Re-narrating World War II: Politics of memory in the Ukrainian-Russian borderlands 

<Draft paper, not for citation>

Tatiana Zhurzhenko, Cand.Sc.

V.Karazin Kharkiv National University / University of Vienna, Institute for Political Science

This paper addresses memory politics in the Ukrainian-Russian border regions using the neighboring Kharkiv and Belgorod oblast’s as a case study. This approach allows to compare emerging commemorative cultures and memorial regimes in neighboring countries as well as to transcend the national framework and to include regional and transnational aspects into the analysis. 

Due to historical, cultural and geopolitical reasons, contemporary Ukrainian and Russian political elites have rather different views on the role of WWII in their national histories and in the formation of the respective national identities. Unlike in Russia, in Ukraine conflicting meanings and alternative interpretations of WWII contribute to a political conflict which splits Ukrainian society. On the regional level the right to interpret the historical and geopolitical outcome of the War for the Ukrainian nation is contested by competing political forces. In the Russian regions the Soviet myth of the “Great Patriotic War” remains basically untouched (or is being restored) and seen as instrumental for national consolidation. Since the fates of the cities of Kharkiv and Belgorod during WWII were closely connected, the emerging differences in the national narratives, as they are reflected on the regional level, are rather illustrative. The way the memory of WWII is preserved, re-narrated and animated on both sides of the border also reflects differences in political regimes in both countries, the level of political centralisation, the degree of consolidation of the regional elites etc.     

While in the 90s the regional elites of both countries tended to use the symbolic value of the "common victory over fascism" as a symbolic resource for cross-border cooperation and post-Soviet integration projects, they now rather compete in recycling the heroic representations of the war by re-inventing the image of their region or city, negotiating regional and national aspects of military glory and people’s suffering. Although some institutional arrangements reproduce and regularly re-stage the traditional narrative of the “common victory”, the memory of the WWII becomes “nationalized” and integrated into new historical narratives. This paper is based on interviews with political actors in both regions (representatives of public administration, political parties and NGOs) and on analyses of museum expositions and war memorials in Kharkiv and Belgorod oblast’s.  

1. Combining border research with memory studies

The concept of "collective memory" was introduced by Maurice Halbwachs in 1925.
 He argued that personal memory is not “stored” in the individual unconscious, but is always constructed and located in the social environment. By belonging to social groups, individuals learn narratives about their world and engage in repetitive cultural performances which provide continuity between past and present. Halbwachs introduced the important distinction between autobiographical and historical memory. Building on this distinction, Jan and Aleida Assmann differentiate between “cultural memory” and “communicative memory”.
 Irwin-Zarecka argues, that “communities of memory” are formed “by individuals with not only common experience but a shared sense of its meaning and relevance”.
 Can we consider a nation such a “community of memory“? “National memory" assumes a certain consensus on what should be remembered and how; at the same time, there is no modern nation that hasn’t experienced internal conflicts and “wars“ over memory. National memory is therefore hierarchical; various social groups compete for access to the public sphere in order to establish the hegemony of their narrative.

In the process of nation building, politics of memory becomes a crucial battle field for competing interpretations and narratives of the past. The concept of the „nationalizing state“ (Brubaker) can be instrumental for understanding these processes because the „nationalization of memory“ is an important part of them. Especially in new nation states, the “nationalization of memory” is important for consolidating a heterogeneous population, integrating minorities and accommodating shifts of state borders. The integration of a (new) nation by means of memory politics includes changes in school curriculum, particularly in history teaching, the revision of the official calendar (new national holidays, jubilees etc.), creating a new pantheon of heroes and martyrs, and reshaping the commemorative landscape (new monuments, memorial sites, changes in urban toponymics).

As a rule, collective memory is related to territory. Social groups “represent the past through place in an attempt to claim territory, establish social boundaries and justify political actions”.
 In the modern world the dominant form of territoriality is still the nation state, which has sovereign power on a particular territory. Anssi Paasi demonstrated how Finnish national territory and particularly the Finnish-Russian border was constructed through the twentieth century by a variety of instruments (geography and history textbooks, maps, tourist brochures and images of everyday life).
 Focusing on the processes of geopolitical, and more specifically, “territorial socialization”, he also pays attention to collective memory embedded in the ideas and representations of national territory, borders and borderlands.

In history, borderland territories were often exposed to changing powers, to military and political expansion of the neighbours and to ethnic and religious conflicts. To various extents, most borderlands in Eastern Europe are 'victim intensive' places. At the same time, they have often been places where different cultures coexisted and enriched each other. My hypothesis is that borderlands are not marginal places but central sites of power where the meanings of state and national identities are created and contested. Especially in borderlands the meanings of memorial sites and historical narratives are often challenged and change over time. Therefore, I consider national borders not just as “demarcating lines” between national “cultures of remembrance”, but an important factor directly involved in the reproduction and transformation of them. It is the borderlands where different national (and local) “cultures of remembrance” come into contact and conflict, negotiate and borrow from each other. A new international border can thus encourage the nationalization of memories and generate differences in a formerly common „culture of remembrance“ as it has been happening in the case of the Ukrainian-Russian border. At the same time, the old borders, which disappeared from the political map a long time ago, are still reproduced as symbolic boundaries dividing a nation along the lines of historical memory (such as the former Soviet-Polish border which marks the East-West divide in Ukraine). 

Kaiser and Nikiforova suggest to approach “cultural politics of memory” in the borderlands as a multiscalar phenomenon performed simultaneously on the local, national and transnational (European) levels.
 Although central governments use state-led politics of memory for the nationalisation and integration of “problematic” borderlands, regional political elites often make their own use of such political initiatives and involve local symbolic resources to boost regional identities and the feeling of local patriotism. In democratic societies, not just state institutions but also political parties and NGOs, particularly professional associations (historians, architects, journalists etc.), ethnic and religious groups and individuals are important political actors shaping national memory. 


2. Russia and Ukraine after 1991: disintegration of the “common memory” 

The “Great Patriotic War” as the key event of Soviet history, which used to legitimize the communist rule, today plays rather different roles in the nation building processes in Russia and in Ukraine. The Russian political elite is highly interested in reinventing the “Great Patriotic War” as a central event of Russian history in the 20th century, as a new foundational myth, which confirms Russia’s supremacy over the West and its geopolitical status inherited from the USSR.
 Russia's great contribution to the "victory of civilization over barbarism, of life over death"
, is symbolized by Yalta. The outcome of the WWII provided Russia with an entrance ticket to the club of world powers, legitimized its new status on the European continent and its new sphere of influence. Although political boundaries and spheres of influence in Europe have changed, today's Russia wants to preserve its status as a European power. What was at stake for Moscow in the conflict with Tallinn in April 2007 is Russia's status as a "European nation" and its symbolic capital as the "liberator of Europe". That is why Russian politicians insists on the "irreversibility of the outcome of the WWII and condemn "neo-fascism" and the "glorification of Nazi collaborators" in the Baltic States and in Ukraine. In this way Moscow positions itself as the true protector of European values, truer even than Europe itself.

While Russia insists on its right to remember the Second World War in its own way, Ukraine’s changing politics of memory are leading to an interpretation which converges with some of the East Central European countries. For them, the victory of the allies in 1945 did not bring a true liberation, but the political control of Moscow and communist rule. Similarly, as Ukraine’s did not gain independence in 1945, the role of the “great victory over fascism” in the new national narrative is relativised. Although president Yushchenko does not disdain the symbolic capital of the “great victory” completely, the war is seen today as a tragic rather than a heroic event
 . Unlike Russia, Ukraine strives for EU and NATO membership and does not need the memory of the WWII to profile its particular geopolitical identity in opposition to the West. 

Another factor which explains the different uses of WWII memory in Russia and in Ukraine is the different internal political developments. In Russia, there is a broad consensus on the meaning of the war for Russian history and identity, and revisionist views remain marginal and politically irrelevant. After the October Revolution, socialism, and the USSR had lost their symbolic value, the role of the Soviet Union in defeating fascism is probably its only uncontroversial contribution to world history, as Russian sociologist Boris Dubin pointed out.
 The “victory over fascism” thus remains one of the few symbols able to provide cohesion for a society which is marked by deep cleavages along social, ethnic and confessional lines. 

In Ukraine, the memories of World War II, based on the different regional historical experiences, rather divide than consolidate the nation. Unlike in Russia, alternative interpretations of history are represented by different political parties, they do not only indicate political divisions, but also contribute to them. Unlike in Russia, in Ukraine there is a plurality of Second World War narratives. Because the centre is weaker, the regional elites by default have more freedom for developing their own interpretations of history. While in Russia historical memory serves as an instrument of consolidation of Putin’s regime, Ukrainian politicians often use it as a weapon against political opponents, and such conflicts are often projected on the regional level. 

3. Politics of memory in the Ukrainian-Russian borderlands 

Here I will focus on the politics of memory in the Ukrainian (Kharkiv) and Russian (Belgorod) border regions in order 1) to demonstrate how the former common narrative of the “Great Patriotic War” is still reproduced by some regional actors, but has been increasingly disintegrating along the lines of new national narratives of the WWII; 2) to compare the emerging commemorative cultures and “memorial regimes” on both sides of the border and try to differentiate between their national and regional characteristics; 3) to trace how the new border has been produced as a discursive construct and symbolic reality through various politics of commemoration performed by both sides. 

The disintegration and nationalisation of the old Soviet narrative of the „common history“ results from the politics of national identity pursued by Kyiv and Moscow and these changes are reflected in the commemorative landscape of the Ukrainian-Russian borderlands. The border thus contributes to the institutionalisation of two different national „cultures of remembrance“. At the same time, strong narratives of the „common history“ and cultural closeness which transgress the new border are persisting. From the Russian side mainly, this is the narrative of the „East-Slavic unity“. Having Soviet origins, it was reinvented in the late 1990’s and used to legitimise the Ukrainian-Russian political rapprochement on the national level, and became a discourse of regional and cross-border cooperation. On the Ukrainian side, the identity of near border regions was reinvented (such as Slobozhanshchyna); a particular regional version of „Ukrainness“ which does not exclude a „common history“ with Russia, was promoted by the local elites .
 The regional narratives of the WWII and the politics of its commemoration in the Ukrainian-Russian borderlands still demonstrate the continuity with the Soviet era: delegations of Soviet veterans visit their counterparts across the border on Victory Day and on the official Day of City („Day of Liberation from Fascist Occupation“), new tourist routes across the border include Soviet war memorials, joint sport events are named after local war heroes. At the same time, the modifications and new „national“ elements are particularly visible against the background of the old Soviet myth of the „Great Patriotic War“ .

In Belgorod the memory of the WWII and images of military glory dominated the city identity already in Soviet times. (Here I analyze following sites: "Victory Park",  "Kursk Battle – The advance to Belgorod" Museum, the „Memorial to the Heroes of the Kursk Battle“ etc.) The image of Belgorod, which in Soviet times was based on the myth of the „Great Patriotic war“, has been reinvented since 1991. Today Belgorod presents itself as a border city, an outpost of Russia on the Western frontier. The second pillar of the Belgorod identity is the Orthodox tradition (here examples demonstrating the role of the Orthodox church in the politics of memory are discussed). The myth of the “Great Patriotic War” remains constitutive for the Belgorod region and in a way plays even more important role after 1991. The new war memorial in Prokhorovka, which was opened in 1995 at the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the Victory can serve as a good example for the new tendencies in Russian WWII memory politics. Thus, the replacement of the old Soviet symbolism with an Orthodox one manifests the essence of the new post-Soviet Russian identity. At the same time, the myth of the “Great Patriotic War” is transformed into an important element of “common history” and Orthodox culture shared by Russians, Ukrainians and Belarusians. The new Prochrovka memorial, which reflects the nationalisation of Soviet history and construction of a new Russian identity based on Orthodox symbols, demonstrates at the same time how the “Great Patriotic War” is used as a founding myth of post-Soviet integration, legitimizing the geopolitical, cultural economic unity of Russia, Ukraine and Belarus. To conclude, it is military aspects which dominate the memory of Second World War in Belgorod – a fact partly to be explained by the character and scale of the military actions in the region, but partly also by the specifics of Russian memory politics, which tend to emphasize military glory and the triumph of the Soviet Army.

The WWII narrative in Kharkiv is present, but does not dominate the city's identity as it does in Belgorod. (Here I analyze following sites: „The Memorial of Glory“ and the statue of the Soldier-Liberator at the 23th August Street). In the 1990's – beginning of 2000's  the Kharkiv regional elites supported the concept of „the Great Patriotic War of the Ukrainian people“. (Memorial sites to be analyzed here: Kharkiv Historical Museum, the new memorial „The Hill of Marshal Konev“, opened in 2005). The latter exposition includes elements which point to demythologization of the „Great Patriotic War“ in favour of a „Second World War“ narrative. The hardly reconcilable contradictions between the different approaches to Soviet past and the memory of WWII in Ukraine and especially their politization since 2004 have their echoes also in the Kharkov region (example discussed here: the memorial stone devoted to the UPA).

Since 2005 the differences between the commemorative cultures on the two sides of the border have been growing. In Belgorod politics of memory reflects the consolidation of Putin’s regime and the basic ideological consensus of the ruling elites. In Kharkiv the tendency is an opposite one. The Orange Revolution has changed the balance of power not only in the centre, but also in the regions. In the Kharkiv oblast‘ the political monopoly of the "Party of Regions" came to an end. Governor Avakov appointed by president Yushchenko represents the political block of „Our Ukraine“, while the majority in city and oblast‘ councils still belongs to the „Party of Regions“. Ideological disagreements and internal political fights do not allow the regional elites to set a common political agenda and to develop a consistent cultural policy. Politics of memory have become an important site of political conflicts.
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