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Russian President Vladimir Putin holds a portrait of his father, war veteran Vladimir Spiridonovich Putin, during the Immortal Regiment
march on 9 May 2022, Victory Day, in central Moscow. The annual Victory Day march commemorates the anniversary of Russia’s victory over
Nazi Germany in World War Il. (Photo by Alexey Maishev, Sputnik via the Associated Press)
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ussia’s February 2022 invasion of Ukraine has
triggered a transformation in Russia’s domes-
ic media-information environment, partly

through new laws on censorship but even more so by
means of a dramatic intensification of trends evident
from the beginning of Vladimir Putin’s second indef-
inite tenure as president. As this author noted in a
2019 article in Military Review on the mobilization
of history to galvanize Russian nationalism, the Putin
regime and its allies have been aggressively selling a new
civilizational vision pitting Russia against the West.1
Ukraine stands squarely in the center of this vision.
Putin was signaling his intentions toward Ukraine
long before the invasion launched on 24 February
2022. Even after the seizure of Crimea in 2014, the
West remained skeptical that Putin would act on the
increasingly aggressive (and risky) logic of his emerging
worldview. After all, we thought, the consequences
of doing so would be unpredictable and very possibly
destabilizing for Russia. That Putin took this rash step
reveals just how deeply invested he and his cronies
have become in a contrived historical interpretation of
Russia’s true nature and destiny. This tends to happen
in societies where the leadership is minimally account-
able and increasingly insular.

Today the world is fixated on the war in Ukraine
and rightfully so. However, it is important to figure out
the logic that is driving Russian behavior not only now
but into the future. If we look carefully at Russia’s in-
ternal public affairs blitz to sell the war—oops, “special
military operation”—it is evident that groundwork is
being laid for a fundamental transformation of Russian
society. This is in part accelerated by Western military
support to Ukraine and economic sanctions imposed
in reaction to the invasion of Ukraine. However, there
is ample reason to speculate that this is where Putin
was heading all along. In any case, for Putin it appears
there is no turning back. The West and Russia may
someday reconcile, but it is almost inconceivable that
it will happen on Putin’s watch. The decision to invade
Ukraine is the most important and fateful decision of
Putin’s tenure and he has staked too much politically to
change course.

This article posits that, in the wake blundering
into its current predicament, the work of ideological
justification has been turned over to historians. The
regime believes that historical indoctrination provides
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a key to shaping national identity, which in turn offers
an organizing concept in the form of Putin’s “Russian
world” Before our very eyes a new reality, or perhaps
“unreality; is gaining momentum in Russia via a con-
certed propaganda effort by the entire array of official
and semiofficial media, not to mention state-supported
social organizations, schools, and so on. The cultivation
of a sense of anti-Western grievance throughout Putin’s
tenure prepared the public for this to some extent.
Even so, the consequences of invading Ukraine require
a much greater effort. Where the media are concerned,
Russia is now under something like martial law in the
information realm. The last independent media voices,
such as Ekho Moskvy (Echo Moscow radio), Dozhd’
(Rain TV, relocated to Latvia), or most recently Novoe

vremia (New Times, print license pulled) have found

it impossible to continue normal operations under

the new legal regime that criminalizes even implicit

criticism of the president, the army, or the war, and, for

good measure, news considered “false” by the govern-

ment. Still, Putin’s regime faces a huge challenge in sus-

taining public support for
what increasingly looks
like a protracted war.

For the purpose of
simplifying the analysis of
Russia’s information cam-
paign, it pays to examine
three broad categories of
messaging. The first and
most fundamental con-
cerns the unprecedented
role of history and histori-
ans as the bearers of a new
worldview. The second
embraces the myriad of
efforts to discredit any al-
ternative sources of infor-
mation, particularly those
emanating from the West
but pointedly including
also traitorous messaging
from people (dispropor-
tionately from the most
educated and worldly
elements of Russian soci-
ety) branded as enemies
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within. Third, and in some ways the most interesting, is
the officially inspired effort to reimagine a future that
aligns with Russia’s current state of isolation from the
West and justifies sacrifices to come. Aesopian rea-
soning concerning the “sour grapes” of Russia’s broken
relationship with the West will not alone be sufficient.
In other words, it is necessary to construe the socioeco-
nomic tempest created by the West’s economic whirl-
wind withdrawal from Russia as inevitable. Moreover,
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civilizations, in effect) tracing back to the ancient
world.? He postulated that the Russia-centered Slavic
historical type was rising to challenge the West as
characterized Romano-Germanic civilization. The two
could never be reconciled and Slavic civilization could
only prevail by unifying around shared values such as
Orthodox Christianity, traditional culture, and the net-
work of related Slavic languages.* Danilevsky explicitly
asserted that Europe was innately hostile to Russia.

Propagandists now hail isolation as a blessing in dis-
guise, revealing the necessary path forward to dis-
place all the Western economic and cultural entan-
glements that were never more than a betrayal of

Russia’s true self.

propagandists now hail isolation as a blessing in dis-
guise, revealing the necessary path forward to displace
all the Western economic and cultural entanglements
that were never more than a betrayal of Russia’s true
self. Thus, the government is sparing no effort to con-
vince the population that domestic social and economic
reconstruction is not a spasmodic reaction to supplant
all that has been carelessly lost due to a reckless deci-
sion to invade Ukraine. On the contrary, the official
view maintains that the West always wished only harm
to Russia. Consequently, now that conflict is out in the
open, Russia has a unique opportunity to build a future
that aligns with its own non-European civilizational
values. Sadly, this lofty theorizing is but a euphemism
for continued support for the Putin regime.

To begin with a review of the crucial historical com-
ponent in Putin’s Russian transformation, it is essential
to remember that the current revisionism returns
to a long-developing narrative that far predates the
Russian Revolution of 1917.2 One seminal milestone in
nationalist thought is Nikolai Danilevsky’s once again
famous book, Russia and FEurope, first published in
1869. Danilevsky stood out among Pan-Slavist intellec-
tuals of his day in his attempt to put a scientific veneer
on what resembled a manifesto for empire. Drawing
heavily from a theory of civilizations written by the
German idealist philosopher Johann Gottfried von
Herder, Danilevsky interpreted the march of progress
through so-called cultural-historical types (different

Notably, in 1999, a Russian scholar of Danilevsky and
Pan-Slavism, B. P. Valuev updated the argument to
suggest that the geopolitical reality remains the same
except that the West is now led by the United States.”
In any case, Danilevsky’s arguments resonated among
his contemporaries in the Russian officer corps as well
as a few towering culture figures such as the writer
Fyodor Dostoyevsky.®

As it entered World War I, Russia harbored am-
bitions of liberating Slavic peoples under Habsburg
domination in the same manner in which it had helped
Serbia and Bulgaria to break free of Ottoman domina-
tion early in the nineteenth century. Of course, military
failure followed by revolution put Russia on a different
trajectory as the Bolsheviks, at least for a time, pushed
Russian nationalism aside. Ironically, ideas of a separate
and distinct Russian civilization remained alive and
well among many educated exiles who fled the revolu-
tion and formed the first wave of a cultural diaspora in
Europe. Eurasianism, as the concept came to be known,
reflected a deep emotional attachment to Russia along
with skepticism toward Western values. Eurasianists
longed for a future day when Russia would throw oft
communism and resume its true historical path.”

One important figure in emigration was histori-
an George Vernadsky, who eventually made his way
to Yale University where he taught for many years
and helped shape the first generation of American
historians of Russia. In brief, Vernadsky traced
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Russian distinctiveness in part to over two centuries
of Mongol domination following the catastrophic
invasion of Kievan Rus’ by Chinghiz Khan’s forces in
1242. This experience supposedly diverted Russian
ruling culture away from the slightly anarchic and
decentralized governance by the princes of Kievan
Rus’ and more toward the example of the Golden
Horde, which was essentially the local franchise of
the slowly disintegrating Mongol Empire. The rise of
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stagnation, political upheaval and rampant corruption,
Russians lost patience.

Meanwhile, some nationalist ideologues resur-
rected ideas from Russia’s imperial past. For example,
Danilevsky’s work quickly found a new publisher. Also,
once prominent figures written out of the Soviet ver-
sion of history suddenly reappeared. Among the more
interesting is the charismatic Gen. Mikhail Skobelev,
widely regarded as a hero of the Russo-Turkish War

By the start of the new millenium, philosophical con-
servatives and Russian nationalists embraced the idea
that Russia is a distinctive Eurasian civilization, entitled
not only to its own values but its own broadly de-

fined geographical space.

a second great steppe empire under Tamerlane the
Great brought the defeat of the Golden Horde in

the 1390s and in time opened the way for the rise of
Muscovy. Vernadsky affirmed the view that Muscovy,
on the road to becoming Russia, had a clear line of de-
scent back to Kiev (Kyiv, today, in modern Ukraine).?
Today, this is a cardinal tenet of Russia’s official his-
tory, which goes on to cite annexation of Crimea by
Russia as fully justified by the claim that Ukraine still
rightfully belongs to Russia. In this context, the sep-
aration of Ukraine from Russia by the Soviet Union
was an unfortunate historical accident.

In his 2012 work, A Concise History of Russia,
Professor Paul Bushkovitch of Yale University reminds
us that the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 curi-
ously resulted in greater disruption of existing interpre-
tations of imperial Russia than of the USSR itself.” The
highly ideological Soviet state provided a dominant—if
frequently shifting—official narrative about Russians’
place on the world stage. In its absence, Russians suf-
fered historical disorientation. For many, the embrace
of Western values such as freedom of expression looked
promising, beginning with Mikhail Gorbachev’s g[as—
nost” (openness) campaign in the late 1980s even before
the Soviet collapse. But the bloom came off that rose
during the tumultuous years of Boris Yeltsin's presiden-
cy of the freshly minted Russian Federation when the
country simply could not find its footing in a demo-
cratic, free market environment. Mired in economic

of 1876-77 as well as a seminal figure in the conquest
of Central Asia. Notwithstanding several controver-
sies associated with his career and persona, Russian
historians welcomed him back into the pantheon of
great Russian commanders."” A museum opened on his
former estate and an impressive statue popped up in
Moscow near the Combined Arms Academy.

By the start of the new millenium, philosophical
conservatives and Russian nationalists embraced the
idea that Russia is a distinctive Eurasian civiliza-
tion, entitled not only to its own values but its own
broadly defined geographical space. This loose and
eclectic group of advocates spanned from ultrana-
tionalist Vladimir Zhirinovskii to communist par-
ty leader Genadii Ziuganov to Alexander Dugin, a
former Moscow University political philosopher with
fiercely anti-Western views. Meanwhile, the writings
of Eurasian political geographer and historian, Lev
Gumilev, whose work bridged the Soviet and post-Sovi-
et eras, found an enthusiastic audience.!!

Putin’s intellectual biography generally tracks with
social currents following the breakup of the Soviet
Union. His extraordinary path to the presidency as
Boris Yeltsin’s handpicked successor did not imme-
diately reveal his beliefs, which were probably still in
formation. Although he did not immediately adopt the
rhetoric of Eurasianism, his preoccupation with Russia’s
place in the world, a profound sense that Russia had
been unfairly diminished in stature by a disrespectful
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West, and a natural predilection to muse about a return
to past glory portended a budding affinity with nation-
alist views.

Putin biographer Karen Dawisha notes that on
the eve of becoming acting president, Putin published
a vision statement titled “Russia at the Turn of the
Millenium? In this message, he offered a preliminary
description of what he believed were crucial tenets of
Russia’s revival. Declining to propose an ideology, he
cited the importance of Russia’s status as a great power
(derzhavnost’), a powerful central state, and social sol-
idarity. He professed to be a defender of human rights
within a Russian cultural context. Not surprisingly,
each of these factors justified greater concentration
of power around the president.”” The very next day,
retired KGB general and future member of the Duma,
Russia’s parliament, Nikolai Leonov employed the
phrase “special operation” in calling for the restoration
of Russia’s global influence.”

Out of these early trends a logical path appeared for
ambitious individuals seeking positions of influence.
Vladimir Medinsky, Russia’s minister of culture since
2012, read the tea leaves as well as anyone. In 2002
he affiliated with the United Russia political party,
which staunchly backed Putin, and began a slightly
idiosyncratic political ascent. In 2011, he completed his
doctoral degree in history, not usually a ticket to high
office in most countries. Despite a public controversy
concerning allegations of plagiarism, Medinsky set
himself up as an authoritative voice on Putin’s presiden-
tial commission to combat the “falsification of history”
Though generally soft-spoken, Medinsky is ever on
the attack against those who would besmirch Russia’s
historical reputation.

The idea of an officially approved narrative of histo-
ry confirmed the resurrection of certain politically use-
ful aspects of Soviet culture. Of course, the days when
every dissertation had to quote Vladimir Lenin or any
criticism of Soviet rule was professionally disqualifying
may be gone, but those who dissent on matters like
the war in Ukraine can expect withering criticism and
possible criminal penalties. To be sure, historians enjoy
significant interpretative latitude if they avoid (or re-
ject) criticisms of Soviet conduct before and during in
World War 1], still remembered as the Great Patriotic
War in Russia, or acclaim the accomplishments of
empire-builders such as Peter the First or Catherine
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the Second. Subjects too sensitive to objectively discuss
now include Soviet-German collusion stemming from
the Molotov-Ribbentrop nonaggression pact of August
1939, the massacre at Katyn forest perpetrated by

the Soviets against thousands of Polish prisoners, the
reputation of Joseph Stalin, and the conduct of the Red
Army during the “liberation” campaign across eastern
Europe to Berlin. Domestic historians have largely got-
ten the message, but Putin’s regime has regularly called
out foreign scholars whose work runs afoul of the pre-
scribed treatment. Denunciation of “falsifiers” (an old
Soviet habit) has become a standard theme at annual
Victory Day celebrations not only across Russia itself
but also in some capitals of former Soviet republics."* It
is a regular theme as well at now frequent conferences
on the Great Patriotic War.

The tip of the spear in Putin’s campaign to craft
a patriotic narrative history is the Russian Military-
Historical Society (RMHS), which was established
in 2010 and is headed by none other than Medinsky.
With regional affiliates spread across the country, the
RMHS sponsors an amazing array of patriotic pro-
grams glorifying Russia’s military past. There is partic-
ular focus on generating interest among Russian youth.
In fairness, most of the programs put the best possi-
ble face on Russian history and historical figures but
usually do not stray too far from the facts other than to
conveniently omit problematic details.

However, what is striking about the work of the
RMHS in 2022 is its full-throated support of Russia’s
war in Ukraine. Within twenty-four hours of the inva-
sion, the RMHS website posted an official statement of
unqualified support for the Special Operation signed
by hundreds of members. According to the statement,
“Russia never starts wars, it finishes them. The events in
Ukraine did not begin yesterday, but at least eight years
ago. Very soon the special operation to drive NATO
and American training bases and the ideological suc-
cessors of Bandera and Shukhevich out of Ukraine, will
at last be complete”" It went on to denounce the ruling
junta in Ukraine for the murder of women, children,
and elderly in the Donbas region. In the same brief,
utterly tone-deaf message, they proclaimed the cultural
harmony and mutual affection between Russians and
Ukrainians.

Since taking that public position, the RMHS has
persistently put its version of history at the service of
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the war effort. Two
themes in particular
stand out. The first
is to draw com-
parisons between
watershed moments
in Russian history
and the current
struggle in Ukraine.
The second is to
characterize the war
as vital to Russia’s
very existence.
Victory Day (9
May) 2022 afforded
a perfect opportu-
nity to kick off a
string of patriotical-
ly themed events. ] y A
One spreading element of political theater has been
the organization of parades by so-called Immortal
Regiments.'® These consist of people holding placards
with photographs of soldiers who perished during
the Great Patriotic War. Originally, this phenomenon
involved individuals honoring ancestors or relatives,
but has since become more generalized. Many cities
included Immortal Regiments in their official parades
this year. In previous years members of the Russian di-
aspora across the former Soviet Central Asian republics
received Moscow’s encouragement to march, but with
war raging in Ukraine most governments in the region
did not welcome such displays in 2022. Some, such as
Kyrgyzstan, canceled normal Victory Day activities al-
together and elsewhere commemoration was subdued.
Subsequently, on 25 May 2022, the Russian State
Archive of Social-Political History staged a conference
and documentary exhibition commemorating the
210th anniversary of Napoleon’s invasion of Russia,
better remembered as the Fatherland War. The impli-
cations were obvious. Only two weeks later, Medinsky
addressed an international forum commemorating the
350th birthday of Peter the Great, whom he credited
with transforming Russia into a great power. He made
a particular point that Peter was a Westernizer only in
a practical rather than a spiritual sense. By this interest-
ing nuance, he meant that Peter sought to adopt what
was useful from the West but was never a European
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People carry portraits of relatives who fought in World War I
during the 9 May 2022 Immortal Regiment march at Nevsky Pros-
pect, the main street of Saint Petersburg, Russia, commemorating
the seventy-seventh anniversary of the end of World War II. (Photo
by Dmitri Lovetsky, Associated Press)

philosophically. His goal, as explained by Medinsky,
was to prevent the West from turning Russia into a
semicolony lacking real sovereignty and an indepen-
dent destiny. Thus, Peter succeeded in creating the
model for a multinational, multiconfessional state that
Russia is today."”

Meanwhile, Russia brought the theme of Peter’s
reign to the public via a mobile museum in the
famed Russian metro system. In a public statement,
Aleksandra Konovchenko, executive director of the
RMHS, quoted Peter, “Military art and the courage
of commanders and the fearlessness of soldiers decide
victory” She added that these words are extremely
relevant today in the struggle against Nazism and world
evil. QR codes inside each of the cars provide riders
with instant commentary on many of the documents
and pictures on display.'® Building on the concept,
Moscow announced just a month later the unveiling of
two historically themed tram cars, including one com-
memorating the birth of the Russian Empire."”

At the same time, the Russian Orthodox Church, a
well-established friend of the Putin presidency, has also
engaged. This year marked the publication of a new
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work on the Russian hero and saint Prince Alexander
Nevsky. Already the subject of two feature films and
numerous memorials, Nevsky is the subject of a new
book published by the church. The title is telling: The
Strateqy of Alexander Nevsky and the Civilizational
Transformation of the 13th Century.”® Available free in
digital form online, B. E. Bagdasaryan’s text manages to
reinforce the now standard themes of opposition to the
West, fighting to save a distinctive Russian Orthodox
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has placed at risk the very existence of Russian civili-
zation”® He argued that at this very moment Russians
are living in the pages of a history textbook and unless
they mobilize to meet the test it could be the last chap-
ter. Others have joined the chorus. One, philosopher
Vladimir Varvara, asserted that the Special Operation
is so transcendently important that it cannot be
grasped in mere military or political categories. Rather,

it represents “a tectonic shift in world history”

Even a history-based information campaign requires
much more than pageantry and celebration of the
past to galvanize the will of a population to send its

children to war.

civilization, brilliant generalship, courage under duress,
fierce patriotism, and so on.

At yet another public conference on 10 June con-
cerning the establishment in Leningrad Oblast” (dis-
trict) of a Memorial Complex to the Peaceful Residents
of the Soviet Union who Perished during the Great
Patriotic War, Medinsky reminded attendees that no
less than 13.7 million Russian civilians died during
the war.*! Conveniently, 12 June marked Russia Day,
another opportunity to promote patriotic historical
themes at festivities across the country. Putin stressed
the vital importance of national solidarity in a public
address.”> Of note was the announcement that thanks
to the United Russia party official plaques honoring de-
ceased heroes of the Special Operation in Ukraine were
now on display in the Volgograd, Kirov, and Orenburg
oblasts.”> Many more are sure to follow. In Ufa, a large
mural dedicated to a fallen Russian soldier adorns a
wall of the local university.** The RMHS has also taken
the monuments movement to the Donbas itself. In
June, the Society announced that it would restore the
Monument to the Undefeated in Krasnodar.>

Still, even a history-based information campaign
requires much more than pageantry and celebration of
the past to galvanize the will of a population to send its
children to war. Accordingly, Medinsky dramatically
reiterated the stakes at a meeting of the Interagency
Commission on Historical Enlightenment on 24 March
2022. Striking a note of urgency, he claimed, “Russia is
today facing the greatest challenge in its history, which

Meanwhile, Medinsky claimed that a generation of
young Ukrainians have been deceived by textbooks that
instill hatred toward Russia. References to the patriotic
struggle of Soviet partisans in Ukraine have given way
to stories about the Ukrainian nationalist resistance
movement under Stepan Bandera. Viewed through a
Russian nationalist lens as a Nazi collaborator, Bandera
remains a lightning rod. By trying to establish a link to
current events, Russia’s propagandists are attempting
to solidify claims about denazification as a purpose for
the war. That there has been a modest, ultranation-
alist, Nazi-friendly fringe in Ukraine is not in doubt.
However, the idea that Ukraine itself is under a Nazi
spell or that it was planning aggression against Russia
grossly distorts reality. In any case, Medinsky used this
example to return to the objective of indoctrinating
Russian youth, immunizing them in effect against falsi-
fications of the past. Given the importance of history in
the overall struggle, he proudly noted that the RMHS
has endorsed a new series of eleven textbooks that will
allegedly provide a full and accurate picture.”

In September 2020, the RMHS and the United
Russia Party promoted the latest iteration of an event
called “Diktant Pobedy” (Essay of Victory), a public
competition aimed at youth but engaging all age groups
in a contest to display the most knowledge about Soviet
victory in the Great Patriotic War. The event boasts an
elaborate website, and hosts competitions in forty-five
foreign countries as well as across Russia itself. A quiz
constitutes an important part of the qualifying round.
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Questions reflect both the Russian emphasis on rote
memorization as well as the official nationalist spin.”
This has led to some objections outside of Russia. A
city in Kazakhstan termed the event “propaganda” and
refused to participate.”’

Outside the circle of historians, the claims about
the “special military operation” have been even more
hyperbolic and apocalyptic. Oleg Matveichev, a
political analyst and deputy chair of the State Duma
Committee on Informational Politics, Technology and
Communications, asserted in an interview, “War is
ongoing with America, which seized Russia’s histor-
ical territory—Ukraine. Crudely stated, if we draw
a comparison with 1941, contemporary America
has marched not up to Moscow but to Donetsk and
exploited the population of Ukraine ... whom they
zombified*! So, let’s get this straight: A handful of
American trainers captured Ukraine, duped the
population, and weaponized them into a mortal threat
against Russia.

The contention that the United States and NATO
forced this war on Russia dates to the early weeks
after the invasion. Condemning the “openly zoological
Russophobia” of the West, political writer Konstantin
Strigunov authored one of the more interesting articles
depicting the broad implications of the “special opera-
tion” in the military periodical Voenno-promyshlennyi
Kur'er on 28 March. He lashed out not only against
Bandera terrorists in Ukraine but also against members
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of Russia’s cultural elite who betrayed their country by
withholding their support. He dismissed this “rabble”
as “Russophobic, anti-Russian, immoral, unprincipled,
cynical, selfish and degenerate?*

Crushing and discrediting all internal dissent over
Ukraine is one vital aspect of the attempt to control the
narrative of events. The Moscow Times, which is now
based outside of Russia, reported in June that snitching
now enjoys official encouragement.” A widespread
practice during the Stalin era, informing on one’s
neighbors intimidates dissenting voices. The author-
ities sanctimoniously assert that turning in a fellow
citizen for such vaguely defined crimes as defaming the
military, spreading false information, or insulting the
president is a morally righteous and patriotic act. Putin,
who has long publicly professed to be a champion of
individual freedom, personally led the way with his 16
March declaration that the “self-cleansing of society”
would serve the interests of the country by ridding it
of “scum and traitors”** In response, online sites, often
identifiable by the letter “Z)” now exist where people
can file reports on suspected violations. One publi-
cized case occurred in the Buryat Republic in Siberia.
There, a seventh grader reported a teacher’s expressed
sadness about the casualties of war to her parents who
in turn complained to the school and police. A court
sentenced the accused to pay a fine of forty thousand
rubles for “discrediting the armed forces.” As reported
in The Moscow Times, every week the group Teachers’
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Official homepage of “Diktant Pobedy” (Essay of Victory)
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Alliance receives ten to fifteen letters from teachers

who were fired, pressured to quit their jobs, or fined for
their antiwar views.*®

Meanwhile, schools across Russia are rapidly
integrating support for the “special operation” into
informal activities, curriculum supplements, and
so-called “important conversations” New Times
columnist Andrei Kolesnikov characterized this as
Putinist indoctrination in the mode of dvoemysliia or
“double-thought” As Kolesnikov put it, “The indoctri-
nation of children—this is the unconditional reflex of
authoritarian and totalitarian regimes* To date, most
schools have required that pupils wear orange-and-
black Saint George’s ribbons to school on Victory Day.
Still, it is interesting that some teachers have declined
to participate in some of the proposed programming
and have received no punishments. Russian law, which
does matter to some degree in these cases, only requires
that teachers present officially approved curricula.’”
There is little reason to doubt that officially approved
revisions are on the way for the fall. The Ministry of
Enlightenment has already directed that pupils from
the fifth to eleventh grades receive instruction on how
Western economic sanctions will eventually benefit
Russia by stimulating the replacement of foreign-made
goods with domestic production.®®

At the same time, Russian media are widely de-
nouncing Western news reports about Russian missile

Headed by lead singer Lyova Bortnik and guitarist Shura Uman, B-2
(or Bi-2 in Russian—pronounced bee-dva) was formed in Belarus
and has been a force on the Russian rock music scene for over twen-
ty years. Hugely popular not only in Russia itself but also among
Russia’s cultural diaspora from lIsrael to Australia to Europe, the
band is not currently welcome to sing in Moscow due to its refusal
to endorse the war in Ukraine. At a 27 September 2022 concert in
Tashkent, Uzbekistan, they performed the live debut of their anti-
war hit “Lullaby” (Photo by author)

strikes against civilians or crimes committed by Russian
soldiers as “fake” Television stations such as Russia 1
have devoted considerable commentary to the alleged
identification of doctored photographs, false reports,
and so on.”

Numerous online sites have gone so far as to publish
lists of enemies and traitors. One such is Tsargrad TV,
which has compiled a ranked list of over one hun-
dred prominent traitors among Russia’s cultural elite.
The top five include two bloggers (Ilya Varlamov and
Rustem Adagamov), two singer/composers (Aleksei
Potapenko and Nikikta Lomakin), and a film producer
(Ilya Naishuller). All have disputed Russia’s pretext
for war and in Potapenko’s case argued that the real
Nazis and fascists in the current drama are Russians.
The top-ranked woman on the list, at position number
six, is actress Chulpan Khamatova, who blames Putin
for igniting the conflict and asserts that she will not
be able to return to Russia where she would have to
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Lullaby

By B-2

The Belarusian band B-2 is not cur-
rently welcome to sing in Moscow
due to its refusal to endorse the war
in Ukraine. At a 27 September 2022
concert in Tashkent, Uzbekistan, they
performed the live debut of their
antiwar hit “Lullaby.’ To watch the full
music video, go to https://wwwyou-
tube com/watch?v= T2-h J7UXw.
(Graphic elements courtesy of

freepik.com)

[Kynnet 1]

fl yctano 3akpbiBalo rnasa

W3 rny6oKoii TeMHOTbI Bbi3blBato
Kocmoc

Mow Kocmoc

TOT Npa3gHUK 0b6epHyncs befon
Bcé uTo 6bIN10 pas3genmnock Ha oo
M nocne

Mocne

[Mpunes]

W Kak MHe C 3TUM »K1Tb

fl He cmory 3a6bITb

Cnoi MHe Konbl6enbHYy1o
W nycTtb Kowmap ynaér
A jomKeH TOYHO 3HaTb
3a yTo NPUAETCA OTAATb
Oywy HepasmeHHyo
Korga Mol yac npo6béT

[Kynnet 2]
A npoLwen ckBO3b OTpULLAHME 3/1a
TonbKO CYaCTbs OT Uy>KOro gobpa

He 6ynet

He 6ynet

Mup »KMBOTHbIX M3HAYaJIbHO XEeCTOK
Ho He 3Bepu HaXnmatoT Kypok

A nogn

Jliogn

[Mpwunes]

W Kak MHe C 3TUM »K1Tb

fl He cmory 3a6bITb

Cnoi MHe Konbl6enbHYy1o
W nycTtb Kowmap ynaér
A jomKeH TOYHO 3HaTb
3a yTo NpuAeTca oTaaTh
Oywy HepasmeHHyo
Korga Mol yac npo6béT

[MHcTpymeHTan]

[Mpwunes]

W Kak MHe C 3TUM »K1Tb

fl He cmory 3a6bITb

Cnoi MHe Konbl6enbHy1o
W nycTtb Kowmap ynaér
A jomKeH TOUHO 3HaTb
3a yTo NpuAeTCca oTAaTb
Oywy HepasmeHHyo
Korga Mol yac npo6béT

[Verse 1]

I wearily close my eyes

From deep darkness | call

Cosmos

My cosmos

This holiday turned into a disaster
All that was divided into

And after

After

[Chorus]

And how can | live with it
| won't be able to forget
Sing me a lullaby

And let the nightmare go
| must know for sure
What you have to give
Soul inexchangeable
When my time is up

[Verse 2]

| went through the denial of evil

Only happiness from someone else’s good
Will not

Will not

The animal world is inherently cruel

But it's not the animals that pull the trigger
But people

People

[Chorus]

And how can | live with it

| won't be able to forget
Sing me a lullaby

And let the nightmare go

| must know for sure
What will you have to give
Soul inexchangeable
When my time is up

[Instrumental]

[Chorus]

And how can | live with it

| won't be able to forget
Sing me a lullaby

And let the nightmare go
| must know for sure
What will you have to give
Soul inexchangeable
When my time is up




call black white and live a lie. This she declines to do.
Other well-known (in Russia, at least) figures on the list
include rapper Oxymoron (thirteenth); singer Maria
Zaitseva (twentieth), soloist and composer for the duo
#2MASHI; and Boris Grebenshchikov (twenty-first),
lead singer and guitarist for the well-known rock band
Aquarium. Jailed political opposition leader Aleksei
Navalny comes in fifteenth.* The fact that so many

in Moscow.

celebrities dissented over the war drew a particularly
vitriolic outburst (noted above) from Putin himself
back in March.

In some instances, Russian bands have endured con-
cert cancellations after statements or actions deemed
to be critical of the war. The long popular rock group
Mashina Vremeni (Time Machine) and its lead singer
Andrei Makarevich enjoy the distinction of having
concerts cancelled both by the former Soviet regime
and the current one under Putin. Another venera-
ble Russian band, B-2, endured the cancellation of a
concert in Saint Petersburg on 17 June. The reason was
that they had refused to perform in front of a prowar
banner at in Omsk, Siberia, back in April. Yet another
hugely popular group, DDT, and its lead singer Yuri
Shevchuk spoke out against the invasion and suffered
the loss of concert bookings in Moscow.*

The Tsargrad site has also leapt into the public
discussion about charting Russia’s future course. Even
back in the 1990s President Boris Yeltsin acknowledged
that Russia needed to discover a new identity and
purpose. The Ukraine war and subsequent sanctions
have infused enormous energy into the dialog since
February. Tsargrad has taken the lead on promoting
a return to tsarist rule. One article published on the
350th anniversary of Peter the Great’s birth speculated
about the lessons his career holds for the next emperor.”

Sources a little closer to the government soft-pedal
a return to monarchy but staunchly support Putin’s
authoritarianism and readily join the debate about

Russia faces an unprecedented historical crisis, one
that divides modern Russian history into two peri-
ods: before and after 24 February. This is an aston-
ishing claim that reflects the current siege mentality
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the Russia’s future. Journalist Strigunov’s overarching
view, shared by Medinsky, is that Russia faces an un-
precedented historical crisis, one that divides modern
Russian history into two periods: before and after 24
February. This is an astonishing claim that reflects the
current siege mentality in Moscow. Medinsky argues
that that Russia must stand up for the truth, and part
of that truth is that the survival of Russian civilization

is on the line.”® Strigunov takes this deluded view of
reality as step further, claiming “the special operation is
an act of preemptive Russian self-defense, since it was
well known that the West was readying the Kyiv regime
to strike at us” Therefore, he argues, the only way for-
ward is not only to support military action in Ukraine
but to transform Russia itself. In this light, Western
sanctions and the systemic shock to Russia present an
opportunity for the country to reinvent itself in ways
harmonious with traditional Russian values.*

Strigunov invokes the wisdom of Stalin: “As
Comrade Stalin said, ‘the supreme thing in life is an
idea. When there is no idea, then there is no goal for
activity, when there is no goal, there is no clear focal
point on which to concentrate the will! The actual
content of this idea remains in question, although we
already know that the most important component is
justice. We must endow this word with concrete mean-
ing, which will permit us to establish the vector for the
development of Russia and the entire realm of Russian
civilization, unbounded by the borders of the Russian
Federation”* Of course, words like justice and freedom
take on a paradoxical, Orwellian meaning in the search
for a new national vision statement.

A nearly autocratic executive at the top is a central
feature of this vision alongside intensely resurgent
Russian nationalism and the Orthodox Church. In this
context, the claim that the West has adopted a totali-
tarian “cancel culture” dominated by LGTBQ activists,
race theorists, history falsifiers, and Russophobes is a
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common talking point used to confirm the view that
Russia is not part of Europe. In Medinsky’s assessment,
the role of historians is more important than ever.
Russians must study their past in order to extract the
lessons that will take it into the future. He speaks of
the vital importance of archival research in this pro-
cess. The consciousness of children must be carefully
nurtured by crafting accurate historical memories for
them to develop immunity against false and insidious
assaults on Russia’s past. Young Russians must learn

to love their country based on unquestioned certitude
about its glorious destiny. Drawing a comparison to
World War II, Medinsky contends that if the present
moment is 1943, then 1945 is still ten years away.*
New youth programs, including the planned resurrec-
tion of something like the Young Pioneers of the Soviet
ear, are springing up across the country. Putin and his
circle believe that they can direct the consciousness of
the population. Perhaps they are right.

In February 2022, the RMHS hastily launched a
new journal titled Ideology of the Future. In the fifth
issue published in June, Aleksandr Prokhanov; a
cofounder of the Isborsk Club (an influential political
discussion group), addressed Russian values, including
what he termed the “victory code” Boiled down, it im-
plies that the DNA of victory, overcoming all manner
of historical obstacles from conquering the steppe to
defeating the Nazis, is the driving theme of Russia’s
past.*” The most recent victory, so it is claimed, was the
movement of Russian troops into Kazakhstan to rescue
a neighboring government. Another commentator, his-
torian Yuri Riubtsov of the Military University of the
Ministry of Defense, writes that the “special military
operation” in Ukraine is intended to put the finishing
touches on Great Patriotic War and accomplish the
final defeat of Nazism.*®

Ideology of the Future is deeply entangled with a new
take on the past. For good measure, the acting chair
of the Department of History at the new Donetsk

RUSSIAN HISTORICAL REVISIONISM

National University, Vladimir Agapov, draws an anal-
ogy with the struggle against genocide in the Donbass
in 1941-1943.” The remainder of issue number five
continues in a similar spirit, extolling Russian civiliza-
tion, attacking “fake information” from the West, de-
nouncing European media, conjuring purported lessons
from history, urging a purge of alien liberal thought in
Russia, and so on. Almost every piece is the work of an
academically credentialled author from a governmental
agency or public university.®

Whereas Russia was just a few years ago inching
slowly toward a semitotalitarian information land-
scape, a frenzied rush is now underway. Thus far, the
Putin regime has had considerable success not only
in bringing this transformation about but in convine-
ing a large majority of the population to acclaim it as
virtuous. Yet, it is not clear that this mood is sustain-
able in the face of hardships to come. There is reason to
suspect that Putin needs to prolong the crisis atmo-
sphere in order to attenuate public recognition of the
full consequences of his war. Moreover, even in a closed
society facts on the ground eventually matter. From
this perspective, talk is growing that the struggle against
the West will be of long duration. Of course, an extend-
ed Cold (or hot, as in Ukraine) War could be essential
to Putin’s hold on popular support but entails some
political risk.”* Propaganda will not be enough to sus-
tain the cause of conquering Ukraine. It is one thing to
gain passive public support for official policy and quite
another to induce Russians to put their lives on the line
in the Ukrainian meatgrinder.”> At the same time, there
are indications online and on Russian TV that the most
strident supporters of the war in Ukraine are becoming
restless and frustrated with the lack of progress.” m

Author’s note: Spellings and transliteration from
Russian reflect the Library of Congress system except
in instances when a different s};e[[in_q is already widely
established.
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