is “First Chekist” of F.E. Dzerzhinsky. The year of its installation, 1937, is 
well known today and perceived by the modern mass consciousness as the peak 
of political repressions. The history of this monument is rather interesting. It was 
installed in the very center of the city, on the Dzerzhinsky Square (formerly the 
Fire Square, so named due to respect for the first ever Yuzivka fire station nearby). 
Dzerzhinsky Avenue was the continuation of the square. At the beginning of the 
occupation the monument was hidden, and following the de-occupation in 1943 
it was returned to its prior residence. The second time a threat hung over the 
monument was during the years of Perestroika. On a wave of declassification of 
archives, special attention was paid to the repressive politics of the Soviet power, 
the activities of the Soviet retaliatory system, and the persona of Dzerzhinsky 
himself. However, his monument in Donetsk resisted and remained in the same 
square, once again renamed as Fire Square.

In 1937 in Stalino, the monument to heroes-stratonauts appeared, including Pe-
ter Batenko, David Stolbun, Yakiv Ukrainsky, Serafim (Sergey) Kuchumov. Study-
ing the influence of low blood pressure on a human body, the researchers started 
from Moscow in an enormous air balloon (high-altitude balloon), rose to an alti-
tude of 10 km, lost consciousness, and flew away by hundreds of kilometers from 
the initial starting point.10 The balloon began to descend over Stalino, crashed into 
a high-voltage line and blew up. The monument was positioned on the place of 
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death of the stratonauts, which remained practically in an invariable shape until 
today: the human figure in the costume of a stratonaut.

One more grave of the same period has become a site of soviet construct of 
memory. In 1943, during the Donbas liberation from the Nazi occupation regime, 
the commander of the Red Army armored brigade guardian, Franz Hrynkevych, 
was killed. On his grave, the soldiers and officers installed a tall pedestal with the 
tank T-34. At first, there was a portrait of the colonel Hrynkevych on the pedes-
tal, but with time and during the reconstruction of the central street named after 
Artem in the 1960s, the portrait disappeared. Since the 1970s, the monument was 
perceived by city residents as a “monument to the T-34 tank.” The pedestal’s new 
inscription “Eternal Glory to the Heroes Killed in the Battles for Freedom and In-
dependence of our Homeland” (1941–1945) forced out the local character of the 
initial message. The personalized dedication to the late colonel remained on an 
inconspicuous side of the monument, and the regionally significant chronology 
of 1943 (the year of Donbas liberation) was replaced with the all-Soviet scheme 
of evaluating the events like the Great Patriotic War of 1941–1945.

One more monument of this period illustrated in guidebooks and kept until 
the present day was the bust of Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya, installed in 1953. The 
monument does not have a direct relation to the local history. Its semantics were di-
rected to the realization of an educational function: each school was fighting for the 
honor to carry the names of Soviet heroes. In this case, one of the Donetsk schools 
received the right to bear the name of Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya. The memorial 
sign was installed in the school playground.

However, in total, due to the difficult financial environment in the country dur-
ing the war years, metal alloy monuments were rarely installed between 1930 and 
the mid-1950s. In this period the “plaster greatness” started to blossom; in squares, 
parks, and in checkpoint factories, the plaster figures of “Soviet people,” as well as 
the busts and monuments of J. Stalin and V. Lenin were placed. Quite often the mon-
uments had no creative value and were getting seriously damaged by the weather 
conditions or the passing time. The city’s main Stalin monument was installed in 
the center of the city on Artem street and demolished overnight in 1961. In the 
morning the inhabitants of the city instead saw a square and a fresh flower garden. 
The remaining memorial signs of the same period continued the post-Revolution 
traditions of collective graveyards. On the graves of those killed during the military 
operations, memorial plates, machine guns, mortars, and so on were installed.

The following period, the second half of the 1950s to the mid-1980s, became 
the time of an active ideological construction of the cultural memory.11 Exactly 
in this period, the city adopted the accurate Soviet toponymal coordinates. Seven 
out of nine districts of the city received and kept to this day the names of Soviet 
party figures (Voroshilivskyi, Kalininskyi, Budenivskyi, Kirovskyi, Petrivskyi, 
Leninskyi, Kuibyshevskyi). The name of one of the remaining districts appeals 
to the key social identity (Proletarskyi), whereas the name of the last one reminds 
of the capital of the republic (Kyivskyi). In each “nominal” area the monument 
to the corresponding party figure was installed: to Semyon Budyonny (1951), to 
Sergey Kirov (1953), to Mikhail Kalinin (1963), to Grigory Petrovsky (1968), and 
to Valerian Kuibyshev (1969).
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Kliment Voroshilov, after whom the central district of the city was named, had 
to concede to two key figures of the Soviet ideological construct. In 1967 in the 
central Lenin Square in Voroshilivskyi district, the main city monument “The 
Leader of the World Proletariat”12 was installed, and in the same year the monu-
ment to the revolutionary Fyodor Sergeyev, whose actions were directly related to 
Donbas, was placed on the central street of Artem (the party pseudonym). Thus, in 
the public space of the city, the hierarchical line of Soviet heroes was presented, 
both of all-union and local importance.

Simultaneously, the processes of sacralization of the sites of memory also 
emerged. Everything resembling the “everyday” and “non-official” was expelled 
from city spaces. These processes were traced in the order of the retrieval of local 
monuments in the guidebooks. If in guidebooks from 1956, the descriptions of the 
monuments start with Taras Shevchenko, Vasily Bervi-Flerovsky,13 and the graves 
of the fallen communards and stratonauts, then in the guidebooks of 1970s, first 
names that come up while reviewing the monuments would be the names of V. 
Lenin, K. Marx, F. Dzherzhinsky, M. Kalinin, and other party figures with no direct 
relation to the local history.14

In the context of glorifying the political efforts, the monument to the miner ap-
peared in Donetsk in 1967, later becoming the symbol of the city. A Soviet pantheon 
in the public space of the city was supplemented by a series of monuments dedicated 
to cultural figures, the instalment of which was also activated in 1960s. In this pe-
riod in Donetsk, the monuments of Taras Shevchenko (1955), Ivan Franko (1961), 
Maxim Gorky, and three monuments of Alexander Pushkin (1957, 1963, 1969) ap-
pear. Neither of these litterateurs have a direct connection to the city’s history and 
therefore could not serve as the symbols of collective memory which is usually built 
on common experience. Shevchenko and Franko were not so much the embodiment 
of “Ukrainianity” as the “expressionists of the interest of the working class.” Gorky 
himself represented a proletarian writer, whereas Pushkin was the main icon and a 
classic of Russian poetry (the language of international usage of the USSR).

The detached niche in this scheme was made of the monuments and memori-
als of the revolutionary and war events. Poetization of the Bolshevik Revolution, 
the declaration of it as an event of world importance required the final legitima-
tion in the form of fixing the collective memory. In 1950–1960 years in Donetsk, 
the monuments connected to the Revolution events of 1905–1907 and the Social 
Revolution of 1917 were being placed. These are the monuments of the “Mayo-
vka” participants in 1905; the civilians killed in 1917–1919 years; the Red Army 
members and protesters. In the mid-1960s, the series of the monuments dedicated 
to the Great Patriotic War of 1941–1945 appear. The monument to the “Victims of 
Fascism” and the “Eternal Flame” on the graves of those tortured in concentration 
camps “Mine No. 4-4-Bis of ‘Kalynivka’” where the bodies of the killed were 
dropped in the occupation, and others.

In the Soviet period, the masculine image of the past was being formed, which 
strengthened the patriarchy as an element of regional mentality. Patriarchy was 
tightly connected to the Soviet cult of the leader, who governed and established or-
der in the family and society. This has promoted the masculinization of female im-
ages as well as the formation of the imageries of a woman co-worker, the comrade. 
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Among the diversity of the monuments in the city space, only two female image-
ries were presented: the above-mentioned bust of Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya and 
the monument to Nadezhda Krupskaya. Significant is the location of the monu-
ments in the limited spaces of the conditional “homes” and “yards.” The bust of 
Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya was placed in an internal yard of a school, whereas the 
Krupskaya monument was positioned in the Donetsk Oblast library of her name. 
One more symbol of the Soviet period, allocated with the feminine characteristics, 
is the monument to Medicine in the yard of the Medical Institute (now University). 
The disproportion of the male and female images of the past is evident also in 
the guidebook texts. If in the publications of the 1950s women were part of the 
Donetsk history among the participants of the underground groups of the Great 
Patriotic War period (according to the rhetoric of Soviet guidebooks) or among the 
Revolution heroes, then in the following publications they disappear completely 
from the texts of the monument descriptions.

Ultimately, the result of the monumental politics of the Soviet period became 
the creation of the cultural and political homogenous space, marked by memorial 
signs written in the frame of the concept of the Soviet model of heroic past. Grad-
ual elimination of the local events and heroes, embedding of the local history in 
the all-Soviet narrative, entered the city space into universal USSR memorial sign 
system, forming a general code of perceiving reality.15 Building people’s represen-
tation of the past with this general code was happening at the expense of regulated 
and ritualized practices connected with the monuments (acceptance into pioneers, 
pronouncing the oath, official holidays, etc.). And the politics of the “organized 
oblivion” left the memory of separate social groups outside the official construct.

 The Perestroika Period and the Initial Stage of Ukrainian 
Independence: Uncertainty vs. Polysemantics of Space

In the Perestroika period, the process of placing monuments in Donetsk stopped 
almost completely. Crisis of the Soviet system, criticism of heroes of the past, the 
rise of alternative narratives and scenarios of development all generated critical 
attitude to the Soviet canon. Previously, the monuments had fit into the accurate 
scheme of viewing the past and future within the logical and simple ideological 
construct of the officially endorsed Soviet memory. However, the new times re-
quired new monuments.

The series of monuments from the end of the 1990s demonstrated the variation 
in the perception of the past, the opportunity of representing the local and collec-
tive memories of different social groups. Here we see the phenomenon of the col-
lective remembrance, where the images of the past, isolated in the frameworks of 
a certain community and deprived of the right to represent its memory, come back 
to the collective reminiscence. Thanks to the accessible archives and the efforts of 
activists,16 the local memory received access to the public space. Not without op-
position and debates, monuments of local inhabitants appeared in the city—“The 
victims of the political repressions” (on the spot of Rutchenkovo field excavation), 
international warriors, those killed in Afghanistan, the liquidators of the Chernobyl 
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Nuclear Power Plant, bas-relief of the repressed poet Vasyl Stus throughout 1970–
1980s, and so on.17

However, this new memorialization and return to the repressive elements of the 
past were not accompanied by public discussions and the formation of a new histori-
cal narrative. The conversation was rather about the necessary reaction of the local 
power to the activists’ movements and general assents in seeing historical past offi-
cially articulated on the level of state power. Thus, for example, the installation of the 
monument to “Victims of Political Repression” was a formal concession of power to 
the initiators of the excavation and active citizens, and in no way has it become the 
logical completion of the processes of reconciliation with the past.18 The excavations 
were only carried out in small parts of the Rutchenkovo field. The victims of the 
repressions were only partially exhumed and re-buried and their names remained un-
declared regardless of the opportunity to identify them by archive sources. Further, 
no considerable responses or initiatives were found among the society regarding the 
revision of the “Mine N 4-4 Bis ‘Kalynivka’” monument, which was described as 
the place where Soviet people in times of the Great Patriotic War were executed, al-
though it is in fact the place of the Jewish tragedy of the Second World War. This also 
was the case with the personality of Vasyl Stus, whose bas-relief, as a result of the 
activists’ efforts as well as lively discussions, was installed on the wall of the philol-
ogy faculty of the Donetsk National University. However, the attempts to name the 
University after him did not succeed due to both active oppositions of the local elites 
and the overall mood among the local population.19

The revision of history and the attempt to take it out of the frames of the Soviet 
narrative activated the references to the personas of the past connected to the local 
history on different levels. In 2001, the monument to John Hughes was installed, a 
Welsh businessman and founder of the steel factory that was influential for the city’s 
formation. In the focus of attention on the periodic press appears the economist, soci-
ologist, and public figure, Vasyl Bervi-Flerovksy, who spent the last years of his life in 
Yuzivka. His monument was placed in Soviet years but it never gained any particular 
attention as it did not fit into the Soviet system of commemoration and rituals.

The processes of the localization of memory appeared through a series of 
lifetime monuments of outstanding city figures. From the end of 1990s to the be-
ginning of 2000s, the monuments of the Olympic champions Sergii Bubka and 
Joseph Kobzon (born in Chasiv Yar, Donetsk Oblast) were installed. In the same 
period, monuments were erected to the exceptional tenor of the twentieth century, 
Anatoliy Solovianenko, the entrepreneur N. Balin, and others.

Simultaneously, attempts to “lengthen” the past were also taking place, expand-
ing it to the Scythian period. The Scythian stone images appear in the city, as well 
as the monument to the world-famous Scythian pectus, discovered by the archae-
ologist from Kyiv, Boris Mozolevsky, with the help of the archaeological group of 
the Donetsk State University. The reference to the “Scythian-Sarmatian heritage” 
emerged in authentic Scythian images outside of the museum expositions as ele-
ments of the decor of ethnic-restaurants and cafés, as well as the distribution of the 
“Scythian” trade brands which testified not only to the “lengthening” of history, but 
also its consumerization.
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While many societies that undergo massive sociopolitical transformation often 
stumble over problems of intergenerational gaps, in Donetsk we also find an inter-
esting example of compromise between different generations. In 2001, a monu-
ment was installed to the famous party figure Vladimir Degtyarev, first secretary of 
the Donetsk regional committee of the Communist Party of Ukraine (1968–1976) 
and socialist labor hero. The image of this regional figure remains part of the local 
memory. Even today, the older generation of Donetsk residents names him in polls 
among the historical figures who played a more or less positive role in the history 
of Ukraine.20 The instalment of the monument in spite of its obvious Soviet charac-
ter did not cause any opposition within the local population.

Because of the new memorialization and legalization of memories of various 
communities and groups more or less connected to Donbas, the dialogism of the 
memorial spaces in the city formed gradually. In addition to these processes, the 
peculiar “re-coding” of already existing monuments also took place. This way, 
for instance, in Donetsk the meetings by the Taras Shevchenko monument on the 
poet’s birthday and anniversary of his death constituted a pro-Ukraine demon-
stration both in Soviet times and in the Perestroika period. In the years 2013 and 
2014, the Shevchenko monument and its adjoined territory became the same public 
space where the Donetsk Euromaidan was formed, uniting the small part of the 
pro-Ukrainian citizens.21

Certain activity was also observed around the memorial dedicated to the local 
Jewish community—the monument to the victims of the Holocaust, 4,000 Jewish 
people for whom the White Quarry, where the monument is located, became a ter-
ritory of death and the last stop before they were murdered in the mine of Kalinivka 
4-4 Bis. The Swastika image on the monument became the reflection of everyday 
anti-Semitism, which postponed the opening of the monument for a couple of days, 
until December 26, 2006.22 However, the attempt to use anti-Semitic sentiments in 
2014 to foster conflict in society did not work, which suggests that such manifesta-
tions were isolated cases rather than a general trend.

The main granite monument in the city—the monument to Lenin—was also 
subject to tampering. By 9 May 2008 at night the shoes of the Soviet leader were 
painted white, which forced the community service workers to paint them black. 
As a result, the joke on Lenin’s preparation for Victory day, allegedly changing 
into ceremonial varnished shoes for the holiday, circulated widely.23 As opposed to 
the Taras Shevchenko monument, which became and remains the symbol of pro-
Ukrainian and pro-European choice of Donetsk residents, the Lenin monument 
became the symbol around which the activities of both pro-Soviet and pro-Russian 
activists are played out.

These practices of including monuments in the socially, culturally, and politi-
cally important activities of the citizens demonstrate the difficulty of the processes 
of “re-coding” the Soviet monumental heritage as well as their singular perception 
of returning the repressed memories of the local communities to the city space. In 
the spatial coordinates of the city, this led to a symbolic redistribution of the spheres 
and influences of different models of perceiving the past, which at the same time did 
not practically overlap with each other. This way, for instance, the Lenin monument 
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(and to a smaller extent the one to Artem) symbolized the preservation of the certain 
influence of the Soviet model of the past. For the pro-Ukrainian part of the city, the 
Shevchenko monument retained significant importance. The spaces of Jewish mem-
ory were being formed but they were partially moved to the peripheries (attached to 
the locations of tragic events). The locality and “Donetskism” were embodied in the 
park of the shod sculptures (conceptually tied to the local forge traditions) and a palm 
of Mertsalov.24 In the local scheme of history, an emphasis on the “Welsh” past is 
seen in the very persona of John Hughes, the peculiarities of constructing the central 
part of Donetsk, and the inheritance of traditions of building the English industrial 
cities. The symbols and signs of the “Welsh” alongside the “Scythian” past took their 
places among the local trademarks. However, the monument to John Hughes itself 
did not meet any specific attention of the local residents, so there were no particular 
activities around the monument, despite its location in the very center of the city.

At that time, generally speaking, the monumental space of Donetsk was be-
coming alternative, containing the images that represent the collective memory of 
different communities. However, the city space remained segmented; the activity 
around the monuments almost never extended beyond specific groups and did not 
include the public dialogue regarding reconsideration of historical narrative. The 
Soviet model of memorialization and related commemorative practices remained 
dominant. The sustainability of the social agreement between different groups of 
city residents was based not on mutual understanding, but on demarcation: we 
don’t touch you and you don’t touch us.

 From “Memory Wars” to Hostilities

At the beginning of the 2000s, the so-called “memory wars” of the 1990s were 
replaced by an acceptance of the possibility of different perspectives on the past, 
and the activity surrounding the monuments generally calmed down. The monu-
ments themselves gradually turned into “invisible beings,” habitual parts of the 
city landscape, growing less and less interesting for the Donetsk population.25 At 
the same time, their popularity among the inhabitants grew with the “neutral” loci 
of the city space occupied with essentially unhistorical figures of the city landscape 
rather than monuments.

The actions of the regional elites in the field of memory politics were gener-
ally in line with the demands of the local population. The focus on stability as 
a key value shaped conflict avoidance strategies. In relation to the monuments, 
this strategy reflected on the mass disagreement about the dismantlement of the 
monuments. The argument against demolishing the monuments was almost iden-
tically formulated by both the representatives of the local elites and the popula-
tion of the city and Oblast. Operating on the mood of the local community, the 
city and Oblast authorities were able to actively resist the attempts of the central 
power of Ukraine to implement new scenarios of memory policy in the region.

For example, the local authorities in Donetsk, referring to the opinion of the ma-
jority of city residents, actually sabotaged the decree of President V. Yushchenko 
of 28 March 2007 pertaining to “measures in regard to the 75th anniversary of the 
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Holodomor of 1932–1933 in Ukraine.” One of the points of the presidential decree 
suggested renaming the city toponyms in case of their relation to the activities 
of people involved in organizing the implementation of Holodomor and political 
repressions. The sociological poll in Donetsk showed that 55.5% of the respond-
ents were against the renaming and only 13.5% supported the initiative.26 Among 
the Donetsk residents, the idea of dismantling the monuments of Soviet figures 
was also unpopular (only four respondents expressed their support to demolish the 
monument to Vladimir Lenin).27 The arguments of the respondents almost com-
pletely reproduced the argument of the local political elites represented in the local 
mass media: the respondents “did not see the point in renaming or dismantling 
the monuments,” viewing it as a “spare expenditure.”28 For many, this was “the 
memory of the past” or “a habit of being used to old names.”29 Practically without 
any change, this argument remained also in 2013,30 and in 2016–2017.31 This was 
characteristic for Donetsk as well as other cities of the Oblast:

Interviewer: What do you think, should the monuments be taken down or not?
Respondent: And the point? Yes, there is Lenin’s monument here, but it does not 

bother anyone. Lenin is Lenin, we all have our own opinions of him. 
Why go through the same all over? If you think about it, it involves 
money, budget, and all the rest. First of all, why excite people? Sure, 
we all have our own opinions, but the monument is not troubling 
anyone. There, you see the pigeons sitting there quietly? Let them 
sit. Am I wrong?

(2013, Artemivsk - Bakhmut, Donetsk Oblast,  
male, age 45)

Interviewer: What do you think, are there such monuments that need to be taken 
down?

Respondent: No. That is stupid. This is the history of the country, of our lives.
Interviewer: So you think it’s appropriate to install more of the new monuments?
Respondent: Just put them next to it, why bother. Yes, that is Lenin, but whom 

does he concern? I think it looks just fine on this square. Let him 
stand here – this is the history of the country, there is no way one 
could erase it.

(2013, Donetsk, female, age 33)

In most cases, the respondents underline not the ideological meaning of the 
monuments, but their placement in their personal memories, the stages of growing 
up and family joys. Accordingly, the demolishment of the given monuments for 
people becomes the partial loss of their own past.

Moderator: Tell us please, are there any monuments which you would say are 
estranged from your city?

R1(female): All monuments are our own.
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Moderator: Even this new one?32

R1(female): The new one I don’t accept at all. But the monuments of Lenin, 
Kalinin, Voroshilov…

R2 (male): We know these monuments from childhood. We would come here 
with our mother.

R (female): There was Lenin on the square.
R (female): Well, yes, a lot is connected with this.
R: Everyone was getting photographed.
R2: Some of us were accepted among the pioneers.
R3: Photographs remained.

(2017, FGD, Controlled Ukrainian territories,  
Sievierodonetsk, senior age group)

The Euromaidan events and the beginning of Russia’s hybrid invasion of 
Ukraine renewed the city population’s need to appeal to the historical past. Since 
spring 2014, there has been an active confrontation and competition for the right 
to control the symbolic space of the city of Donetsk, for the right to mark it with 
“own” signs. In this particular case, the segmentation of the memory spaces and the 
inability to negotiate about key issues in the discussions on the historical past was 
becoming more and more evident. A large part of the population chose a neutral 
position, while two roughly equal active groups (averaging 20% of respondents 
each)33 were engaged in the symbolic battles for the city space. At the initial stage 
this was expressed in various symbols, to which the supporters of this or that idea 
of the past were giving their preference: St. George’s ribbon, “Tricolor” (Russian 
National flag), “Trizub” (National Emblem of Ukraine), and Ukrainian State flag. 
However, further use of the symbolic, demonstrating the pro-Ukrainian position, 
has become dangerous for its carrier.

With the start of the Donetsk Euromaidan, the local authorities tried to take 
control of the public space, justifying it by the need for communal works. One of 
the “battles” for the city space in those times deserves distinct attention. The rep-
resentatives of the Donetsk Euromaidan did not allow communal services to start 
washing the Taras Shevchenko monument (аround which Donetsk Euromaidan 
was located) and cleaned the monument with their own hands. Such outcome of 
opposing became possible due to the compromise between the pro-Ukrainian city 
dwellers, on the one hand, and the representatives of the local government, on the 
other hand. In this case, this relates to the chief of the municipal government of 
improvement and public service of the Donetsk city executive committee, Kon-
stiantyn Savinov, who disposed to remove the equipment.34

In spring 2014, the practices of peaceful distribution of space were replaced by a 
struggle against the symbols of opponents. This occurred, for instance, in the daily 
re-painting of trees and fences into Russian and Ukrainian flag colors, often with 
paintings one over another. The period of relatively peaceful competition over the 
placement of symbols lasted until a series of beatings of pro-Ukrainian residents of 
the city and the murder of Dmytro Cherniavsky,35 who was killed at a demonstration 
for the unity of Ukraine held in Donetsk on March 13, 2014. The united prayer for 
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Ukraine36 was yet possible, but the participants were under some serious pressure. 
One of the initiators and an active participant of the united prayer for Ukraine, the 
famous Donetsk scholar, theologist Ihor Kozlovsky,37 was condemned by the authori-
ties of the unrecognized Donetsk People’s Republic (DPR), and served in prison for 
almost two years, from January 2016 until December 2017, in spite of all the attempts 
of the activists and the Ukrainian governments to reach his release and exchange.

“The Force of Power” in Donetsk after 2014

The active intervention in the symbolic spaces of the city which appeared in the 
non-government-controlled part of the Donetsk Oblast territory,38 began in the 
spring of 2015, during the still active phase of the military operations. The figure of 
the dissident poet Vasyl Stus was obviously alien and irritating for the occupation 
administration. For a long period of time his name was at the center of the battle 
for the rights of pro-Ukrainian city dwellers who were willing to install their own 
symbols in the public spaces of the city.39 The bas-relief of Vasyl Stus was one of 
the first to be dismantled by the occupation authorities.40

A significant moment for the self-affirmation of the new power was the “Rus-
sification” of street names in Donetsk in the summer of 2015. In Donetsk, the plates 
with Ukrainian and English street names were installed in 2012, on the eve of the 
European Football Cup. The occupation authorities demonstratively translated the 
street names on the signs into Russian on the eve of the birthday of the Russian impe-
rial poet Alexander Pushkin.41 The very name of the city has also undergone the same 
symbolic translation into Russian42 (from which they removed the Cyrillic Soft sign).

This policy of the occupation authorities provoked resistance from various groups 
of the city’s residents. Those who remained in non-controlled Ukrainian territories, 
but saw themselves outside of the official discourse, continued the symbolic battles 
for the city, essentially returning to the practices of the “third cultures” of 1970–
1980s, to the culture of happening and performances, which crystallized its activity 
within the Soviet system.43 Caricatures, the grotesque, theatre of the absurd, re- 
coding ideas, “battles” for the sense of the messages—all remained the general meth-
ods of opposing the new dominating attitude in the public space. Sergey Zakharov’s 
activity became the form of an individual protest whose installations gained large 
popularity and was regarded as the criticism of the unrecognized regime.44 However, 
gradually, with the consolidation of the occupying power, the period of symbolic 
battles for the public space of Donetsk has come to an end with the establishment 
of rigid control over the dissent, first at the expense of repression and forced dis-
placement of those whose views do not fit the new ideology established in the non-
controlled Ukrainian territories in both Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts.

The new memorial policy in the occupied territories was primarily aimed at 
restoring Soviet monuments, that had been destroyed in the course of hostilities.45 
Such approach found a response from the part of population, who actively sup-
ported the drift in the non-controlled territories of Kyiv in favor of Russia and 
distance themselves from Ukraine due to the de-Communization policy among 
other things. This tactic was also met with understanding among the population in 
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general, who might not consider the Soviet heritage important to them, but were 
still inclined to oppose the demolition of Soviet monuments.46

The next step was to create the places of memory in the locations of military opera-
tions of 2014. In the majority of cases, such signs territorially and substantially were 
connected to the events/memorials of the “Great Patriotic War of 1941–1945 years.” 
The usage of the construct “Great Patriotic War” took out the non-government-
controlled territories in both Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts of the common with 
Europe context of the Second World War and supported the discourse of a common 
destiny with Russia. This strategy also provided a connection between different 
generations and forms new social solidarity: the older generation as the witnesses/
participants of the Great Patriotic War and the victims of German Nazism (Russian 
propaganda more often uses the term fascism), and the younger generation as the 
participants/witnesses of the battles for “freedom and independence of Donbas” 
and the victims of modern so-called “Ukrainian fascism” (“…They are lying, blam-
ing us, the living/Holding their hands even in death/A grey-haired woman and her 
grandchildren/She was born in war and so were they”).47

Children, as victims of the war, are also represented in new monuments. Their 
memory is embodied in the Lane of Angels, a site of memory with an arch and a 
memorial plate on which the 66 names of Donetsk children who died in the shelling 
of the city are engraved. This monument, due to its strong emotional charge, even 
without the additionally organized commemorative rituals by the government, 
causes the formation of spontaneous commemorative practices. Citizens bring toys 
to the deceased children and place them around the monument. This image will 
become one of the key points in reconciliation processes potentially possible in 
the long term. In the context of the current propaganda in the non-government-
controlled Ukrainian territories, these child victims are considered exclusively as 
victims of the military operations of Ukrainian power.48

The element of the last wave of memorialization in Donetsk has been the forma-
tion of images of “war heroes,” the installation of memorial signs and plaques in 
honor of fallen members of illegal armed groups and the inclusion of the story of 
their “heroism” in the educational curriculum. Schools were named after them, the 
“Timur movement” (known in Soviet times from Arkady Gaidar’s book Timur and 
His Squad) was revived to help relatives of the dead, and war attributes were often 
used in educational and public events.

The exchange of monuments, a well-known practice in Soviet times, was also 
re-established. Gifts, sculptures, and memorial signs from Russian cities, associa-
tions and public organizations were sent to Donetsk. In 2015, Donetsk received the 
“Victory Bell” (a gift from Moscow’s International Union “Successors of Victory”) 
and “Fascism will not pass!” (from the Kamchatka youth organization “Peninsula” 
(Poluostrov—rus.), and also the number of Russian Cossack organizations and 
Russian Union of the Veterans of Russia). In these sculptures, the classical clichés 
of the Soviet memorialization of the Great Patriotic War were used: bell, bayonet, 
garrison cap, the crushed Swastika, and so on.

The war monuments were supplemented by the monuments honoring the regional 
public and cultural figures, such as that to Grigory Bondar,49 the world-famous 
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surgeon-oncologist who founded the antineoplastic center in Donetsk and estab-
lished his very own scientific school of treatment of oncological diseases. Subse-
quently, in Makiivka, a monument was erected to an outstanding cinema figure, 
Aleksandr Khanzhonkov (born in 1877 in a family estate near this city). The issue 
of installing Khanzhonkov’s monument had also been discussed in previous years, 
before being built in 2015, later to be used as an example blaming the Ukrain-
ian government for inattention to outstanding local figures. Discursively, Khan-
zhonkov was represented as a founder of Russian cinema,50 ensuring the region’s 
inclusion in a context of all-Russian cultural development.

The informational accompaniment of the rituals of monument unveiling was 
combined with the constant building of logical links with the Soviet construct of 
the Great Patriotic War, the struggle against fascism, emphasis on the “Kyiv junta” 
and its guilt toward the “people of Donbas,” the heroic defense of the “Russian 
world” and the Slavs, as well as declarations of one’s own innocence and sacrifice. 
New monuments and memorial plaques become the new spaces for memory and 
performing rituals, such as oath-taking by cadets of the military-political school, 
holding demonstrations, days of remembrance, organizing of performances by cre-
ative collectives. The intensity of such events and their discursive accompaniment 
speaks of well-thought-out and organized attempts to mobilize the city’s residents 
for supporting the unrecognized occupational regimes. The city once again expe-
rienced “organized oblivion”: deprivation of the right to public spaces for social 
groups whose ideas did not coincide with the official attitudes propagated by the 
regime of pseudo-republics.

 Conclusion

This brief overview of memorial politics in Donetsk shows the process of strength-
ening of the Soviet ideology in the construction of the public framework of the 
city. Soviet ideology and its monumental embodiment finally filled itself with the 
habitual vital space of the city residents by the end of the 1960s. Any representation 
of the marginalized social groups (ethnic, local, political, and others) was entirely 
forced out of the public space, remaining only in the memory of some individuals.51

In the case of Donetsk, reconsideration of the past, provoked by the processes of 
Perestroika, has not ended with a significant revision of the space. The city practi-
cally kept its Soviet toponymy. All Soviet monuments survived and remained in 
their places (except for numerous plaster figures of Lenin, which were demolished 
due to their natural obsolescence and destruction, as well as due to the easing of 
the official procedures of such eliminations). In this period, along with the Soviet 
monuments, new monuments and memorial signs appeared, which presented an 
alternative vision of the past and returned the memory of marginalized groups, 
though the vision in most cases was connected to local historical events. The result 
was a segmentation of the public space, in which the different versions of the his-
torical past coexisted. New monuments were being placed, mainly with the initia-
tive of the local governments, and were, to an extent, a response to the pressure of 
the central government of the country. Monument installation, in most cases, was 
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carried out in the presence of neutral (indifferent) reactions of the residents, which 
manifested in the future as an absence of any kind of activity around the majority of 
the monuments. From the beginning of the 1990s in Donetsk, there was no monu-
ment of nation-wide importance installed.

As a result of this memorial politics in the non-government-controlled Ukrain-
ian parts of Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts, their distance from the all-Ukrainian 
space and inclusion in the ideological construct of the “Russian world,” was en-
shrined. One of the key mythologemes was and remains the mythologeme of the 
Great Patriotic War. It allowed to exclude these territories from the all-European 
history and shift attention to the common historical fate with the current Russian 
Federation as the successor of the USSR. At the same time, the mythologeme of the 
Great Patriotic War contributed to the formation of new solidarity in the territories 
of Donetsk Oblast not controlled by Ukraine, linking the generations of witnesses 
and participants of the war—of both past and present.

As the Donetsk experience shows, the attempt to construct a public space in 
which the Soviet memorial heritage coexists with the modern one, forms not so 
much a polysemantic space, as consolidates a conflictual duality and is instrumen-
talized to intensify antagonism between the two narratives of the past. Russia’s 
explicit instrumentalization of the memorial heritage of the Soviet era in Ukraine, 
the use of Soviet-era monuments and their modern versions for the occupation of 
territories and their subsequent incorporation into Russia’s political body, makes 
the issue of the Soviet monumental heritage not so much a historical one as an issue 
of security and protection of Ukraine’s integrity and sovereignty.
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The Memory of the Great Patriotic War 
in the “Donetsk People’s Republic”
Commemoration, School, and Mass Media

Dmytro Tytarenko

 Introduction

The commemoration of the Great Patriotic War (GPW),1 which caused heated dis-
cussions until 2014, takes on new connotations under the circumstances of the 
military conflict in Donbass. All parties of the conflict have their own versions and 
interpretations of events during World War II, ranging from a struggle between two 
equivalent totalitarianisms, during which Ukrainians were forced to exclusively 
fight for the “imperial interests of others,” to the glorified and heroic interpreta-
tions of the war events, typifying Soviet historiography. This peculiar competition, 
or even “memory war,” is designed to legitimize the positions of the conflicting 
parties as well as to mobilize support of both versions on an exceptional level. A 
distinctly new specificity pertains to the territory of the self-proclaimed “Donetsk 
People’s Republic” (DPR)2 to varying degrees.3

While characterizing the factors that caused the emergence of “national repub-
lics,” as well as the processes taking place on the DPR/LPR (Luhansk People’s 
Republic) territories, experts contrarily interpret the regional specifics and histori-
cal features of Donbass. The basis of such discussions are propagated myths, old 
or new, political interests, and sometimes even personal sympathies or antipathies. 
Analyzing these discussions would be beyond the scope of this chapter. However, 
in order to outline the sociopolitical context, I will note that the sociodemographic 
and ethnic landscape of this region, which formed during the industrialization of 
the 1920s–1930s as well as in the post-war restoration period, fully reflects the 
concept of Soviet modernization.4 Memory, revived in recent years, played an im-
portant part in tragic events in Ukraine, and particularly in Donbass.

In this chapter, I examine the peculiarities of the transformation of the official 
and non-official commemorative discourses of the GPW. The analysis is based on 
research material I collected during research projects conducted in 2014 and 2015 
in the post-Soviet space, including Donbass.5 Observations and field research were 
conducted both in the Ukrainian government–controlled and non-Ukrainian–con-
trolled Donbass territories from 2014 to 2022, also in the course of a different 
project.6 The analysis of interviews conducted with residents of the Donetsk Oblast 
in 2014–2022, is supplemented with a content analysis of media texts, with which 
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I was able, to a certain degree, to reconstruct how the subject of the GPW features 
in the public spaces of the DPR.

 Celebration with a War Background, and War with a Celebration 
Background: May 9 from 2014 to 2016

The events in Kyiv of late 2013 and early 2014, besides being a political and military 
confrontation, were marked by a rapid growth of interest in the memory of World 
War II. The participants of the Euromaidan appealed to the traditions of the Ukrainian 
nationalist movement of the 1930s–1940s. Opponents referred to it as a reincarnation 
of Fascism. For propaganda purposes, both sides used the images of Stepan Bandera 
and Roman Shukhevych,7 regarded by citizens as either “national heroes” or “Nazi 
collaborators.” Captured by TV cameras, far-right symbols and slogans defined the 
image of the Maidan protests. Further provocative actions among some Maidan sup-
porters included the dismantling of a monument to a Soviet soldier at Rynok Square 
in the city of Stryi in Lviv Oblast.8 From spring 2014 on, the memory of the GPW 
became an important factor in political processes in Donbass.9 The unstable sociopo-
litical situation, military operations in the northern districts of Sloviansk and Krama-
torsk, seizures by pro-Russian activists of a number of official buildings in Donetsk 
and the surrounding area, extensive rumors about possible provocations on May 
9, and the cancellation of festive activities, all intensified the rhetoric of “fighting 
against Fascism” over the course of the anti-Maidan protests.

Despite the considerable level of instability, the festivities nevertheless took 
place on May 9, 2014, albeit on a limited scale. A distinctive feature of the ritual 
was not only the complete absence of Ukrainian state symbols but also the domi-
nance of St. George Ribbons. These ribbons, in Russia the most remarkable symbol 
of the “correct” memory of the war10 since 2005, became an identifier of a “them-
versus-us” mindset in Donbass. The events that took place on the eve of and during 
May 9, 2014, had the character of political demonstrations, and soon after, in the 
referendum of May 11, 2014, had a noticeable mobilizing effect on the population. 
The referendum posed the question: “Do you support the act of state independence 
of the Donetsk People’s Republic?”

The theme of the fight against—and victory over—Nazism became an integral 
part of both historical and official political discourse on the territory of the DPR. 
Victory Day, related traditions and ceremonies became a key element of the official 
ideology in self-proclaimed republics in general. This was confirmed in particular 
by the celebration of the 70th anniversary of victory in the GPW, which in scale, 
atmosphere, and symbolic design corresponded to the celebratory events held in 
Russia and Belarus in 2015.

Preparation for the celebrations distinctly involved attempts to forge a sense of 
group unity among the population by sowing fear around a potential threat: the 
military forces of Ukraine and volunteer divisions. The sense of extreme celebra-
tion was largely promoted by the information published by the Donetsk Mayor, Igor 
Martynov, centered around the clearing of shell fragments from all key social zones, 
as well as the detention of a group of people by DPR law enforcement agencies 
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“on suspicion [of] planning provocations for the May celebrations.”11 The events of 
2014–2015 were discursively located in the unified symbolic context of the memory 
of the GPW. In this respect, the congratulations from the head of the DPR Alexander 
Zakharchenko to the war veterans, published in the local Donetsk Republic, were 
quite remarkable: “Today, as 70 years ago, the enemy has once again entered our 
land. Fascism has raised its head, and the invaders once again want to destroy us.”12

The key, and most substantial, element of the celebratory events widely an-
nounced in local mass media sources was the military parade, in which both the rep-
resentatives of the military formations of the DPR and equipment were deployed. 
An idea was formed, if not about identity, at least about the direct relationship of 
the military parade, which was supposed to be held in Donetsk, to a similar event 
in Moscow. The parade was supposed to become a kind of symbol of resistance 
against the “Ukrainian aggression,” which generated a number of statements from 
the political leadership and military command of the DPR, such as Zakharchenko’s 
remark that while the “celebration of May 9 in Donetsk is like a bone in the throat 
for Ukraine, the parade in Donetsk, dedicated to the 70th anniversary of Victory, 
will be held under any circumstances, come hell or high water.”13 The memory 
model, which ignores the connection of the celebrations in the DPR territories and 
similar events in Ukraine, is reflected in the statement of the Commander of “Re-
public Gvardia,” Ivan Kondratov: “May 9 is a holy day for us, and we will conduct 
it as we should. Ukrainian neo-fascists cannot discredit the memory of our ances-
tors whose work we continue to this day.”14

A commemorative practice that first appeared in Russia,15 the movement of the 
“Immortal Regiment,” also took root in the DPR. In 2016, the “Immortal Regi-
ment” brought together more participants than a year before, suggesting a growing 
popularity of this practice. The characterizing feature of the movement in 2016 
was the presence of a large column to “Immortal Heroes of Donetsk People’s Re-
public,” a monument to the hundreds of relatives and comrades of members of the 
military forces of the DPR who were killed during the conflict in Eastern Ukraine.

The symbolic celebratory background was characterized in both 2015 and 2016 
by peculiar eclecticism. Symbols of the DPR, as well as those of Soviet times and 
modern-day Russia, were carried out into the public space, at least in the central 
part of the city. However, the symbolism was also noticeable on the peripheries of 
celebratory events: flags and stickers in public transport; St. George Ribbons on 
private cars; drawings and congratulations in educational and cultural institutions, 
and on the doors of apartment building entrances, made by high school students. 
Visitors to the mass celebrations happily took photos with the participants of the 
theatrical events, dressed in Soviet military uniforms. The celebration of Victory 
Day in Donetsk was perceived as a legitimate and responsible representation of 
historical justice. The mobilized potential of this particular holiday was shown in 
the fact that all city residents participating in the celebratory events could see them-
selves as compatriots and like-minded people, united by common historical fortune 
and experiencing life under the circumstances of military operations.

Despite the fact that celebrating the 70th anniversary of Victory in 2015 
became, perhaps, the most massive and vivid event in the life of the population 
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of non-Ukrainian government-controlled territories, it would be wrong to reduce 
the influence of the war commemoration to this day only. The impact of this date 
can be observed throughout 2015, which took place in the DPR under the auspices 
of the celebration of the 70th anniversary of Victory. The anniversary served as a 
convenient reason for conducting a wide variety of educational, as well as military-
patriotic events, competitions, exhibitions, and concerts. The main purpose of the 
celebratory rituals, ceremonies, and events, held on the DPR territories in 2014–
2016, was to strengthen social solidarity based on common values and symbols. 
The feeling of collective pride cultivated in the Victory celebrations also inspired 
optimism and hope for victory in the armed conflict that commenced in 2014.

 The Memory of Two Wars: The Formation of a Group  
and New Identity

The events of 2014–2016 in Ukraine and, particularly, in Donbass, modified a num-
ber of stereotypes and ideas about one’s “own” and the “stranger”16 and generated 
an image of the enemy for many residents of the region.17 It is possible to claim 
that, if not for the majority, then at least for the significant part of the residents of 
non-controlled territories, recent years have become the time of constructing a col-
lective memory of the war as well as the specifics of life in unrecognized republics. 
This memory becomes an effective resource, which makes it possible to construct 
borders capable of separating the citizens of Ukraine who do not have similar ex-
periences to the region’s other inhabitants.18 The materials and interviews available 
support the claim that the specifics of evaluating the events and their emotional 
background are caused by personal and quite often rather dramatic experiences of 
life in a war situation. The popularity of establishing historical parallels with the 
events of the GPW, and the extrapolation of heroic myths and images to modern 
times, became a characteristic feature of life in the non-controlled territories.

If in the past, we learned about the war from films, literature, internet, or 
different stories, now in Donetsk, we have come to a realization of what it 
actually is. We have experienced bombing, seen our children during explo-
sions… They hid behind the wall and lay down, not knowing if the bomb 
would fly close to us… So now for us, the idea of 9 May is sacred… There-
fore, this year, our attitude to 9 May is bigger, more piercing and heartfelt.

(Male, born in 1965, Donetsk, May 8, 2015)19

What is now happening in the war in Ukraine, in Donetsk […], is surely 
tightly connected to those events. It seems that you involuntarily go through 
the same emotions that those living in Donetsk did, occupied or fighting, 
experiencing bombing and shelling. You feel a certain connection of time.

(Male, born in 1978, Donetsk, May 9, 2015)20

In the conditions of an armed confrontation, in the context of the enemy dis-
course, both at a media level and in everyday life, the following categories gained 
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wide popularity: “Ukrainian fascists,” “Ukronazis,” “National-fascists,” “fascist 
junta,” “Ukrop,” and so on. Some of these terms refer directly to the memory and 
discourse of the GPW. The open letter from the Dokuchaievsk residents, address-
ing the leader of the DPR, Zakharchenko, as well as its response, published in one 
of the central editions of the DPR, the newspaper Donetsk Republic, is a typical 
example of the adoption of these terms:

Is it true that our city will be handed to Ukrainian fascists, and we will be left 
with the Debaltseve Copper of the second kind? “Dokuchaievsk,” responded 
the leader of the unrecognized republic, “will never and under no circum-
stances […] be surrendered to fascists! You should not worry. We have a 
strong army, and our forces will never allow the enemy to trample our land.”21

A characteristic feature of the socio-political discourse in the DPR was the in-
herent desire of the authorities to solidarize and mobilize society, including by re-
ferring to the heroic and tragic individual and collective symbols of the GPW. The 
popularity of the images of “hero-militias,” “hero-miners,” constructed by analogy 
with the soldiers of the 383rd, 393rd, and 395th rifle divisions, (formed in 1941 
mostly from miners in Donbass) in turn reflected the tendency to borrow a selec-
tion of practices from the GPW discourse. Areas that experienced fierce military 
operations in 2014–2015 were marked by analogies with the places of the memory 
of the GPW (including regional), widely popularized in the frameworks of the So-
viet historiographic traditions, education, and mass media. “Debaltseve as a Brest 
Fortress of Donbas,” “Savur-Mohyla is a place of military glory,” “the evidence 
of the heroism of Soviet soldiers-liberators in 1943, and the defence-militias in 
2014,” “hero-city Ilovaisk,” and so on. The propaganda apparatus of the DPR, 
widely utilized heroic images and historical myths (Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya, the 
members of the “Young Guard,” Panfilov’s 28 men, and so on), and has long been 
an object of critical reflection, including accounts from Russian historians.22 These 
sentiments found support among many activists of public organizations in Russia. 
A typical example is the congratulations text from the Nevsky regional office of 
a public organization “Inhabitants of Besieged Leningrad,” sent to the Donbass 
residents in relation to Victory Day:

We, the population of the besieged Leningrad, are familiar with blockades, 
hunger, cold, absence of electricity, of water, ruined houses, constant shell-
ing, and bombings. At present time, the residents of Donbas are in a similar 
situation. We admire the courage, steadfastness, and uncompromising spirit 
of the Donbas population. We believe that victory is on your side!23

The direct parallels between the events that took place in Odessa on May 2, 
2014,24 and the tragedy of the Belarusian village of Khatyn, destroyed by the Nazis 
in spring 1943,25 are quite popular. The use of the categories of “Ukrainian fascists” 
and “Karateli” in the media discourse on the conflict reinforced this symbolic con-
nection. Mourning events in Donetsk (a mourning meeting, a requiem concert, 
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organizing a travelling photo exhibition, calling on motorists to honor the memory 
of those killed on May 2 with car horns), were subsequently presented as a collec-
tive ritual, aimed at constructing group solidarity in the face of the “fascist threat.”

The practice of taking part in events, dedicated to Victory Day (May 9) and 
Donbass Liberation Day (September 8), not only among the veterans of the GPW 
but also the participants of the military operations of 2014–2016 became wide-
spread. Thus, on May 5, 2015, in Donetsk, the Eternal Memory demonstration 
was planned, “dedicated to former prisoners of concentration camps and the cap-
tured militias of Donetsk People’s Republic.”26 On September 8, 2015, in Donetsk, 
the National University of Economics and Trade announced a creative marathon: 
“There is only one moment between the past and the future.” The framework of 
the program provided for the performance of participants in the battles for Savur-
Mohyla in 1943 and in 2014. A peculiar synthesis of traditional and new national 
holidays, “Victory Day” (May 9) and “Republic Day” (May 11) was represented by 
celebrations dedicated to the 70th anniversary of Victory in the Great Patriotic War 
and the first anniversary of DPR in the Kirov district of Donetsk. Over the course 
of the celebrations, the military personnel of the DPR were awarded the “Golden 
Star” medals of Heroes of DPR, as well as St. George Crosses and Jubilee medals 
of “70 Years of Victory in the Great Patriotic War.”27

The attempt to underline a direct continuity between the veterans of the GPW 
and the combatants of armed formations of the DPR, the incessant tradition of “bat-
tling for the Homeland against Fascism” became an inseparable part of the public 
discourse on the DPR territory. A number of factors defined its popularity. One of 
them was propaganda, successfully conducted by local and Russian media. In its 
frameworks, the situation in Ukraine is distorted and constantly discussed under 
the subject of “reviving fascism,” whereas the fact of the direct involvement of 
the Russian military and the role of the Russian Federation in the escalation of the 
Eastern Ukrainian conflict are ignored.

Ukraine’s adoption and implementation of a package of the so-called “decom-
munization laws” played a significant role in these processes. According to a 
number of Ukrainian and foreign lawyers, historians, and political scientists, com-
pliance with the norms contained within the political and legal standards, historical 
facts, and requirements for the academic sciences in general, is very problematic, 
and demonstrates the obvious political involvement of the legislator.28 The attempts 
to transform the commemorative rituals raised doubts among many. In particular, 
the inclusion in the calendar of the memorable date “Day of Remembrance and 
Reconciliation” (May 8) with an obvious emphasis is a way to draw attention to 
May 9 (Victory Day) on the part of the authorities. The majority of the population 
considers such actions attempts to deprive the generation of war veterans or war 
witnesses of the right to be gratefully remembered by their descendants.

The emotional background in many ways connects to the memory of the artillery 
and mortar shootings (always done by “Ukriy,” “Ukropyi,” “Naziki,” “Ukrofas-
cists”29), and personal losses experienced (wounded or killed relatives, destroyed 
houses, forced relocation; often in a sense of flight in the face of an unexpected 
and real threat to life). The service of close relatives in the armed formations of 
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the DPR is significant in understanding these events. The transport and economic 
blockade carried out by Ukrainian authorities in their turn played an important part 
in forming ideas about the essence and character of the conflict. The same applies 
to the admission system, which, in relation to a large number of displaced people, 
created a mass of artificial difficulties, first of all for the elderly, and became a 
source of numerous abuses. Often, the people who were armed and given power 
by the authorities were considered as a real threat, having nothing in common with 
providing safety and lawfulness.30

The specific aspect of memory, connecting the GPW events to the present con-
flict, relates to the problem of the sites of mines and unexploded ordnance (UXO). 
On the Donbass territory, there are a few mine zones that are not indicated on maps 
and not delimited by corresponding warning signs. Access to weapons is also sim-
plified. This situation reminds many residents of the region of the GPW31 events. 
In this context, it should be noted that the information on the results of the work of 
the groups working to remove UXO in the Ministry of Emergency Situations of the 
DPR contains many references to the GPW ammunition discovered by pyrotechnics.

It is obvious that the consequences of the experienced military trauma, the se-
verity of which will be determined primarily by the duration of hostilities in Don-
bass, will be felt by the local population for a very long time after the end of the 
military confrontation. There is a high probability that it is the military events and 
tragic military experience that the population of the region has been experiencing 
since 2014 that will become the key factor and resource of memory necessary for 
the formation of a special “Donbass identity.” A nourishing ground for its concep-
tualization will certainly be the appeal to the image of war participants, “children 
of war,” in general, the elderly people who managed/failed to survive another war.

 Pensioners: Witnesses of Two Wars

To a certain extent, the attitudes of the conflicting sides depended on the abil-
ity and readiness of the authorities (Ukrainian or in the self-proclaimed republics) 
to take responsibility for the maintenance of numerous pensioners, including the 
GPW veterans or “Children of War.” According to the instructions of the Ukrainian 
authorities, the payment of the pension ceased in summer 2014, and only resumed 
for the citizens who left the non-controlled territories, registered at a new place of 
residence and are now living in controlled territories. In this situation, a significant 
proportion of the pensioners who were unable to leave their homes and apartments, 
for instance, due to poor health,32 were forced to register with the social protection 
bodies of the self-proclaimed republics.

In spring 2015, at which point the pensioners in Donetsk had been deprived 
of their pensions for seven to eight months, the DPR authorities commenced the 
social payment, close to the amount of the previous Ukrainian pension. This situ-
ation served as one of the key factors in the legitimization of the governments 
of unrecognized republics, and, at the same time, as the de-legitimization of the 
Ukrainian authorities in the eyes of the pensioners. Considering the preservation 
of some economic relations (a circumstance not only suppressed but even refuted), 
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the existence of the well-functioning smuggling system, operating across the line 
of demarcation, the non-payment of pensions raised additional questions. On the 
part of the representatives of the Ukrainian authorities, the reasons and justification 
for not paying the pensions to the DPR residents sounded different and contradic-
tory, even concerning those ready to leave the non-controlled territory. (It should 
be noted that the situation with non-payment of pensions has been a cause for 
criticism by the United Nations and a number of Ukrainian and international hu-
man rights organizations).33 This atmosphere promoted the formation of confidence 
among many pensioners that the state no longer considers them as their citizens. 
The artificial difficulties created for pensioners, when crossing the line of demarca-
tion34 and the control over the mode of their stay in controlled territories,35 resulted 
in the averse and partially hostile attitude to the state.

The DPR authorities used this situation to their benefit. The particular attention 
to the needs of GPW participants resulted in a number of orders concerning the 
social payments, other social help, and fuel provision. A characteristic feature of 
these policies was the creation of unified preferential categories, such as: “the par-
ticipants of the military operations, including the defenders of DPR (militia) and 
participants of the war, as well as people equated to them”; “family members of 
the defenders of DPR (militia); the killed (or deceased) veterans during the Great 
Patriotic War, as well as people equated to them.”36 Standardization, clearly, was 
caused not only by the desire to unify the categories of beneficiaries, but also to 
construct a community out of the participants of the contemporary military opera-
tion, symbolically equal to the GPW veterans.

The DPR mass media frequently covers the official commemorative events, 
which are attended by the GPW veterans. Political activists of unrecognized repub-
lics organize unofficial meetings with veterans. The deputies of the People’s Council 
of the DPR visit their houses. In turn, the meetings with veterans are intended to 
demonstrate the high level of support for the DPR leadership by those who are tradi-
tionally perceived as moral authorities and serve as an additional legitimization fac-
tor. Overall, the images of the war participants, “Children of War,” the pensioners, 
who had to go through another war, are widely utilized for promotional purposes.

The extremely severe conditions among people of retirement age in Donetsk, 
due to the military operations, as well as the economic and transport blockade, 
urged the initiation of a number of humanitarian projects, the aim of which was to 
provide the citizens of these categories with food and medicine. The massive hu-
manitarian project, whose target audience was pensioners aged 60 and over, as well 
as disabled people (including the GPW veterans), families with young children, 
etc. was realized by the Rinat Akhmetov Humanitarian Center.

Other initiatives directed to aid the GPW veterans also took place. Providing 
medical treatment and medicaments for the veterans and “Children of War” was a 
serious challenge. Only in a few instances was it possible to resolve this problem 
with the help of charity funds and donations. The situation of single pensioners, in 
need of treatment, including hospital treatment, was especially hard in the second 
half of 2014 and first months of 2015. This was, I reiterate, a moment when these 
individuals were already deprived of their pensions by the Ukrainian government 
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and were yet to get the social payment from the DPR. This situation left the people, 
experiencing war for the second time in their lives, with the most painful memo-
ries: “It’s a wonder I survived.”37

The results of the interviews with veterans and the GPW witnesses revealed a 
tendency to place responsibility for the current situation (the term “civil war” is 
often used), on Kyiv officials in general. This was largely explained not only by the 
factors stated above but also by the propaganda of “enemy imagery”38 in a situation 
where the elderly do not have access to alternative sources of information. It should 
be noted that the experience of personal relations with the Ukrainian army neutral-
ized the influence of propaganda to a certain extent and promoted ideas of a civilian 
character to the conflict in Donbass among the respondents, as well as feelings of 
remorse for the death toll on both sides:

When a miner kills a westerner (inhabitant of Western Ukraine – D.T.) – I do 
not understand when a westerner kills a miner – for what? Soldiers already 
sit at the APC, all ready for a fight… Well, I say, guys, God help us, let the 
fighting never begin. They left everything and went to the famous Ilovaisk. 
No one and nothing returned from there.39

At the same time, some, especially those living in regions that had suffered from 
battles, held Russia responsible for the escalation of the Donbass conflict after ob-
serving Russian military personnel or volunteers present in the region, the move-
ments of military equipment convoys, and artillery fire from residential areas. The 
latter conditions often provoked backlash from which, yet again, civilians suffered.40

 Donbass in the War Years: Scholarly Perspectives

In the archives of Donbass and Luhansk Oblasts, there is a collection of significant 
assets, documents, and different materials of the GPW period. The circle of spe-
cialists, engaged in the history of war,41 was developed in the region. The current 
political order ensures the continuation of these studies. We can say that the empha-
sis in these studies, considering the current political demand, will be made on the 
education of the military-political events of the GPW, leaving without due attention 
the social history of the region in the first half of the 1940s.

A large number of unique materials that are significant for research on the 
period 1920–1950 were kept in the archives of the Security Service of Ukraine 
in Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts, with a significant portion of these materi-
als dedicated to GPW events. Despite the fact that access to these materials is 
rather limited, over the course of the 1990s and 2000s, many archival docu-
ments were examined by Ukrainian and foreign historians.42 The spring 2014 
seizure of the Departments of the Security Service of Ukraine in Donetsk and 
Luhansk Oblasts was catastrophically reflected in the condition of the docu-
ment archives, most of which were either destroyed or removed.43 It is obvi-
ous that the disappearance (most likely, irrevocable) of these materials will 
negatively impact studies of Donbass history during the GPW. In recent  
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years, the DPR has published several scientific, popular science and educational 
publications devoted to the events of the GPW. These works are characterized 
by a narrow source base, insufficient use of new methodological approaches, a 
desire to glorify the historical past, and a lack of attention to its complex and 
controversial aspects.

 The Subject of the War in School Educational Programs

By the start of the 2015–2016 school year in the DPR territory, there were new gen-
eral education programs established, providing the replacement of the “History of 
Ukraine” course with the “History of Homeland”44—an integrated course consist-
ing of the “History of Russia” and the “History of Donetsk region.” While describ-
ing the tasks assigned to the educational institutions, the Minister of Education of 
the DPR, Larisa Polyakova, noted during her press conference on July 8, 2016:

At the moment, we are prioritizing the following two areas: philological and 
military-patriotic education. Most of the scheduled activities and events at 
every educational level are aimed at developing a sense of citizenship, patri-
otism, as well as fidelity to duty and the “homeland.”45

In the subject of “History of the Homeland” for the fifth grade, the war is told 
through the biographies of the natives of Donetsk and Luhansk Oblasts. Initially 
this includes the military leaders, such as Ivan Peresypkin, Kirill Moskalenko, and 
Andrey Yeremenko. The students are supposed to answer the following question: 
“How do the testimonies of eyewitnesses help historians study the history of the 
Great Patriotic War?” The educational practices sustained in a militaristic and pa-
triotic spirit as before the conflict, expected communication between students and 
veterans of the GPW, home front workers, and “Children of War.” As noted by 
Ukrainian journalist Stanislav Aseev, who lived in the territory of the DPR and 
recorded his observations, in educational establishments “parallels are drawn be-
tween the Wehrmacht and the Ukrainian Armed Forces.”46

The “History of the Homeland” syllabus for eleventh grade students (52 hours) 
included the subject “The Soviet Union during the years of the Great Patriotic War,” 
which accounted for 9 hours of lessons. The study of the following subjects was also 
considered: “Soviet Union in 1939–1941,” “The Start of the Great Patriotic War. 
Military Operations of 1941,” “Military Operations of 1942,” “Life of the Popu-
lation under the Occupation,” “Resistance Movement and its Currents,” “Turning 
point in the Great Patriotic War,” “The Course of Hostilities on the Soviet-German 
Front in the Second Half the 1943 – Beginning of 1944,” and “Completion of the 
Expulsion of Occupants from the Soviet Union Territory: Culture in the Years of the 
Great Patriotic War.”

A significant part of the narrative was dedicated to the plots connected to Don-
bass history during the war years. Regardless of the large-scale borrowing from the 
Soviet historical discourse, the course included such new subjects as: “The Holo-
caust, Ethnic and Political Cleansings in Donbass,” “Deportation of Ostarbeiters  
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to Nazi Germany,” “UIA Activities, Galicia Division,” and “Deportation of Tatars, 
Greeks, Armenians from Crimea to Eastern SSSR Regions.”47

Military-Patriotic Upbringing in Extracurricular Education

It should be noted that the conditions of military confrontations in the region also 
actualized the practice of military-patriotic work outside of schools. At the same 
time, the obvious continuity in the fields of extracurricular education is also ap-
parent. The majority of events appear as a logical continuation (though under the 
circumstances of a different political context) of events traditionally conducted up 
to 2014 both in the region and in the whole of Ukraine. For instance, in May 2015, 
“The Donetsk Republic Centre of Tourism and Local History of the Youth” with 
the support of the Ministry of Education and Sciences of the DPR, as well as the 
Council of the regional association “Memory,” held a republican meeting with the 
participation of the search groups of “The Heirs of Victory” as well as volunteers, 
working in museums. In 2016, the event “The Watch of Memory” was held, the 
aim of which was “the improvement of the system of patriotic education, the for-
mation among young people of social activism, citizenry, patriotism, a sense of 
pride, and loyalty to the Homeland on the examples of courage and heroism of the 
soldiers of the Great Patriotic War.”48

The main events included (i) the “Day of the Start of the War,” dedicated to the 
75th anniversary of the beginning of the GPW. It included video-interviews with 
the eyewitnesses of the first day of the war, lasting from 3 to 5 minutes. The pre-
pared material was supposed to replenish the museum assets of educational institu-
tions; (ii) the competition of museum expositions: “War in the Fate of Students and 
Teachers of Donbass.” The main proposed themes were: “From a graduation party 
to the front,” “We are indebted to the memory of our ancestors”; (iii) a Republican 
solemn meeting of the search groups “Heirs of Victory,” dedicated to the 71st anni-
versary of the Victory in the GPW; (iv) creating corners of memory “They brought 
Victory as close as they could.” Here the aim was to update the expositions in edu-
cational institutions and to include the names of soldier-countrymen killed during 
the war; (v) the requiem lesson, dedicated to the 75th anniversary of the start of the 
GPW, which had to present the results of the research of “Military-patriotic club 
Vityaz” of the Amvrosiivka school No. 4 on studying the history of the evacuation 
hospital No. 34–46 in Amvrosiivka; (vi) the event “Veteran Lives Next Door”—
it provided aid for the veterans, holding events with veteran invitations or using 
video materials; (vii) Operation “Obelisk,” in the frameworks of which the aim 
was to elevate the sites of memory of the soldiers killed during the GPW; and (viii) 
the republican final meeting of the search groups “Heirs of Victory,” on which they 
planned to present the results of the efforts made by the educational institutions 
during the “The Watch of Memory.”

A wider (dedicated not only to the GPW) form of involving school students in 
local historical research was the Republican local historical expedition “Donbass – 
my homeland.” The expedition was conducted alongside the “Concept of patriotic 
upbringing of children and students of the DPR,” established in summer 2015. 
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To carry out research activities, the students could work in many sections: “Cul-
tural heritage of Donbass,” “Ethnic Culture of Donbass,” “Geological Tracks of 
Donbass,” “Archaeological Past of Donbass,” “Glorious Names of Countrymen,” 
“From the Ashes of Oblivion,” etc.

The last of the listed sections was aimed at studying “historical events during 
the Great Patriotic War, military conflicts of ХХ—early XXI centuries.”49 This area 
generated a high interest, which is not surprising considering the rich traditions of 
preparing student works dedicated to Donbass history in the years of the GPW, 
carried over to the military events of 2014–2015. Thirty-one works were submitted 
to this section, including those dedicated to the current conflict.50 The educational 
institutions as a whole, as well as high schools and-school institutions, extracur-
ricular institutions, working with children and teenagers, play a significant part in 
the commemoration policies of GPW and the contemporary conflict.

 The Great Patriotic War in the Mass Media

The local mass media made its own essential contribution to the realization of 
memory politics, represented by permanent publications such as the “Donetsk 
Republic,” “Novorossiia,” “Golos Respubliki,” “Mirnyi Donbass,” “Donetskoe 
Vremia,” “Donetsk Vechernii,” regional publications of the all-Russian newspaper 
“Komsomolskaya Pravda. Gazeta Nashego Goroda. Donetsk. Luhansk,” “Mosk-
ovskii Komsomolets,” “Donbass,” and others. TV stations, “Oplot-TV,” “Novo-
rossiia” and “Republic Channel 1,” as well as radio, also took part in this process.

The placement on the pages of editions of a significant part of publications dedi-
cated to the GPW events (memories of veterans, edited articles, reprints from other 
newspapers), characterizes the editorial policies of these publications. As usual, the 
Soviet discourse of “great victory” was exposed. The difficult, debatable, and con-
tradictory issues of the GPW history, such as unjustifiably high losses of soldiers on 
the Soviet side, scale of collaborationism, strategies of survival of the population 
on occupied territories, the longstanding existence in Soviet society of “figures of 
silence” (Ostarbeiters and prisoners of war), were given much less attention. The 
emphasis was set rather on showing direct historical parallels between the GPW 
events and the current “fight for the homeland.”

 Rituals and Memorials of the GPW

The central place of memory of the GPW in Donetsk Oblast since its installation 
in the mid-1960s, was a memorial complex built on Savur-Mohyla (Kurgan in the 
Shakhtyorsk district). In summer 1943, the strategically important Savur-Mohyla 
became an epicenter of fierce battles that cost the lives of tens of thousands of Soviet 
soldiers. The memorial was opened in 1967, in the presence of the tens of thousands 
of residents of not only Donetsk but also of the Voroshilovgrad (Luhansk) and Ros-
tov Oblasts, joined by delegations from various regions of the Soviet Union. How-
ever, since 1984, after the end of the construction of the monument to the “Liberators 
of Donbass” in Donetsk, located in the park of Lenin Komsomol, Savur-Mohyla 
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yielded its positions. Since then, the center of the commemoration was the mon-
ument to the “Liberators of Donbass.” This choice had a rather pragmatic basis: 
Donetsk was an Oblast center, whereas Savur-Mohyla has been removed from the 
main traffic intersections. Little has changed since the fall of the USSR. The celebra-
tory demonstrations in Savur-Mohyla were conducted regularly, but the memorial 
complex “Liberators of Donbass” remained the center of mass celebrations.

One of the traditional elements of the celebratory ritual in Donetsk, built around 
the two key dates of Victory Day (May 9) and Donbass Liberation Day (September 
8), was the solemn laying of flowers on the memorials of the military commanders 
Kuzma Gurov, Franz Grinkevich, Fyodor Tolbukhin, and Nikolai Vatutin who all 
took part in the battles for Donbass. The places of remembrance included monu-
ments dedicated to the participants of the anti-fascist underground-guerrilla move-
ment, as well as the victims of Nazism. The choice of places of memory and the 
ritual side of this commemoration have remained largely unchanged, long after 
2014. At the same time, in the context of the current conflict, a certain reconstruc-
tion of the memorial landscape took place. In 2015, next to the monument to the 
“Liberators of Donbass,” a monument opened to “Those killed in Donetsk People’s 
Republic,” as well as a memorial sign to “The Kids killed in Donbass” (later, this 
place was transformed into a memorial complex “Alley of Angels”). The question 
as to whether members of illegal armed groups of the self-proclaimed DPR might 
be buried close to this building was also under discussion.

The conflict affected the memorial complex Savur-Mohyla in the most dramatic 
way. In summer 2014, this territory turned into an arena of fierce battles between 
the Ukrainian army units and armed formations of the DPR. The control of Savur-
Mohyla exchanged hands multiple times and memorial complex was subsequently 
almost totally ruined. The fact that the fighting took place in a “sacred” place, filled 
with the sacrificing spirit of the sites of memory and collective commemorations of 
the GPW, created a highly emotional background to the clashes. Considering this 
background, the historical continuity of the “war against fascism” was emphasized, 
with the last war directly connected to the war unleashed in 2014. Thus, a unified dis-
cursive field of memory with a highly mobilizing potential was constructed: “Many 
of our comrades fell here—those defending Savur-Mohyla while protecting the peo-
ple.”51 The traces of the contemporary battles on the monuments of the GPW gave 
them additional symbolic capital. During the presentation of the reconstruction pro-
ject of Savur-Mohyla memorial in May 2015, the leader of the DPR Zakharchenko 
claimed that “For us, this is not only a memory of our ancestors, but also of our broth-
ers who defended the memorial in Summer 2014. This is already a cult construction. 
Unfortunately, history repeats itself – here we fought Nazis in 1943, and in 2014, we 
did the same.” The decision to restore the memorial intended “not only to restore the 
memorial, destroyed during the battles with Ukrainian nationalists as soon as pos-
sible, but also to immortalize in it the feat of the DPR militias.”52

The restoration of the memorial in 2022, already in the midst of a full-scale war, 
was an event that was given great symbolic significance. In his video message to 
the participants of the opening ceremony of the memorial complex on September 8, 
the Day of Liberation of Donbass, Russian President Vladimir Putin emphasized the 
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place of Saur-Mogila as a “great shrine,” standing in the same row with Sapun Hill 
and Mamaev Kurgan. He drew direct historical parallels between the events, sepa-
rated by a chronological distance of more than 70 years, justifying the need to im-
mortalize them: “The militia of Donbass selflessly defended their native land and after 
fierce fighting repulsed the height, repeating the feat of their ancestors. In honor of the 
modern generation of heroes, new bas-reliefs appeared on the revived memorial.”53

Events that started in 2014 were directly connected to the Savur-Mohyla memo-
rial, as well as a number of other memorials of the GPW. Thus, during the tradi-
tional “memory lines,” conducted on May 5, 2015 and 2016 on the “Day of Mass 
information and polygraph employees” near a memorial of “They never returned 
to the publishing house” (located in Kyiv district in Donbass, which was especially 
damaged by the military operations), the participants of the demonstration drew 
attention to the damage of the monument due to shootings.54

Since 2014 some new monuments dedicated to the GPW events were unveiled 
in DPR territory. On June 12, 2015, in Donetsk, a ceremonial opening of the monu-
ment “Victory Bells” was conducted in the Victory Park, donated by the interna-
tional union “Heirs of Victory.”55 On December 3, 2015, in a festive atmosphere 
at the initiative of a social movement “Donetsk Republic,” the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs of the DPR, Russian Military Historical Community (RMHC), and 
the Republican Research Association “Donbass,” the monument to an Unknown 
Soldier56 was unveiled. The remains of 38 Soviet soldiers, killed in the battles to 
liberate Amrosiivka in 1943, were buried alongside the monument. On the same 
day, similar monuments were opened in Tver and Leningrad Oblasts in Russia. The 
construction of all of these monuments was conducted by the projects developed 
in Russia with financial support from the Russian side.57 Public activists living in 
Donetsk are currently planning to create a monument to a native of the city, the 
photojournalist Yevgeny Khaldei, the author of a famous photograph: “Raising the 
Flag over the Reichstag.”58 The monument was erected in 2021. 59

 Calendar of Celebratory and Memorial Dates: Relics of the Past 
and Images of the Present

The calendar of dates of celebration and commemoration connected to events of 
the GPW remained traditional and similar to what it was in 2013. In this calendar, 
the following dates are marked: May 9 (Victory Day), June 22 (Day of Remem-
brance and Sorrow), September 22 (Day of Partisan Glory), and February 23 (De-
fender of the Fatherland Day). Regardless of the dominance of the heroic theme, 
the victims of the war were also given some attention. Thus, in July 2015, at the 
Centre of Slavic culture at the “Victims of Fascism” monument, a remembrance 
evening was held dedicated to the “day of mourning and sorrow for the Volyn 
events of 1943–1945.”60 On January 27, 2016, the military history museum of the 
GPW held events dedicated to International Holocaust Remembrance Day.61

The MFA of the DPR, the foreign affairs department of the administra-
tion of the Head of the DPR, and the public movement “Donetsk Republic” 
were involved in the organization process of these events. The leaders of the 
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unrecognized republic used a new reason to draw direct parallels between Nazi 
Germany and the Ukrainian authorities. Alongside a new attempt to marginalize 
the political opponent, the DPR authorities tried to reach approval on an interna-
tional level, addressing the participation of Ukrainian nationalists in the Volyn 
slaughter and in the Holocaust. The speeches from the leadership’s representa-
tives were aimed at both internal and external audiences. On the remembrance 
evening of the Volyn tragedy victims,62 the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the 
DPR, Aleksandr Kofman said: “I am truly happy that Europe is starting to wake 
up and many volunteers from Europe are arriving to fight alongside us. They 
also remember what Fascism is. Now we have to remind the leaders of European 
states who have forgotten about it.”63

The conflict in eastern Ukraine not only brought attention to the Volyn slaughter 
and the Holocaust, but it also promoted the appearance of the new remembrance 
dates. One of them, for instance, is the “Day of White Cranes”—“a celebration of 
poetry and memory of those killed in the battles of all wars,” first celebrated on 
October 25, 2014. The “Day of St. George Ribbon” was also celebrated for the 
first time on December 6, 2014. According to the first deputy of the central execu-
tive committee of the “Donetsk Republic” movement, Andrey Kramar: “Today, St. 
George Ribbon is a holy symbol, which differentiates us from the Fascist Ukrain-
ian Juntas.”64 In general, the places of memory and the calendar of commemorative 
and festive dates on the territory of the DPR/LPR, with a few exceptions, reflected 
a tendency to reactualize the symbols of the Soviet era and Soviet identity.

 Museums and Exhibitions as a Form of Commemoration

A significant part in the popularization and visualization of memories of the GPW 
was played by the Donetsk Oblast Museum of Local Lore. In 2008, the museum 
opened its branch, the Museum of History of the GPW, in the Lenin Komsomol 
Park. Following the artillery attacks of August 2014, the building of the Donetsk 
Oblast Museum of Local Lore was partially destroyed.65 In order to preserve them, 
the exhibits, were transferred to the museum storage.

During 2014–2016, large-scale work was carried out to restore this institution. 
It was renamed the Donetsk Republican Museum of local lore, with several new 
exhibition halls created. At the same time, however, the exhibits dedicated to the 
GPW stories were not restored. At the moment, the museum staff is planning to cre-
ate new exhibitions. The name “Hall of Military Glory” assumes broader thematic 
and chronological coverage of various aspects of the military history of the region.66

After the events of 2014, the main exhibition was located in the Military His-
tory Museum of the GPW. As a result, a number of thematic exhibitions were 
organized directly dedicated to the GPW history, as well as the events of the 
current war. A characteristic feature of the exhibitions held in the museum was 
the representation of the military-political events of the Donbass conflict, as a 
war for “freedom and independence” against the “fascistic threat.” This view 
was reflected in the exhibitions of Donbass Military History Club, as well as the 
photo exhibition “The War in the Eyes of Photo Correspondents”67 and the exhi-
bition “I Serve the Homeland.”68 One of the key elements of the new tradition of 
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commemoration remains the collective image of miners. Thus, dedicated to the 
miners was the exhibition “Miners of Donbass in the Years of the Great Patriotic 
War,”69 which opened in August 2015, on the eves of important Donbass holi-
days—Day of Miners and Day of the City (Donetsk). This institution has become 
an important factor in popularizing the memory of the GPW, as well as visual-
izing the military events of recent years on the territory of Donbass by means of 
museum art.

A number of other exhibition platforms, in turn, have become spaces represent-
ing the memory of the GPW, actualized in the context of the current conflict. In 
May 2015 in the Donetsk Painters House, an exhibition “When Guns Rattle, the 
Muses are not Silent” was opened on the 70th anniversary of Victory. It featured 
77 works prepared by almost 50 authors. Among them were artworks dedicated to 
the events of the war that began in 2014. Examples are the canvasses “Let’s Defend 
Native Donbass,” or “Our Donbass on Fire,” “Returned from War,” whose author 
was a Donetsk painter, Yuri Danilov.70 In May 2015, the exhibition “Echo of War 
Years” opened at the painting-exhibition complex “Art Donbass,” dedicated to the 
70th anniversary of Victory. The local historians at this exhibition presented some 
photos and documents, highlighting the life of the city in the GPW years.71

School museums also became prominent spaces as centers for conducting educa-
tional and commemorative events related to the GPW events. By spring 2016, there 
were 141 museums at educational institutions under the control of the Ministry of 
Education of the DPR, on DPR territory. Later, in the process of certification and the 
re-registration of museums, it became evident that their number was close to 200.72 
The efficiency of their work depends not only on the official support from the part 
of the authorities but also on the activities of enthusiasts, popularizing the memory 
of the war. One such museum—“Memory of a Heart”—is located in Donetsk gen-
eral education school No. 93 and named after a Hero of the Soviet Union, Nikolay 
Zherdev. It was founded, exists and has been developing for many years with the 
support of an employee of the school, an enthusiast Nina Korenyugina.73 It is highly 
likely that with the retirement of the founders of such museums—activists, and with 
the deaths of the last war participants and witnesses of the events of 1941–1945—
museum activities will adopt a more and more formal character.

 Conclusion

The war in Ukraine and particularly in Donbass cannot end with the achievement 
of a formal agreement between the main political actors. Its consequences will be 
felt for many years, regardless of how new borderlines or boundaries are marked, 
or what the character of the Ukrainian or Russian political regime will be. The con-
sequences of the conflict and the popularity of the image of an enemy will be pre-
served for a long time in pejorative categories, such as “separ,” “rashist,” “vatnik,” 
“ukrop,” “ukrofascist,” “nazik,” “karatel,” “kyievskaya junta,” and so on.

The discrimination against those who moved from Donbass to Ukraine, the mar-
ginalization of Donbass regional identity, the mutual mistrust between those who 
sided to Euromaidan or Antimaidan, will also have long-term consequences. Dif-
ferent levels of hostility will be defined by the experience of direct participation  
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in armed conflict, living in the conditions of military operations, deeply personal 
losses and tragedies, and also the usual political sympathies and antipathies. One 
of the most difficult challenges will be to decrease the tension of the relationship 
between those who served in the armed forces of the Donetsk and Lugansk “peo-
ple’s republics” Russian army on the one hand, and the volunteer battalions and 
Ukrainian armies, on the other. The internally displaced persons and refugees are 
constructing the image of current events, for many of whom the experience of 
adapting to a new space was, and remains, a difficult task.

All of these problems are imposed and aggravated by the conflicting politics 
of memory. Since the outbreak of war in eastern Ukraine, the conflicting sides 
have made extensive use of allusions to World War II/GPW in various forms. The 
strategic goal of this on the territory of the “people’s republics” of Donbass was 
public mobilization to fight the “new fascist threat.” The most important elements 
in the formation of collective solidarity were the mass events timed to coincide with 
Victory Day. For a significant part of the population in the territory not controlled by 
the Ukrainian government, participation in commemorative actions and ceremonies 
was a means of expressing a personal political position. The memory of the past 
war, related rituals, and commemorative practices have become one of the basic 
elements of formation and preservation of the socio-cultural identity of the popula-
tion of Donbass. This was confirmed, in particular, by the oral history interviews 
conducted with residents of the region, including witnesses of World War II.

The canonical version of the memory of the war, which was formed back in the 
Soviet times, is quite widely reproduced in the territory of the “people’s republics” 
of Donbass in the scientific discourse. The politicization of historical research, 
limited access to new sources, and outdated methodological approaches are key 
obstacles to a comprehensive analysis of the processes that took place both on the 
territory of the region and Ukraine as a whole during the GPW. The emphasis on 
the military-patriotic component, the creation of a glorified narrative of the war, 
and the peripherality of topics that do not correspond to this task have become one 
of the features of the model of historical education in the “people’s republics.” This 
specificity is also characteristic of the representation of the theme of the past war 
in the media space.

The monuments and memorials of the GPW became an integral element of 
the new model of war memory in the region. The integration of memorial sites 
associated with the combatants of the “people’s republics” of Donbass into the 
established memorial space was aimed at demonstrating the continuity of the tra-
ditions of the struggle against fascism, creating a new commemorative discourse 
that unites representatives of different generations—participants of the two wars. 
Museum art acted as an operational means of political socialization of the popula-
tion in modern conditions. For this purpose, a number of exhibitions were created 
as of 2015, reflecting within the same or adjacent exposition space, along with the 
events of the GPW, modern military events in Donbass.

Since 2014 the level of politicization and the actuality of World War II/GPW 
history in Ukraine, in DPR/LPR, in Russland demonstrates the depth of the contra-
diction. It is obvious that the GPW discourse from World War II is in great demand 
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in the current conflict. Its usage allows a rapid construction of effective images of 
an enemy, with a potential of serious mobilization.

On this basis, the refusal to politically instrumentalize the memory of the war, to 
use old or newly created ideologems associated with the history of World War II/ 
World War II for mobilizing purposes, should become a mandatory professional 
and ethical imperative for the historical community and politicians. This is one of 
the most important conditions for ending the war that began in 2014, which has 
already taken tens of thousands of lives in the countries that 80 years ago paid the 
greatest price for not repeating, as it was then thought, the horrors of the world war.
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Fluid Narratives, Evolving Discourses
Armenian-Turkish Dialogue in a Changing 
Political Context

Philip Gamaghelyan

 Introduction

This chapter delves into the evolving political dynamics surrounding the remem-
brance of the Armenian Genocide in both Turkey and Armenia. It explores the 
changing discourses among ordinary Turks and Armenians involved in dialogue 
initiatives aimed at fostering understanding between the two societies. The analysis 
is centered around three dialogue initiatives that I co-facilitated between 2005 and 
2016, contextualized within the backdrop of shifting political landscapes.

A pivotal moment during this period was the 2009 signing of protocols by the 
Turkish and Armenian foreign ministers, intended to establish diplomatic relations. 
One contentious clause in these protocols proposed the creation of a sub-commission 
to conduct an “impartial scientific examination of historical records and archives to 
define existing problems and formulate recommendations.”1 This clause was seen by 
critics as an attempt by the Armenian and Turkish governments to influence future 
official commemorations of the Armenian massacres during World War I, each ac-
cording to their respective narratives. These protocols were never ratified by either 
parliament, leading to the suspension of the normalization process at that time.

Efforts toward normalization resumed in 2021, following a change of leadership 
in Armenia resulting from the 2018 “Velvet Resolution” and Armenia’s subsequent 
defeat in the Second Karabakh War. This chapter investigates how governmental 
efforts to shape collective memory have influenced the narratives and discourses of 
ordinary Turks and Armenians.

The chapter explores Armenian-Turkish dialogue initiatives within evolving 
political contexts, highlighting the distinction between discourse analytic and 
narrative analytic approaches. It illustrates that narratives are stories that have a 
distinct plots, heroes, and anti-heroes, serve justify the violence in the present and 
in the future as they preserve and embellish the story of the origin of violence,2 are 
directly influenced by politics and can change relatively easily.

In contrast, discourses are more stable structures that evolve slowly and can 
themselves influence politics. From a discourse analytic perspective, narratives 
derive meaning through their connections with other texts and the context in which 
they are constructed. This perspective sets discourse analysis apart from narrative 
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analysis, which may analyze texts in isolation. As Phillips and Hardy argue,  
“… it is only through their interconnection with other texts, the different discourses 
on which they draw, and the nature of their production, dissemination, and con-
sumption that they are made meaningful.3

This study examines the transformation of discourses surrounding the Armenian 
Genocide against three distinct political contexts stating from 2002, the year when 
Erdogan’s AKP party ascended to power fundamentally transforming the Turkish 
political discourse of the republican era:

1 2002–2006, from the rise of Erdogan’s Justice and Development party known 
by its Turkish abbreviation of AKP through late 2006, a period when the dis-
cussion of the Armenian Genocide was a taboo in Turkey, and the Turkish and 
Armenian societies remained isolated despite low-key normalization talks;

2 2007–2012, characterized by intensified dialogue following the murder of Turk-
ish-Armenian journalist Hrant Dink and an active phase of the official normali-
zation process;

3 2012–2016, when the official normalization process broke down, mistrust deep-
ened, and Armenia and Turkey followed divergent geopolitical trajectories.

The three initiatives discussed below took place during each of these three peri-
ods and showed a tremendous discursive variation, in line with political changes of 
that time. The first one, the Turkish-Armenian Dialogue Group of Boston (TADG), 
was held in 2005–2006; the second, the Capturing the Mountain project, in 2012; 
and the third, the School of Conflict Transformation, in 2015.

The concluding section discusses political developments post-2016 and reasons 
for the effective cessation of civil society–led dialogues.

 Divergent Narratives, Divergent Discourses: The 2005–2006  
Turkish-Armenian Dialogue Group of Boston amid Erdogan’s  
Rise to Power

In the early 2000s, dialogue between Turkish and Armenian societies was rare. 
For decades, the societies had been isolated from each other by the Iron Curtain, 
followed by Turkey’s closure of its Armenian border in solidarity with Azerbaijan 
during the First Nagorno-Karabakh war. The few unofficial efforts aimed at es-
tablishing dialogue in the early years of Armenia’s independence were met with 
mistrust and hostility by many within the societies.4 The TADG, the first initia-
tive discussed in this chapter, convened in 2005–2006, was organized against this 
backdrop and as a pioneering initiative. Subsequently, Turkey-Armenia dialogue 
initiatives became more common.

In 2008, as Serzh Sargsyan was elected president in Armenia, the Turkish and 
Armenian governments engaged in active negotiations over the establishment of 
diplomatic relations in a move initiated primarily by the United States, with Rus-
sian and the European Union also supporting the efforts. The political climate was 
hopeful, with the opening of the border seeming imminent. The current borders 
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between Armenia and Turkey were delineated in 1921 in the Treaty of Moscow 
between the then internationally unrecognized Grand National Assembly of Turkey 
led by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk and Bolshevist Russia led by Vladimir Lenin.5

The Treaty of Moscow effectively nullified the Treaty of Sèvres signed in 1920 
by the First Armenian Republic and the Ottoman Turkish government, which would 
have given Armenia a considerably larger territory. This turn of events left the 
Armenian public dissatisfied and gave rise to the discourse of an occupied Western 
Armenia. Conversely, in Turkey, that early treaty gave rise to what is known as a 
Sèvres Syndrome, a reference to the perceived existential threat and conspiracies 
of Christian nations to dismember Turkey.6 The initially warm relations between 
Soviet and Turkish leadership did not last long and grew particularly hostile fol-
lowing Turkey’s accession into NATO in 1952.7

Throughout the twentieth century, therefore, Soviet Armenia and the Repub-
lic of Turkey grew further apart. The populations of eastern Turkey and Arme-
nia, divided by the impenetrable Iron Curtain, had grown accustomed to living in 
close proximity without noticing one another. The Armenians all but vanished from 
Anatolia following the genocide, with the small remaining community in Istanbul 
staying under the radar, and Turkish textbooks and media hardly ever mentioning 
Armenians.8 One exception to this media blackout was the period from the mid-
1970s to the mid-1980s when a terrorist organization called the Armenian Secret 
Army for the Liberation of Armenia (ASALA)9 targeted Turkish diplomats around 
the world, killing dozens and injuring thousands of people, many of whom were 
bystanders or embassy guards, contributing to the further vilification of Armenians.

The end of the Cold War did not thaw Armenia-Turkey relations, despite a 
promising start. Turkey, one of the first countries to recognize Armenia’s independ-
ence, served as the main transit route for international humanitarian aid to Armenia 
during its economic collapse following independence. By 1993, however, as during 
the First Karabakh War the Armenian forces started advancing beyond the territory 
of the disputed Nagorno-Karabakh Autonomous Oblast (NKAO) into Azerbaijan 
proper, Turkey closed the border, demanding the withdrawal of Armenian troops.

The invisible wall separating the two countries stood as high and tall as ever. 
However, the political climate was evolving. The first president of independent Ar-
menia, Levon Ter-Petrosyan, adopted an ideologically agnostic approach to foreign 
policy, leaving the question of genocide recognition to the Armenian diaspora and 
not pursuing it officially, while unsuccessfully trying to establish diplomatic rela-
tions with Turkey.10 Kocharyan, who was president of Armenia between 1998 and 
2008, made the acknowledgement of the Armenian genocide a foreign policy prior-
ity. Behind the scenes, however, he also took steps toward establishing relations. 
One early unofficial effort aimed at normalization under his tenure, the Turkish-
Armenian Reconciliation Commission (TARC), involved a high-ranking Armenian 
diplomat, David Hovhannisyan, who, according to TARC facilitator David Phil-
lips, was instructed to join the commission by Kocharyan and Foreign Minister 
Vardan Oskanyan. However, once the existence of the commission became public 
and criticized, Kocharyan and Oskanyan distanced themselves from the initiative, 
leading to Hovhannisyan’s resignation.
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The situation in Turkey was also evolving. In 2002, Erdogan’s then moderate-
Islamist Justice and Development Party, known as the AKP, won the elections. This 
marked a lasting break with decades of staunchly secular governance. In its early 
years, the AKP formed an alliance with liberals and pursued policies of EU acces-
sion, legal code reform, and peace processes with the Kurds.11 These reforms con-
tributed to freedom of speech, the institutionalization of free media and academia, 
and the development of an influential civil society.

By 2005, as TADG was launched, the topics of the Armenian genocide in 
Turkey was still effectively outlawed. A number of court cases for “denigrating 
Turkishness” were pending against those who had spoken of it, including against 
a well-known Turkish journalist of Armenian descent, Hrant Dink. At this same 
time, however, the AKP government signaled that these laws were the responsibil-
ity of the old guard, which retained strong positions within the state. In 2005, when 
a group of Turkish academics undertook a bold step that would break the silence 
surrounding Armenians and attempted to organize a twice-cancelled conference in 
Istanbul titled “Ottoman Armenians During the Decline of the Empire,” then Prime 
Minister Erdogan intervened in favor of the conference, and it was held on the third 
attempt at Bilgi University.12

TADG involved over 30 graduate students from Brandeis University, Tufts 
University, Boston University, University of Massachusetts, and other Boston-area 
schools. Most were from Armenia and Turkey, with a few Armenian-Americans 
and two Americans not affiliated with any group but with a professional interest in 
the area. Nearly everyone studied a social science discipline at either the master’s 
or PhD level. The group met once a week for two hours throughout the 2005–2006 
academic year. Unaware of any existing methodology to constructively discuss 
history, we experimented with various options and eventually settled on analyzing 
the collective memories expressed through shared historical narratives. To codify 
the methodology and its development process, each week one participant would 
volunteer to write a reflection on the dialogue session, which was then shared with 
the group for feedback and incorporation. The following section of this paper is 
based primarily on insights from these reflections.

We endured many conflicts and frustrations before settling on a historical 
narrative approach to critically engage with our collective memories. We agreed 
that collective memory is a socially constructed phenomenon, formed and repro-
duced through daily interactions among social group members. Thus, it should 
be treated as a remembrance of how events are reflected in narratives, shared, 
interpreted, transformed, and passed on through generations, acquiring new 
meanings over time.13

Practically, we divided into national groups and created timelines of signifi-
cant events (Table 13.1) shaping contemporary Armenian-Turkish relations. These 
timelines were built through sub-group consensus to ensure the events constituted 
common societal knowledge. They were intentionally constructed without consult-
ing any sources, reflecting the “collective memory” of the participants rather than 
objective history. After creating the timelines, we reconvened in plenary sessions 
to discuss each event and its societal interpretations and meanings.
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This was followed by analyzing the entire timeline as a narrative, where we noted 
the differing constructions of the past by Turks and Armenians and our unfamiliarity 
with each other’s narratives, storylines, heroes, and anti-heroes. As theorists of col-
lective memory suggest,14 it became clear that historical accounts of events are only 
part of collective memory and not necessarily the most important part. Our collective 
memories clearly projected present-day politics into the past to find justifications and 
explanations. We alternated analytical sessions with sharing personal stories to build 
trust and strengthen relationships. The Turkish participants’ stories, most of whom 
had ethnically mixed ancestry, showcased the diversity of Turkish identity today. The 
Armenian participants’ stories varied greatly depending on whether their families 
came from modern-day Turkey, Azerbaijan, Georgia, or Armenia.

As TADG was one of the first dialogues following decades of isolation and 
preceding the rise of social media, awareness of the competing narratives was 
minimal, and the discourses of the two groups diverged considerably. According 
to Teun Van Dijk, members of a social group tend to evaluate their in-group posi-
tively in contrast to the out-group. Our selective narratives formed an “ideological 
square,” with each side emphasizing events that painted their group in a positive 
light or as victims, and de-emphasizing events that painted their group negatively 

Table 13.1  Historical Timelines Created by Participants of the Turkish-Armenian Dialogue 
Group of Boston. November 2005

Armenian timeline Turkish timeline

301: Adoption of Christianity
1555: Division of Armenia between 

the Persian and Ottoman Empires
18th century: Russian takeover of  

Persian/Eastern Armenia
Late 19th century: growing Turkish
nationalism and discrimination of 

Armenians Armenian nationalism
1896: killings of 300,000 Armenians –
Sultan Abdul-Hamid (the Red Sultan) –
Armenian emigration started, 

discrimination persisting.
1914–1918: World War I
1915: Genocide of Armenians
1918: Russian-Turkish treaty (Sèvress 

and Brest Litovsk).
1965: Soviet Armenian uprising. 

Importance of genocide recognition
1977: ASALA
1991: Armenia becomes independent.
1992–1994: NK war; Turkish blockade 

of Armenia starts and continues today.
1980s–1990s: many parliaments adopt 

resolutions recognizing the Genocide, 
while Turkey continues denial

1071: Battle of Malazgirt
1299: Foundation of Ottoman Empire

1839 to 1872: Reorganization of Laws 
on Minority Rights in the Ottoman 
Empire

1914 to 1918: World War I
1915: Deportation of Armenian people
1923: Foundation of Republic of Turkey

1955: September events in Istanbul pogrom- 
like riots against the minorities

1975 to 80s: ASALA (Armenian terrorists 
killing Turkish diplomats)

2000s: EU Membership and Minority 
Rights
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or “the other” positively.15 Discursively, the larger story told by the Armenian par-
ticipants embedded in other texts was the image of a group as historically victim-
ized by neighbors, with eight out of thirteen events on their timeline referencing 
occupation, massacre, unjust treatment, and unfulfilled international obligations, 
such as the Treaty of Sèvres. Few events portrayed Armenians as proactive rather 
than subjects of history, such as the early adoption of Christianity, Armenian inde-
pendence, and the struggle for genocide recognition. The Armenian timeline had 
only one self-critical point: the assassination of Turkish diplomats by ASALA. 
Turks and Turkey (or the Ottoman Empire) were central in this timeline, always 
in a negative context related to conquest, discrimination, massacres, genocide, its 
denial, and economic blockade.

The discursive representation of their group by the Turkish participants was 
that of a power position in this relationship, centered in glory, magnanimity, and 
benevolence. The timeline emphasized the foundation of the Ottoman Empire and 
modern Turkey, and a preoccupation with minority rights ahead of European na-
tions. Only two events were self-critical: the 1915 deportations of Armenians and 
the 1955 pogroms against minorities. However, naming the World War I massacres 
of Armenians as “deportations” was not accepted by Armenian participants and 
was seen as in line with the official Turkish position that downplays and denies the 
genocide. Unlike the Armenian timeline, which referenced Turks or Ottomans al-
most in every line, the Turkish timeline had only two references to Armenians: one 
on the 1915 deportations and the other on 1970s Armenian terrorism. The Turkish 
participants knew very little about Armenians’ historical presence.

A revelation from comparing the two narratives was their minimal overlap de-
spite addressing the same question: what were the key historical events influencing 
present-day Turkish-Armenian relations? Only two events coincided: World War I 
and ASALA terrorism. One more event had the same date, 1915, but was named 
and interpreted differently: for Armenian participants, it was a deliberate genocide 
by Turks, later denied; for Turkish participants, in the initial stages of the dialogue, 
it was deportations necessary to protect the nation.

Reflecting decades of mutual isolation, the remaining events in the narratives 
communicated two distinct stories: one of a victim nation; the other of a glori-
ous regional power. As one participant noted, reading these narratives separately 
without knowing the countries’ names could make one think they were histories of 
states in different parts of the world, not neighbors with centuries of shared past. 
Discursively, the selectiveness of conflict narratives also contained a hint of the 
path forward for the TADG. The events on the timelines were not mutually contra-
dictory but complementary, allowing for a more complex merged narrative.

The analysis of the timelines from 2005–2006 revealed that official rhetoric 
and state-sponsored nationalism in the absence of extensive civil society contacts 
strongly influenced the narratives of the Armenians and Turks. Participants knew 
very little about the other side’s story, evident from the near-absence of coinciding 
events on timelines listing key events in Turkish-Armenian relations. This was fur-
ther highlighted by the heated, months-long discussions of these timelines, where 
participants struggled to understand and accept the validity of events important to 
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the other side. The lack of shared knowledge is particularly striking considering the 
group consisted of mid-career professionals, at the time pursuing graduate students 
in various social science disciplines at top US universities.

 Converging Narratives, Divergent Discourses: Capturing  
the Mountain Dialogue against the Backdrop of Official  
Attempts at Armenia-Turkey Normalization, 2012

The second initiative, the Capturing the Mountain project, took place in 2012, to-
ward the end of the 2007–2012 period characterized by active negotiations and 
official and unofficial attempts at normalization. By 2012, the hopes that the pro-
tocols will be ratified and the border open faded, the official process stalled, but 
the civil society collaboration that was encouraged by the official process still were 
common. The cultural exchanges and academic programs flourished, journalists 
regularly collaborated, as did think tanks, human rights organizations, and other 
NGOs, genocide commemorations were held publicly, first in Istanbul, later also in 
Ankara, Izmir, Diyarbakir, and other cities.

Allow me to return to the beginning of that period. In early 2006, I received a 
phone call, the importance of which I would not recognize until a year later. The 
call was from Hrant Dink, the editor-in-chief of the bilingual Agos newspaper in 
Istanbul and a Turkish citizen of Armenian ethnicity who grew up in the Gedikpaşa 
Armenian Orphanage. Dink requested an interview with the participants of the 
TADG. The group refused. Dink and Agos were prominent voices in Turkish civil 
society, advocating for reconciliation and criticizing both the Turkish state’s denial 
of the Armenian genocide and the Armenian nationalism. As a result, Dink was 
controversial in both Armenia and Turkey, in the latter case he was under prosecu-
tion for discussing the Armenian genocide, and the participants did not want to 
associate the TADG name with him.

On January 19, 2007, Dink was assassinated by a young Turkish nationalist.16 
His death instantly transformed Dink from a pariah into the darling of both Arme-
nian and Turkish civil societies. Hundreds of thousands marched in Istanbul at his 
funeral, chanting “We are all Hrant,” “We are all Armenians.” In Armenia, he be-
came another national hero who sacrificed his life confronting Turkish nationalism. 
Tragically, it was his death, not life, that catalyzed the most active period of efforts 
toward Turkish-Armenian reconciliation.

Suddenly, Armenians were no longer invisible in Turkey. Genocide was no 
longer a taboo. Within months, talking and writing about it became a fashionable 
subject, a rite of passage for liberal journalists and intellectuals. Literature on the 
genocide was translated into Turkish and openly distributed, commemorations held 
in Istanbul, Ankara, and other cities, and several prominent academic and literary 
works by Turkish writers were published.17 Soon, another taboo would fall and it 
would become acceptable to discuss one’s Armenian ancestors.18 Civil society dia-
logues became commonplace and by late 2008, official normalization efforts came 
to the fore. In what became known as “football diplomacy,” Turkish President Gul 
accepted Armenian President Sargsyan’s invitation to attend the Armenia-Turkey 
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World Cup qualifier match in Yerevan. The geopolitical landscape was relatively 
favorable. Newly elected US and Russian presidents, Obama and Medvedev, an-
nounced the “reset” and jointly supported Turkey-Armenia normalization efforts. 
By mid-2009, Turkish and Armenian officials announced they were close to sign-
ing protocols on diplomatic relations and border opening under Swiss mediation.

The process also had many opponents, including within Armenia and Turkey, 
but none as persistent as the government of Azerbaijan. As already mentioned, 
Turkey had closed its Armenian border during the First Nagorno-Karabakh war 
in support of Azerbaijan and in protest of Armenian forces capturing territories 
beyond the former NKAO. During the negotiations, the Turkish and Armenian 
officials adopted contradictory positions regarding the link between their bilateral 
normalization and Nagorno-Karabakh negotiations. Armenian officials insisted 
these processes were separate, with the Armenian president’s office stating, “Any 
Turkish attempt to interfere in the settlement of the Nagorno-Karabakh problem 
can only harm that process.”19 Meanwhile, Turkish Prime Minister Erdogan stated 
in Baku, “There is a relation of cause and effect here. The occupation of Nagorno-
Karabakh is the cause, and the closure of the border is the effect. Without the 
occupation ending, the gates will not be opened.”20

Despite these warning signs, the foreign ministers of Turkey and Armenia, Ah-
met Davutoğlu and Eduard Nalbandyan, signed the protocols in Zurich on October 
10, 2009. To emphasize the occasion’s importance, the heads of foreign missions of 
France, Russia, and the United States attended: Bernard Kouchner, Sergey Lavrov, 
and Hillary Clinton. No press conference was held after the ceremony.

Immediately after the protocols were signed, Erdogan announced that their rati-
fication in parliament depended on progress in Nagorno-Karabakh negotiations. 
Sargsyan reciprocated by announcing the suspension of the ratification process.21 
The normalization process slowly dwindled.

The Capturing the Mountain project was convened at the end of the period of 
active official negotiations. The dialogue took place in June 2012 in Gudauri, Geor-
gia, and brought together six Armenian and six Turkish participants led by three 
co-facilitatorsfrom the United States, Turkey, and Armenia. The initial idea behind 
the Capturing the Mountain project was to conduct the dialogue while climbing the 
Ararat Mountain, film the process and produce a documentary. Thus, a number of 
objectives would be achieved. The 12 participants were envisioned to go through 
their own dialogue, overcome stereotypes, build understanding, friendships, and 
collaborative relation. They would conquer, together, the over-5000-meter-tall 
summit that for far too long has been the symbol of division, turning it into a sym-
bol of reconciliation. They would film the entire process, self-producing a docu-
mentary that would be broadcasted in both countries, bringing the dialogue into the 
public domain.

The funds raised, however, were small and not sufficient to scale Ararat and we 
decided to divide the initiative into two phases: we would hold the initial dialogue 
in Georgian mountains, practice climbing, film the process. Following the dia-
logue, the entire group would engage in fundraising, and climb Ararat at a later date 
completing the documentary. The initial dialogue in the Georgian mountains did 
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take place. But difficulties with follow up fundraising and the deterioration of the 
conflict between the Erdogan government and the Kurds the east of Turkey made 
the hike of Ararat untenable. The dialogue itself, however, including the analysis 
of the shifting historical narratives offered an instructive comparison with the 2005 
timeline of the TADG.

As the Capturing the Mountain was planned as a documentary project, the focus 
of the recruitment was on diversity. The aim was to show that the Turkish and the 
Armenian societies are far from homogenous and ensure that every member of the 
audience has someone to relate to. The Turkish participants involved a German 
citizen of Turkish descent, and Turkish citizens of Turkish, Kurdish, Armenian, and 
Cherkessian backgrounds. The Armenian group included Armenians with citizen-
ships as diverse as: Armenian, Syrian, Georgian, American, and Lebanese. Each 
group had three women and three men. The group demographics, therefore, were 
different from TADG who mostly consisted of Turkish and Armenian citizens. Pro-
fessionally, however, once again they were all social scientists or journalists.

Similar to TADG, the participants initially separated into Armenian and Turkish 
groups and created the two historical timelines (Table 13.2). The question asked 
was identical to that in 2005: the participants were asked to name the key historical 
events that influenced the present-day Turkish-Armenian relations. Yet the narra-
tives that emerged were different. In 2005, very few of the events coincided and 
the timelines had almost no overlap. By 2012, more than half of the events in 
the timelines were identical and the narratives had started converging. The shared 
events included: the Young Turk Revolution, the Armenian Genocide, the Treaty 

Table 13.2  Historical Timelines Created by Participants of the Capturing the Mountain 
Project. June 2012

Armenian timeline Turkish timeline

1800s: Ottoman decline and attempts  
of reforms

1908/1914/1915: Young Turk Revolution

1914–1918: World War I, Armenian Genocide
1918–1923: Sèvres, Batumi, Kars, and 

Lausanne
1923: Establishment of the Turkish Republic
1965: 50th anniversary of the Genocide/ 

Mass demonstrations
1970s–1980s: ASALA: Assassinations of 

Turkish diplomats
1980s: Genocide recognition bills in foreign 

countries
1991: Collapse of USSR and independence 

of Armenia
1990s and onward: Nagorno-Karabakh 

conflict and closing of the Turkish border 
with Armenia

2007: Assassination of Hrant Dink

1895–1915: Period of Armenian revolts 
and massacres of Armenians

1908–1913: Young Turks and the shift in 
the meaning of national unity

1915: Genocide, but…
1920: Sèvres treaty and Turkish paranoia 

about division of the country
1920s–1950s: Transfer of wealth from 

non-Muslims

1970s–1980s: ASALA Terror

1980s onward: Genocide recognition 
around the world

1992–1994: Karabakh and the sealing  
of the border 

19 Jan 2007: Hrant… his assassination
2005–2010: Positive steps in Turkey
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of Sèvres, ASALA terrorism, the genocide recognition campaigns and granting of 
such recognition by countries around the world, the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict 
and the closing of the Turkish-Armenian border, the assassination of Hrant Dink. 
Some of the other events diverged in phrasing, but referenced similar develop-
ments. In an even starker contrast to the 2005 narrative, the discussion revealed 
that every single event in each narrative was well known by the participants from 
“the other side.” 

The Turkish narrative had changed dramatically compared to 2005. 1915 was 
termed a genocide, yet came with an asterisk and was termed as “Genocide, but….” 
The massacre of Armenians in the 1880s in the Ottoman Empire appeared in the 
timeline, along with the heavy taxation of minorities in the middle of the 20th cen-
tury. Armenians were now fully present in the Turkish narrative, appearing mainly 
as a victim. The change in the Armenian narrative was less dramatic and continued 
to portray Armenians mainly as victims of their neighbors. Turks and Turkey still 
occupied a central role, yet not every event about Turks was negative and some 
were neutral, such as the establishment of the Turkish Republic. The narrative was 
also more nuanced, with the treaty of Sèvres supplemented by the Treaties of Ba-
tumi, Kars, and Lausanne, amounting for an acknowledgement that the borders 
were in flux in the early 20th century.

The changes in social and political context had a clear impact on the narratives. 
The murder of the Hrant Dink and the public commemorations of and publications 
on the genocide raised awareness in Turkey. The official attempts at normalization 
and the encouragement of the civil society dialogues and cultural and educational 
exchanges by the governments resulted in the exposure of Armenians to Turks and 
Turkey and made the Armenian narrative much more nuanced. The development of 
social media led to the exposure of both societies to the others narrative. The changes 
in the Turkish narrative were more pronounced, as the Turkish civil society, media, 
and academia in these years actively engaged in soul searching and in reevaluation 
of the Turkish identity, its relations with the minorities and with the past. No parallel 
internal dialogue was taking place among Armenians.

Despite the convergence of the events and the narratives, however, the groups 
remained far apart discursively. When it came to the interpretation of each event, 
which from discursive perspective reveals the connection of that particular text 
with other texts that define each identity, the conflict remained intense. Unlike 
TADG in 2005, the Turkish group in 2012 acknowledged the occurrence of the Ar-
menian genocide. But a number of Turkish participants insisted on the Armenians 
taking their share of responsibility for it, which they saw to be in part a result of 
rebellions by the Armenian minority and siding with the enemy at a time of war. 
They also insisted on the Armenians accepting not only neutral but also positive 
aspects of the Turkish past, as well as the suffering of Turks and others in the Otto-
man empire, and not only of Armenians.

The Armenian discourse, in turn, remained one of a victim group whose suffer-
ings stood apart from the sufferings of others and who deserved acknowledgement 
and restorative measures district from others. Moreover, as the dialogue revealed, 
the Turks and Turkey continued to be seen as an existential threat and a genocidal 
group by many among the Armenian participants.



282 Education and the Politics of Memory in Russia and Eastern Europe

The convergence of the narratives, therefore, did not result in parallel convergence 
of discourses. The events on the timelines were now mostly the same, but their in-
terpretations, the other texts in which each event was embedded, and the image of 
self and other that they communicated were well in line with the discourse of 2005.

 Converging Narratives, Converging Discourses: The 2015 Turkish-
Armenian Dialogue and School of Conflict Transformation following 
the Failure of the Official Normalization Process

By the time the third dialogue was held in January 2015, the official normalization 
process had collapsed. The Armenian government was preparing for the commem-
oration of the centenary of the genocide, while the Turkish government re-engaged 
in an active denial campaign. Civil society in Turkey was under increasing attack, 
and people-to-people contacts once again became rare.

President Sargsyan, who had spent considerable political capital at home trying 
to push for normalization early in his tenure, adopted a hardliner position. The two 
AKP leaders at the forefront of the normalization effort, Abdullah Gul and Ah-
met Davutoglu, lost influence and left the political arena. With democracy rapidly 
retreating in Turkey and President Erdogan assuming increasingly authoritarian 
powers, academia, media, and civil society were under assault. Internationally, the 
context also worsened, foreshadowing even more dramatic developments in the 
future. Vladimir Putin returned to the presidency, and relations between Russia and 
the West deteriorated. Taking opposing positions in the Syrian civil war, Moscow 
and Ankara came close to a military confrontation in 2015 but later normalized their 
relations. Unable to secure a border opening with Turkey and worried about war 
with Azerbaijan, the Armenian leadership doubled down on its alliance with Mos-
cow, a trend that continued through 2022–2023. Instead of the long-awaited EU 
Association Agreement intended to support Armenia’s multi-vector foreign policy 
in tandem with normalization with Turkey, Sargsyan abruptly announced in 2013 
that Armenia would join the Moscow-led Eurasian Union. Armenian-Azerbaijani 
relations also deteriorated after a failed push by Medvedev to broker a peace deal, 
with ceasefire violations escalating and culminating in the “Four-Day War” in April 
2016, which in hindsight, seems like a precursor to the Second Karabakh War in 
2020 when Azerbaijan took control of Nagorno-Karabakh.

Financial and political support for civil society dialogues also visibly dimin-
ished. Instead, the Armenian communities worldwide and the Armenian govern-
ment invested in grandiose commemoration of the centenary of the Armenian 
Genocide. In turn, the Turkish state intensified its genocide denial lobbying efforts, 
organizing counter-events and demonstrations around the world.

For the first time since Armenia’s independence, top officials discussed repa-
rations and territorial claims to Turkey. Armenia’s Prosecutor General Aghvan 
Hovsepyan announced during an official forum: “I strongly believe that the 
descendants of the genocide must receive material compensation, churches mi-
raculously preserved in Turkey’s territory and church lands must be returned to 
the Armenian Church, and the Republic of Armenia must get back its lost lands.” 
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The statement prompted a strong reaction from Turkey, with the then Foreign 
Minister Davutoglu dismissing it as a “product of delirium.” This trend was later 
picked up and further escalated by Nikol Pashinyan, who came to power in 2018 
following the “Velvet Revolution.” In 2019–2020, in parallel with escalating 
rhetoric vis-à-vis Azerbaijan, Pashinyan’s government made multiple territorial 
claims toward Turkey, pronouncing the revival of the Treaty of Sèvres as their 
foreign policy goal. Months later, Azerbaijan would launch the Second Karabakh 
War and deal Armenia a crushing defeat, thanks in part to full-scale military and 
diplomatic backing by Turkey.

The project “Turkish-Armenian Dialogue and School of Conflict Transforma-
tion” was initiated in late 2014 and held in January 2015. The methodology was 
similar to that employed during the 2005 and 2012 dialogues. If the 2005 TADG 
took place in the United States and the 2012 “Capturing the Mountain” was in 
Georgia, the 2015 school was split between Yerevan and Istanbul and involved 
additional activities including joint travel, visits to museums and exhibitions on 
memory and history, and meetings with academics in Turkey and Armenia.

The group was composed exclusively of citizens of Armenia and Turkey, affili-
ated with Yerevan State University in Armenia and Okan University in Turkey. In 
early January, a group of six students and two faculty members from Okan Univer-
sity traveled to Yerevan for the first half of the workshop, where they were joined by 
an equal number of peers from Armenia. A few days later, the Armenian and Turkish 
participants traveled together to Istanbul, where they continued the dialogue, com-
plemented by meetings with Turkish intellectuals and visits to places of memory. 
The culmination of the workshop was participating in the commemoration of Hrant 
Dink’s murder. On the anniversary of the murder on January 19, the participants 
joined thousands of Turks who walked from Taksim Square to the offices of the 
Agos newspaper, chanting “We are all Hrant” and “We are all Armenians.” Accord-
ing to the project evaluation documents, the participants saw their involvement in 
the commemoration as key to building trust and strong bonds.

At the start, however, the impression was that the breakdown in the official pro-
cess had negatively affected civil society spaces. The participants, particularly those 
from Armenia, showed much stronger resistance toward engaging in dialogue or 
listening to Turkish narratives—something that had not happened in 2012 or 2005. 
Once the dialogue started, however, trust was built much quicker than in the previ-
ous two cases. Not only did the narratives remain convergent, but the discourses 
had also been converging, creating a deeper basis for understanding and trust.

Once again, the participants were asked to separate into two groups and list 
the key events that influenced present-day Turkish-Armenian relations. Despite the 
change in official rhetoric, the narratives, similar to 2012 and different from 2005, 
remained very similar to each other (Table 13.3). As in 2012, the majority of the 
events coincided, narrating a story that started with the massacre of Armenians 
in the Ottoman Empire in the late 19th century, continued through the Armenian 
Genocide, the establishment of the Turkish Republic, the treaties that determined 
present-day borders, Hrant Dink’s murder, and ended with the attempts at official 
normalization and their failure.
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Differences were present but, as in 2012, were conditioned more by the limited 
number of events each side could present in writing rather than the absence of aware-
ness. The Turkish participants included in their narrative the downfall of the Ottoman 
Empire, ASALA terrorism, the closing of the Armenian border by Turkey, and the 
recent migration of Armenians to Turkey—events that the Armenians did not list, 
yet were well aware of and agreed with. Similarly, the Armenian participants listed 
additional events that were well known and accepted as important by the Turkish 
colleagues, such as the Sèvres Treaty, the denial of the Armenian genocide, and the 
preconditions raised by the Turkish government during the normalization process.

Different from 2005 and 2012, the discursive interpretation of major events, 
including the Armenian Genocide and ASALA terrorism, had grown much closer. 
The divergence in interpretations was present but applied to events of lesser im-
portance. Further, this divergence, since it did not carry any existential threat to 
either identity, was treated with curiosity and an open desire to learn and under-
stand rather than counter. For example, the Armenian timeline contained an event 
titled “Armenian-Turkish War of 1920,” which raised eyebrows among the Turk-
ish group seemingly unaware of this war. The dialogue revealed that the Turkish 
equivalent would be the “Eastern front of War of Independence.” This discovery 
led to a lengthy discussion of varying lenses through which the two societies view 
historical events without raising any conflict in the room.

The deterioration of official relationships, augmented by the upcoming cente-
nary and intensified efforts at genocide denial, did not lead to a parallel process of 
historical narratives growing divergent.

Table 13.3  Historical Timelines Created by Participants of the Turkish-Armenian Dialogue 
and School of Conflict Transformation. January 2015

Armenian timeline Turkish timeline

1894–1996: Hamidian Massacres  
(Red Sultan) 

1915: Armenian Genocide
1920: Armenian-Turkish war
1920: Treaty of Sèvres
1921–1923: Kars and Lausanne Treaties 
1923: Establishment of the Turkish 

Republic, denial of the Armenian 
genocide 

2007: Hrant Dink murder
2008–2009: Normalization process
2009: Preconditions to protocols and 

reproduction of enemy image

1894–1896: Hamidian Massacres
1900s: Downfall of Ottoman Empire and rise  

of nationalism
1915: Genocide (Tehir)

1923: Lausanne Treaty and Minority Rights
1923 and on: Foundation of Turkish  

Republic (1950s: Transfer/confiscations  
of wealth from non-Muslims and pogroms 
against minorities)

1949: Nurnberg case and genocide convention
1973–1985: ASALA (attacks)
1988–on: Nagorno-Karabakh conflict  

and closing of the Armenian border
1990s–on: Migration of Armenians from 

Armenian to Turkey
2007: Hrant Dink assassination
2008–2010: Normalization attempts  

and diplomatic protocols.
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Interestingly, not only did the narratives continue to converge, but this time 
the discourses did as well. The Turkish group’s discourse became expressly 
self-critical compared to 2012, and less assured of the benevolent politics of the 
Ottoman Empire or the Turkish Republic. The date 1915 was followed by the 
word “genocide” and its Turkish equivalent, without a “but” or any other quali-
fier. Moreover, this was the first dialogue where not a single participant in the 
Turkish group objected to the characterization of the Armenian massacres as 
genocide, and all unequivocally condemned it. Instead, the Turkish participants 
expressed interest in learning more about the genocide and insisted on visiting 
museums and memorials on the subject, which took the Armenian participants 
by surprise.

The Armenian narrative did not change as considerably from 2012 or even 2005, 
telling a story of a victim nation and signaling that the critical reassessment of the 
past that took place in Turkish society did not have a parallel process in Armenia. 
However, the discourse of the Armenian group showed a significant shift, demon-
strating greater openness toward the Turkish story, contextualizing the narrative of 
the Armenian genocide as part of World War I and other developments in the early 
20th century, differentiating between the Ottoman government in 1915 and pre-
sent-day Turks, many of whom stood with them at Hrant Dink’s commemoration, 
and advancing genocide recognition. The suspicion toward the official discourses 
and the criticism that participants from both countries had regarding repressive 
regimes was also shared.

 Conclusions

Historical narratives are fluid. The study of the narratives of three Armenian-
Turkish dialogues, which involved similar demographics against the backdrop 
of rapidly changing political contexts, showed significant variation. Changing 
policies and socio-cultural contexts were accompanied by substantial shifts in these 
narratives, while the corresponding discourse transformed slowly and showed no 
direct connection to the policies of the day.

This analysis suggests that the enemy image and mutually contradicting his-
torical narratives built through decades of violence, denial, and isolation were 
broken in a short time during the second half of the 2000s. This shift occurred 
once the two societies engaged in dialogue and gained greater awareness of 
each other’s narratives. The discourse changed more slowly, but once it did, 
the return to hostile rhetoric by the governments and the absence of regular 
civil society dialogues did not revert the historical discourses back to diver-
gence. The first dialogue effort studied in this chapter followed decades of 
mutual isolation and hostile official rhetoric. Despite the widespread interest in 
dialogue and mutual understanding among the participants and the absence of 
officially promoted hostile narratives, this and other dialogues held in 2005–
2006, which I participated in but did not document as extensively as TADG, 
showed that the narratives and discourses of Turks and Armenians in the room 
were vastly divergent. The Turkish and Armenian narratives presented stories 
of self-righteousness and victimization, showing near-total ignorance of the 
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other’s perspective. The discourses were immersed in self-praise, victimhood, 
and enmity toward the other.

The de-isolation and a few years of active dialogue on official and unofficial 
levels that followed resulted in the immediate transformation of narratives, which 
grew surprisingly close to one another by 2012. However, the discourses of self-
righteousness and victimhood persisted. The timelines listed an almost identical 
set of events. Yet, despite containing certain self-critical elements that could create 
cracks in Van Dijk’s “ideological square,” they were still embedded in hostile dis-
courses, leading the participants to interpret each event very differently, justifying 
their own group’s actions and blaming the other.

While the sudden thaw in official relationships and the proliferation of civil so-
ciety dialogue resulted in an immediate transformation of narratives, the return to 
official hostility and isolation did not prompt a parallel U-turn of narratives. Once 
transformed, these narratives continued to remain similar through at least 2015, a 
trend corroborated by further dialogues held in 2016 and 2017 that have not been 
studied here in detail.

Moreover, despite the breakdown of the official normalization process, the slow-
ing and later near cessation of civil society dialogue by 2020, and even the expressed 
loss of enthusiasm and belief in dialogue by young social scientists, the narratives 
remained similar, and the discourses showed signs of transformation. The Turkish 
discourse, in particular, took a sharp turn away from self-righteousness and glory 
toward self-criticism. The Armenian discourse retained the image of a victim-nation 
but showed signs of opening toward contextualizing their past and present and sepa-
rating present-day Turks from the Ottoman government of the World War I era.

The findings in this paper speak in favor of the long-term discursive benefits of 
civil society engagement. The brief period of suspending official hostilities, com-
bined with active civil society dialogue, succeeded in transforming formerly hostile 
and disconnected narratives. This process introduced self-critical and contextual 
elements into previously separate and antagonistic storylines. Over time, these 
changes created fissures in the “ideological squares,” gradually challenging the 
Turkish and Armenian discourses of unblemished glory and absolute victimhood.

Since the three dialogues examined in this paper were held, the Velvet Rev-
olution in Armenia in 2018, Turkey’s participation in the Second Karabakh 
War in 2020 on Azerbaijan’s side, the COVID-19 pandemic, the cessation of 
civil society dialogues, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, and resulting geopolitical 
realignments created an entirely new political context that likely, once again, 
shifted the narratives, if not the discourses, of Turkish and Armenian young so-
cial scientists. To the best of the author’s knowledge, no new Armenian-Turk-
ish dialogues that analyzed historical narratives have been held since the onset 
of the Second Karabakh War in 2020. However, parallel studies of Azerbai-
jani-Armenian dialogues held from 2020 to 202422 showed that the historical 
discourses of participants from these two societies have remained remarkably 
aligned, despite the high-level hostility and recent trauma of war. This trend 
suggests that Turkish and Armenian discourses are similarly likely to remain 
aligned for the foreseeable future, even as narratives slowly diverge.
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Patriotic Education Outside  
and After School
Concluding Thoughts

Sergey Rumyantsev

The selection of countries for this volume was no coincidence. All four, Arme-
nia, Azerbaijan, Russia, and Ukraine, are involved in protracted armed conflicts 
(Nagorno-Karabakh and eastern Ukraine). These primarily territorial conflicts en-
dorse the rapid increase of influence enjoyed by army institutions, which invest in 
the same educational processes. Various youth clubs, (para)military organizations, 
political parties, and nationalist groups, very often enthusiastically right-wing, pro-
claim their connections to the military institutions, discourses, practices, and rituals 
that are becoming increasingly visible in public spaces.1

In all four countries, like many others, armies in general are built via a routine 
callout to military service. Most of the young people conscripted, the vast major-
ity of whom are men, thus find themselves under the power of the institution for a 
long time, “where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut-off from a wider 
society for an appreciable period, together lead an enclosed, formally administrated 
round of life.”2 In Soviet times, the army was one of the most important institutions, 
with the ambition to reproduce and maintain patriotic attitudes, and so it remains in 
the present day, with secondary schools instrumentalized for rebroadcasting mili-
tary practices, patriotic discourses, and memory rituals.3 Unlike the army, however, 
which usually entails a relatively short term of service, the mission of the school is 
to shape ideas around concepts of nation, national culture, and history. As an im-
portant—usually the first—institution of socialization for all future citizens of any 
given country, in many ways the school becomes an institution of preparation for 
militaristic and revanchist patriots, future soldiers and officers, ready to sacrifice 
their lives for an abstract future for their state. This is especially true in a situation 
of ongoing conflict. The chapters of this book have demonstrated that the observa-
tion of Seth Kershner and Scott Harding quoted in the introduction holds true for 
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Russia, and Ukraine: in all four countries, albeit in different 
contexts, Soviet state-approved lessons of initial military preparation4 are returning 
to secondary schools, with new strategies for the education of “future patriots.”

 “The Very Best”: The Diversity of Educational Institutions and Rituals

This is also the case for out-of-school activities (war-patriotic camps and games, 
after-school clubs, and so on). The educational repertoire designed for children and 

14

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003505822-17


290 Education and the Politics of Memory in Russia and Eastern Europe

teenagers is much broader than the school curriculum. Vladimir Putin once called 
his “army of teachers” to “take the very best from what had been there in the former 
[Soviet] castles of pioneers, the circles of young technicians, and so forth.”5 We 
can understand his “and so forth” to mean participation not only in the activities of 
various kruzhkov (clubs), but also in maintaining and developing the practices of 
collective visits to memorials and museums, celebrations and mourning ceremo-
nies, rituals, Olympic games, and contests.

Nonetheless, despite such diverse resources, “the very best” and most effective 
state institutions and methods when it comes to educating patriots are not limited to 
the secondary school and extracurricular activities alone. The larger institutions of 
education with the longest history of teaching the humanities, shaping citizens and 
patriots,6 instilling “correct” ideas about the national culture, “native language,” an-
cestral stories, and past glories or traumas for any given “imaginary community.”7 
The same purpose is served by very different and numerous states and (semi-)
independent institutes and organizations,8 mobilizing technologies and discourses, 
newspapers and magazines, literature and poetry, celebrations and funerals, various 
mass events (school Olympic games in history and literature, “All-Ukrainian radio-
dictation of the national entity,” Russian “Total Dictation” or “All-Russian test in 
the history of the Homeland,” patriotic flash mobs,9 radio, television and cinema). 
“It is here, in television and cinema,” notes Mariëlle Wijermars, “that state efforts 
to control public opinion are most pronounced; they have been much less stringent, 
for instance, concerning literature.”10

Wijermars is referring here to the situation in modern-day Russia. I would add 
that control over the content of literature can take a more aggressive form in a 
number of post-Soviet countries. In the autumn and winter of 2013, the Azerbaijani 
political regime set out to punish the writer, Akram Ajlisli, following the publica-
tion of his novel Stone Dreams (Kamennye sny). This so-called “requiem novel” 
reflects his personal views on the events and consequences of the Nagorno-Kara-
bakh conflict, which differ notably from “official” versions of the narrative. The 
writer was stripped of all honorary titles and awards shortly after publication of the 
novel, and all of his books were publicly burned. The charge: Ajlisli was accused 
of betraying his nation.

This instance shows that a pressure campaign can be initiated on any writer, and 
the political regime is capable of quickly mobilizing the population, invoking not 
only the image of the enemy and collective trauma but also oblivion as a targeted 
strategy:11 in this particular case, “forgetting” the history of the ethnic Armenians 
living in modern-day Azerbaijan12 as well as the Armenian riots (pogroms) in Baku 
of January 1990. Alone Ajlisli’s attempts to reflect these events in his novel were 
perceived as legitimate grounds to prosecute him.13 This case also demonstrates 
that the system of mobilization practices carries a more sophisticated and compre-
hensive character and is not exclusively “a product of unscrupulous and manipula-
tive elites, who are seen as cynically stirring up nationalist passions at will.”14

The Ajlisli prosecution campaign included not only numerous official faces 
and the absolute majority of the Azerbaijani mass media but also some rep-
resentatives of a wide variety of social milieus. The voices of some critics, 



Patriotic Education Outside and after School 291

responding to the pressure on the writer, were muted by the numerous and 
loud choirs of his accusers. This example of the public punishment of a writer, 
unprecedented for the post-Soviet era, demonstrates that control from both au-
thorities and society itself can grow into a situation of armed conflict. For, in 
the spring and summer of 2022, a similar situation developed in Russia. After 
February 24, literary figures and journalists left Russia in their masses, openly 
declaring their opposition to the war on Ukraine. Writer Dmitry Glukhovsky 
was put on the federal wanted list for an Instagram post that was considered to 
discredit the Russian army.

In a situation of conflict, public debate is dominated by revanchist patriotic dis-
courses and populist images of the “enemy,” which successfully marginalize op-
ponents as “indifferent” citizens as well as critiquing their roles as state politicians 
and bureaucrats, for example.15 At some point, the right to the (re)production and 
popularization of such discourses and images no longer represents an exclusive 
monopoly by officials; rather, every “correctly” brought-up citizen is now entitled 
to join in the publicly approved nationalist-patriotic chorus.

 The Patriotic Rollercoaster of War

In recent years, a “second coming” of museums and memorial parks can be ob-
served in the politics of patriotic upbringing in several successor states to the 
Soviet Union. In 2015, Podmoskovye (Moscow Oblast) opened a “War-patriotic 
Park of Culture and Recreation of the Military Powers of the Russian Federation,” 
referred to more briefly as Patriot. One of the declared purposes of the founders 
was to “let young people not only view the exhibits but also to travel and fly on 
military hardware, shoot combat weapons and experience a parachute jump.”16 The 
first military experience for students visiting the park would thus be connected to 
memories of fun and amusement: a modern approach to romanticizing war.

Indeed, creating historical parks became a large-scale project in Russia. Ac-
cording to its creators, Historical Park Russia—My History is one of the largest 
exhibition complexes in the country. Its geography expands through all of Russia 
and encompasses 23 cities. The museum exhibits reflect the official history narra-
tive. However, in this case, not only the content is important but also the way that 
information is provided using modern multimedia technologies. “The founders of 
the park—and these are historians, painters, cinematographers, designers, com-
puter graphics specialists—designed everything so that Russian history would 
transform from a black-and-white textbook to a bright, fascinating, and objective 
narration, and every visitor feels a sense of involvement in the events of the 2000-
year history of their Fatherland. The history park represents all the latest forms of 
information media.”17 Organized visits to such parks, in particular by groups of 
secondary-school students, have already become a compulsory tradition.

In Ukraine, the Holodomor Genocide project of the National Museum18 became 
one such notable undertaking. Construction began in 2008 and is only now, at the 
time of writing in 2024, nearing completion. The memorial section was opened 
in Kyiv in the summer of 2010.19 On a much smaller scale but ubiquitous is the 
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commemoration of “Anti-Terrorist Operations” (ATO) in Donbas. Since 2014, 
practically all Ukrainian museums have created similar exhibits dedicated to the 
events and heroes of the armed conflicts in the eastern part of the country. Some 
incidents emphasize the lack of an overall consensus about the modern politics of 
memory and historical policy. For instance, in one of the cities of eastern Ukraine, 
local enthusiasts kept the statue of Lenin and the bust of Voroshilov, which were 
at risk of destruction by decommunization activists, in the basement of a museum. 
One floor above the salvaged statues, an exhibition was created to commemorate 
the ATO, with which the policy of decommunization had come to the city.

After February 24, 2022, museums briefly entered the fray. The energetic mu-
seumification of the war began in the spring, amid the tensions of an active armed 
conflict. Museums commemorating World War II were among the first to respond. 
Already in April 2022, the “Museum of Victory” in Moscow presented a new exhi-
bition, “Conventional Nazism.” In the words of the curator, this was “dedicated to 
the history of the emergence and development of the Ukrainian version of Nazism, 
from its inception to the present day.”20 On the symbolic date of May 8, the National 
Museum of the History of World War II in Ukraine opened its exhibition “Ukraine—
Crucifixion.” Visitors to the museum were greeted by “a red star with the dirty boots 
of Russian occupiers, stepping on Ukrainian soil and never leaving.”21

Similar museum projects were installed in Azerbaijan. In 2013, in a small city 
in the north of the country, the “Quba Genocide Memorial Complex of Azerbaija-
nis” was established as a replica of the Armenian Genocide Museum Institute in 
Yerevan.22 Opening this museum was a response to the mass graves discovered in 
the suburbs of Quba, where the remains were identified as those of the victims of 
the 1918 Azerbaijani genocide. In September 2013 at the opening ceremony, Ilham 
Aliev claimed that “more than 50,000 of our fellow citizens became victims of 
Armenian fascism in a matter of five months.”23 The exhibition is designed in a 
style reminiscent of some Holocaust museums (such as that in Washington, DC).

A few months after the conclusion of the Second Karabakh War, on April 12, 
2021, the War Trophies Park was opened in Baku by President Aliev, conceived as 
“certification” of Azerbaijani victory in the war.24 Heated discussions unfolded in 
the media around the exhibition of the helmets of dead Armenian soldiers, before 
which the president was posing for a photograph. The mannequins of Armenian 
soldiers simulating the deaths of the army personnel also displayed stereotypical 
ethnic features.25 In the first days of the opening, hundreds of people stood in long 
queues, waiting for their turn to visit the park. The president also voiced his wish 
to create a grand museum of victory in the near future.

It is still too early to suggest when and how the trauma and victimization that 
followed the defeat in the First Karabakh War (1992–1994) might abate in Azer-
baijan. After the Second Karabakh War, all initiatives, both by the general public 
and the powerful elite, were directed toward creating a triumphant image of the 
winning nation. The specifics of the memorialization of the “Patriotic War” (as the 
Second Karabakh War is referred to in Azerbaijan) and commemorative discourses 
of war triumphs suggest that, even after 30 years since the fall of the Soviet Un-
ion, Azerbaijani authorities are still taking advantage of the resources they then 
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inherited. Nevertheless, numerous borrowings from the Great Patriotic War dis-
course and the battle with fascism as the “universal evil” were widely popular in all 
30 years of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, and were particularly in demand as the 
“battle” unfolded, according to Azerbaijani writer, Natig Rasulzadeh, with “fascist 
Armenian occupiers.”26

A similar tendency is apparent between Russia and Ukraine. Heroic and victim-
ized analogies around images of the enemy, borrowed from the discourse about 
the Great Patriotic War, have been created in both countries since 2014. In 2022, 
at the very beginning of the armed conflict, President Zelenskyy awarded several 
settlements the title of “hero cities,” echoing the award officially established in the 
Soviet years for the 20th anniversary of the victory in 1965. One of the goals of this 
new war, according to Putin, was the so-called “denazification” of Ukraine. Indeed, 
both sides energetically accuse each other of fascism, coining new vocabulary such 
as “ukrofascism,” “ukrowehrmacht,” or “rashism.”27

�Prospects�for�Peaceful�Conflict�Transformation

And yet, hopes for peaceful conflict transformation always remain. The situations 
in the post-Soviet countries explored in this collection are complex and often differ 
significantly. Let us take the example of the escalation of September 2022 when 
Azerbaijani troops invaded Armenian territory. Azerbaijani society’s fatigue re-
garding the conflict became apparent in the fact that many citizens of Azerbaijan 
who had celebrated victory in the fall of 2020 reacted negatively to this new inva-
sion. Since the Second Karabakh War, a new generation of anti-war activists and 
peacebuilders has emerged in both Azerbaijan and Armenia. While their ranks are 
still very small, some of them show much more solidarity and consistency in criti-
cizing militarist actions and nationalist ideologies than their predecessors did.

Controlling schools in a huge country like Russia is much more difficult than in 
Azerbaijan or Armenia. The secondary education system is extremely inert, bureau-
cratized, and difficult to interfere with. Many teachers consciously refuse to engage 
in war propaganda or the propagation of enemy imagery, and very effectively—if 
quietly—sabotage orders from the Ministry of Education.28 Relatively effective con-
trol over educational processes in schools is possible only if the “army” of teachers 
consists of citizens loyal to the regime, ready to fulfill their prescribed mission. Close 
surveillance of everyone is impossible. Behind the closed doors of the classroom, the 
teacher has a large degree of freedom and opportunities for passive resistance. While 
discussions about the need to develop critical thinking in schools have been largely 
theoretical, for decades there have been opportunities to experiment with formats 
(especially in the Soviet years); ambitious educators can implement innovative ap-
proaches not only in the numerous private schools but also in state institutions.

A high degree of control over schools and the emotional tempering of new gen-
erations of citizens requires an important condition: clear and influential ideologi-
cal doctrines that were not developed in the post-Soviet years. All political regimes 
mentioned in this collection use—with varying degrees of intensity—a mixture of 
ideas of nationalism, a “great” past, national exceptionalism, a militaristic type of 
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patriotism, and enemy imagery. This concoction is often seasoned with a poorly 
cooked sauce of religious traditions and images. But in each of the post-Soviet 
societies studied here, scholars, politicians, journalists, human rights activists, and 
public intellectuals offer a cogent critique of such perceptions. The regimes’ ca-
pacities to limit access to alternative information, critical voices, and publications 
are limited. It is to be hoped that information providing multiple perspectives on 
past, present, and future will become increasingly accessible.
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of the distortion to the detriment of Russian interests.” These two modern and quite 
influential institutes, affiliated with the political regimes. See Igor Yukhnovskyi, Ob ide-
ologii i politike Ukrainskogo instituta natsionalnoj pamiati,” https://zn.ua/SOCIETY/
ob_ideologii_i_politike_ukrainskogo_instituta_natsionalnoy_pamyati.html; RMHS, 
“Scientific Activities,” https://rvio.histrf.ru/activities/nauk (accessed June 2024); Geor-
giy Kasyanov, Ukraina i sosedi: istoricheskaia politika. 1987–2018 (Moscow: Novoe 
Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2019), 200–224; Lapin V. “Rossijskoe istoricheskoe obsh-
chestvo (RIO) i Rossijskoe voenno-istoricheskoe obshchestvo (RVIO) kak instrumenty 
istoricheskoj politiki pervoj chetverti XXI veka.” In Politika pamyati v sovremennoj 
Rossii i stranakh vostochnoj Evropy. Aktory, instituty, narrativy, edited by A. Millera 
and D. Efremenko, 74–95. Saint Petersburg: European University Press, 2020.
  In the meantime, regardless of the years-long efforts of political regimes, it is still 
possible to observe the constant attempts on both the individual and collective levels to 
prevent ideological influence. Rather bright examples of such initiatives are the organiza-
tion “International Memorial,” registered in 1992, and “Free Historical Society,” founded 
in Russia in 2014. On February 28, 2022, Memorial was liquidated by a Russian court, 
but its activists continue their work even in the face of increasing political repression.

 9 Such manifestations of mass enthusiasm are quite popular in Ukraine and are often repre-
sented through flash mobs (“The Day of the National Coat of Arms,” dictation of national 
unity, “Crimea is part of Ukraine,” “#Говоринаукраинском” (#speakinukrainian), and 
so on). “Vyshyvanka Day” traditionally is accompanied by patriotist flash mobs, carried 
out with mottos such as “Vyshyvanka unites Ukrainians” (2017) or “The code of unity” 
(2020). Patriotic flash mobs are also popular in Russia. In this format of mass activity, 
one can observe the mobilization of private businesses of their employees in support of 
patriotic ideologies, and manifestation of loyalty towards the authorities. For example, 
Andrey Simanovskiy, the owner of the Yekaterinburg-based company “Sima-Land” has 
already organized a few “patriotic flash mobs” in support of Vladimir Putin and the war 
in Ukraine (the so-called “special operation”); honor of World War II “Victory Day.” The 
attempts to monopolize victory of World War II contributed to the emergence of different 
formats that go beyond the borders of Russia (international poetry flash mob “Path of 
Victory” or international campaign “Test on the history of the Great Patriotic War”).

 10 Mariëlle Wijermars, Memory Politics in Contemporary Russia: Television, Cinema and 
the State (New York: Routledge, 2019), 3. On post-Soviet cinema and the flourishing 
of film production, by an accurate definition of Stephen Norris “the business of patri-
otism,” see also: Stephen M. Norris, Blockbuster History in the New Russia: Movies, 
Memory, and Patriotism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2012), 251–70.

 11 Aleida Assmann, Der lange Schatten der Vergangenheit: Erinnerungskultur und Ge-
schichtspolitik (Munich: C. H. Beck, 2006), 104–7.

 12 In the novel, the main character reminisces about childhood, spent in Ashaghy Ajlis 
(the hometown of the author), located on the territory of the modern-day Nakhichevan 
Oblast in Azerbaijan.

 13 Among the reasons are the images created by the author of the former President Heydar 
Aliyev, different from that of the official image of the “all-nation leader.”

 14 Rogers Brubaker, “Myths and Misconceptions in the Study of Nationalism.” In The 
State of the Nation, edited by John Hall, 272–306 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998), 273.

https://zn.ua/SOCIETY/ob_ideologii_i_politike_ukrainskogo_instituta_natsionalnoy_pamyati.html
https://zn.ua/SOCIETY/ob_ideologii_i_politike_ukrainskogo_instituta_natsionalnoy_pamyati.html
https://rvio.histrf.ru/activities/nauk
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 15 The majority of the public protests found it necessary to underline their patriotic posi-
tions, all the while criticizing not only the author and his novel but also the methods of 
the pressures on Ajlisli.

 16 For more on the so-called Patriot Park, see https://patriotp.ru/o-parke/informatsiya
 17 On the historical park project “Russia—My History,” see https://myhistorypark.ru/

about/. See also: V. Kaz’mina, “Istoricheskie parki “Rossiia — moya istoriia” kak 
otrazhenie transformatsij institutsionalnogo izmereniya rossijskoj politiki pamiati.” In 
Politika pamiati v sovremennoj Rossii i stranakh vostochnoj Evropy. Aktory, instituty, 
narrativy, edited by A. Millera and D. Efremenko, 172–87 (Saint Petersburg: European 
University Press, 2020).

 18 On the peripeteia of the commemoration of Holodomor in Ukraine see: Andrii Port-
nov, Uprazhneniia s istoriej po-ukrainski (Moscow: OGI, 2010), 192–208; Kasyanov, 
Ukraina i sosedi, 413–28.

 19 The History of Holodomor Genocide Museum. https://holodomormuseum.org.ua/ru/
ystoryia-natsyonalnoho-muzeia-holodomora-henotsyda/

 20 Conventional Nazism. https://victorymuseum.ru/playbill/exhibitions/vystavka- 
obyknovennyy-natsizm/

 21 Boris Tkachuk, “In Kyiv the first exhibition about the recent stage of the Russia-Ukraine  
War opened,” https://hromadske.ua/ru/posts/v-kieve-otkryli-pervuyu-vystavku-o-novom- 
etape-rossijsko-ukrainskoj-vojny (accessed June 2024). See also: “Ukraine—Crucifix-
ion,” https://warmuseum.kiev.ua/index_eng.php

 22 The Armenian Genocide Museum-Institute, https://www.genocide-museum.am/eng/; The 
Guba Genocide Memorial Complex, https://heydar-aliyev-foundation.org/en/content/ 
view/93/2808/The-Guba-Genocide-Memorial-Complex).

 23 Aliyev I. (2013), Ilham Aliyev attended the opening of the Guba Genocide Memorial 
established with the support of the Heydar Aliyev Foundation, https://en.president.az/
articles/9346

 24 See: President Ilham Aliyev took part in the opening of the Baku Park of War Trophies: 
https://azertag.az/ru/xeber/Prezident_Ilham_Aliev_prinyal_uchastie_v_otkrytii_v_
Baku_Parka_voennyh_trofeev__OBNOVLENO_2_VIDEO-1753183

 25 After some time, as a result of mass criticism, the helmets and mannequins were 
removed from the exhibition.

 26 A war novel: Natig Rasulzadeh writes a book about the colonel and is ready for the bat-
tlefield, https://zerkalo.az/voennyj-roman-natig-rasulzade-pishet-knigu-o-polkovnike- 
i-gotov-idti-na-front/

 27 Since 2014, after the annexation of Crimea, the analogies with events of World War II, as 
well as discussions about whether the modern Russian regime is fascist, have been very 
popular in the media, both on a political and academic level. I share the critical view 
of Marlene Laruelle, who does not consider Putin’s regime fascist: Marlene Laruelle, 
Is Russia fascist? Unraveling Propaganda East and West (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 2021).

 28 I draw here on material from ten problem-oriented interviews with Russian secondary-
school teachers that I conducted during a research trip to Russia from April to June 2024.
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