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This research uses discourse analysis to investigate the importance of the Victory Day ritual and its
symbolism in modern Russia. Commemorated on May 9, the Victory Day marks the end of the
Second World War, which entered in the history of the Soviet Union as the Great Patriotic War. This
version of the conflict not only emphasises the suffering and heroism of the Soviet people, but also
presents the Victory over the enemy as an essential element of its narrative. Given its dimensions,
this account became a central aspect of the country’s post-war identity. The Russian Federation, as
the official successor of the Soviet Union, adopted the Victory Day as one of its most important
holidays, in particular since the rise of Vladimir Putin to power in 2000. The main postulate of this
research is that the Great Patriotic War and the Victory were elevated to a mythical status in Putin’s
Russia. From my theoretical perspective, myths are the ultimate carriers of symbolism within a
community, and therefore bear authority to regulate its social practices. Historical myths present a
double-structure: a temporal one, related to the past event, and an atemporal one, whose importance
is ever-present in its community as an authoritative account. In Russia, the War/Victory myth
functions as a mediator between two discursive practices: that of the country’s national identity and
that of its political leadership.

In analysing these three layers of discourse (the national identity, the ritual, and the political
leadership), this research aims at understanding how the ritual has been raised to this mythical status,
and how it operates in connecting the country’s elite with its population. As such, four questions are
considered: “how has the discourse on the Great Patriotic War/the Victory, and in particular its
relevance, evolved from 2000-2015? Which are the underlying and explicit elements (practices)
structuring this discourse (what is the myth)? How do these elements relates to the meanings present
in the ‘national’ and the ‘political’ levels of discourse? How do they interact with concrete political
circumstances?”’ In order to answer these questions, this research departs from the poststructuralist
perspective of the Essex School of discourse analysis, as proposed by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal
Mouffe. By regarding political struggle as a competition for the hegemony of a society’s discursive
field, this school focuses on how meanings are articulated in this process. As such, this research
systematically analyses two annual speeches delivered by the Russian head of state during the Victory
Day commemoration. Moreover, it relates these official statements to Russia’s political context of
the fifteen years analysed.

This study concludes that the mythical narrative gained prominence as its concrete external references
became increasingly replaced by elements emphasising the importance of the narrative itself. This
process took place on the course of the period analysed, as Russia’s social and political questions
became increasingly associated to the mythical narrative embodied during the 9 May ritual.

Key Words: Russia, Russian Federation, Great Patriotic War, Victory Day, 9 May, Putin, Myth,

World War II, Discourse Analysis, Discursive Order, Essex School, Poststructuralism, Semiotics
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Overview

By any account, the Second World War (WWII) was the bloodiest event of the twentieth century,
leaving behind it destruction on a massive scale and impacting the demographics and economics of
the Eurasian continent for decades. Even more important, however, was the enormous social, political
and psychological consequences that the conflict engendered. Arguably, the trauma of the conflict
gave European societies a heightened sense of respect for human rights and individual well-being, as
well as an irresistible urge to take any measure available in order to guarantee harmonic relations
between countries. In Western Europe, it inspired what later became the European Union (EU); on a
global level, it gave birth to the United Nations (UN) and the promotion of universal values based on

solidarity and the peaceful resolution of conflicts.

In Eastern Europe, a political element was at the forefront of the conflict’s significance. Whereas to
socialist societies the aftermath of the war generated an aspiration for peaceful coexistence between
nations and (an alternative version of) social and material progress, the fact that fascism was
destroyed became the most prominent element of the post-war order. To some extent, this was
politically promoted by the socialist regimes, in which antifascism became a “major symbol” of these
societies (Wydra 2007:152). For the Soviet Union (USSR), the impacts of the conflict on the society
were particularly severe. The conflict with Nazi Germany inflicted the loss of more than 20 million
lives in the course of four years (1941-1944); under Joseph Stalin, the degree of social mobilization
it entailed reached unprecedented levels. During what was called the Great Patriotic War (GPW)!,
the official propaganda prompted all of its citizens to defend the Soviet nation (see Gill 2010). In the
aftermath, the Soviet Union emerged as one of the victorious sides; accordingly, the Victory

materialized as the antithesis to the suffering it had created.

The conflict and its memory remained a central element in the Soviet society up until its collapse,
when its narrative underwent destabilization, along with the regime’s entire symbolic system;
nonetheless, in the last decades, this commemoration experienced a revival in Russia’s national
identity. The 9 May holiday marks the Victory Day (VD) commemoration, with its name underlining
the fortunate outcome of the conflict as its main element. In view of the absence of other truly national
experiences evoking positive images, its popularity in the country remains uncontested (Toshchenko

2010). The War? ritual became a symbol of unity and source of inspiration for the present generations,

! Some researchers also call it the “Great Fatherland War”, which is actually a more accurate translation of the adjective
otechestvennoe; nevertheless, the term Great Patriotic War (GPW) is by far the most accepted.

[...]in the Soviet Union or Russia, when people say ‘the War’, they always mean one war, the war: the Great Patriotic
War)” (Gudkov 2005). For a matter of compactness, I will follow the same practice, and refer to it either as “the War”
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a decisive event with strong implications for the country’s social and political ethos. It is not to be
conceived as something in opposition to historical facts, but rather as a remembrance practice that
gathers such a momentum as to seize these facts for its own right and pose a decisive influence in
daily lives. Therefore, its meaning in the present cannot be studied by historical methods, but rather

by those of political science (Nyyssonen 2008).

Since the beginning, the GPW and VD have been portrayed together.> As two aspects mutually
reinforcing a common narrative, they depart from the more comprehensive (and more “neutral”)
WWII. After seven decades, it retains its “chief symbolic elements”: “collective suffering, sacrifice
and salvation [and] the victory achieved due to the unity of [the communist] party and people” (Gill
2010:276). In our time, the party has long been gone, but the union between the people (nation) and
its political leadership is still an important aspect of this narrative. Accordingly, my study concerns
this relationship, not only in regards to the GPW/VD symbolism itself, but in the wider symbolic
space of Russia, with its social, political and cultural developments. For that, I use the theoretical
framework provided by discourse analysis. Discourses can be understood as systems of meanings or
representations. These systems shape how both individuals and their abstract collective identities,
such as nations, make sense of the world around them, how they interpret it and, consequently, how
they behave. Effectively, “reality” * is constructed, directly or indirectly, through discourses. Identity
and identification play a crucial role in defining what is self-evident and what is below the threshold
of perception in a community. Many aspects of our daily existence become “naturalized” through
these discursive practices, and what is taken to be common sense often conceals what Barthes
(1972:10) calls an “ideological abuse [...] the decorative display of what-goes-without-saying”. The

objective of discourse analysis is to deconstruct these assumptions in order to provide new

perspectives on the phenomena it studies, and I introduce it in more detail in chapter two.

Discourses, or rather discursive fields, potentially have infinite levels, or layers, of articulations.
These layers co-exist and interact. Whereas many studies deal with one instance of discourse, this
research aims at clarifying the interaction between the Russian national “identity”, the GPW/VD
narrative, and the political leadership of the country. In order to do so, I defined three levels of

discourse, which I will proceed to explain.

or as “GPW”. However, there is an important caveat: War and GPW means the specific narrative practice adopted in
modern Russia, which I will explore in detail below. Therefore, if I refer to the wider scenario of the global conflict,
I will call it Second World War or World War IT (WWII).
3 For conciseness, I often abbreviate these terms, and present them together (GPW/VD) when assessing the myth as such.
4 Unless complemented by an adjective, I will always refer to “reality” either in the plural or between inverted commas,
lest/to avoid that this concept (may) become deceivingly concrete/straightforward. It will become clear as I elaborate
on the theoretical aspects of this work.



Our first level of analysis (“the nation”) encompasses the discursive field in its entirety. It is the
horizon of possibilities, something potentially infinite. It is not a “thing” as such, and does not perform
an active role, but it is rather the background where everything else takes place. Ultimately, it is
“reality” itself. As such, it is impossible to be fully explored, and can only be approached as a
reification. Thus, we deal with specific realities. The reality of this work is the “Russian reality” in
its broadest sense—the zeitgeist that is embodied by the Russian national identity and the “collective
imaginary” of its society. I also refer to it as the “wider symbolic (discursive) order”. However
arbitrary, this level of discourse must have a perceivable form in order to contextualize this work. Its
structure is based on self-definitions, featuring a discernible core representing the less disputed
acceptions (“meanings”) of “Russia/Russian”. I will centre my research on this core idea. Since it has
no definitive borders, its conventionality gives way to systematic reinterpretation as we move our
focus away from this centre—up to the point where the infinite, shapeless horizon of possibility again

prevents the feasibility of “reality”.

By contrast, our second discursive level (“the leadership”) is a structure operating within the limits
of the first. It is the prevailing political paradigm, or simply the “political”. It means the group in
power. For the period analysed, I also refer to it as elite, authorities, Putin, the government, or Putin-
Medvedev (although not Medvedev alone). It can also refer to Yeltsin (during the 1990s) or the
communist party and any of its general secretaries (during the USSR). In my methodological
approach, it denotes the political discourse struggling for hegemony in the discursive field. It does so
by capturing the “meanings” that are dispersed throughout this field, and articulating them on chains
of representations. Political success (or failure thereof) is defined by the ability of a specific political
discourse to be in conformity with the wider symbolic order. The closer it resembles the core of the
wider discursive field, the more successful it is. It has agency, and its practices are not simply pursuing
the core, but also bringing elements closer to it, or moving them away from it. As such, the interaction

between these two levels is multidirectional.

Mediating this leadership-nation nexus is the Victory Day and its symbolism (“the myth”), the topic
of this research. It is not the only mediator possible; a multitude of instances of interaction between
a country’s leadership and its “nation” exist. Nonetheless, my research works with the hypothesis that
the Great Patriotic War and the Victory” acquired the status of a mythical narrative through the ritual
of commemoration. Accordingly, this narrative establishes the paradigm governing the country’s

social relations, and—if the political articulation is successful—it brings the leadership and the nation

5> When referring to its particular representation in the VD symbolic order, Victory will always be capitalized. In fact, the
transcripts of the material I analyse also present “Victory” capitalised, even though they are instances of verbal
communication.



closer to each other. This occurs when the myth incorporates both the meanings (signifiers) existing
in the symbolic order and those of the leadership. While, on one hand, this type of holiday represents
the “official self-understanding” of the political leadership (Nyyssonen 2008:1690), it is also true
that, as long as it stands in conformity with the wider discursive order, it represents the nation’s self-
understanding as well. For this to occur, we must understand where the “meanings” are located on
the level of the “nation” and on the level of the “leadership”, and how the mythical narrative connects

the two systems of meanings throughout time.

As I explain in chapter three, my methodological operation consists in analysing the annual Speeches®
delivered by the head of state on 9 May, marking the commemoration. Since the two other levels of
discourse are in motion, I explore the social and political context in which the ritual takes place to
account for the situation of the “nation” and the “leadership”. In order to be able to infer general
trends in this interaction, I decided to systematically evaluate a period of fifteen years (2000-2015)
of the Victory Day). This period corresponds to what is sometimes called “Putin’s Russia”. Indeed,
the leader left a distinctive mark in the order that emerged after Yeltsin, and his persona is reflected
in all of the discursive levels highlighted in this research. Accordingly, I define the hiatus between
his presidencies—when Medvedev replaced him as the head of state—as an “interim”. This analysis
takes place in chapter four. It starts with an introduction of the Victory Day ritual from the end of the
War until the period covered in the study, and then proceeds to the analysis of the annual Speeches

as such.”

In the last section, chapter five, I present the main conclusions of the research.

1.2 Research questions

As already suggested, my central argument is that the Victory Day constitutes a myth in modern
Russian society—in fact, it is a fundamental myth. There are several attributes that define a mythical
narrative. While I will discuss the topic in chapter three, it is useful to outline some of the basic
elements constituting a myth. Generally speaking, holidays like the one on 9 May consist of a past
event that does not exist anymore, but its experience “continues and is open to new interpretations

and representations”—on that account, it is a “mediated experience” (Nyyssonen 2008:138). On the

6 As with the other cases mentioned, “Speeches” with a capital “S” refers specifically to the material used.

7 To keep the accuracy, I used the verbatim transcripts (in Russian). When transliterating, I generally follow the norms of
the United States Board on Geographic Names (BGN) and the Permanent Committee on Geographical Names for
British Official Use (PCGN); a simple guide is available at
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/BGN/PCGN_romanization_of Russian. The general exception are the letter &, which I
usually Romanize as yoj; the endings —iy and —yy, simplified to —i and —y; and names already popularized in the English
language with a different spelling.
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other hand, one of the basic factors that differentiate a myth from other historical events is that it
exists in the realm of the “pre-political”, or even apolitical, and its truth “is not subject to contestation
or challenge” (Sakwa 2008:204). As such, it can be regarded as one step beyond history, and not as
something different in nature. Furthermore, it poses an undeniable authoritative value, to the extent
that its narrative helps one to understand present-time experiences. Its truthfulness does not lie in its
factuality, but rather in its significance. As something accepted as living in the present, it shapes
current social practices by the mere fact that it exists. It has, thus, a dual-dimension: a temporal one—
the event-as-such—and an atemporal one—the timeless authority that decisively determines
existence in any circumstance in which it is evoked. These two aspects result in a contradiction,
inasmuch as its community assumes the myth is not really existing in the present (it is “untrue”), at
the same time that it “provid[es] a dramatic representation of the deeper truths that underlie social
relations and the relations of a political community to fate and destiny” (idem. 203). To a degree, it
is a heroic narrative that is too epic to be fully understood. A certain aura of religious mysticism
surrounds it, as it “is” and “is not” existing simultaneously. As already postulated, the GPW/VD myth
operates by mediating the national and the political, the symbolic order and the discursive practice
each competing for dominance. In addition to this, some questions might help with understanding

how the myth affects these two levels (i.e. how it keeps them together):

How has the discourse on the Great Patriotic War/the Victory, and in particular its relevance, evolved

Sfrom 2000-2015?

Which are the underlying and explicit elements (practices) structuring this discourse (what is the

myth)?

How do these elements relates to the meanings present in the “national” and the “politic” levels of

discourse? How do they interact with concrete political circumstances?

Therefore, the basic task of verifying to which extent the GPW/VD qualifies as a myth takes the form
of analysing the national and the political identities and their respective structures of meaning
(articulations). At the same time, it is necessary to clarify the role that the mythical narrative performs
in respect to these articulations. It is possible to speculate, from the outset, that these must be
represented in the myth for it to qualify as such. Accordingly, the country’s “national issues” must be
filtered through the myth; if the political discourse is to reach (and maintain) a hegemonic status, it
must answer to the national “question(s)”, aspirations, and concerns that the myth entails. In a

tridimensional plane, the myth and the hegemonic discourse are fully operative at the moment that
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they are aligned with the core of the discursive field; as already mentioned, if the “political” is not
aligned with these two, it will not be successful in achieving and/or keeping its dominance; on the
other hand, if the “political” can adjust to the symbolic order without resorting to the ritual, the ritual

has not reached the authority that confers to it a mythical status.



2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This chapter exposes the theoretical background that bases this work. In order to do so, I present the
developments on the disciplines concerned with the study of meanings, starting from semiotics all
the way to discourse analysis and my specific orientation within this field. In order to bring the
theoretical framework of this work closer to its concrete historical object, I then proceed to present a
brief discussion on the study of the past, its social role as historical memory narrative, which are
specific instances of meaning and representation. As such, I discuss the concept of myth, a specific
category of discourse that may be useful to apply in the case of the Great Patriotic War and the
Victory. The chapter ends with a brief discussion on the content presented, connecting it to the

practicalities of this research project.

2.1 The study of meaning: from Semiotics to Discourse Analysis

The basic object of analysis of this work is discourse, a rather loose umbrella term for the perspectives
that govern our daily practices. Discourse is a specific structure that systematically organize a set of
meanings, at the same time that it represents a meaning by itself. As I will reason throughout this
chapter, meaning is very problematic concept. At the same time that meanings are perceived and
created all the time, there are no limits to the cognitive framework behind these processes, which can

lead to an infinite regression—how can one define what meaning means?

In practical terms, the concept is not less unambiguous. Ultimately, something can only exist as long
as it transmits meaning; even when we talk about a “meaningless” situation, we are simply implying
that it does not have the suitable—or expected—meaning. At the same time, if something only exists
through the way it is perceived, the entirety of what we call “reality” can be approached as a system
of representations, at the same time symbolizing and constructing this reality (Chandler 2007:11,70).
This perspective lies beyond semiotics, the discipline that is at the starting point of my theoretical

explanation.

It ranges from the most implicit and contextual assumptions to clear manifestations of orientations
and ideas. Whereas most analysis on political strife, and of political and social sciences as a whole,
tend to underscore the latter, this work aims at uncovering underlying features of the contemporary

Russian discourse on the Great Patriotic War, as already mentioned.

Semiotics studies signs, which draws our attention to the role of representation and perception in
defining things—in assigning them meaning. Nevertheless, meaning can be analysed further, and I

proceed then to investigate its practical impact in social studies, through the emergence of a synthetic
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approach to social sciences through what is considered postmodern approaches to “reality”, as well
as on its methodological offspring of discourse analysis. In this discipline, meaning becomes the most

important object analysis in human activity.

The mapping of the development of our theoretical and methodological perspective finally culminates
with a brief presentation of our analytical tools provided by the Essex School of discourse analysis,

which I examine in more detail in the following chapter.

Finally, I provide a critical assessment of the topics discussed in an attempt to further connect the

material presented and to clarify the practical implications the theoretical framework of this study.

2.1.1 Semiotics

Semiotics is the basic discipline that deals with meanings and their interpretation. According to
Umberto Eco, “semiotics is concerned with everything that can be taken as a sign” (1976:7). Since a
sign is a representation of something (i.e. it means), every meaning can be represented through signs,

including social phenomena. Similarly, there is no sign without meaning.

The inception of semiotics tend to be located in the works of the linguist Ferdinand de Saussure and
the philosopher Charles Peirce. The centrality of language in semiotics comes from it being a more
established discipline than the study of other sign-systems (Chandler 2007:5). I shall focus on the
Saussurean interpretation of the field, as its implications are more fruitful in what concerns my
theoretical stance. According to Chandler (idem. 15), Saussure divided the signs into two aspects: the
signifier and the signified. The first one represents the mean that convey the meaning, for example
the word “dog”, whereas the latter deals with the “meaning itself”. In this example, the signified
would be the mental image the interlocutors have when hearing the word dog. It is important to bear
in mind that in Saussurean semiotics the signified is a concept in the mind, not a thing but a notion of
a thing (idem. 16). Outside semiotics, the combination of these aspects in a “closed” sign can be
considered the dog itself, but this evokes a metaphysical debate with endless ramifications. This study
is grounded on the (‘radical’) philosophic perspective that any kind of essential quality in a sign—or
in anything else, for that matter—is a fiction, since they are never completely closed.® Therefore,
semiotics analyses the relation between a given medium to convey a meaning—such as a written
word—and the theoretically objective meaning of something, a dualism in the sign sometimes related

to that of form and content’ (idem. 55).

8 This is a key aspect of ‘postmodern’ approaches to reality, which I explore in more detail below.
% Once again, the content of a sign is not to be confused with its ‘essence’.
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This “breaking down” of meaning questions its existence as a stable, definite entity. As such, it drives
our attention to its relational character, in the sense that each sign can only be defined in relation to
other signs, instead of referring to an essential nature (idem. 18). Whereas Saussure defines each
individual sign as parole, he defines the wider set of rules and conventions as langue. Since the latter
would precede and be independent of the former in this conception, “the distinction is one between
system and usage, structure and event.” (idem. 8, italics in the original). Accordingly, one can say
that the “identity of any element is a product of the differences and oppositions established by the
elements of the linguistic system” (Howarth 2000:22, italics in original). The emphasis on langue
denotes a structuralist perspective, where “apparently unrelated and inexplicable events or processes
can be made intelligible by reference to a formal system of relationships™ (idem. 17). This formal

system of relationships in semiotics is referred to as sign-system—i.e. a system of representations.

Another central implication of the semiotic approach in the Saussurean perspective is the
arbitrariness of signs. If sings can only be defined in relational terms, lacking a strictly independent
quality, there is no systematic logic behind their formulation and, in principle, any signifier could
represent any signified: “there is nothing ‘treeish’ about the word ‘tree’” (Chandler 2007:22-23).
“Reality” is thus seen as a seamless continuum, and Chandler (idem. 24) rhetorically asks: “where
does a corner end?”. In that case, signs are about an effort to delimitate'® an object, be it material or
not. This is mostly an unconscious process, and for that reason not readily identifiable. Consequently,
it is more apparent in strange linguistic codes than in one's own native code, since it takes a certain

level of detachment from it for this arbitrariness to be perceived as such.

In a similar vein, arbitrariness is more recognizable in marked than in unmarked signs. As
conceptualized by the linguist Roman Jacobson, unmarked signs are those considered “natural”,
generic terms, while the marked ones are specific stances of the former, providing precise, additional
information. For instance, when the word “man” is used to mean any individual, rather than being
gender specific. In this example, woman is a marked sign of man—a background word representing
any human (idem. 94-96). Other examples of marked/unmarked correlations include unhappy/happy,
bitch/dog!!, inconsistent/consistent, holiday/working day. The important to note here is that the
unmarked term serves as a background term whose neutrality is usually taken for granted, while the
marked term means particular, noteworthy attributes. This categorization is also specific to its sign-
system, as in the case of the terms “bourgeois” or “capitalist”, which are marked in left-wing

discourses—conversely, the absence of these terms in right-wing discourses does not mean that they

19 Or define, but delimitate gives a stronger emphasis of the spatial aspect of “limiting” a meaning.
' On an interesting side note, in the Russian language many species have the female as the neutral, generic term, such as
in omraae (mare) for horse and cobaxa (bitch) for dog.



do not exist, but rather that they are implied (i.e. unmarked). Since the unmarked form is the dominant

one, it becomes transparent, drawing no attention to its privileged status (idem. 96).

This theoretical conceptualization leads to fruitful developments in social sciences. One of the most
direct associations between semiotics and social activity is present in Yuri Lotman’s Theory of
Culture (1990). While understanding culture as the whole sphere of social meaning, thus
encompassing areas such as politics and economics, this author takes a sceptic stance towards the
capacity of an observer to perceive it objectively and independently, without representations:
[...] it [science] has moved away from the view according to which the scientist looked at reality ‘from the
position of truth’, into the world of relativity. [...] science as it was shaped after Renaissance, based on the
ideas of Descartes and Newton, assumed that the scientist was an external observer looking at his object from
outside and therefore enjoying absolute ‘objective’ knowledge. Modern science from nuclear physics to
linguistics sees the scientist as inside the world being described and as a part of that world. (Lotman 1990:269)
However, most practical stances of “pure” semiotic analysis kept its linguistic orientation, mostly
developing in the field of literature and language studies'?. One of the first substantial attempts to
apply the semiotician approach to the social sciences was made by the anthropologist Claude Lévi-
Strauss’s, who “[extended] Saussure’s linguistic model to wider sets of social relationships and
practices [...] [where] society itself can be understood as a symbolic system” (Howarth: 2000:27). In
studying the symbolic meanings in societies provided by myths and even by material objects—such
as totems in Native American'? tribes), the anthropologist focused on “the set of signs and codes that

make possible different social practices” (idem. 27).

Despite initial attempts to extend Saussure’s approach to social sciences, these efforts took a
qualitative leap with Jacques Derrida’s critical deconstruction of the Saussurean perspective.
Derrida’s procedure applied to any discourse, and consisted of firstly reading them in the most faithful
manner, according to the mainstream code of its author; then, to “deconstruct” the arguments as to
reach the underlying logics of this discourse (idem. 44). This deconstruction is seen as legitimate as
the original reading. Therefore, one of the main targets of Derrida’s criticism is what he saw as a
privileging of the signified over the signifier in Saussure’s work, and of the spoken language over the
written one. Derrida framed this privileged status within a more general, conceptual opposition of

spirit and matter, mind and body, thought and substance. This dualism, as originally formalized by

12 In this sort of analysis, categorizations such as the 'level of arbitrariness' of signs, their 'modality' and 'digital and
analogue' aspects, ‘codes’, 'alignment' of opposites meanings, ‘intertextuality’, 'paradigmatic and syntagmatic'
dimensions, provide several tools for semiotic analysis. For a comprehensive, if not exhaustive, approach on the field
of semiotics (in linguistics), see Chandler (2007).

13 As an illustrative example of what was mentioned previously, the term ‘Native’ is a marked one, an attribute to
differentiate ‘Native Americans’ from what our mainstream culture considers to be ‘(the standard) Americans’. The
absent term ‘standard’ might as well be replaced by ‘neutral’ or even ‘true’ in an unmarked term like this one.
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René Descartes, still is one of the main tenets of the modern Western metaphysical perspective, which
according to Derrida subordinates material forms to less material ones (Chandler 2007:99-100).
Under this perspective, written language would be a mediation of second order, less important than
and even corrupting the “pure” form of “speech-thought” (Howarth 2000:36). A clear manifestation
of the perspective of written language as an artificial and auxiliary aspect of existence is its categorical

role in the division between human “prehistory” and “history”.

In Saussurean semiotics, this leads up to a system consisting of a closed, “self-contained dyad”. As
Howarth (idem. 30) puts it: “Saussure stresses that elements in a language are relational and thus
dependent on one another for their meaning” adding that the “overall linguistic system” is complete,
thus giving birth to a “new form of structuralist essentialism”. In this sense, language is “a product,
rather than a process of production.” (italics in the original). By contrast, Derrida’s stance portrays
hierarchical dichotomies as misleading, inasmuch as the second term in them is not only a result, but
also a constitutive part of the first term. This does not refute, but rather radicalizes Saussure’s
approach to binary orders. Howarth (idem 42) posits that “instead of presence or absence, Derrida
emphasizes the mutual imbrication of presence and absence. [...] each repetition or moment of
inscription is necessarily subject to the distorting effects of context, and thus there is no fully closed

system of language” (my italics).

This novel outlook, based on an open system in which meanings and ‘“anti-meanings” are mutually
constitutive, opened a wide range of interpretative possibilities of signs and meanings. On the
semiotic discipline, this represented the emergence of the poststructuralist approach in the 1960s,
amid the emergence of postmodernism in social disciplines. The system moved from being the
ultimate constraint of a sign to having its own stability put into question. In this context, the subjective
interaction between single events and their underlying structures became a central point in the

academic debate, categorically placing “reality” under the perspective of subjectivity.

In privileging the role of the subjective construction of meanings in interpreting socio-political
realities, postmodernism represented a watershed in the study of social sciences. The interaction
between signifiers and signifieds became a tool for analysing not only linguistic systems, but also
social symbols and practices. At the same time, it stimulated critical perspectives to the forefront of
social analysis, and topics such as culture, identity and meaning provided a prolific field for

disciplines such as discourse analysis to develop.

2.1.2 Postmodernism and Discourse Analysis

In what can be considered a paradigmatic shift, postmodernism also proposed novel points of dialogue
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between different areas of knowledge, synthetizing traditionally different disciplines. By
traditionally, I refer to the positivist paradigm that dominated the epistemic community for the most
part of the nineteenth century up until the Second World War, which assumed that “reality” could be
analytically broken down into single, discrete and unproblematic units, or “areas of knowledge”.
Conversely, postmodernism assumes that each discipline brings forth its own reality. Consequently,
and a merging of parallel realities becomes a method to stimulate new perspectives, hence new
realities. In the social sciences, Marxist, psychoanalytical, feminist and “green”—to name but a few—
interpretations of social reality were coupled with semiotics to explore the logics behind social
discourses, giving shape to the wide field of discourse analysis. Paradoxically, at the same time that
the contribution of the semiotic conceptual background to this area of social sciences became widely
acknowledged, the discipline itself was mostly kept within its traditional domain of linguistics and
literary criticism—in fact, political and social analysts rely considerably on semiotics, but their

activity is rarely called by this name.

To put it concisely, the “linguistic turn” taking place amid postmodernism between the 1960s and
1980s'* can be considered “a sea-change in academic discourse [...] rhetorical forms are deeply and
unavoidably involved in the shaping of realities. Form and content are inseparable. Language is not
a neutral medium and our choice of words matters” (Chandler 2007:123). As a developed movement

in philosophy and literary criticism, it became known as poststructuralism.

The incorporation of meaning to the centrality of social studies puts the objective appreciation of
empirical data into question. The emphasis shifts from the positivist intention of establishing
mechanical explanation to a more subjective inspiration in “understanding” through participative and
reflexive observation—the agent of science becomes itself a subject of it. While this review focus on
the impact of postmodernism and poststructuralism in the academys, its repercussions are much more
far-reaching, and what can be considered its “extreme agnosticism” deconstructed notions such as
art, moral and even truth. It put into question previous beliefs that big theories and ideologies could
serve as stable, unproblematic grounds for the scientific measuring—what Lyotard (1984) defines as
the scepticism on metanarratives, which is sometimes referred to as “totalizing discourses”.
Epistemologically, science takes a turn toward social studies in the sense that there are no “objective”
manners to assess the truthfulness of a scientific postulate, only to its performative character (i.e.
usefulness) in its specific context (idem. italics in the original). In a radical interpretation, science is
no more a specific way of organizing, accumulating and distributing certain pieces of information.

As such, the scientific world meets the political world.

14 The student unrest in May 1968 in France is considered an inflexion point in the “aesthetics” of postmodernism.
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With this philosophic-cultural background, discourse analysis emerge as a linguistic perspective on
social sciences. Interpreting social and political practices as “texts”, something already present in
Derrida’s deconstruction, discourse analysis shares the postmodern'® epistemological agnosticism
and understand its own activity as an arbitrary endeavour: in deciphering social events from specific
standpoints, it readily acknowledges its attempt to present a static picture of a phenomenon that is in
constant flux. Therefore, research based on discourse analysis is limited by its contingency, at the

same time that—paradoxically—it cannot be done without recognizing this fleeting feature.

One of the main proponents of the discourse analysis and the poststructuralist approach as a whole
was Michel Foucault. From the beginning, his social studies dealt with “subtler” aspects of socio-
political existence through what he called the archaeological method, literally laying bare the hidden
assumptions of social life. His best-known contribution to the social sciences is the investigation of
power relations behind social practices (Chandler 2007:218). His analysis mainly dealt with unveiling
how conventions and general assumptions in social practices managed to sanction and repress certain
kinds of behaviour through “discourses” embedded with a strong, albeit not readily perceived,
normative character. Foucault aimed at making these discourses identifiable and understandable,
exploring the set of meanings behind discourses used to legitimize social and power relations in the
socio-political interaction. In doing so, these discourses reveal themselves as instruments of power.
For instance, attempts by the state to control the individual’s relation to its body—notably by limiting
sexual behaviours to what it sees more useful to its ends—gave birth to the foucauldian concept of

“bio-power” (Howarth 2000:75-77).

One of his first acknowledged studies dealt with the concept of scientific truth. In line with the
postmodern stance of ‘truth’ as part of wider social, cultural and political processes, rather than a
neutral standpoint for observation, Foucault highlighted its contingent nature: a “provisory
knowledge” established as truth, allied with the power relations supporting its assertions (idem. 77-
79). Other of his works aim at contextualizing established customs and the unequal practices of
society, including the investigation of the clinical procedures carried out by doctors, the definitions
of madness and sanity throughout time, the penal system and sexuality. In unveiling the exclusory
practices behind the occurrence of these ‘subgroups’ (the criminal, the insane, the homosexual), he
detects a normative discourse motivated primarily by conscious intentions and executed through

relations of power in society.

Notwithstanding its novel approach, Foucault still kept the dichotomy between “discursive” and

“non-discursive” practices, which in Essex School evolves to the radical stance of everything as

15 In many cases like this, the terms “postmodernism” and “postsructuralism” are largely interchangeable.
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conveying and producing meaning (Laclau & Mouffe 1985:107). In this perspective, discourses
themselves have material existence, and there is no “extra-discursive” meaning in social practices

(Howarth 2000:104).

The field of psychoanalyses proved to be very fruitful to the study of discourse analysis. The most
remarkable case is Jacques Lacan’s theories on identity formation of individuals, being applied to
political science by philosophers such as Louis Althusser, Michel Pécheux and, more recently, Slavoj
Zizek. Lacan’s formulation of the mirror stage, the moment when a child for the first time recognizes,
or rather identifies with, her!® image in the mirror, is described by Pécheux as a period when “the
individual brings itself into existence by identifying with an external object” (apud Howarth 2000:95.
Italics in the original). This original identification is unconscious, and constitutes what was up until
then was a potential individual. It guides all subsequent identifications throughout an individual’s
life, although this connection is not readily perceived—as the deep, original identification appears as
self-evident and obvious to its subject (Pécheux apud Howarth 2000:96). Similarly, these
identifications create the sense of ‘otherness’ and a big ‘Other’, the external referential point par
excellence, which stimulates at the same time a desire to copy (learn) and a latent anxiety arising
from the inevitable feeling of alienation in relation to it—therefore, the process goes both ways, as
intersubjectivity. Whereas in Lacanian analysis this big Other is the child’s mother, in social sciences
this process of unconscious intersubjective identification is used to define specific perspectives of
social groups (parties, factions, countries) between “us” and “them” (i.e. “not-us”), and how this
shapes their practices and policies. To make a parallel with my study, it is often argued that Russia’s

big Other is “the West”.

Finally, Lacan’s concept of /ack has profound implications in social analysis, particularly in Laclau’s
discourse analysis, the methodology used in this work. While poststructuralist semiotics already
considers signs an “empty” (i.e. arbitrary) construction, this concept clarifies the implications of this
perspective. On that account, Posner (2011:22) argues that ultimately the individual only exists at
those points where we would otherwise encounter a gap in the chain of signifiers: the concept of the
subject, thus, serves merely as a gap-filler, as a representation of its emptiness. If this “essential lack”
is the characteristic of any identity, it also lies at the heart of individual and collective struggle/strife,
as conflicts emerge from conflicting identities. I now move to explore Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of

discourse analysis, which brought this factor to the centrality of social and political studies.

16 Or “his”, which would not draw much attention as it is the common sign in the code used (i.e. the unmarked sign).
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2.1.3 Laclau and the Essex School of Discourse Analysis

A systematic approach to discourse analysis, both in its theoretical assumptions and in its
methodological procedure, was developed in the late 1980s by the political theorists Ernesto Laclau
and Chantal Mouffe. Accordingly, this method is often called “Laclau’s theory of discourse analysis”;
as a developed discipline, it is also labelled “Essex school” of discourse analysis, named after the
university where the theoreticians developed most of their work.!” I will present it in more detail in
the next chapter; however, some general outlines and additional background information will be

useful in locating it in the academic debate.

Departing from Marx’s theoretical and analytical framework, the theoreticians nonetheless take issue
with Marxist approaches to society and ideology—hence their self-definition as “post-Marxists”. In
the classical Marxist conception, economic logics determines most, if not all, social experience'®
(Howarth 2000:100). Besides, the class in power of the means of economic production dominates
society, having clear interests in keeping the status quo. Under this framework, ideology is simply an
abstract set of ideas divorced form the material world, an artificial tool—Marx calls it “false
consciousness”—to serve the interests of the ruling class (Howarth 2000:92,98). The authors reject
this perspective, incorporating Gramsci’s reflections on Marxism in order to problematize society and
ideology as objective practices. Gramsci presents society an entity that consists of groups building
agreements and articulating sociocultural practices, mainly through established institutions (the
educational system, church), to obtain legitimacy and consent with the intention of becoming
dominant, i.e. hegemonic—hence Gramsci’s theory of hegemony. This process occurs within civil
society, along with the traditional coercive relations based on political and economic inequalities,
which he calls political society (idem. 90-92). In this sense, ideology is an organic, “neutral'®”
influence mediated by social and cultural practices; in its hegemonic form, it supports the constituted
order. In Gramsci, subjectivity enters the political sphere: through moral and intellectual
considerations instilled by dominant social practices, both rulers and the ruled ones legitimize the

power relations behind the hegemonic discourse, or simply hegemony.

Laclau and Mouffe take the role of subjectivity further, deconstructing the agents behind power
relations. While Gramsci still regards inherent class interests and the proletariat as the main promoters
of social change, those theorists move towards a perspective on social structures and agents as

provisory constructions, constituting a unified actor by the amalgamation of different elements

17 This clarification is needed as I interchangeably use these terms, in particular “Essex school” and “Laclau’s (theory of)
discourse analysis”.

18 That is often criticized as “economic reductionism”.

19 T use the term neutral to separate from the Marxist criticism on ideology per se, and to present is a discourse like any
other. Of course, ideology can feature positive and negative aspects, depending on one’s normative perspective.
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(meanings) with which they identify. These elements can often be contradictory, dictated by
contingent circumstances. Moreover, this process also occurs by identifying with (and sometimes

“otherizing”) external references—their “constitutional outsides” (idem. 109-111).

Adding the Lacanian concept of lack to the account, these processes become not only consequence
of political activity, but also a necessity for them to occur. The semiotic split of the sign between
signifier and signified becomes a radical “constitutive split of all social identity” (Laclau 1994:35),
which endures constant (re)construction since “one needs to identify with something because there is
an originary and insurmountable lack of identity” (idem. 3). This “radical constructivism”, as Laclau
puts it, ensues an eternally contingent political struggle, as identities bear “deeply ambiguous
conditions of existence” due to this original lack. One can confirm it empirically, in any political
struggle—otherwise, these would end once all “true” identities have become definitively discovered,
rather than constructed. Laclau speculates about this hypothetical situation, concluding that it would
lead through an ultimate order, what paradoxically would mean the end of political competition in
society (i.e. democracy) (Laclau 1994). Ultimately, that would mean the end of politics as a whole,

as there would be no need for power struggles.

Discourses, in this perspective, result from the urge to fulfil the impossible condition of a closed and
complete system. They take shape in hegemonic projects®® competing to create new social orders by
joining a variety of disperse elements in order to create stable systems of meaning (Howarth
2000:109-110). This implies that elements do not belong to specific groups (i.e. no essential
connection), and as such can be constantly and freely articulated in different discursive practices,
given the context. These stable systems of meanings are, therefore, an attempt at reaching the
impossible state of a closed system. While a delicate balance can be established through discursive
practices, at some point elements will not be successfully symbolized by the dominant discursive
order, unveiling its contingency and generating dislocations that eventually disrupt it (idem. 111;
Laclau 1990:39-41). If a discourse is resilient enough, these dislocations may be incorporated into
the system, thus resulting in a new level of relative equilibrium. In any case, the discursive struggle

keeps its momentum.

There is an evident time dimension to Essex School’s interpretation of social and political existence.
Its emphasis on the dynamic interaction of elements, executed by antagonistic discourses ultimately
subject to contingency, creates a relation between power and time dimensions. Under this perspective,
any relatively successful (hegemonic) discourse means in fact “freezing”—or severely slowing

down—a fleeting reality, which constantly changing due to an ultimately impossible equilibrium.

20 Perhaps, “project” is not the best term, as it implies a deliberate course of action, what may or may not be the case.
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Time, in the concrete dimension of human existence, can only be approached retroactively, in the
form of the “past” and the related practices of historical narratives and memorization. I now proceed

to explore this topic.

2.3.3 History, memory and myth

History is a fundamental aspect of social existence. The tradition of telling happenings of the past
was present in every human grouping as a mean to recall events considered important to the
community and to keep their memory through the newer generations. Nonetheless, this “original”
form of history was not an activity by itself; its significance was showed by its function, which was
based on the present needs of the group, in particular its cohesion. As a sort of storytelling, this kind
of history did not necessarily have a time dimension, making it difficult to draw clear lines between
the “historical” and the “mythical”. Our modern conception of history, however, requires a factual

1

observation of the unfolding of events, including a chronology®!' and, therefore, progression—As

Hobsbawm (1972:15) puts it, “history is directional change”.

Herodotus, dubbed “the father” of history, gave its contribution through narratives of the places he
had been; as such, geographical and cultural descriptions were included as part of a wider account
than that of history alone. Moreover, its stated goal was to preserve the memory of the Greek and
barbarian societies and explain the causes of their conflicts (Carr 1987:87). Accordingly, history

implied social chronicles intended to serve as practical advice to the present.

Whereas history departed from storytelling by adding the time factor, both activities still shared a
present-time objective. During the middle Ages, traders would record their transactions for long
periods to keep their prosperity; noble families would track their genealogy to support territorial and
social claims; biographies would be made to celebrate individuals and justify their deeds. The
Catholic Church was the guardian of historical chronology par excellence, grounding much of
spiritual authority on it.?? In an intimate connection between history and memorization, the recalling
the orality of the historical events were highly regarded by religious and philosophical scholars of the
period (Le Goff 2003:445-451). At the same time, historical recording was mainly based on anecdotal

reports.

Conversely, the modern discipline of history, with defined methodologies and procedures beyond

individual cognitive abilities and detached from immediate functions—an important requisite for it

21 Literally, the study of time.
22 The change from the Julian calendar to the Gregorian one, for instance, took place mostly to keep the Easter aligned
with the spring (March) equinox.
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to be taken as scientifically impartial—appeared only after the Enlightenment and the emergence of
the scientific method. In line with the general positivist shift, historical studies began to revolve
around an empirical “cult of facts” which could be assembled in an objective description, independent
of any circumstances (Carr 1987:7-11). Abstracted from social reality, the description of “great events
and personalities” would therefore provide a “true” history, ensuing specific outcomes in a sort of
historical determinism. Not by accident, it is during the developments of the historic discipline in the

nineteenth century that nationalist movements emerged through and from claims of historical justice.

By the beginning of the 20" Century, the discipline had evolved to several new ramifications on how
to study history, including metahistorical analysis such as the philosophy of history. Philosophy of
history reflected on issues related to historic analysis and the historiographical activity?’, questioning
whether history can be objectively appraised; whether historical progression can determinate future
events; whether there is a common purpose to historical progression; whether there is a linear

historical progression at all—just to mention some of the most relevant debates.

Different methodologies and schools emerged from these debates, such as Historicism, Materialism
(Marxism) and cultural history. By interpreting history from a sociological perspective, the French
Analles School started developing a social history. In contrast to the traditional historiography
focused on notable personalities, politics and events, this school emphasized the “long history”
represented by the enduring habits in and of a society, as well as its evolution throughout time. In this
vein, the role of collective memory became central to its historical debate, through the appraisal not
of individual happenings, but of social and cultural developments throughout time, in words, images,

gestures, rites and holidays (Le Goff 2003:466).

The concept of collective memory was first introduced by the work of Maurice Halbwachs, On
collective memory (1992). Influenced by another French sociologist, Emile Durkheim, Halbwachs
draws from his theories on collective behaviour and organization to think of collective memory as a
shifting phenomenon, dependent upon language and socialization processes in a community. Thus,
in its collective form, memory is not a cognitive attribute to be analysed in neurological terms, but a
social construction closely related to history. The processes of memorization define not only a group’s
shared perception of the past, but ultimately its collective identity as well. Due to this process,
collective memory often becomes a sacred entity linking different generations, acting as subtle yet
powerful mechanisms for generating and sustaining social solidarity” (Bell 2006:5). That explains
the considerable social costs of the disruption of its historical narrative—the protracted transition

from socialism in Eastern Europe, and in particular from the Soviet system, is a good example of the

23 Alternatively, Historiography, meaning the writing (recording) of history.
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social impact of identitary changes brought up by a radical reassessment of historical memory.

Accordingly, the process of memorization is essential to historical pursuit. We access history from
the present, and this retrieval of past events can only take place in the form of memory. Collective
memory is at the roots of any historical formulation in any community, and its most consensual
versions become part of the established official historiography—Halbwachs calls it “historical
memory”. By contrast, the notion of the past as a “pattern or model for the present, storechouse and
repository of experience, wisdom and moral precept” (Hobsbawm 1972:15) indicates that even the
most widely accepted versions of history cannot be taken as a disinterested (i.e. objective) description
detached from contextualization. Whereas Megill (2007:111) is right in considering the study of
history a “balancing act” between the personal values of the historian and some sort of objectivity, it
is also true that individuals cannot be isolated from their environment and its biases, as they mostly
occur at an unconscious level. Even though empirical evidence is necessary for the reconstitution of
the past, the process of writing history cannot be strictly an empirical process, and historians are the
ones to determine which facts of the past will become historical “facts" (Carr 1987:22; Le Goff
1987:29-30). Moreover, the cultural shift towards postmodernism in historiography, following the
wider epistemic trend mentioned before, meant that communities more openly dealt with history not
as a “master of life”, but rather as a “mirror of [their] own idiosyncrasies” and an essential element
to their identity (Le Goff 2003:138). In this context, memory and history merge in an interesting

combination, similar to the prehistoric practice of storytelling.

The existence of “History” as a discipline in modern education systems highlights the importance of
the past as “a collective continuity of experience” (Hobsbawm 1972:13) and “a permanent dimension
of human consciousness” (idem. 15). At the same time, it serves as a common referential point that
nonetheless cannot have an unambiguous interpretation. Culture, tradition and customs and individual
perceptions make part of what Toshchenko (2010:39,47) calls “random information” in historical
consciousness>*. This random information is what actually makes memory and history unique rather
than universal, hinting at the impossibility to access the past outside of the present—and of a history

without memory.

These definitions prevent any attempt at establishing a distinction between history and collective
memory as, respectively, an objective and a subjective appreciation of the past; in addition, they
highlight the problematic nature of historical narratives by uncovering political aspects of its

recording. In ancient Rome, the emperors “seized” collective memory through public monuments and

24 The term “historical consciousness” probably comes from a Marxist interpretation of history. It is akin to the term
“class consciousness” as a truthful understanding of one’s social and cultural conditions, in contrast to those tainted
by ideology—as such, it is not useful in an analysis that questions historical truthfulness.
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its carved inscriptions, the epigraphs; the Senate, in turn, could refute the imperial tyranny through
the opposite practice, erasing the name of a deceased emperor from the official documents. (Le Goff
2003:437). More recently, the French revolution and the birth of the modern nation-states prompted
the appearance of national holidays, which, in the absence of metaphysical legitimacy, functioned as
a “‘repetitive service’ in this civic religion” (Nyyssonen 2009: 138), thus fostering memory.
Likewise, archives and museums as a way to connect the people to the established political
institutions through rituals of remembrance (idem. 2003:451-459). Perhaps in the most emblematic
case of memory as a living agent of individual and social existence is that of the Egyptian pharaohs:
in order to have their souls remembered, they would have their name inscribed as much as possible
in sacred sites and official records. Even if for metaphysical reasons, the social function of history—

and the worldly fear of forgetfulness—is present.

The role of collective historical remembrance as a socio-political agent, as proposed in this thesis,
means that the past is not necessarily “used” or “distorted”, but rather that it takes specific orientations
according to its place in the wider system of meanings in a society. Accordingly, “the real past” or
“the real history” never truly exist as absolutes, unless for the moment when they were the present—
but at that time they were not considered past or history. Recollecting history is reliving it in the
present and conforming it to specific circumstances. History, thus, becomes part of the “political”,
bearing, for practical purposes, a similar existential condition as that of “reality”, which ultimately

cannot exist without the universe of human mind to interpret it. 2>

In this context, the reflection upon Carr’s (1987:30) definition of history as “a continuous process of
interaction between the historian and his facts, an unending dialogue between the past and the
present” results in a conception of the past as having practical value®® only as a mental imagery
belonging to the present. From the viewpoint of discourse analysis as proposed by the Essex school
past, along with memory and history, are also precarious symbolic structures in motion towards the
resolution of an identity lack. As a “highly selective image” of the past (Bell 2006:2), history becomes
a contingent set of elements articulated by specific perspectives within a society—to put it shortly, a

discursive practice as any other.

By treating history as a sort of discourse subject to the processes described earlier in this chapter, it

is relevant only as a process guiding social practices. Gramsci discarded history as a science,

25 This paradoxical affirmation is still highly controversial and virtually unverifiable in everyday existence, and any
further elaboration on it is not feasible in this work. Nonetheless, in modern times it was originally conceived by the
theory of relativity, and further elaborated in studies on quantum physics and on motions close to the speed of light,
where the distortion of time—and therefore its relativity—is scientifically proved to happen. Before that, ancient
(mostly Eastern) spiritual traditions already had the relativity of time as an axiom. For a extensive elaboration on the
subject, see Fritjof Capra, The Tao of Physics (1975).

26 Or practical existence, if we keep to the assumptions postulated.
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subjecting it to praxis and to the politico-ideological constructions governing social life, thus
becoming an organic expression of the hegemonic group in power?’ (Le Goff 2003:99-101). Memory,
and therefore history, is choice: a system of representation susceptible to different and competing
articulations in political struggle. It can be deconstructed—and its endless chain of elements

rearranged through the process.

Historical narratives are usually rather stable articulations, since they usually play a central role in
collective identity—using Laclau’s terminology, it is a “more sedimented” discourse. In this sense,
their practical political applications tend to be more efficient in discourses that assimilate its
established elements, instead of refuting them. Alternatively, limited rearticulation of some elements
might also work for their successful assimilation by a discourse. Since the process of identification
with a specific historical narrative is the cornerstone of most modern communities, it is closely related
to culture—and both represent resilient discursive practices. Moreover, time works on history’s
favour, as the repetition of its elements reinforce its pertinence, which in turn reinforce its elements,
in a vicious cycle. This is what the semiotician Yuri Lotman means by reasoning that “retrospective
views intensifies determinacy” (1990:233). In the same vein as Carr, this author points to a “[...]
constant dialogue: texts from chronologically earlier periods are brought into culture and, interacting
with contemporary mechanisms, generate an image of the historical past which culture transfers into

the past and which, like an equal partner in a dialogue, affects the present.” (idem. 272)

At some point, a historical narrative might become hegemonic and undisputed, pervading most
spheres of social activity as a lesson and an inspiration. As with pre-scientific historical narratives,
an event of the past might become and end in itself, detached from its temporal dimension. At this
point, there ceases to be a search for its causation and development, and it becomes a memento

continuously guiding social practice; as a (relatively) static model, it acquires the status of a myth.

Nowadays, common understanding considers myth to be a practice rendered obsolete by empiric
observations and the modern scientific paradigm, whereas the realm of what cannot be perceived by
the senses—be it spiritual, metaphysical or mystical—is relegated to the field of religion or, at best—
from the scientific viewpoint—philosophy. Myths are problematic as they challenge the distinction
between the “comprehensive” physical world and the metaphysical—that which cannot be proved or
disproved by science nor has any practical impact in ordinary life?®. If on one hand they cannot be

scientifically manageable, it they are hardly accepted in a purely religious sense as well; more often

27 According to this work’s post-Gramscian approach, I would replace group in power by discourse in power.
28 That is why I refer to a “comprehensive” physical world, for it encompasses intangible aspects, which nonetheless have
a practical impact on life, such as social practices, political orientations and cultural heritage.
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than not, they face substantial resistance by institutionalized religion.?

Standing somewhere between these categories, it is not a surprise that myth thrived in prehistorical,
or perhaps ahistorical times, when secular and spiritual practices where deeply enmeshed in daily
community life. In a period without history, religion, nor any meaningful distinction between art and
science, accounts on everyday situation usually took metaphorical forms, and myths had the primary
function of filling explanatory gaps in psychologically satisfying, albeit not necessarily feasible,
narratives. Being beyond the ordinary dimensional spectrum of time and space, there are no concerns
on the truthfulness of these narratives—they exist as an ever-present reality, as long as people accept

and live by it.

Accordingly, the modern usage of the world tends to be limited to its negative connotation, as a story
that members of a given social group regard as true and authoritative, but that the speaker dismisses
as false (Lincoln 1989:24). This lack of commitment with ordinary laws of physics and logics,
however, does not mean that a mythological narrative must be unrealistic—i.e. fantastic. In this sense,
myths can and do occur in modern society. Pécheux (1982:108 apud Howarth 2000:95) mentions the
myth of the “self-made man” in capitalist societies: by abstracting the individual from the whole
structure that allows him to act in the first place, the quintessential successful entrepreneur supposedly
“makes it (entirely) on his own”. Similarly, myths of common ancestry still work as a unifying force
to communities and people everywhere, from Chinese citizens to residents of present-day Rome. In
Le Goff (2003), myths are described as atemporal (ahistorical) accounts, featuring a normative
dimension—the moral in a precautionary tale—and, perhaps most importantly, evoking “epicness”.

There is no need for a myth to be fantastic, but it must be heroic or impressive—preferably both.

In a similar vein, Lincoln (1989:24) categorizes historical narratives as Fable, Legend, History and
Myth; each of it has, in an ascending order, more relevance on the organization of a community. In
his terminology, Fable is pure and simple fiction, without any pretension to an accurate portrayal of
events. Going one step further, legends already claim to be truthful descriptions of events, but lack
credibility. History, in this categorization, has the same attributes already discussed: a narrative that
a community considers to be a faithful account of events, therefore boasting wide acceptance among
its audience. The final category, myth, is not only widely recognized by the established social
structures, but also has a normative character with such an impact as to regulate everyday social

practice—in Lincoln’s terms, these stories possess both credibility and authority, possessing not only

2 This is nothing new, as even in secular European and American societies, a reference to the bible as “Christian
mythology” is might be rebuffed as aggressive atheism by conservative sectors of these societies.
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the status of truth, but “paradigmatic truth” (ibid.).

By focusing on its sociological relevance, Lincoln’s categorization allows an interesting perspective
on myth not as an alternative to history, but as history with some additional attributes. In his now
classic study on the topic, Claude Levi-Strauss (1963:206-232) refers to myth as both historical and
ahistorical®’; a “double structure” that refers to a specific event that allegedly took place in the past,
but that has its “operative value” in the timelessness of the specific pattern it describes. In this light,
the latter is what renders myth authoritative. Furthermore, this pattern presents itself as a rational
practice, since “the kind of logic in mythical thought is as rigorous as that of modern science, and
[that] the difference lies, not in the quality of the intellectual process, but in the nature of the things
to which it is applied” (idem. 230). Since Levi-Strauss’ main object of study were the prehistoric (or
ahistorical) societies mentioned above, he still keeps the literal notion of myth, presenting it as a
narrative that in modern society was largely replaced by politics (idem. 209). As a discursive practice

underlying social and political organization, however, I would broaden this traditional notion to any

authoritative discourse of paradigmatic significance to any society.

Roland Barthes (1972), in his book Mythologies, compiles articles on what he sees as myths of his
time and society, and further elaborates on their functioning. The author argues that myths are not
specific concepts or ideas, but rather a system of communication. As “form without content”,
everything can be “mythable” if framed under the system generated by this type of speech. Using
semiotics (which he calls semiology), Barthes presents myth as a “second-order” of relations between
signified and signifier: the first order poses the original meaning, which is emptied by the structure
of the myth. The sign becomes just a signifier for a new, more fundamental meaning. Barthes gives
a simple example to this otherwise complicated description of myth: a Latin grammar with the
sentence “quia ego nominor leo”. The sentence originally means “because my name is lion”, but that
does not tell us anything. The original meaning does not signify anything; it has to empty itself to
refer to its deeper meaning: it is a grammatical example (idem. 113-114). In concrete political terms,
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the author mentions image of “the negro”” in military form saluting the French flag: it symbolizes

the French multicultural, transcontinental empire.

A critical assessment of the role of myth follows. As an articulatory practice, it “leaves its [the
meaning’s| contingency behind; [...] [meaning] becomes impoverished” (idem. 116). Myths make

things lose their historical value to represent naturalness, “it is [their] very principle to transform

30 Using a structuralist semiotic approach, Levi-Strauss equates the ahistorical aspect with the Saussurean langue, or a
complete structure, and the historical aspect with parole, a specific stance of this structure.

31 Beyond political correctness, I kept the original term on purpose, as it helps in desmistyfing the problematic aspects of
this adulatory narrative (myth) about the country.
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history into nature” (idem. 128). By contextualizing a meaning into a wider one, it has a double
function “it points out and it notifies, it makes us understand something and it imposes it on us” (idem.
115). Barthes describes the same duality Levi-Strauss infers, but in terms of opposition: what for the
latter is “the universal function of speaking to all people in all societies” (Levi-Strauss 1968:210)

through atemporality, for Barthes is “the privation of history” (1972:152).

Although Barthes analysis is very insightful in explaining the role of myth as a “naturalizing”
practice, I believe he bases his opposition upon an objectivist view of history, even if not consciously;
unless one assume there is a truthful, “pure” history, myths incorporate historical narratives rather
than negate it. From the arguments in introduced before, it follows that myth’s timelessness cannot
exist without its roots in a past event. Regardless of the theoretical standpoint, the dual dimension of
myth is always present, dead as history and alive as authoritative practice, paradigm or simply

“nature”.

Due to its merging of the time and the timeless dimensions, myth is one of the most successful
discursive practices available, and as a result are present in any hegemonic discourse. The general
attempt of discourses to freeze the dynamic interaction of meanings into a static structure
spontaneously occur in a mythological narrative. Discursive articulation needs materiality to be
realistic and feasible on the social sphere; at the same time, it also needs to avoid it in order to last as
a structure of meaning amid a process in which its constitutive parts (meanings) are in constant
motion. The essentially dual dimension of myth reduces this paradox of discursive struggle, giving
leeway for the basis to move without collapsing the system constructed upon it. It also corroborates
Lincoln’s claim of authority of a myth, since it gives a natural justification to a historical intention
(Barthes 1972:142). 1t “evoke[s] the sentiments out of which society is actively constructed”, and its
repetition “can help to maintain society in its regular and accustomed forms” (Lincoln 1989:25). For
its resilience, different versions of a myth do not necessarily threat its discursive stability, as the

abstractness from specific instances—i.e. its atemporality—operates in the background.

Past is the period of which we do not have direct memory (Hobsbawm 1972:2), and is represented by
history and memory. Occurring under specific narrative frames as something out of our direct
experience, these two representational systems only have a mediated (i.e. subjective) existence (Olick
& Robins 1998:110). If postmodernism questions the distinction between knowledge and
interpretation, it can be argued that there is a shift in the primary function in studying history and

social realities as a whole: from reaching epistemological truth, but rather inferring meaningfulness.*

32 This point was inspired by a remark made by Olicker and Robins (1998:110), but the authors did not defend it
themselves.
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Finally, to side myth with history is useful in analytical terms as well; in regards to the concrete
impact on social practices, both fulfil the same function (Levis-Strauss 1979). Therefore, this research
focuses on how the Great Patriotic War is collectively experienced in post-Soviet Russian society,
rather than on the significance of specific events; even when working on historical narratives,
discursive practices can be articulated without the need of “hard” historical facts. This is the case in

this work. I now move to present the final considerations on its theoretical perspective.

2.4 Perceptions of meaning and discourse

This chapter outlines the theoretical perspective that is used in this research. By starting with the
presentation of semiotics, I focused on the developments in social research to argue for a subjective
appreciation the phenomena surrounding us. My argument is that “our specific understanding” of the
world is the only one available, without any possibility of an objective benchmark to compare it with.
Thus, “our reality” can be considered a representational system in its entirety, where each of its
objects are, in an ultimate analysis, simplifications made by the mind in order to be approached in a
rational and useful manner. Human perception is always limited by biases originated in previous
experiences, as well as by cognitive limitations—we receive information on our surrounding world
using our five senses, but it would be preposterous to assume that these are the only possible tools
available, at least if one takes the theory of evolution (of species) seriously enough. Anything that
individuals and their collective organizations can name is always subject to a relative arbitrariness
and a fundamental absence of “things-as-such”—their constitutive, essential lack. To make this point,
I resorted to theoretical reasoning rather than empirical examples; as such, this chapter provides the
work with its foundation and leading inspiration. This does not mean that a practical approach is not
needed; on the contrary, it is the only way of conducting meaningful research. The only useful way
to reckon the speed of a car moving down the road is by establishing its speed in relation to its
observer (or in a convention agreed upon by the involved parts), but also by abstracting factors such
as the speed of rotation of the earth, as well as the speed of a drifting galaxy in a (possibly) infinite
universe; at the same time, the only way not to be misled by appearance is to keep all these factors in

mind—otherwise, a rational process becomes a simplistic (i.e. reductionist) one.

Indeed, the argument could have started from a philosophical perspective, whose contribution for the
same conclusions have a long and established tradition® . I avoided this perspective in order to limit

the scope of a prolific topic of discussion to the practical needs of this work, and even that resulted

33 Just to name a few, nihilism, existentialism, absurdism, scepticism and relativism all have embraced, to some extent,
uncertainty about “things”.
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in a discussion of a wide range of terms and concepts. It is now time to sum it up, and refine our

definition on some of the concepts used throughout this chapter.

From the very beginning, [ used terms such as sign, element, meaning, discourse, ideology, symbolic
(or discursive) order, almost at will. The purpose was to look beyond names. Indeed, if reality is a
system of representations, all these terms shape its factuality (or “suchness”); signs, elements and
meanings are thus its “atoms”, as approached respectively by semiotics, Laclau’s discourse analysis
and layman language (the word meaning does not belong to any specific “field”’). But even the word
atom does not apply in a strict sense, for any meaning can be further divided and become a set of
smaller meanings, thus a system prompting political action (ideology), guiding daily life (a general
symbolic order** or a specific myth) or simply existing as an object of analysis, as with the use of the
rather neutral term discourse. Conversely, these systems can themselves be part of a wider system of
meanings, in an endless chain of signifiers*®> whose ultimate component would is “reality”—from my
methodological perspective, the quintessential “empty signifier”, a term that I develop in the next

chapter.

Since there is an endless progression (or regression) of meanings, where it will fit in the traditional
dichotomy of unit vs. structure (or langue vs. parole) solely depends on the analytical perspective
used. Nonetheless, a definition of each category is necessary for effective communication (Chandler
2007:60). When analysing unit, 1 will use all the terms interchangeably—be it sign, element or
meaning. When considering the macro level, though, these terms require well-defined “circumstances
of use” in order to avoid what Howarth (2000:104) calls a “total free-play of meaning”. This research

deals with the Great Patriotic War as a myth.

As already mentioned, myth in this work denotes a specific sort of discourse. Its double-structure
couples a specific narrative on past events with a model for action by the members of its group;
therefore, a historic account coexists with a timeless paradigm, granting its authority in its
community. If we accept political organization as an attempt to build a stable system of meaning amid
a dynamic flow of signifiers, the centrality of myth in social, political and cultural structures lies in

its ability to, as Barthes (1972) argues, naturalize a specific set of practices in any circumstance.

Chandler’s (2007:13) definition of human beings as “homo significans — meaning makers " is highly

suggestive of our “reality” as not much more than a thin fabric of (circumstantially) objective relations

34 This term refers in particular to the work of Pierre Bourdieu, which, unfortunately, is out of the scope of this research.
Nonetheless, some authors I used employed it, and therefore it might appear in this work.

33 In this regard, many authors use the word “signifier” instead of “sign”, showing that the former is not only a constitutive
part of the latter (as in classical Saussurean semiotics), but also a sign on its own. Although not analyzed here,
semiotics as conceived by Charles Pierce explicitly mentions an “infinite semiosis”.
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amid an endless uncertainty. Semiotics, discourse analysis and the postmodern zeitgeist played a great
role in putting any considerations on reality in perspective, pointing to the importance of
deconstructing assumptions that limit our ability to understand phenomena. At the same time, their
shortcoming lies in the fact that the acceptance of rules and norms agreed by its community (in our
case, the academic community) is inevitable—unless some things are taken for granted, no

meaningful explanation can occur.

If the theoretical perspective is one of absolute relativity, its practical instance must be one of relative
absolutism, or at least a loose version of it. In a sense, this duplicity replicates the secular debate on
understanding (verstehen) vs. explaining (erkldren) in philosophy and social sciences. To navigate
between these two oppositional directions is a hard task, and it certainly was a major issue in
conducting this project. In a similar consideration, Howarth (2005:337) points out that
Derrida suggests there are no fully saturated contexts, as the traces of signifiers are always detectable in
innumerable other contexts. Instead, the researcher is compelled to make decisions about the appropriate level
and degree of contextualization and must establish the limits of any particular project. The key principles
underpinning these decisions are that they must be explicit, consistent, and justified.
Pragmatically, research discourse analysis must abide by its feasibility (to which extent it is doable)
and relevance (to which extent it meets criteria such as coherency and accuracy). The main question
seems to be: “when should I stop questioning and accept what I see for granted (no matter how
arbitrary it might be)?”. The answer will certainly be an arbitrary one as well, but it must be addressed

if something is to be concluded.

I now proceed to present my methodological perspective in depth, moving toward its practical

application.
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3. DISCOURSE AND MEANING IN OPERATION: METHODOLOGY

3.1 Exploring the Essex school of discourse analysis

Discourse theory, as proposed by Laclau and the Essex school, “assumes that all objects and actions
are meaningful, and that their meaning is conferred by historically specific systems of rules [...]
[depending] on the orders of discourse that constitute its identity and significance” (Howarth &
Stavrakakis 2000:2-3). In proposing this inclusive range of analytical—or analysable—objects, it
presents a criticism to essentialist, positivist and behaviouralist paradigms (idem.1, 5-6): it considers
objects and actions to be devoid of a closed, fixed meaning and that mechanical laws cannot explain
social relations; finally, it considers that there are no divisions between socially constructed meanings
and objective political facts—indeed, the latter is seen as just another expression of the former. As
already mentioned, this orientation of discourse analysis emphasizes socio-political struggle around
specific ideals and objectives, at the same time that it rejects material conditions and class belonging
as unchangeable and causal determinants of the social processes. By questioning the notion of
“group” as a fixed set of ideas and interests, their collective identity presents itself as a discursive
practice. Therefore, both political practices and the political agents that promote them can be studied

through the same methodological procedure.

Under this perspective, several meanings (or elements) are articulated to give birth to socially
constructed discourses. This process happens through the association of meanings that imply a
positioning in relation to an “anti-meaning” that gives it significance, as Derrida suggested. For
instance, we cannot define a discourse on “proletarian ideals” without defining, consciously or not,
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one on “non-proletarian ideals”, thus “drawing a frontier between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’” (idem.
4). The dynamic articulation of meanings and their representations imply that these discourses are
changeable historical constructions; their contingent nature means that they can give only a provisory
solution to socio-political struggles. The partiality of these discourses leads to the “structural
impossibility” of social systems. In Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Laclau and Mouffe (1985:105)
concisely describe their conceptualization of discourse analysis:
we will call articulation any practice establishing a relation among elements such that their identity is modified
as a result of the articulatory practice. The structured totality resulting from the articulatory practice, we will
call discourse. The differential positions, insofar as they appear articulated within a discourse, we will call
moments. By contrast, we will call element any difference that is not discursively articulated. (Italics in the
original).
In my work, the concept of “element” (or “signifier”) is neutral—in the sense that, if it is not

discursively articulated, it will be qualified as a “floating” element/signifier. It is important to note

28



that nothing defines beforehand which floating elements will take part in which discourse. As a kind
of discourse, identities “emerge through the articulation and rearticulation of signifying elements”
(Howarth & Stavrakakis 2000:7). In this regard, Laclau describes these dynamics through the “logics
of equivalence” and the “logics of difference”. As Howarth and Stavrakakis put it:
[the logics of equivalence] functions by creating equivalential identities that express a pure negation of a
discursive system. [...] [in one case] ‘the people’ [were] able to weaken their internal differences and organize
themselves as ‘the oppressed’, by opposing themselves to a series of others. In this way, the government, the
incumbent President, the Church, landlords and entrepreneurs were made equivalent to one another by being
presented as ‘the oppressors’ of the people. If the logic of equivalence functions by splitting a system of
differences and instituting a political frontier between two opposed camps, the logic of difference does exactly
the opposite. It consists in the expansion of a given system of differences by dissolving existing chains of
equivalence and incorporating these disarticulated elements into an expanding order [...] Whereas a project
employing the logic of equivalence seeks to divide social space by condensing meanings around two
antagonistic poles, a project employing a logic of difference attempts to weaken and displace a sharp
antagonistic polarity, endeavouring to relegate that division to the margins of society. (idem. 11)
To a certain extent, the definition of these concepts might sound counterintuitive, as one could expect
to use the terms “equivalence” and “difference” inverted to the way Laclau did—after all, the logics
of equivalence described above accentuates differences. I believe this terminology was chosen
because his points of reference are the floating, unarticulated elements, which are indeed annexed by

articulated discourse through the logics of difference, and are ousted (alienated) through generalizing

them in an “anti-discourse” by the logic of equivalence.

Since this perspective highlights the relational aspects of discourses, the question arises as to which
of them is successful enough in articulating elements as to incorporate a great amount of the stock of
signifiers available at a given time and space—in other words, those becoming hegemonic. The
developments underneath the discourses do not necessarily occur in an intentional fashion, but rather
are prompted by changes of the political beings themselves, which reorganize, add and exclude some
of the concepts (elements) that form their identity. As mentioned before, these dislocations are
witnessed when there is an identification with—or un-identification from—a specific concept, such
as “proletarian”, “patriot”, “democratic” or any other discursive structure. For an identity to be
changed, there must be some degree of acknowledgement by the political being of different identities,
and this awareness makes the contingent nature of a discourse visible, at least while a new one is not
completely consolidated (i.e. becomes hegemonic) (idem. 19-20). While dislocations can be
considered some sort of rupture in the hegemonic discourse, the logics of equivalence and difference
resume their dynamic course on a new equilibrium of the hegemonic discourse—or in an entirely new

one, in case the previous one fails to absorb the dislocation.
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In order to comprehend the cohesion that gives articulated elements such robustness as to become
hegemonic discourses, it is important to explore the concepts of nodal points and empty signifiers.
Nodal point is the structural position of a “privileged signifier”, a reference point that manages to
articulate and temporarily fix several meanings, or floating signifiers, around it. Catchwords such as
“communism”, ‘“capitalism”, “independence” and “freedom” work as nodal points for many
discourses, and “the major aim of hegemonic projects is to construct and stabilise the nodal points
that form the basis of concrete social orders by articulating as many available elements—floating
signifiers—as possible” (Laclau 1990 apud Howarth & Stavrakakis 2000:15). In this work, I argue
that the Great Patriotic War narrative in Russia is a solid nodal point, successfully articulating several
meanings around it—therefore, being a strong legitimizer of the overarching state of affairs in modern

Russian (i.e. its hegemonic discourse).

In the move towards hegemony, the more a nodal point agglomerates signifiers around it, the less it
can have a well-delimited signifier of its own—a paradox Laclau defines as “empty signifier”. Based
on the semiotic interpretation of signs as promoted by Saussure, a definition of something is only in
relational terms, always implying the definition of “not-something” (Chandler 2007:21). Similarly,
Laclau contends the impossibility of positive concepts that would compose a closed, non-provisional,
system (Laclau 2005:36-37). The oppositional factor, the negativity of something, is always there,
and it 1s more pertinent the broader the articulation of equivalences. In other words, “the longer the
chain of equivalences is, the less concrete this “‘something equally present’ [the empty signifier] will
be” (idem.40), and a discourse manages to articulate elements around it by pointing to something
there is not. For the discourse on “freedom” to be hegemonic, for instance, there must be an evident
lack of freedom; conversely, if freedom were eventually achieved, the discourse on it would lose its
power. Therefore, an empty signifier is strong exactly because of “the presence of its absence”: “[...]
we are faced with a constitutive lack, with an impossible object which, as in Kant, shows itself through
the impossibility of its adequate representation” (idem. 39). As such, an empty signifier is always
relative to the discursive structure analysed; it does not need to be an empty signifier in all
articulations taking place at a specific time. In a radical poststructuralist approach, the absolute empty
signifier would be “reality”—the ultimate definition of “something equally present” to such an extent

as to be impossible to be properly represented.

Moreover, this dynamic articulatory process might elucidate the presence of both the discourse with

its meanings and their negation, as argued by Torfing (2005:16):

As the chain of equivalence is extended to include still more elements it becomes clear that the excluded
elements can only have one thing in common: they pose a threat to the discursive system.[...]. In this sense,

the process of ‘othering’ helps to stabilize the discursive system. However, the price for this stabilization is
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the introduction of a radical other that threatens and problematizes the discursive system and prevents it from

achieving a full closure.
As I approached in the previous chapter, the process of otherization is a fundamental aspect of
establishing any identity, and it is an essential aspect of the logics of equivalence. By generalizing
sets of meanings in an antagonistic whole, the logics of equivalence polarizes the discourse between
what is “ours” and a concrete other perceived as a threat—a negative identity to be rejected by its
“subjects”°. In the Russian case, the War narrative is remarkably strong in associating “fascism”, its
historical antithesis (“other”), with groups that nowadays are seen as threatening the symbolic order
of modern Russia as a political entity, as I shall argue. The logics of difference, in its turn, might do
just the opposite: by breaking chains of equivalence, it seeks to incorporate problematic elements in
a non-threatening way, pushing to the margins of the discursive logic those that cannot be assimilated
without undermining it. Although not directly approached by this work, the use of state revenues
obtained from oil and gas production, as well as social and cultural expressions, to co-opt antagonist
movements and feelings into the main discursive practice can be considered an example of the logics
of difference in operation in Putin’s Russia. Both the logics of equivalence and of difference take
place at the frontline of discursive struggles, answering to the very urge of expanding its order to

obtain or keep a hegemonic status.

Nonetheless, these procedures cannot produce a complete system of meanings, as achieving its full
closure is impossible. This primordial lack is what motivates political struggle, at the same time that
it precludes its solution. Thus, discourses are precarious unities following each other in the task of
fulfilling the necessity of their circumstances, and can only be accessed to the extent in which they
manage to take control of the meanings available in these circumstances. Behind the dynamicity of
this process lies the structural impossibility of stable social systems for more than short time frames.
Therefore, these systems are not only discourses, but also fleeting moments, as proposed in Laclau’s
terminology. It all depends on the perspective chosen: what is a consistent discourse in a static
appreciation can be a very volatile articulation of elements in a dynamic perspective. To some extent,
a successful discourse is one that allows the inexorable flux of meanings to take their own course at
the same time that it manages to keep them within the reach of its static core, represented by nodal
points and main signifiers. This duplicity is much akin to what I presented as the “double-structure”

of a myth, and further corroborates the reach of its authority.

To summarize, Torfing (2005:14-17) introduces five arguments on the rationale behind the

36 The subjects of a discourse are all those that abide by it, regardless of their capacity for influencing its articulatory
practice—i.e. both rulers and the ruled are vulnerable to its normative effect.
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articulatory practices of discourse:

“The first argument is that all forms of social practice take place against a background of historically specific
discourses, which can be broadly defined as relational systems of signification. [...] The second argument is
that discourse is constructed in and through hegemonic struggles that aim to establish a political and moral-
intellectual leadership through the articulation of meaning and identity. [...] The third argument is that the
hegemonic articulation of meaning and identity is intrinsically linked to the construction of social antagonism,
which involves the exclusion of a threatening Otherness that stabilizes the discursive system while, at the same
time, preventing its ultimate closure. [...] The fourth argument is that a stable hegemonic discourse becomes
dislocated when it is confronted by new events that it cannot explain, represent, or in other ways domesticate.
[...] The final argument is that the dislocation of the discursive structure means that the subject always emerges
as a split subject that might attempt to reconstruct a full identity through acts of identification.” (Italics in the
original).

With this basic analytical toolkit in mind, I will investigate the articulation of the Great Patriotic War

narrative in Russian contemporary political discourse in an attempt draw a picture of its current stage

of development. I now proceed to consider the practical applications of our methodological

framework, as well as the limitations and problems associated with it.

3.2 Discourse analysis in practice

Neumann (2008:76) points out that "Discourse analysts make the world more transparent by
demonstrating how its elements interact. By demonstrating that things were not always the way they
appear now, discourse analysis makes us aware that they are most probably changing as we speak".

This process will govern the empirical aspects of this research.

The investigation of dominant discourses, in this perspective, is the investigation of the features and
causes of a hegemonic discourse in a specific, precarious context, and as such can be framed under
different logics, such as
“Derrida’s ‘method’ of deconstruction, Foucault’s archaeological and genealogical approaches to discourse
analysis, the theory of rhetoric and tropes, Saussure’s distinction between the paradigmatic and syntagmatic
poles of language, the Jakobsonian concepts of metaphor and metonymy as developed by Lacan, and Laclau
and Mouffe’s logics of equivalence and difference” (Howarth & Stavrakakis 2000:7).
Notwithstanding this wide range of possibilities, discourse analysis often suffers from a lack of formal
procedures for its practical application. Due to its critical and deconstructivist stances, its theoretical
insights meet several hindrances in the attempts at translating them into general, explicit guidelines—
in a sense, its analytical strength becomes its operational weakness. The very assumptions of

contingency and context-dependency discourse analysts follow to locate their object in a wider
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perspective often prevent any strict definition of general procedures without loss of its theoretical
coherence. Therefore, at the same time that discourse analysis has a critical approach to more
traditional theories, it has few explicit theoretical statements of its own (Howarth 2005:316). This
state of affairs often prevents discourse analysis from being fully embraced by mainstream academic
research. Howarth (idem. 317) underscores that method is always subject to “ontological and
epistemological postulates” and particularities of the specific topic, rather than “a free-standing and

neutral set of rules and techniques that can be applied mechanically to all empirical objects”.

On that account, the research must follow a holistic approach, where theory, methodology and data
come together in forming its methodological orientation. In this sense, it is a problem-driven
approach, rather than method- or theory-driven (idem. 318). There is no specific set of methodological
principles established a priori which would suit more than just a handful of cases, since it attempts
to understand the particularities of a context instead of formulating general rules. Bearing that in
mind, the question of data selection is not only one of choosing an input subordinated to a method

supported by a specific theory, but rather a key aspect of the definition of the research project itself.

A second drawback for further consolidation of discourse theory in the mainstream of social sciences
is its relatively small amount of empirical studies, in particular in the case of the Essex school.
Whereas this initial shortage is coherent as a “natural consequence of discourse theory’s attempt to
break with traditional theories and establish its own distinctive ontology” (Torfing, 2005:26), it is
possible to identify an ongoing phase of proliferation of case studies within this academic orientation.
In fact, a growing amount of literature (Butler, Laclau & Zizek 2000; Howarth & Stavrakakis 2000;
Howarth & Torfing 2004; Klymenko 2015; Laclau 1994; Ryazanova-Clarke 2008, 2012) is dedicated

to filling this gap, more or less explicitly.

During the past decade, many discourse analysis theoreticians brought their attention to the study of
post-Soviet Russia, approaching socio-political processes in terms of how meaning gets articulated
in shaping identity and providing support for hegemonic political projects. In this vein, Identities and
Politics during the Putin Presidency (Perovic & Casula 2009a) is an excellent example of the Essex
school’s perspective in practice. The book is a compilation of articles from several authors, coupling
theoretical considerations of what the researchers considered to be key concepts for analysing modern
Russia, such as populism (Howarth 2009) and dislocation (Norval & Mijnssen 2009) with practical
assessments of the changing political and national identities during the 1990s (Casula 2009), of the
relative “stabilization” of these identities during the post-Yeltsin period (Perovic & Casula 2009b)
and of the “symbolic politics” under Putin (Kurilla 2009a). The authors argue for the necessity of

assessing the subject from an inside, Russian perspective (Perovic & Casula 2009a:22). Accordingly,
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a growing number of Russian scholars have been using Laclau’s theory to study Russian politics. In
this vein, Ivan Kurilla explores the Great Patriotic War narrative from different aspects, such as the
control of this narrative by the Russian government (2009b); its comparison with different War
narratives in Russia and other post-Soviet countries (2012); the implications of this narratives, such
as in the new legislation against the “rehabilitation of Nazism” (2014) and even on how the narrative
can be affected in the face of new political challenges, such as the what were called “colour
revolutions” (2010). Similarly, there have been other endogenous works using tools deployed by the
Essex school, approaching modern Russia as a ‘“‘subaltern empire” (Morozov 2009, 2014) and

examining the articulation of “conservatism” as its hegemonic discourse (Prozorov 2005).

Nonetheless, the difficulty in carrying on case studies and empirical analysis in general within the
field of discourse analysis and discourse theory still exists. In this respect, we again stumble upon the
paradox of meaning, which is necessary and impossible at the same time (Laclau 1990, Torfing 2004).
It is necessary because without it we cannot make sense of the world and act upon our reason. At the
same time, it is impossible because the relational construction on which meaning is based is itself
“subject to endless displacements and constant disruptions”—as such, the conceptualization of
meaning is “a hard task that often precludes clear definitions and self-explanatory categories”

(Torfing 2004:4).

Under this perspective, any conclusion drawn on socio-political events is a provisional and even
arbitrary outcome, a static picture of an inexorably dynamic process. In referring to the linguistic
system, which might as well be extended to any discourse, Morozov (2009:577) argues that “the
change of one element shifts the entire system of differences into a new state” so that it is possible
either to investigate the evolution of single elements (throughout time) or to outline a general picture
of the system as a whole, but not both at the same time. Much as the “uncertainty principle” in physics,
we can either reckon our object’s position or its momentum (direction), but not both at the same time.
Contextualization plays a fundamental role in any attempt at analysing and explaining the underlying
logics of a discourse. Torfing (2005:9) refers to this as focusing on “the conditions of possibility”
rather than on “the factual immediacy” of an event. Using the example of NATO intervention in
Kosovo, he argues that “it is not enough to study the factual evidence of the crisis [...] Discourse
theory must take one step further and analyse the shifting historical conditions for constructing a

military campaign as a humanitarian intervention.” (idem. 10).

It follows that every single proposal of a research project in the field constitutes by itself a fresh
approach to the theory, which is elaborated along with the definition of the topic to be explored and

the systematization of the material to be analysed. In this vein, the matter of establishing which data
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to use, as already referred to, must be in tune with the project’s main goals and expectations. If
anything can have discursive value, variables such as pertinence, relevance and time must be taken

into consideration in order to limit the volume of material to be used to a feasible amount.

This research has an open-ended approach to its material, meaning that the set of sources to be
examined evolved throughout its development. Although it was partially determined beforehand, the
progressive addition—and sometimes substitution—of the material analysed evolved along with the
perspective on the research object and its related questions. As there is no golden rule in the selection
of the material, even the incrementalist approach of open-ended research projects must eventually
come to an end, which is both arbitrary and inevitable—to the extent that it is the only way to conduct
meaningful analysis. A reasonable starting point for choosing the material would be to look for what
Neumann (2008:67-70) calls “monuments”, canonical texts that are strong representatives of the topic
(discourse) addressed, or even foundational documents used as guidelines to its social practices. As
established sources, they help understand the central features of the discourse under consideration.
As such, they are useful both as objects of analysis by themselves, through the procedure of textual
deconstruction, and as points of reference to be used when defining other documents which might be
even more pertinent to the analysis in progress. I now proceed to present the data used in this project

in detail.

3.2.1 Assessing the data

The topic of the War narrative in Russia can be analysed from many different angles, and indeed the
literature on the topic uses a variety of sources, according to the approaches proposed. Nina
Tumarkin’s (1994) groundbreaking work, The living and the dead: The Rise and Fall of the Cult of
World War Il in Russia, relied on ethnographic observation and personal accounts to present the first
thorough analysis of the War myth in the Soviet Union and Russia. In a similar vein, but in a much
more limited scope, Rouhier-Willoughby’s (2003) article assesses the Victory Day celebration and
the prevailing narratives of the time from personal observation. Another useful approach deals more
explicitly with collective memory, evaluating the Russian “mnemonic community”*’ based on school
textbooks (Wertsch 2008a, 2008b). Finally, even the analysis of how the written media depicted the
Victory Day in different years, as done by Ryazanova-Clarke (2008), may provide valuable insights

on the evolution of the War narrative and its role in the wider symbolic order.

My analysis focuses on the yearly pronouncements delivered by the Russian president on the Victory

37 A group united based on common memories (narratives) of past events.
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Day. Although the material I chose conveys a strictly official aspect of the War narrative, the
chronological analysis of these can reveal how this narrative is articulated within the wider discourse
that is behind the social and political order in Putin’s Russia. Klymenko (2015) took a similar
approach by using critical discourse analysis (CDA) to evaluate commemorative speeches during
Victory Day in Ukraine. As such, the scholar assessed the evolution of the narrative on the Second

World War as perceived by the last three Ukrainian presidents®®.

The basic materials for analysis are the yearly “Speeches at the parade marking the anniversary of the
Victory in the Great Patriotic War” and “Speeches at the reception marking the anniversary of the
Victory in the Great Patriotic War”*. As mentioned before, these instances of formal declarations by
the Russian head of state deal with the War narrative in its official version, but they also bring topical
considerations on contemporary issues, which open new perspectives on assessing the discourse
behind Russia’s prevailing political order. Although both Speeches are delivered by the president of
the Russian federation, they differ in their nature and target audience. The Speeches at the Parade are
instances where the head of states addresses the entire nation, and they take place at the beginning of
the Victory Day military parade at the Red Square. The Speeches at the Reception occur at a later
moment, inside the Kremlin and directed mainly to the War veterans. Both speeches have wide media
coverage in Russia and abroad, being a prominent occasion for political manifestation by the
country’s leadership. As a result, these Speeches, as well as the commemorative date they represent,
provoke intense debates at an international level, not only concerning the events at the time of the
Second World War, but also—and perhaps more importantly—the views manifested by divergent
narratives present in the European continent and elsewhere. This has become all the more pertinent
in recent years, in view of the growing friction between Russia and its western counterparts—reaching
its most critical point with the outbreak of the war in Eastern Ukraine in 2014. Although my focus is
on the Victory Day Speeches and commemoration as a whole, they belong to the Great Patriotic War
narrative and the wider Russian political order. As such, these topics often interconnect. In effect,
what follows is a methodical analysis of the Speeches from 2000 to 2015 coupled with the underlying
political circumstances of the period. In order to better situate the Speeches within the wider context,
auxiliary documents, such as video footages of the Victory Day Parade, news coverage and blog

entries*” about the event are also used.

38 Leonid Kuchma (in office 1994-2005), Viktor Yushchenko (2005-2010) and Viktor Yanukovich (2010-2014).

39 Henceforth referred to simply as, respectively, “Speech at the Parade (year)” and “Speech at the Reception (year)”.
These documents were used in the original (Russian) and the translations were done by me. The original material can
be found at the internet addresses indicated in the references.

40 From livejournal, the favorite forum of the Russian internet (runet). In particular, I use the entries made by user periskop
(2010, 2011, 2012a, 2012b, 2013a, 2013b, 2013c, 2013d, 2013e, 2014, 2015), a Parade enthusiast (and Soviet
nostalgic) with thorough knowledge of Soviet/Russian military and their symbols.
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3.2.2 Processing the data

With the basic sources presented, the question is how to properly use them. As already suggested,
there are no specific “recipes for action” guiding this aspect of research. Nevertheless, some
considerations can be made in this regard. Howarth (2000:141) details his “basic operations™ as the
following:
“The analysis of empirical data involves three basic operations. These are, firstly, the 'translation' of
information into textual form. This means that discourse analysts treat a wide range of linguistic and non-
linguistic data as 'texts' or 'writing', thus enabling them to deploy a number of techniques and methods in
linguistic and literary theory commensurate with the ontological assumptions of discourse theory. The second
operation consists in the application of constructed theoretical frameworks to the problematized object of
investigation. As I have already noted, this involves the articulation and modification of abstract concepts and
logics to a particular case. In this regard, these concepts and logics demand systematic historical specification
as they are deployed. The last element involved in analysing empirical materials concerns the deployment of
the various techniques of discourse analysis to the problem investigated.”
This last operation correlates to what Neumann (2008:70) calls “mapping representations”. In this
procedure, the dominating representation of reality is to be elicited both by affirmation and by
negation, through comparisons with possible alternative representations. As the location of a
discourse by definition involves its positioning in relation to a wide range of elements outside its
realm, contesting standpoints are crossed to further contextualize its momentum. To some extent, the
last two operations take place simultaneously, since the analysis of a text through any technique also
has a reflexive effect on the assumptions of the technique employed, such as in the “abstract concept

and logics” pointed out by Howarth.

In our case, the first operation of translating our sources into analysable data is constituted by an
exposition of the yearly speeches, highlighting what I consider to be the most important aspects in
their articulation—concepts and ideas that represent nodal points in the discourse’s chain of signifiers.
A critical perspective is implied, as the relational nature of meaning prevents a literal appraisal of a
concept without conceiving of its symbolic function within the discourse—as Laclau and Mouffe
(1985:111) affirm, “all discourse of fixation becomes metaphorical: literality is, in actual fact, the
first of metaphors.” The second step is to investigate the logics governing the articulatory practices
of these signifiers, and how this logics relates to the wider socio-political reality in Putin’s Russia. In
this vein, the documents will be introduced and followed by a contextualization of the state of affairs
in Russia in the year under scrutiny; by the end of each chapter, I review the elements and trends that

appeared during the period analysed. With this contextualization, it will be possible to discuss the
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established interpretations on the significance of the date in Russia’s political configuration—i.e. the

“common assumptions” regarding its political practices—with my own considerations.

Laclau’s conceptualization will be useful when evaluating the dynamics of the discursive practices,
namely through the logics of difference and equivalence. While one form of articulation might be
dominant, more often than not discourses articulate meanings “both through the assertion of
difference and the articulation of chains of equivalence” (Torfing 2005:14). Also the concept of
dislocation might prove to be fruitful when looking for ruptures in the discourse, as it help in
clarifying the way signifiers are linked—or not—to the main discursive articulations. Dislocations,
as already mentioned, consist of events that cannot be properly symbolized in the discursive order,
thus triggering shifts in its articulation—or even its collapse, in the case that the existing chains of
representation completely fail in absorbing the dislocatory event(s). Furthermore, the disruptive
experience reveals more acutely the social antagonisms that exist within and outside a discursive
order, which helps us in defining its identity. As the investigation unfolds, different “layers” of the
discourse will appear, since “not all representations are equally lasting” (Neumann 2008:73). If every
discourse is fluid by its logics of dynamic articulation, the extent of this fluidity varies. A good
example was already shown in the double-structure of a myth. Its atemporal dimension, even though

not quite endless as a discursive practice, tends to outlive its specific historical event.

To put briefly, my analytical process consists of an investigation on how meaning is created and
articulated in the Speeches in relation to the Russian social and political order of the period. With this
process, my goal is to infer the general organization of the narrative at different stages—providing a
“static picture” of the discourse, including its central signifiers and ramifications—and compare its
development throughout the period. Finally yet importantly, [ hope to be able to situate the War myth

within the Russian symbolic order, and to define how this relation has evolved in the last fifteen years.

3.3 Final considerations in bridging the theoretical-empirical gap

As my methodological approach suggests, my final product will be a mental “map” of the state of the
War myth, shedding light on its role in the wider political order of the country, and on how this
relation evolved in the course of Putin-Medvedev’s presidencies. Therefore, | am dealing with a
discourse within other discourses. Indeed, in studying the War myth, both Russia’s circumstantial
political order under Putin-Medvedev and its national political identity must be taken into account.
As mutually constituting system of meaning (i.e. discourses), they often intermingle in my
explanation. In the theoretical conceptualization used, they are intersubjective; their chains of

equivalences largely replicate and reinforce each other. As originally proposed by Derrida, and argued
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in this work, there are no ultimate meanings clearly definable, and a sign “only means what it means”
(Chandler 2007:79). Any meaningful evaluation of a discourse is applicable only by taking into
account its wider context—hence, my emphasis on relative absolutism at the end of the previous
chapter. What will remain is a schematic presentation of the myth in relation to the country’s political
order. While the question of method might represent an obstacle to a rapid development of the
discipline, it also opens a rather novel possibility of combining the traditional elements of a research
project in a dynamic and—if conducted properly—fruitful interaction. The softening of the
conventionally solidly defined borders between theory, method and practice opens the possibility of

breaking through dogmatic assumptions on many of the social practices we study nowadays.

Taken in their totality, the assumptions governing discourse theory ultimately lead to the
interconnectedness of all of the universe of discourse and the social practices contained in it. In this
vein, there is a whole world of possibilities to which a discourse is open—the “uncertainty principle”,
mentioned before, prevails. The only essential approach is to develop a critical attitude towards
practices usually taken for granted, as in Barthes’ (1972) demystification; in other worlds, a
“denaturalization” that provides us “that marginal gaze where things look strange enough as to present
themselves as puzzles” (Neumann 2008:64). Hegemonic—or mainstream—trends of collective
practices necessarily undergo a process of reification, consequently giving away their abstract aspects
to artificially become solid, hard facts. This conventionalization can make the actors who perform
these practices oblivious to their existence, accepting them at face value or, at best, uncritically
adopting them as the normal procedure—*"“the way things are”. As such, a complete series of routines,
procedures and habits based on a conditional set of assumptions goes unnoticed, and Neumann’s
(2008:67) “processes of power” are normalized. Thus, discourse theory’s main contribution to the
field of social sciences, and perhaps science in general, is to open new perspectives “either by
rendering visible phenomena previously undetected by dominant theoretical approaches, or by
problematizing existing accounts and articulating alternative interpretations” (Howarth & Stavrakakis
2005:320-321). The rationale driving my work is to bring to surface new elements of the debate and

add considerations on the nuances of this subject. This is how theories and interpretations are refined.

The precepts of the Essex school seem to be particularly interesting in two areas of investigation on
social and political practices—the dynamic “formation and dissolution of political identities”, as well
as “the analysis of hegemonic practices” (Howarth 2000:136). As already pointed out, underneath the
Russian official discourse on the War and its collective imaginary there is a complex, intricate
interactions of signifiers, which take the form of concepts, assumptions and perspectives. Rather than
dealing with the historical events of sixty years ago, the examination of this discourse can provide

insights on the social and political practices in nowadays Russia. In this sense, this is the sort of
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discourse where a past event is constantly rehearsed as a means to lead ongoing events, as a corpse
that is twiddled as to become undead. This new “zombie” then hovers around not as an imminent,
haunting event, as in Marx's spectre of communism, but as “the tradition of all dead generations],

which] weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living” (Marx 1852)

There is no exclusive criterion in defining the value of a research project using discourse theory, nor
there is a straightforward way to conclude to which extent it successfully achieved the proposed
objectives. The relevance and reliability of the outcomes are, as with most of its aspects, subjective.
On that account, the final word lies within the peers and the academic community themselves:
“The confirmation or refutation of the substantive conclusions reached by the discourse analysts depends
ultimately on their persuasiveness to the community of researchers and scholars in the social sciences. These
judgements will, of course, depend on the degree to which discursive accounts meet the requirements of
consistency and coherence in conducting their studies, as well as the extent to which they add new and
interesting insights to their various objects of investigation” (Howarth 2000:141. Italics in the original).
Thus, instead of regarding the several distinct stages of elaborating and executing the research, an
assessment of the project in its entirety provides the tools for making the “right” conclusions, based
on how appropriate it resonates with the content analysed. Discourse theory is still establishing its
space within the field of social sciences. In this regard, it is useful to reflect upon what discourse
theory has yet to do. In order to fulfil its “unrealized potential”, Torfing (2005:25) anticipates “three
important challenges” discourse theory should address:
“l. It must demonstrate the analytical value of discourse theory in empirical studies that take us beyond the
mere illustration of the arguments and concepts. [...] 2. It must address the core topics and areas within social
and political science and not be content with specializing in allegedly ‘soft’ topics such as gender, ethnicity,
and social movements. [...] 3. It must critically reflect upon the questions of method and research strategy.
[...] We should not surrender to the positivist obsession with method that is founded on the belief that the
observation of a set of methodological rules somehow guarantees the truth of the research results. However,
we need to reflect, openly and critically, upon the many methodological choices that we make in the analysis
of specific discursive formations.” (Italics in the original).
This chapter was a modest attempt at dealing with the third challenge. Whereas the second challenge
is subordinated to the researcher's academic preferences and inclinations, the first one presents itself
as of utmost importance to the discipline, and it should be one of the main goals of any research
within discourse analysis. Bearing that in mind, I humbly hope that this work will manage to provide
some useful insights in expanding the analytical value of the Essex school and discourse theory as a

whole.
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4. VERIFYING MYTHICAL DISCOURSES: THE RUSSIAN CASE

In assessing the role that the VD ritual has played in Russia in the last fifteen years, I present the
Victory Day celebrations since the end of the War in 1945. Besides introducing the commemorative
event, I briefly present the political and social atmosphere in the Soviet Union and Russia in the
period prior to the temporal scope of this research. With this, I briefly review the importance of the
GPW/VD myth since its beginning, highlighting continuities and ruptures in its development up to
the period of my analysis. The review then introduces the period after 2000, which I proceed to

analyse year by year using the material presented in the previous chapter.

4.1 The Victory Day ritual in the Soviet Union

The first Victory Day was celebrated several weeks after the end of the War, on June 24, 1945. In the
following year, a smaller celebration was held to mark the first anniversary of the victory. From then
to the following two decades, the importance of the date only faded; already in 1947, it was demoted
from holiday to an ordinary working day (Gills 2011; Tumarkin 1994). Arguably, the official goals
of building socialism meant that the regime propaganda in general preferred to focus on the intrinsic
Soviet axioms instead: the October Revolution; the creation of a new man in a new society;
industrialization; the military, scientific and technological might of socialism—the latter embodied,
in particular, by Yuri Gagarin’s first journey to outer space in 1961 (Gudkov 2005). Furthermore, and
perhaps more important on the discursive level, any potential attempts to glorify the traumatic event
would clash with “the uncodified, all-too-fresh and immediate personal and mass experience of the
war” (ibid.). During the War, Stalin was responsible for ruthless decisions that, regardless of their
effectiveness, added brutality to a conflict that already had plenty of it—the penal battalions and
orders such as the one known as “no step behind”, which virtually turned many of the Soviet
combatants into cannon fodder. There should be no ambiguity of interpretation about the War. As
such, the leader not only forbade printing or referring to these orders, but also discouraged—if not
rejected—the publication of memories of the war period, including that of high officials (Tumarkin
1994:100-110; Wydra 2007:154). Similarly, no historical research was conducted on the topic for at
least a decade (Kudryashov 2010). From a safe emotional distance, the conflict was to be framed as
a victorious outcome for the Soviet social system, the multinational state and its military (Gill

2011:153; Rouhier-Willoughby 2003:24; Tumarkin 1994:101).

After Stalin’s death, the control over wartime memory and its interpretation was relaxed as part of

the de-Stalinization policies enacted by Nikita Khrushchev, his successor. The War narrative was
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brought to the centre of the Soviet symbolic space only during the 1960s, after Leonid Brezhnev came
to power—with a post-War generation “far more ready” to accept the official versions of the conflict
(Lo¢mele, Proce & Zelce 2011:115). The Victory Day was restored on 9 May 1965, in time to
commemorate the twentieth anniversary of the end of the War with a military parade at the Red
Square. By developing a narrative on heroism and linking it with the first post-revolutionary years,
the new general secretary sought to renew the regime’s political legitimation through the Victory
ceremony and, to a lesser extent, through a cult of his own personality as a war veteran*! (Gill 2011;
Tumarkin 1994). This not only replaced Stalin’s personal charisma with an institutionalized
celebration, but also attempted to compensate for the generalized loss of enthusiasm and scepticism
about the ideals of the Soviet Union at the time of zastoy?’, a period of evident social and political
stagnation. Accordingly, more commemorations were arranged on the occasion of the 50 years of the
revolution in 1967, the centennial of Lenin’s birthday in 1970 and the Victory 30" anniversary in

1975%(Tumarkin 1994:28).

Ten years later, on 9 May 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev hosted the celebrations as the new general
secretary. As a grandiose event in the country’s main square, the parade served as a display of Soviet
military might and unequivocal patriotism, much like during the Brezhnev years. Likewise, it was “a
string of clichés” extolling the heroic liberation of Europe from fascism by the Soviets; and
congratulating war veterans in a Victory that was “embodied” in people’s past, present and future
(Tumarkin 1994:34). In the following year, Gorbachev started the “perestroika”, his reformist agenda
of social and political openness. The disclosing of the cruel episodes of the Stalinist and Soviet rule,
as well as the secret wartime agreements of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact*, provoked heated debates
amid a rapidly growing atmosphere of scepticism towards the regime and its multinational state. The
economic and political measures taken in the second half of the 1980s engendered a social crisis that
would culminate with the dissolution of the USSR in 1991. In 1990, by the of time the last Victory
Day celebration took place in the Soviet state, the War narrative was inexorably tainted by the
tumultuous happenings of the period, and the military parade was remarkably modest. Pictures of the
period show a clear reduction in Soviet symbolism in the decoration of the Red Square in comparison

to five years before (periskop* 2013e). In the official narrative, the mix of “self-pity and self-

41 Although not taking part in any fighting, he published a small book of wartime memoirs, Malaya zemlya, in 1978.

42 Literally, stagnation. The term refers to the long period of bureaucratic inertia in the USSR, lasting from Brezhnev’s
rule until perestroika in the late 1980s.

43 Surprisingly, there was no military parade on the occasion.

4 The Molotov-Ribentropp Pact was an agreement of non-agression between Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union.
Although this pact was widely known, its secret protocols were only revealed in 1989. These protocols established
two “areas of influence” in Eastern Europe, de facto prompting the Soviet invasion of the Baltic states and other areas
before the beggining of the war, and has been a topic of much debate and political discord up to the present day.

45 As this is an internet username, I decided to keep its original spelling (all in lowercase letters)
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congratulation that for so long had characterized the memorization of the war” was replaced by “raw
human memory” (Tumarkin 1994:188). Accordingly, Gorbachev’s speech on the eve of the Victory
Day 1990 emphasized much more the tragic aspects of the War period—the suffering of
incommensurable human loss backdropped by cruel state repression (idem. 196-197). The triumphal
“road to victory” was moderated by considerations on the ambiguous outcome of the liberation of the
Soviet land and Eastern Europe. Furthermore, Gorbachev affirmed the importance of wartime lessons
to be observed and followed in the present, adding to the discursive rationale a component that is
central to the War narrative in modern Russia. The Soviet narrative still resonated in Gorbachev’s
claim that “no one is forgotten, nothing is forgotten”, a maxim of the War cult.*® And yet, the bravery
of the Soviet people was perhaps the last undisputable element of a rhetoric that could no longer rely
on the Party, the leader, the political system or the internationalist ideology—the Victory Day had

become a “Russian” redemptive exploit.

4.2 The Victory narrative amid the discursive turmoil of the 1990s

In the aftermath of perestroika, the rapid unfolding of events provoked what Ryazanova-Clarke
(2008:223) calls a “fundamental shift in the symbolic order of the Russian discursive formations”. In
Laclau’s terms, what occurred was a major dislocation, or rather a set of dislocations, by which “the
very principles ordering society were thrown into question through a proliferation of events that could
no longer be contained within it” (Norval & Mijnssen 2009:40). Whereas Gorbachev’s liberalization
represented a watershed to Russia and the socialist camp as a whole, the impending collapse of the
Soviet metanarrative was evident and, along with it, much of the regime’s legitimacy (Gill 2011:226).
The remodelling of society meant that the common framing of reality based on the previous period
dissolved at the same time that new references were still being made, and the popular enthusiasm for
moving beyond the Soviet system encountered the emergence of more ambiguous, unexpected
elements. With the discrediting of the principles underpinning the development of a multi-ethnic
communist society under an authoritarian®’ political system, democratic and liberal aspirations
quickly began to coexist with nationalist tendencies, as well as with growing political and economic

instability throughout the region.

The struggle for power between Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin, the first elected president of the

Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic (RSFSR), illustrates the complex ‘“conceptual

46 These are the last lines of a 1959 poem by poet Olga Berggolts. Its words are inscribed in the Piskarevskoe memorial
cemetery, built in Saint Petersburg to remember the victims of the blockade of Leningrad, as the city was known at
the time of Soviet rule.

47 Officially, USSR claimed to have democratic regime, although not a bourgeois one.
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relationship”—both politically and symbolically—between the USSR and the Russian Federation
(Forest & Johnson 2002:258). The latter eventually prevailed after Gorbachev’s resignation and the
dissolution of the USSR in December 1991. However, the collapse of the Soviet system did not
preclude further unpredictability and dramatic changes in every sphere of social life, intensifying the
widespread feeling of “epistemological anarchy” (Wydra 2007:204). The failed communist coup
attempt on August 1991, aiming at reverting the reforms started by perestroika, strengthened the
growing aversion to the old regime and its symbols—the Party, Lenin and the Soviet state. Yeltsin
introduced new market-oriented reforms to accelerate the transition from the centrally planned
economy. These reforms came to be known collectively as a “shock therapy”, due to the radical
economic changes proposed, including the privatization of the gigantic amount of state-owned
property. With a background of continuing economic hardship and political fragmentation, both
USSR and the present state of affairs could not offer a positive role model to the collective symbolic
imaginary. Patriotism in the form of “Russianness” emerged as a convincing discursive referential at
the same time that elements such as “democracy” and “liberalism” began to fall into disrepute.
Whereas Tumarkin (1994:190) concludes that by 1990 the cult of the War was “manifestly finished
as an institution”, already in 1991 a revival of the positive aspects of the Great Patriotic War started
to occur. In a highly symbolic move representing the spirit of the time, an honour guard was
established by the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier*— contrasting with the removal of a similar guard
from the Tomb of Lenin a couple of years before (Forest & Johnson 2002:531). After a short interval,
the cult of the War was officially rehabilitated. The Victory Park in Moscow, a long-promised
complex intended by Soviet authorities to honour the memory of the War, started to be constructed
by Moscow’s mayor Yuri Luzhkov in a bid for popularity (Forest & Johnson 2002:532). President
Yeltsin, for the same reasons, took part in the official opening of the complex’s museum on 9 May
1993. In her analysis of the media, Ryazanova-Clarke (2008) illustrates the open scepticism towards
authority that pervaded this period of “heretical break” from the previous symbolic order.** In
coverage that that would have been unimaginable just a few years before, the media sarcastically
portrayed the president as an erratic ruler disconnected from his people—effectively, “an agent of the
collapse of the historical continuity” (idem. 227). Just a few months later, in October, the prolonged
constitutional crisis between the president and the parliament reached its peak with the shelling of the
White House® by order of the Russian president. The standoff between the two main representatives

of the democratization process was dire proof of the absence of “a national mythology” that could

48 Another of Brezhnev’s “inventions” to cultivate the memory of the Great Patriotic War.

4 From the perspective of the Essex school, that could also be called “a dislocation from the previous discursive order”.

30 The Russian White House was the headquarters Russia’s legislative powers (the Congress of People's Deputies and
its Supreme Soviet).
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attenuate their extreme polarization (Wydra 2002:208). As argued by Casula (2009), at the beginning
of the transition a wide range of elements, or demands, had merged under the major signifier
“democracy”!; as the central proposition (“abolition of the Soviet state”) was accomplished and the
constitutive outside (the “other”) unifying the democratic discourse (“Communism’) vanished, the

discourse quickly experienced destabilization (idem. 51).

From the perspective of discourse theory, the breakdown of the Soviet discursive order could only be
followed by the proliferation of a multitude of social, political and cultural orientations, since “the
more points of dislocation a structure has, the greater the expansion of the field of politics will be”
(Laclau, 1990:43). In other terms, the “field of the possible” (ibid.) enlarged substantially in a
relatively short period, providing more space for action and development of new identities as new
events eroded the previous political configuration. A brief period of fruitful experimentation emerged
with the openness of the Russian society—as in many other post-socialist countries. As such, much
of the symbolic sphere consisted of “floating signifiers”, unarticulated concepts that had no implied
commitment to a specific discursive structure. A good example of this bricolage is the appearance of
organizations such as the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR), which had neither of its
proposed attributes, serving instead the purpose of dissemination of the nationalist and xenophobic
ideas promoted by its leader, Vladimir Zhirinovsky. Notwithstanding, the main aspirations—
transition to liberal democracy and market economy—soon started to be superseded by disruptive
experiences—sharp increase in crime, the effective collapse of much of the economy and public
services, renewed ethnic and social tension. Accordingly, the discursive practices linking democracy

and novel attitudes to the social fabric with optimism and higher standards of living were undermined.

The now established tradition of annual parades commemorating the Victory Day was introduced on
9 May 1995. On that day, the Red Square held a “historical” parade where members of the armed
forces and veterans marched (periskop 2013a). In addition, a contemporary parade comprising heavy
military equipment took place during the official opening of the Victory Park—it was the only time
a Victory Day parade took place on that site. Even though the use of Soviet symbols was still present,
by the time of its 50" anniversary the Victory was regarded as an unambiguously Russian
achievement. The Victory Park itself includes a wide display of elements associated with Russian
traditional values, in particular Orthodoxy—Saint George®? is present both at the base of the main
monument to the Victory and as the patron of the complex’s church, as if separating the Victory from

Soviet state atheism. Church bells rang during the ceremony for the first time (ibid.). By making it a

3! The author refers to democracy as an empty signifier within its discourse. Although I do not necessarily share his view,
democracy indeed was taken for a panacea during the early stages of the transition.
32 Saint symbolically associated with victory over evil, and depicted in Moscow’s coat of arms.
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national celebration, the discursive practice supporting the ritual could do away with painful topics
such as the non-aggression pact with Nazi Germany, the purges and mass deportations promoted by
Stalin and, by association, the entire Soviet system. The national focus thus provided a less

controversial—if not more “humane”—narrative than that of the Soviet period (Forest & Johnson

2002:523).

Indeed, a clear “nationalistic turn” was witnessed in most, if not all, post-Soviet societies; this
predisposition was an predictable outcome of the search for a source of identity detached from the
previous regime, but still familiar to the collective imaginary, taking place in the post-Soviet (and
post-socialist) societies. Accordingly, the search for what Ryazanova-Clarke (2008:225) calls “a new
common sense” meant that while some old symbols where contested or completely disavowed, some
were also co-opted by the new discursive logics (Forest & Johnson 2002). In a society that used to
have principles actively and thoroughly inculcated by the state, the absence of unifying beliefs and
meaningful references resulted in a painstaking process of identity formation. As far as both
communist and liberal orientations were experienced as past- and present-time hardship, they could
not easily provide a unifying discourse. Accordingly, there was a gradual shift from anti-Communism
toward the country’s “uniqueness” and “special way” as the centre of the Russian political identity
(Perovic & Casula 2009a:22). Even so, this shift did not become established until much later, and the
quest for a “national idea” continued to be a constant in national debates, even as far as to become an
official competition in 1996, fruitlessly promoted by Yeltsin. Arguably, the only consistent aspiration

during the entire period was to achieve “normalcy”, no matter how vague its definition.

The introduction of annual celebrations of the Victory Day by the president was an effort to stimulate
a stable social practice in society, contrasting with a discursive order that was contested from every
direction and was, therefore, rather unpredictable. Political success depends on the extent to which a
group or entity manages to correspond to, or capitalize on, general tendencies in its society and “the
political” in general. The War memory was a readily available set of signifiers and, although not in
the scope of my research, indeed preserved much of Yeltsin’s legitimacy under the critical
circumstances of the second half of the decade. In this vein, already in his first 9 May speech in
1996, President Yeltsin makes a direct association between the effort during the wartime period and
traditional heroes of the Russian national historiography, from twelfth-century Alexander Nevsky>*
to Marshall Kutuzov, who led the fight against Napoleon’s invasion in 1812°°. From then until the

end of Yeltsin’s presidency in 1999, there was a gradual reshaping of the ceremony away from Soviet

53 In 1995 the official speech was delivered by Pavel Gratchev, the minister of defence

>4 Traditionally acknowledged as the first “hero” to defend the Russian lands from foreign invaders.

55 This war is the “original” Patriotic War; it is also usually referred to “Patriotic War of 1812” or “First Patriotic War”,
as its meaning was overshadowed by the War that gave birth to the myth studied in this work.
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symbolism. Military forms, ranks and symbols were changing back to pre-revolutionary ones, and by
the end of the decade several military schools had been renamed, merged or closed—also a possible
outcome of the serious economic crisis the country faced in 1998. The speeches were no longer
delivered from the top of Lenin’s mausoleum, as the Soviet leaders would do, but on a dais>® built in
front of it. The praising of the War heroes increased and direct mentions to the USSR eventually

disappeared in 1999 (periskop 2013a).

On the highest political level, the configuration of what in effect had become a strong presidentialist
system—a consequence of the 1993 crisis—did not prevent centrifugal forces inside the Russian
Federation from acting despite the central government. The Chechen republic in the north Caucasus,
officially part of the Russian Federation, had an uncertain status since the collapse of the Soviet
Union. Its invasion by governmental forces in 1994 resulted in a two-year war with an ambiguous
outcome for Russia, as local separatists obtained de facto autonomy in 1996. In the same year,

7 received

Yeltsin’s arduous re-election entailed that a group loosely defined as “oligarchs
prerogatives of extra-legal (personal) influence on the government, causing resentment among the
impoverished population. By the end of the decade, powerful governors emerged in oil-rich regions
in open defiance to Yeltsin’s—and therefore federal—rule (for more on the relations between the
central government and divergent forces, see Charap 2007). On the international level, the steady
decline in importance of the country became a self-evident truth in 1998, when it hit its lowest point.
The severe financial (and eventually economic) crisis of that year, along with NATO’s decision to
carry out an intervention in Serbia even with stark opposition from Russian leadership and society at

large, dissipated many assumptions of the remaining “objective” (military and economic) factors

defining Russia as a strong power.

These events, in particular the situation in Chechnya, were felt acutely in the Russian national
imaginary; as it became clear that the social and political chaos could degenerate into the
disintegration of the country, conservatism became a distinctive nodal point in its symbolic order.
Not by accident, one of the most popular figures of the late 1990s was Yevgeny Primakov; both as
foreign affairs minister (1996-1998) and prime minister (1998-1999), Primakov defended
“multipolarity” at a global level and “eurasianism” in Russia’s foreign policy as a way to consolidate
the country’s “special way” of development according to its uniqueness. Likewise, Gennady
Zyuganov, head of a now reformed Communist Party of the Russian Federation (CPRF), along with

the already mentioned Vladimir Zhirinovsky, also became popular politicians in the early 1990s,

%6 The platform raised during official ceremonials, where the authorities stand and deliver their pronouncements. In some
languages it is also called “tribune”, or “podium”.
37 The small group of “winners” during the privatization processes.
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remaining so ever since.

By the end of the decade, the erratic behaviour of the Russian leadership and society seemed to recede
into a more systematic pattern of values, beliefs and attitudes. On the discursive field, a distinct
combination of historical Russian elements, moderated by both Soviet and post-Soviet experiences,
was taking shape. The period that Forest and Johnson (2005:540) deemed the “critical juncture” for
the formation of a new collective identity was settling. At the same time that a symbolic “other” was
not yet being clearly defined, “normalcy” remained a privileged signifier in the social imaginary,
developing a discursive structure around itself. Initially, this articulation was either defined by
“negative” elements—pessimism and disapproval of the current state-of-affairs—or based on
truisms—such as social security, economic stability and preservation of the cultural heritage. Soon
enough, though, affirmative concepts such as “Russian” traditional values in the form of patriotism,
strong statehood and the Orthodox religion®® became articulated through uniqueness (the Russian

“special way) and conservatism, which in turn became the backbone of the discourse on normalcy.

By the presidential elections of 2000, all the major candidates and their supporting organizations had
incorporated, to varying degrees, these concepts in their party platforms, including the “atheist”, but
still influential, CPRF*°. The ballot was won by the incumbent head of state, Vladimir Putin; as
Yeltsin resigned on the last day of 1999, the then prime minister took office as the acting president—
not without first signing a declaration on “guarantees” for Yeltsin and his family. Therefore, Putin
held a privileged position that certainly played an important role in his victory (the legality of which
remained a disputed topic in some political circles). In any case, the new president was a virtually
unknown personality just one year before, when he was appointed to the post of prime minister as a
loyal supporter of Yeltsin—an important position in a cabinet that changed no less than four times in
the preceding 14 months. His political insignificance is likely to have played in his favour, as the
public did not associate him with the “troubled 1990s” (Perovic & Casula 2009a:21). In August 1999,
Prime Minister Putin officially launched a military incursion in Chechnya after a series of bombings
attributed to its rebels. In an atmosphere of terrorism paranoia, his uncompromising stance on the
fighting—which was later labelled the Second Chechen War—was “highly acclaimed” by the masses
and the leadership, who, in addition, saw the 1996 outcome as humiliating (Perovic & Casula
2009a:21). Indeed, the matter was shrewdly used by Putin’s administration at a time when the spectre

of political fragmentation was once again looming over the country’s national imaginary.

8 Much like the 18™M-century doctrine of “Orthodoxy (Pravoslaviye), Autocracy (Samoderzhaviye) and Nationality
(Narodnost’)” sponsored by the Russian emperor Nicholas I.

> A few years later, the communist leader Zyuganov would even defend that Jesus was the first communist. (Ivan Ivanov
2011).
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As the new arrangement of the discursive field was settling, the new forces in power represented—
or at least were acutely aware of—its prevailing aspects. In fact, the discourse of conservatism already
was articulated already during Putin’s election campaign (Prozorov 2005:124). Among his declared
intentions, the president argued for the disavowal of any kind of revolution or counter-revolution, in
what was deemed a “legitimist approach” (Sakwa 2010:29). The conservative momentum accepted
the transition to the market system and to democracy—or at least to a polyarchic system—as a fait
accompli, therefore endorsing most of the liberal reforms of the 1990s. As some sort of what Prozorov
(2005) calls “liberal-conservative” identity, this platform provided leeway to accommodate the

demands for predictability and order in a more opportune manner than under Yeltsin.

As I argued in the previous chapters, discursive structures are never fully closed entities, and the
relatively high support Putin received from the start owed much to the fact that his discourse closely
resembled that of the Russian political imaginary at the time. According to Sakwa (2008:216),
“normality” becomes the foundation of a “distinctively Russian” model of democracy with Putin.
Whereas it is impossible to calculate to what extent this is part of a conscious effort, some instances
of it are clearly designed to gain the public’s approval. This is the case with several rhetorical and
social practices, such as the “myth” of the Great Patriotic War. The (post-Soviet) GPW symbolism
epitomized many of the axioms that were perceived as essential to a gradual achievement of—or
return to—normalcy. As an intangible “asset” of Russian society, the investigation of the function of
the War narrative in Russian society must begin with the annual celebration on 9 May, its concrete
counterpart. I will now proceed to investigate this ritual—more precisely, its attendant presidential

speeches—in depth.

4.3 Presidential Speeches and the Victory Day ritual after Yeltsin

The Victory Day is the last of what is sometimes called “May holidays” (mayskie prazdniki), which
start on May 1% (Labour Day). As the first major holidays after the long winter, the population takes
the opportunity to stroll around the city, and 9 May includes many outdoor events. War veterans and
the general population gather at the Theatre Square, the Victory Park and the Tomb of the Unknown
Soldier—where a minute of silence is also held on that day. In the evening, a large set of fireworks is
displayed in the skies over the Kremlin. The weather in Moscow has so far been particularly generous
on 9 May, and only in four (2000, 2004, 2007, 2011) of the fifteen years analysed was the sky not a

deep blue—which could also be the result of cloud seeding by the Russian Air Force.

The Victory Parade at the Red Square is broadcasted live countrywide by one of the main channels—

and abroad by a few media outlets. This broadcasting is accompanied by two commentators, usually
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a man and a woman (but not always), presenting the parading units and the general unfolding of the
ceremony. Therefore, for a better contextualization, I also used video recordings of the ceremony.
The Parade ceremonial starts at 10am, with the ringing of the Kremlin bells. Immediately thereafter,
a small military company marches, displaying the Victory Banner® and the flag of the Russian
Federation. After that, the Minister of Defence meets the head of the Moscow Military District, and
they proceed with the official inspection of the parading troops. The Minister of Defence then reports
to the President of the Russian Federation, as the Supreme Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces,
who in his turn proceeds to deliver the presidential Speech at the Parade. It tends to be a rather brief
pronouncement congratulating the War veterans and the participants of the ceremony. It usually lasts

between 6-7 minutes in length, but on a few occasions like the Jubilees, it lasts up to 10 minutes.

The 2000 Speech at the Parade (SP) was the first one delivered by Vladimir Putin, and included much
of the practices and procedures established by his predecessors. On that account, all of the Speeches
studied in the period seem to follow a basic structure. They begin with the saluting of the “comrades”
in the armed forces, usually naming their ranks in an ascending fashion (soldiers, sailors, sergeants,
sub-officers, officers, generals, admirals).! The president also gives a distinct salute to the
“respectable” War veterans and finally to the citizens of Russia, sometimes presenting minor changes
in that order. During his delivery, the head of state comments on the War and its significance
nowadays. Usually, the president also addresses some contemporary issues—directly or implicitly.
Invariably, the Speech ends with the leader praising the armed forces, the War veterans, the country
and its people—the order and the groups praised change slightly in each Speech. Finally, the president
concludes his deliverance with the exclamation “hurray” (ura), to which the troops reply by repeating
it three times. After that, a military band performs the Anthem of the Russian Federation (sometimes
only instrumental, sometimes a capella, sometimes with both instruments and vocals). Finally, the
Parade itself starts, taking a little less that one hour for all the units to march through the Red Square,

along with military bands playing songs of the Soviet and the Russian Armed Forces.

The Speeches at the Reception (SR) take place in the evening at the opening of the gala reception
held inside the Kremlin State Palace. During the event, a banquet dinner is offered to the War
veterans, the higher members of the Russian government and foreign guests; representatives of the
media are also present at the occasion. Arguably, the president’s pronouncements during the reception
have a more intimate, if not less formal, style. Instead of “respectable”, the audience is often addressed

as “dear”. These Speeches finish with a symbolic toast in honour to Russia and its people, to the

%0 The flag which was folklorically displayed at the top of the Reichstag, after the capture of Berlin in 1945.

61 Using an example from 2000: “ToBapuuyu conjaThl U MaTpOChl, CEPKAHTHI M CTAPIIMHBI, TOBAPHINM OQHUIIEDPHI,
TeHepaJibl, aJIMUpallbl, yBaXKaeMble BeTepaHbl, rpaxkaane Poccun!”. As it has been noticed (Wood 2011), this is the
same opening used by Stalin during a speech in 1947, apart from the references to “veterans” and “citizens of Russia”.
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Victory, to the veterans’ health and, on occasion, to the army, to humankind’s future and to its
freedom. Unlike the Speeches of the Parade, these are not available in the Kremlin’s official website

for two occasions (2006-2007), and another has only a short press release (2011).

As explained in the methodology section, my analytical procedure consists of an initial, faithful
reading, and then an evaluation using the theoretical tools presented. Moreover, I present some social
and political events in the period between the annual holidays, using supportive documents and
making comparisons with the Speeches when appropriate. By the end of each chapter, I try to provide
a more comprehensive account of the Speeches and their development during the presidential term
analysed.®? The separation by presidential terms is for practical purposes, rather than an attempt at a
categorization according to different discursive practices and political orientations—even though that

is the case to some extent.

The statements analysed are present in the footnotes in Cyrillic, so that the reader can compare my
interpretation with the original. In order to preserve the accuracy and overall contextualization,  made
an effort to keep the footnotes as close to the quotations as possible, and to reproduce the statements
in their entirety—sometimes resulting in long footnotes. I mention the specific Speech I am
commenting on already at its beginning, so that the reader may know that the following footnotes
refer to the Speech under consideration, up to the point at which I move to the next Speech. With this,
I avoid the need to repeat the source on each footnote. Although the footnotes always quote the
original excerpt in Russian, when highlighting specific words in the body text I transliterate them,
thus causing no loss in understanding to the reader unfamiliar with the Cyrillic alphabet. When using
supporting material in the middle of the analysis (i.e. not a Speech), I keep the usual in-line
parenthetical citation; therefore, “ibid/idem.” will always refer to the previous in-line citation, and
not to the document (Speech) being analysed. Although I present the title of the Speeches at length
the first time, I often abbreviate the names when referring to previous Speeches in the middle of the
analysis. Finally, sometimes I highlight parts of the quotes by putting them in italics; this emphasis

is always mine, as the transcripts themselves have no marks in their content.

4.3.1 Putin’s first term (2000-2003)

The 2000 Victory Day Speeches were some of the first important public appearances of Putin since

62 The years are approximate, as the president takes office in the middle of a given year, in May. Accordingly, when
assessing the period between 2000-2003, Putin’s first term, the first months of 2004 are also implied.
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he took office in May 2000. It is worth noticing that on 9 May of the previous year, the leader was
not among the top echelons of the government, nor in the Parade’s official dais. It was a remarkable
date in that it commemorated the 55" anniversary of the end of the War amid the outset of a new one,
this time in Chechnya. The president, who officially started his presidential term just two days before,
was perceivably anxious, even as the former president was standing by his side, as if to emphasize
the legitimacy of his successor (periskop 2013b). The new president apparently also forgot to shake
hands with the Minister of Defence after his inspection of the parading troops (Stanislav Derkachev
2011f). In the Speech at the Parade (2000), the president equates Soviet and Russian patriots,
placing the veterans “in the same ranks with the new generation of defenders of the motherland”.%.
It is worth noticing that this is the last year that the veterans actually paraded on the Red Square, even
if not with the vigour and discipline of their younger counterparts (periskop 2013b). Moreover, the
president emphasizes the “habit of winning” of the nation and its people, including in times of peace,
which helps “our generation” in fostering the “Russian values of democracy and freedom” as well as

those of “economic strength and social well-being”®*

. He also gives a special greeting to the “fraternal
countries” of the contemporary Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS)®, with whom they
“defended peace” and “protected the big Soviet country” in the struggle of the Soviet people for the

“common victory”%®

. Unlike in the previous parades, veterans from 11 of the other former socialist
republics also paraded for the first time (idem.). The last remarkable aspect of the speech is the
declaration that the War memory will remain “a warning to those that consider terror and violence

2567

[to be] their main weapon™’. In this sense, Putin continues the tradition established by Gorbachev of

connecting a wartime lesson to the contemporary world.

The second speech of the day, as already mentioned, tends to take on a more intimate tone; it is
addressed to a selected group of war veterans and political figures. After a brief introduction on the
importance of the date, the Speech at the Reception (2000) gives a laudatory, slightly flowery
account of the human virtues and exploits prompted by “four years of the hardest war, four years of

deprivation and loss. But [also] four years of struggle, faith in oneself and the victory”. Next, Putin

63 “CerogHs Bbl B OJIHOM CTPOIO C HOBBIM MOKOJIEHUEM 3aIUTHUKOB PoquHED’

64 “[...]c BAMH MBI IPHUBBIKJIN TOOEXKATE. [...] Elie He pa3 oHa BEIPYYUT B MUPHOM KU3HH, IOMOKET HAIIEMY TIOKOJIEHHIO
BBICTPOUTH CHJIBHYIO, IPOIBETAIOIIYIO CTPaHy, BEICOKO HOJHUMET POCCHHCKOE 3HAMS IEMOKPATHH W CBOOOIHL. [...]
3HaeM, 4YTO MHp — 3TO, IPEXK/IE BCETO, MPOYHOCTh SKOHOMHUKH U OJaromnorydue groaei.”

%5 An organization formed by the former Soviet republics after the breakup of the Soviet Union. As of 20135, it had nine
full member states.

66 “Jlenn IToOeapl BMECTe C HAMM OTMEYAIOT B rocyaapcrBax COAPYKECTBA, M s CEPJEYHO TPUBETCTBYIO BETEPAHOB
Oparckux crpad. [Topox moGensl U pagocTs Modeabl y HAC OJHA Ha BceX. MBI BMeCTe OTCTOSUIM MUp, HE JajH
MIEPEKPONUTb HCTOPHIO, 3AIMUTWIN OOoJblIylo coBeTcKylo Pomuny [..] B Bammx pykax ciaBHOe 3Hams oOrmieit
IMoGenpL.”

67 «[...] Ho mamsaTh 0 Benukoit OTedecTBEHHON Tak ke OYJAET HAMYTCTBUEM BCEM JKUBYLIUM U MPELYIIPEKICHUEM —
MpegyNpexaAeHUEM TEM, KTO CYMTAET TEPPOP U HACUIHNE CBOUM ITIaBHBIM OpYyXKUEM™
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turns to the veterans, “you have not only destroyed the enemy and won. You lifted up a devastated

%8 Hence, the War narrative shows its opposite (perhaps secondary) trope: that of suffering.

country
Indeed, the triumphalist Great Victory coexists with a constant and painstaking effort towards the
successful outcome. The “faith in the victory” grants a metaphysical aspect to the account—and
possibly an element of Orthodoxy in an increasingly religious Russia. Finally, one cannot overlook
the assumption that the Victory was a conscious, individual effort—to some extent an anachronism,

as it implies a drive toward a specific political outcome in a period when the most urgent issue was

probably survival.

When referring to the earlier Parade, Putin recalls the “brotherly” effort of the warriors of different
republics in “the legendary Soviet Army”, regarding it as a unifying factor in a “common national
memory”®. It is interesting how the president uses the word “national” to refer to a country that does
not exist anymore; this is also embedded in the prevalent definition of the former Soviet countries as
“near abroad”’’, therefore denoting something on the outside, but not properly foreign. At the same
time, the “Russianness” of the efforts is also present, when the president affirms that “it is not possible
to measure [how great it was] what your [veterans’] generation did for Russia [...] each boy knows
about [the battle of] Stalingrad [...] essentially, every family has its [War] heroes”’!. As during the
Speech at the Parade, the president associates individual and national symbolic valour throughout
generations, which confers a distinctly patriotic tone to the commemoration. At the same time, the
account comes with a “cosmopolitan” view of the Soviet state and its population. As the commander-
in-Chief, Putin exhorts the veterans and military in general to be ready for the great parade
commemorating 60 years since the end of the War, to take place in 200572, With the GPW narrative
already an important aspect of Russian post-Soviet identity, the five-year notice given on his very
first VD speech is a good indication of the importance of the ceremony for the new leader. Finally,
the leader exalts the “immortal” Russian patriotism, linking its soldiers with those that survived “the

harsh 19417 and “the victorious 1945”.73

8 “4 rona camoii TpyHOU BOMHEIL, 4 Toja NMMenunit u notepb. Ho 4 rona 6opbObl M Bepbl B cebst U B 100e1y. Bol He
TOJIbKO YHHUTOXKHIIM Bpara U 1nooeuiii. Bl oHIIN pa3opeHHyto cTpany”

6 “TospK0 UTO BeTepaHsl JiereHnapHoit COBETCKOM APMHY MPOIIIH B OJHOM CTPOKO BMECTE CO CBOMMH OTHOTIOTIaHAMH,
BMECTE CO CBOMMHU 0OEBBIMU JpY3bsiMU U3 Oparckux ctpan Compyxecta. Bama npyx0a, Bame 60oeBoe OpaTcTBO
TIOMOTAIOT He TOJIbKO BaM. OHH U TIO Ceil JIeHb 00bEeINHAIOT HAITK HApObl. [TUTatoT 00IIYI0 HAIMOHAIBLHYIO MaMSTh.”

70 In Russian, 6aucnee sapybexcve

71 “[...] He M3MEPHUTHL BCETO, YTO CHAENANO Bamle TOKoJeHue s Poccuu [...] kaxaelii Manpuuinka B Poccun 3HaeT o
Cranmunrpane, 31aeT o Kypckoii ayre. [1o cyTu, B KaII0i ceMbe €CTh CBOH Tepou.”

72 “U xax BepxoBHblii [TaBHOKOMaH/YIOIIUI CTaBIIK0 BETEPAHAM 3a/1ady: BCEM BETEPAHAM — M TeM, KTO CErOJIHs ObLT Ha
KpacHoit miomaau, 1 TeM, KOro ceroitsi He ObUIO, BCEM FOTOBUTHCS K CIIEAYIOLIEMY Napaiy, Io0MIeHHOMY Iapany
1o ciyyvato mecruaecsituierus [lodenpr.”

73 “BeccMepTHa rOpOCTh HAPOJHAs M PYCCKMIl NATPUMOTH3M. Y MOTOMy HUKaKas CHJIa HE MOMKET MOOEIUTH PYCCKOE
Opy’KHU€, CJIOMUTb apMHI0. APMUIO, B CIIaBHOM UCTOpUU KOTOpOH bpecTckas kpenocTs U HeMOKOpeHHbIH JIeHuHrpan,
cypoBblii 41-if ron 1 nobenHbIN ro 45-i. 1 Teneps yxe 1 OecunciieHHbIE TIOIBUTH coJiaT HOBOM Poccun.”
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Just a few months later, the new president would face his first big challenge when the nuclear
submarine Kursk sank in August, killing the whole crew of 118 sailors and officers. The president’s
delay in reacting to the tragedy became the target of much criticism. In that same month, the Orthodox
Church canonized the Tsar Nicholas II and his imperial family. The rehabilitation of the memory of
those that embodied the antithesis of the revolutionary ideals of 1917 was not uncontroversial, though
it showed the country’s growing disposition to come to terms with its past, or at least with its remote
past. In the same vein, but in the opposite sense, a contemporized anthem was approved in December,
consisting of the melody of the Soviet anthem with new lyrics. In what can only be regarded as a
corollary of this “syncretic impetus”, in that same month the Imperial coat of arms and the Republican
tricolour flag became official symbols of the country Even if these symbols were already in use by
the government, these measures corroborate that the relation between the liberal-conservative

discourse and the communist past was “unproblematic” (Prozorov 2005:129).

In 2001, the Chechen War’* entered its third year, becoming part of the country’s daily life through
media coverage and official statements; at the same time, the fall of the space station Mir was a bitter
event to many. Even though it was a planned de-orbit, it still somehow reflected the downfall of
Soviet/Russian scientific achievement. Given the prevailing attitude at the time of pessimism in the
face of uncertainty, these events are likely to have further strengthened the symbolic value of stability

in Russian political discourse.

Like the Soviet satellite and its legacy, this year’s parade revealed at least two examples indicating
the end of some of the processes of transition towards a “new” Russia. First, Yeltsin was not standing
among the country’s leaders anymore, which seemed to match with a more collected, confident Putin.
Furthermore, for the first time, all of the former USSR Marshalls are wearing the Russian—instead
of the Soviet—military uniform (periskop 2013b). Finally, for the first time, the parading troops are,
this year, inspected by a civilian minister of defence, as demonstrated by his civilian clothing

(Stanislav Derkachev 2011c).

At the beginning of the Speech at the Parade (2001), Putin stresses the “holy duty” of protecting
the survivors of the war years, alluding to the wider call for safety and stability of the social fabric.”
In reflecting upon the wartime conditions and the “cost” of the Victory, the president hints at the
conflicting feelings that arise during what he calls a “celebration with tears in the eyes[, where]

greatness and sorrow merged forever”’®. At first, this antithetical construction highlights the contrast

4 When referring to this in Putin’s context, it implies the second Chechen war.

75 “T'om 0T roga Mbl ¢ 6OJIBLIMM BOJIHEHHEM YECTBYEM MOKOJIEHHE TToOeauTeNnel. Y Hall CBALIEHHBIH 10T — 3a60TUTLCS
1 obeperaTth CONIAT U TPYKCHUKOB ThLIIA TEX IPO3HBIX BOCHHBIX BPEMCH.”

76 “BoucTtuny 9 Mas — «pa3AHMK CO ClIe3aMH Ha IJla3ax». B HeM HaBcerja ClIWINCh BeJIM4Ke U Nevals’
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of the two main tropes of the War discourse. Nonetheless, Putin seems to dispel the apparent
contradiction by matching both signifiers under a common quality of solemnity; what initially was a
conflicting interaction becomes one of complementarity, with its parts mutually reinforcing the main
narrative. The collective effort during the War surpasses spatial and temporal barriers, since the
“national cohesion” heralded the global fight against fascism; common symbols, such as the red

banner of the Armed Forces, keep this memory alive through the years.”’

Putin claims that the victory in “the fairest war of the twentieth century, the liberating war for
sovereignty and independence of the Motherland” serves as a warning that “complicity with violence
and extremism leads to terrible tragedies”, reproducing the previous warnings on terror and
violence.”® Moreover, it hints at international politics when considering that “[one] cannot build a
safe world only for oneself, let alone at the others’ expense””’. In this sense, the War memory also
demands concrete action; passivity may lead to undesired outcomes, and cooperation must be the
base for a safe world. The claim that “to be [the Victory’s] inheritors is not only a high honour, but

first of all responsibility” is emblematic®.

Finally, the president reiterates the holy duty mentioned at the beginning, stating that the symbolic
“capital” obtained with the Victory still works as inspiration for the Russian people to overcome
obstacles and prompt them to “new heights of victory®!. Finally, it is also representative of the fading
of the old system the fact that in this year’s Speech there are no references to the Soviet Union and

the Soviet Army (periskop 2013b).

Later, Putin starts the Speech at the Reception (2001) by addressing those “who saved our
Motherland and the world from the ‘brown plague’”®?. Two terms here deserve a clarification: while
rodina can be translated as Motherland, in the present context it can mean both the “Russian nation”
and the “Soviet Union”. More interesting is the term “brown plague”, a derogatory term for Nazi-
fascism or extreme nationalism in general. This association with the colour brown is already well

consolidated in the Russian political arena®’.

77 “Y Haiero Hapo/a ObLIM TAKHE €IMHCTBO U BOJISL, UTO 3TOH CUIION ObUI IOAHAT Ha GOpOY ¢ (amuzmMom Bech MUD ... ]
B Hamm THU — Kak ¥ B T€ BOSHHBIE TO/IBI — KpacHOe 3HaMs BoopyxeHHbIx CHil CHOBA B CTPOIO”

8 “Mp1 moGemwM B CaMOW CIpaBeIIMBON BoliHe XX BeKa, B BOWHE OCBOOOIMTENHLHOW — 3a CyBEPEHUTET H
HE3aBUCUMOCTh Ponunsl [...] [E€ ypoku] mpeaynpexaaoT, 9T0 MOCOOHNYECTBO HACHIIMIO M DKCTPEMHU3MY BElET K
CTpAIIHBIM Tpareausm’’

7 “Bech OMBIT MOCIEBOEHHON NCTOPUH TOBOPUT: HENB3s MOCTPOMTE GE30IACHBIA MU TOJBKO Ui ce6sI, a TeM Goee — B
yiiep6 npyrum.”

80 “BriTh ee [[1oOeapl] HaCIeTHUKAMHU — HE TOJIBKO BHICOKAS YECTh, 3TO MPEXKIE BCErO OTBETCTBEHHOCTE.”

81 “I1 kanuran 3aBoesanHON umu [106eIBI CITYXKUT HAM ¥ TIOHBIHE, TTOMOTAET MPEOIONIEBATH TPYIHOCTH U UJTH BIIEPEL,

00513bIBaET K HOBBIM JI€JIaM, K HOBBIM TIOOEIHBIM BBICOTaM.”

[...] xTo cnac Hamry PonuHy ¥ Mup OT KOpUYHEBOH YyMBbI”

83 Similarly, the first years of Yeltsin’s rule faced strong nationalistic and communist opposition, labeled by government
supporters as the “red-browns” (kpacro-kopuuressie).

82 ¢
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The president identifies a progressive sense of commitment to the celebration, which each year
unifies the Russian people, “strengthens its soul” and “gives faith in our country”®. As such, he
implies the importance of keeping the symbolism and seeking inspiration in what will remain “the
most expensive, most bright and most remembered holiday of Russia”®’. Victory, therefore,
represents a moral triumph of the nation and its people. It suggests a common lesson, a certain
principle governing daily practice. As Putin said earlier at the parade, this means maintaining the
world’s “strategic stability”, in particular by not allowing the spread of local conflicts, which “give

286

birth to big wars”**—thus implying the urgent need to “contain” Chechen separatists.

On September 11, the attacks orchestrated by Islamic radicals against the United States of America
(USA) represented a watershed moment in international politics. In Russia, the event was
immediately associated with the conflict in Chechnya, and Putin reportedly was the first head of state
to contact his American counterpart to give his condolences. The similarities abounded in these
attacks, both in the methods used by the radical groups and in the blurred lines separating them from
the rest of Muslim world—at least in the worldview of terrified and, as a result, increasingly
belligerent leaderships in Washington and Moscow. Indeed, as the United States declared Russia to
be its most important ally on the global counter-offensive against terrorist groups, the Russian elite
saw itself in a “neo-Soviet” fashion, hoping to revive the Cold War framework in which two equally
powerful poles would settle global security issues by themselves (Hopf 2009:4). Regardless of the
shape it would take, the country’s elite saw the joint effort as a fortunate occasion for a rapprochement

between the two countries.

Against this background, the Speech at the Parade (2002) has a slightly different approach, as it
shifts the focus from the emotions evoked by the commemoration to a more explicit commentary on
the enemy and its behaviour. After his initial greeting, the president reminds his audience of the
“righteous war” and its “great Victory”, which was achieved at a high cost by the veterans, who “rid
the world of fear and gave it a future”.®” He then mentions some important events of the fight against
Nazi troops, such as the battles near Moscow, in Stalingrad and in Kursk, leading up to the enemy’s

defeat “in his own lair”.%® The enemy here is Nazism, or fascism as a whole. As with the “plague”

8 “Tox ot roma pacrer ero [nus 9 Mast 1945-ro roga] 00beIUHAIOWAS CHIIA. [...] BO3BBIIAET HAIl HAPOJI, YKPEILIAET €r0
IyX [...]. OH maeT HaM Bepy B CBOIO CTpaHy.”

85 “IT0T Mpa3THUK OCTAETCS CAMBIM JIOPOTHM, CAMBIM CBETIIBIM U CAMBIM ITAMATHBIM B Poccun.”

86 “Ceronns Hala riaBHas 00S3aHHOCTE — XPAHUTH CTPATETHYECKYIO CTAOMILHOCTE B MUPE, HE JIOIYCTHTh PACIION3aHUS
JIOKAJIbHBIX KOH(IUKTOB — KOH(QIMKTOB, U3 KOTOPBIX POXKIAOTCS OOJBIINE BOWHEL.”

87 «Yke 57 et OTHENAIOT HAC OT JHS OKOHYAHUS npaBeHol BoiiHbl M Benukoii [To6enpl. Ho 3ta mobena namace Ham
CTpAIIHOW IICHOM — IIEHOW JKM3HU HAIMX OTIOB M JACAOB [...] [OHU] M30aBWIM OT CTpaxa MUpP U HOJAPWINA eMy
Oynyiee”

88 “B 41-M MBI OCTAaHOBHUIIM €T0 371eCh, M0 MockBoii. B 43-M — ciomanu xpeber nox CramunrpagoM u Kypckom. B 45-
M — 100 ero B COOCTBEHHOM JIOTOBE.”
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mentioned in the previous Speech at the Reception, it is once more devoid of any trace of humanity—
this time, as a being that inhabits a lair or a den. Moreover, Putin equates the “old” enemy with new
ones, as “the forces of evil and violence [...] now have new names, but old habits. [...] At any
moment they can become as dangerous as Nazism™*°. The discourse progresses from vague warnings
to a tangible sense of menace, while underscoring the memory of those days as a lesson about the
present threat. Therefore, “international inertia and unjustified leniency only helped fascism to grow
stronger [...] the only way to counter these threats is through the union of efforts of countries and the
will of their people. [...] We again unite against our common threat. Its name is terrorism”. Two
distinct entities—the Nazi and the terrorists—are articulated into a common concept of existential
threat under a logic of equivalence; the “habits” mentioned before function as the main element
linking an emerging challenge with a historical one, whereas other elements—such as their historical
and ideological context—are downplayed. The rhetoric against inertia suggests the “moral failure of
appeasement”, a recurrent argument in post-War politics, also used in defence of humanitarian

intervention (Bell 2006:16)

As already mentioned, this was the first Victory celebration after the September 11 attacks took place
in the United States, and the urge to combat “terrorism” had gathered momentum in the international
agenda of several countries. The link with the Nazi invaders not only intensified the perception of
terrorism as the single most dangerous threat to modern Russia, but also provided for renewed
possibility of cooperation with the European continent and North America against a common enemy,
akin to that of the War years. In this vein, it is interesting to note the initial praise of the Soviet
veteran, not only as fighting for their own freedom but also for the “independence of other nations™.
The War and its memory play a special role in bringing different nations together. Putin argues that

the present situation urges the Russian people to act, and to show cohesion and love for the country

as they did in those years.”!

During the Speech at the Reception (2002), Putin uses a more assertive tone in dealing with the
state-of-affairs of the country and the significance of the Victory celebration. When referring to a
terrorist bombing that occurred in Kaspiysk earlier on that day, Putin calls the culprits “scumbags, to

whom nothing is sacred”®?. The explosion happened during the city’s military parade, in conspicuous

8 “Cunpl 371a 1 HACHIIMS BHOBb M BHOBB BO3HMKAIOT HA 3eMJIE. Y HHMX CETOIHS MHBIE UMEHA, HO CTAphIE MOBAMKH. [...] B
TM00YI0 MHHYTY OHH MOTYT CTaTh CTOJIb )K€ OMACHBIMH, KaK U Hallu3M.”

%0 “ITpuBETCTBYIO BCEX, KTO CAMOOTBEPKEHHO GOpoics 3a Ty [TobGeny, Goposicst Ha PPOHTE U B ThLTY, CPAXKAJICS 3a CBOKO
Ponuny, 3a cB0001y M HE3aBUCHMOCTh JPYI'MX HApOJI0B.”

1 “Bpemst TpeOYET MOCTYIIKOB M OT HAC. MBI JIOJDKHBI YECTHO paboTaTh, yBaxkaTh U cels, u cBoto Poxuny. [...] Takoe xe
€IMHCTBO HY)KHO HaM B MUPHOH JXM3HHU U cerofHs. B aTom 3anor nocroitnoro 6ynymero Poccun.”

2 “Ho maxe ceroiins BO BpeMs npasaHoBanus B Kacmuiicke mporpemen B3pwiB. [...] Y 3T0 mpecTyruieHHe ceroHs
COBEPILNIN NOJOHKH, JUI1 KOTOPBIX HET HUUETO CBATOro.”
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defiance to the government’s authority and its symbols. With this perspective, the president equates
terrorists with the Nazis, “just as dangerous, inhumane and bloody (murderous)”, reminding people
of the War order to “crush the vermin”®*. This harsh condemnation and the vulgar wording employed
reflect not only the more reserved (and perhaps less formal) setting where the Speech takes place,
put also aims at persuading the audience of the gravity of the threat. At a moment when terrorism is
a sensible topic worldwide, the war in Chechnya provides the president with moral authority in
leading the fight against international terrorism—hence, his outspoken attitude. Warning against
“disunity” in facing global threats, as in the early years of the War, Putin envisions a solid coalition

of allies against the common threat, like the one that led the Allies to the celebrated Victory.”*

Framing the separatist conflict in the Caucasus within the emerging menace of terrorism at a global
level proved effective. Whereas the campaign on Chechnya was often criticized at international fora,
the novel circumstances after the 9/11 attacks suddenly opened new possibilities for cooperation
between Russia and the United States to an extent unimaginable after the conflict in Serbia in 1998.
For the first time since then, the articulation around “normalization” could draw an important element

back within its range—the international prestige of being a major player or a “great power”.

Cooperation plans aside, the threat posed by terrorist acts was mainly a domestic issue in the Russian
Federation, and continued to be a major challenge for the country and its political leadership. In
October of that year, 40 Chechen fighters took more than 800 people hostage in a theatre in Moscow.
The crisis ended three days later with the Russian Special Forces storming the building, which
resulted in over 100 casualties aside from the terrorists. Notwithstanding the recklessness of the
government’s reaction, the operation received support from many sectors of Russian society, some
hoping that the uncompromisingly confrontational policy towards the rebels would end the conflict.
The Russian offensive in Chechnya continued until March 2003, when the pro-Moscow government
adopted a new constitution for the Chechen republic, gaining control over much of its territory;

nevertheless, the conflict would continue for several years with guerrilla warfare.

In the international arena, the Russian prospect of a strategic partnership evaporated with the same
readiness with which it had first appeared. If the 2001 intervention in Afghanistan met no resistance
from the Russian leadership, the same could not be said about the proposal of overthrowing Saddam
Hussein’s rule in Iraq two years later. The United State was determined in sending troops to that

country, based on questionable allegations that it was concealing weapons of mass destruction and,

93 «[...] TeppopH3M CPOJHH HALU3MY: TaK K€ OIACEH, TaK € OECUENOBEYEH M TaK K€ KPOBaB [...] IIOAH ILIK HA BOMHY,

moMHs 0 npusbiBe: «Pa3naBu raguny!».” The word raguna (gadina) literally means “reptile”.

[...] 9TO pa3rpom Hanu3Ma Aancs MUPY MUJLUTHOHAMH YEJIOBEUYCCKHX JKEPTB, THOCIIBIO TOPOJIOB, PA3PYIICHUEM LIEITBIX
rocynapcTs. U Ta 1ieHa — pe3ysibTat pa3oOLMICHHOCTH CTPaH, KOTOPBIC HE CYMEIH BOBPEMs OObEAUHUTHCS U OLICHUTH
BCEOOIIYIO OMAaCHOCTh MUPY. [IpouHas KOAIUIUs COFO3HUKOB CTalla MOCIEAHUM YAapoM 1o (amusmy.”
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on that account, sponsoring terrorism. Putin and the Russian leadership considered the move an
attempt to promote regime change motivated by geopolitical considerations, and only marginally
related to international terrorism, if at all. The “unilateral disregard of Russia’s interests” by the
American leadership in this and other stances ended the “neo-Soviet” standpoint of the Russian
leadership, along with its universalist pretensions (Hopf 2009:4). Nonetheless, the same did not
happen to the broader collective imaginary. The signifier “great power”, once back to its traditional
association with “Russianness”, and to a lesser extent “stability”, remained a central element of the
articulation on “normalcy” in Russian national consciousness—and also brought renewed emphasis
on its “uniqueness”. Therefore, “great power” was to be assessed independently from, or in spite of,

its western counterparts.

Accordingly, the national pursuit of “stable” references from history increasingly became a more
concrete attempt at emulating past practices. Inasmuch as it could be regarded as another aspect of
the “normal” development of things, Russian society has sought legitimacy in its inherited political
might and international prestige. Some of the remarks made by 2003’s 9 May Parade commentators
are illustrative. Not only do they mention the “simplification” of the annual ritual, probably in
reference to the discontinuation of Soviet symbolism, but they also remark on the absence of heavy
machinery on the Red Square, even though that has been the case since the Soviet VD Parade of
1990—perhaps foreshadowing the reestablishment of this practice a few years later. Furthermore,
the commentators declare this year that one of the functions of the Parade is to demonstrate the
country’s military power and defence readiness (Stanislav Derkachev 2011e). This stands in clear
contrast with the commentaries made during the Parades held in the late 1990s—in particular that of
1997, when the commentator explicitly rejected the idea that the parade served as a display of military

might (periskop 2013a; periskop 2013b).

From the very beginning, the Speech at the Parade (2003) praises the efforts of those who tread
“the terrible, but victorious path” of saving its homeland and liberating other countries. The “heroic
victory” was achieved as “the mighty Wehrmacht [war] machine was stopped”, and “the strong,
arrogant and ruthless enemy” was crushed, even though he had subdued all of Europe, assured of his
“success”. In a crescendo of epicness, Putin concludes that this critical point took place “here — in
our land”. It is noteworthy that the president labels the enemy’s possible conquest as a success; the
word victory is thus exclusively reserved for the Great Patriotic War—which he describes as a period

29 ¢¢

of “fearlessness”, “strengthening of the soul” and “the triumph of honour”.”> As during SP 2000, this

93“Cero/iHsl MbI UECTBYEM M BCIIOMHHAEM TEX, [...] KTO MPOIIEN TSKENBIH U CTPALIHEIN, HO MOGEIHBIN MyTh, KTO BHICTOSLT
u oropocun dammcroB ot rpanul] OredectBa. OcBoOOIMI ApyrUe CcTpaHHI [...] 58 ner Hazam Obula onepxkaHa 3Ta
reponueckass [loGena. Bputa ocraHoBieHa MoOIHAs MalllMHA BEPMaxTa, YHUYTOXXCH CHJIBHBIH, HaJMEHHBIH |
0e3xaJoCTHBIN Bpar. Bpar, koTopblii He coMHeBaJcs B ycrnexe M yxe nokopus Bcio Epory. Ho Obun ciomiien.
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year’s Speech also mentions the role of “all the nations of the multinational Soviet Union” in this
effort, adding that “all the brother countries from the Community of Independent States celebrate
their veterans today”. After an absence of two years, CIS countries are back to the main narrative.
All the fighters of the Soviet land shared “one purpose — crush the enemy, return home and raise the
country from the ruins and ashes.”®Akin to SR 2000, the War outcome comes up as a conscious

intention in the mind of its participants.

This time, the president discusses the “lessons” of the War at length, elaborating on the need to
remember “why the fascists appropriated the right to decide the destiny of the world [...] [as they]
imagined themselves the creators of history and expected to remain unpunished”. At the same time,
he again identifies “inertia and omission” as the main political mistakes allowing the conflict to take
place. This time, instead of addressing the historical cohesion of the Soviet people, Putin envisions
the cohesion of “civilized countries” against the new serious and global menace of international

terrorism. Therefore, the War is to be emulated to once again overcome a time of tribulation. *’

Later, during the Speech at the Reception (2003), the president is enthusiastic in praising the date
as the “sacred holiday, the day the bloodiest War ended”. It marks the moment “our people”
triumphed “over barbarism and violence” and “the greatest justice in the world’s history came true”.”®
Putin continues with the exultant tone, claiming that those who survived the “unbearable hardships”
of the War set an example of “faith, unity and pursuit towards the best”, which is needed even today.
Yet current problems, the narrative goes, while complex, “are not comparable with those of the War
period. We can and must solve them”.”® Putin has confidence in the veterans, who, as survivors of

the heroic saga, know the “whole truth” of the War—the meaning of “real friendship”, as well as the

memory of those who did not survive it. He then finishes his pronouncement by attributing the victory

Crnomnen 31ecs — Ha Hamie ¢ Bamu 3emie [...] Bemmkas OtedecTBeHHas — 3T0 »3moxa OeccTpamusi. ITO BpeMs
MIOJIBUTOB, BPEMsI YKPEIUIEHUS 1yXa U TOPKECTBA 4eCTU.”

% “Bce maposibl MHOTOHaNMOHAILHOTO CoBeTckoro Cor3a BHECIH CBOI BKJIaJ B 00LIyt0 Komwiky [lo6easl. U motomy
cerogHs BO Bcex Oparckux crpaHax CopapyxectBa HesaBucumbix I'ocynapcTB mO3ApaBisiiOT  BETEpaHOB-
nobenuresnei. [..]Torna OblIa aUIIb O/THA LIEJIb — Pa3TPOMHUTH Bpara, BEpHYThHCS JOMOH U MOJHATH U3 PyHH U IeIia
cTpany.”

97 “B 31n qHM MBI 00pamiaeMcst K ypokaM BOWHBL. MbI 00s3aHbI IOMHHTh, KaK OHa HAYMHANIACh, U HE BIPaBE 3a0bIBATE,
moyeMy (ammcTel NPUCBOWIM cebe MpaBo pemaTh Cyas0bl MUpa, CyAbOBI IPYTHX CTPaH W HApOAOB, MOYEMY
BO3OMHIJIM ce0sl TBOpLIAMH HCTOPHH M HAAESINCh OCTAaThCs Oe3Haka3aHHBIMHU [...] Bepkupmanme m OesnmeiicTBue
MEXIYHAPOIHOTO COOOIIECTBA MO3BOIMIIN HALMCTAM BECTU CeOs arpeCCHMBHO M HAro. [...] IMeHHO CIIOYeHHOCTh
moMoria nmodeanuTs ¢pamn3M. ITOT HOUCTHHE OECIIEHHBIH ONBIT €IMHCTBA HYXKEH M B HAIIM JHA. B Mupe mosBuiack
HOBag Ii100aJbHASA U OYEHb Cephe3Has OMACHOCTh — MEXIYHAPOIHBIN Teppopu3M. i IpOoTHBOIEHCTBHSI eMy HaJ0
COCIMHHTH YCHIINS BCEX IIMBHIIM30BAaHHBIX CTpaH.”

98 “CeroJHst Mbl OTMEUYAEM CBSIIEHHBI Pa3HUK — J€Hb OKOHYAHUs CaMOH KPOBOMPOJIUTHOM BOMHEI [...] 9 Mas 45-ro
Halll HapoJl OJieprKall modexy Haja BapBapcTBOM M HacwimeM. Hax crpaxom u Gosbto. M B 3TOT neHb cBepLIMIACH
BeJIMYaiiias crpaBeyInBOCT B MUPOBOI UCTOPUU.”

9“Haimu oTIBI M JE/bI TTPEOIONENN HEBBIHOCUMBIE TATOTHI M UCTIBITaHUsA. VX OMBIT BEPHI, €MHCTBA U CTPEMIICHHE K
Jy4lieMy Kak HUKOIJa HYXHBI HaMm ceronHs. Ilepen Hamu emie Hemalo clIOXHBIX npoOieMm. Ho 31o mpoOiemsl
MUpPHO# %u3HN. OHM HECPAaBHUMBI C BOCHHBIMH. MBI MOKEM U 00s13aHbI UX PELINTh.”
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over the enemy to the veterans’ “stoicism, patience and great love of the country”, virtues that should
help the people today “in the construction of the new Russia”.!®’ In regards to the positive role
“patience” plays on the personal level, it is worthwhile to compare it with the categorical reprimand

on “inertia” and “omission” as factors leading to tragedies, as stated in the earlier Speech.

Given the circumstances, it is surprising that this Speech makes no mention of terrorism; moreover,
it stands in stark contrast to the statements made in the previous year, when attacks were carried out
during a 9 May parade. Overall, the intimate nature of this presidential address coexists with a
didactic—if not moralistic—undertone, raising the attributes of the wartime struggle to the status of
dogma; as in Lincoln’s (1989) definition of a myth, it conveys not only truth, but also paradigmatic
truth. In this vein, the tale of a victim who becomes a winner, in this case collectively represented by
the Soviet people, serves as a source of inspiration for the practices that govern everyday life in
Russia. Nevertheless, the present-time hardships faced across the country should not be equated with
the ones of that period, as the “truth” of the War remains ultimately incomprehensible to those who

did not experience it first-hand.

Later that year, the unofficial war Putin waged against the structure of powers that existed parallel
to, or despite of, the central government, was coming to a critical point. Since the beginning of his
office, the president condemned what he saw as excessive influence of regional and economic elites
on the government. In regards to the first, the new government conducted a series of reforms—
changes in the mechanism of election of members of the upper house; the creation of federal districts
directly subordinated to the president—which considerably reduced the power of the governors.
Concerning the second group—Iloosely defined as “oligarchs”—the measures taken were much more
controversial. Already in 2000, the president took over two national TV outlets owned by influential
magnates, in a move that signalled to the economic elite that it should stay out of politically sensible
activities, such as mass media. In 2003, the government started to harass Mikhail Khodorkovsky,
owner of the oil company Yukos. The government opened a case on fraud and tax evasion against
the oligarch; as Khodorkovsky had political aspirations for the presidential elections of 2004, the
criminal case and eventual arrest were widely regarded as politically motivated. In fact, whereas most
of the initiatives executed during the power struggle were not technically illegal, their execution often
included a selective application of the law—a condition that Sakwa (2010:18) calls
“paraconstitucionalism” or “dual state”. Nonetheless, with these manoeuvres, the president managed

to curb the political influence of the oligarchs at the same time that it regained control of key sectors

100 “Bpr 3HaeTe BCIO TIpaBy BOWHBL 3HAETE, 4TO 3HAYMT HACTOSAIIAS JPYk0a M HaJEKHOE TUIEH0 ToBapuma. [loMHuTe
TeX, KTO mai Ha roje OutBbl. KTo 3aMydeH B KoHIUIarepsx, norud ot xonona u panenuil. [...] Toraa, B 45-m, Bam
TIOMOTJIM O/I0JIETh Bpara CTOMKOCTh, TEPIICHNE U BeluKas J11000Bb Kk OteyecTBy. [lycTh OHM COITYyTCTBYIOT BCEM HaM
U CETOJHsI B CTPOUTENbCTBE HOBOM Poccun.”
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of the economy (Perovic & Casula 2009a:19). Interestingly enough, this state of affairs did not face
substantial disapproval in public opinion. They were not in conflict with the central demand of
stability and, in general, the public approved of the professed “dictatorship of the law” proposed at
the beginning of the presidency (Putin 2000). Even the concentration, or verticalization, of power,
was likely to be perceived in a positive way, as political polarization was strongly associated with
the uncertainty of the 1990s. Under the banner of “conservatism”, the president could present himself
as an arbiter, a “new” force standing beyond the confrontation between a nationalist left and a liberal
right (Prozorov 2005:124). In the legislative elections of 2003, the officially supported party, United
Russia, obtained a little more than one third of the seats in the Duma, making it the largest party in

the country.

It is not surprising, therefore, that a “neutral” custom such as the commemoration of the Great
Patriotic War could be a particularly important tool for building consensus. At the same time, there
were no guidelines as to how this could be achieved. Despite the clear importance Putin personally
attributed to the date, the frequent reordering of the parading troops and its symbols (the Russian
flag, the Victory banner) gives the feeling that the organizers were sometimes “experimenting” with
the ceremony (periskop 2013b). Something similar occurred to the use of Soviet symbology. It was
evident that the politically motivated art designed to stimulate civic activism—also known as
agitprop—had vanished with the old regime. Even so, in 2000, the parading military institutions were
still “completely dominated” by Soviet symbols and banners (ibid). The retiring of these elements
occurred gradually, in an unsystematic process. To a large degree, it reflected the ongoing
reorganization of the remainders of the Soviet past in the military institutions—such as their

renaming, mergers and closures.

Putin, in contrast to his predecessor, used laudatory words from the beginning (SP 2000) when
referring to the communist period, the “big” Soviet country and the “legendary” Soviet army. This
being said, the explicit mention of its role on the War account does not seem to follow a specific
pattern. In 2001, there were no references to anything “Soviet”; by contrast, Putin mentions the
“Soviet people” and its exploits twice at the Speech at the Reception (2002) and mentions the Soviet

Union when addressing the CIS countries at the Speech at the Parade (2003).

Since Yeltsin left office, or even before that, several elements that were co-opted by competing
discursive practices in a disorderly fashion, slowly started to stabilize. To a certain degree, the
emerging order around “normalcy” was a natural reaction of a society lost in transition, weary from
successive vicissitudes. At some point, this order gathered such importance as to be assimilated by

the country’s leadership. This helps explain the swift actions taken by Putin as soon as he came to
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power, in pursuit of governability and restoration of country’s national pride. It is beyond dispute
that a steep increase in the inflow of petrodollars, the revenue made by the country’s oil exports,
provided the government with the means to enact its policies. Whereas direct confrontation attracted
much attention in the President’s struggle for power, the fortuitous availability of a considerable
amount of resources aided this pursuit in a much subtler (and possibly more effective) manner—the
“rent distribution to various elite factions” (Perovic & Casula 2009a:22). In practice, this was the
tolerated equivalent of bribery. In this respect, this course of action often came along with a clear
disregard, if not dismissal, of many of the rules and procedures established in the transition to a liberal
democratic society with a market economy. Regardless of the assessment made of the period, as Putin
approached the end of his first term, “it was clear that the country would not follow the path that

western observers expected or hoped for” (ibid.).

4.3.1 Putin’s second term (2004-2007)

In the aftermath of the 2004 Russian presidential elections, Putin was re-elected with over 70% of the
valid votes. As in 2001, there was considerable evidence of fraud in the voting process, which
prompted members of civil society and external observers to claim that the election was rigged. In
any case, there was little doubt that the misuse of the state apparatus and biased coverage of the
candidates by the (now) predominantly state-controlled mass media outlets influenced the outcome
of the elections. Notwithstanding, the president’s conduct was generally approved by the population,
who benefited from the favourable economic scenario and the introduction of social policies aimed
at improving their standard of living. As mentioned, the discursive order had become more stable
than ever since the collapse of the Soviet system, which contributed to a secure status for the president
and his group, at least as long as they kept to its main elements. These were “stability”,
“conservatism” “Russianness” and “great power”, which would supposedly lead the country to an
(imprecisely defined) “normalcy”. Inasmuch as the centralization of power did not disrupt this
structure, it would not be directly opposed among the mass of the population; moreover, it provided

the president new resources and more leeway to implement his own policies.

Two days after his inauguration for a second term, Putin delivers his first Speech at the Parade
(2004) as usual, saluting the War veterans as “those who brought Victory to each of our homes, saved
their motherland and defended the independence of other countries, who gave the world peaceful

lives, comfort and freedom™!°!. Without sparing words for the occasion, the leader unequivocally

101 “TIpuserctByt0 Bcex, kto B 45-M npunec [loGemy B Kaxublii Haml oM, KTO Clac CBOK POJMHY M OTCTOSI
HE3aBHCUMOCTH JIPYTUX CTPaH, KTO TOapUIJI MUPY JKU3Hb, IIOKOH U cBOOOIYy.”
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refers to the Victory as “the apex of our glory”, and proceeds with a justification: “namely our country,
our army inflicted on Nazism the definitive blow”.!%? The familiar description of the Soviet Union as
our land this year is expanded to include a concrete our country; in addition, for the first time the

president claims that the Red Army is “ours”.

In an account of the tragedy and virtue witnessed during the War, the president states: “today, after
decades, we honour the personal feat of each [one] [...] All those, who gave their lives, defended the
unconditional right of the country to be a free country'®’, and gave the planet the day which separated
peace from war”.!® Considering that in 2001 both triumph and sorrow were equated by the gravity
of the event, in this year the triumph of the motherland in exchange for the life of its defenders comes
up as a logical consequence. The Victory Day is presented as a “common celebration” of Russia and
the other CIS countries, whose people fought side by side in “the horrible war against Nazism”. On
that account, the veterans of these countries “remember their turbulent youth. For their holy friendship
there is no and cannot be any border”.!% This final statement links the symbolic with the concrete
and the personal with the collective: the common memory of the War survivors is stronger than

political boundaries, and the common Victory ritual assures that it will remain as such.

Next, Putin addresses the “lessons” of the Second World War. In remembering the 60'™ anniversary
of the opening of the “second front”—an allusion to D-day and the allied invasion of Normandy—
the president reasons that the “final blow” on Nazism came only after combining forces. Even so,
fascist ideals still linger in the world—now added to the “no less terrible evil” of international
terrorism—and the global community ought to give terrorism “a fitting rebuff” and save the world
from this “plague”.!% Finally, the president stresses that this “day of national union” also compels
the present generation to match up with that of their parents and grandparents, and its virtues—among

these, Putin cites “to win and be the best!?” in everything”.!%

102 “9 mag — 5T0 BepuMHA Hauiel caBbl [...] [TOMHHM, 4TO MMEHHO Halla CTPaHa, HAIld apMUsl HAHECHA HAIU3MY
pelaromuil COKpYIIUTENbHBIN yaap, MOBEprila ero B mpax, npeaonpeaenuia ucxoq Bropoit MupoBoii BOWHBL.”

103 The original word (derzhava) means/denotes a powerful, great/strong nation.

104 “Y ceroams, crycTs JIECATUIIETHS, MBI YTHM JIMYHBIH TOJBUT KaXKJOTO, BIOMUHAEM BCEX, KTO OCTAICS Ha TOJISIX

cpakeHHH, ObLT 3aMy4YeH B Jarepsx, yMep OT rosiojia ¥ paH. Bcex, KTO OTAaB CBOM JKM3HHM, OTCTOSUI Oe3ycIoBHOE

IIPaBO CTPAHBI OBITH CBOOOIHOM Jep)kaBoil, M MOJAPHII IIJIAHETE JIeHb, OTJCIUBIINI MApP OT BOHHEI.”

“Oro obummii mpa3gHuK HapoaoB Poccum u crpan CoapyxectBa HezaBucmmeix ['ocymapctB. Mbl Oblin BMecTe B

cTpamHOi Ooprbe mpotmB HammsMma [...] W Berepansl Bemmkoit OTeueCTBEHHOW — OHHM BCIIOMHHAIOT TPO30BYIO

MOJIOJIOCTh, BCIIOMHUHAIOT CBOMX OFHOMOIYaH. /I MX CBATOH IpyXOBI HET M HE MOXKET OBITh HUKAKUX I'PaHHI.”

“CeromHAIIHAS JaTa — €Ile OJMH MOBOJA 00paTUThCA K ypokaMm BTopoil MupoBod. MBI 3HaeM, Kak 3apoKmajcs

¢amm3M. 1 9To OKOHYATENBHBIN yAap M0 HAIM3MY MHpP CMOT HAHECTH, TOJIBKO 00BeIUHNUB ycuiusL.[...] B aTom romy

MBI BMecTe OyzieM oTMedaTh 60-1eTue OTKphITHS BToporo ¢poHTa. Ho 1 ceroHs Mbl HE BIIpaBe 3aKpbIBaTh IJ1a3a Ha

TO, YTO elle T'YJISIOT 10 MUPY M HAIMCTCKas CBacTHKa, W uaen ¢ammsma. M 4ro Kk HUM npuOaBUIOCH HE MEHee

CTpaIllHOE 3JI0 — MEXIYHapoaHBIH TeppopusM. [...] 3agaya Bcero MHpOBOIO cooOIIecTBa — AaTh TEPPOPHUCTAM

JOCTOMHBIN OTIIOP, N30aBUTH MHUP OT 3TOH 3apasbl.”

Literally, “to be the first” (byt’ pervym)

108 < TOPIUMCS TEM, UTO Y HAC €CTh TAaKOH JIeHb, I€Hb HAILIEr0 HALIMOHAJILHOTO eAUHEHHUS. [...] OH 3aCTaBIIsIeT paBHATHCSA
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As during 2000 (SP) and 2003 (SR), at the Speech at the Reception (2004) the president accredits
intentionality to the Soviet combatants, who “dreamed to reach the Victory”—both at the time when
they were “driving the enemy out of the native land” and when they were “liberating Europe from
him”. Not only that, they were fully aware that “justice triumphs” and that “retaliation will be
inevitable”.!® Arguably, the War narrative becomes teleological: only one outcome is possible. The
mythical endeavour is still present today, and “there can be no doubt that retaliation will be inevitable

also for those against whom we fight today. It will be inevitable for the terrorists”.''?

Although this time the president does not specifically mention it, a terrorist act took place during the
9 May celebrations, with much more serious implications than that of 2002. An explosion killed the
Moscow-backed president of Chechnya, Akhmed Kadyrov, during the VD parade in the republic’s
capital, Grozny. Not only it was a strike directed not only against the region’s main authority, it also
represented a symbolic attack on the ritual increasingly connected to Russian national pride. In
addition, a shift of the “national” Chechen cause to “civilizational/religious” clash raised concerns
that the conflict could spread out to other republics with a Muslim majority. This fear materialized a
few months afterwards, when Islamic insurgents captured a school in the Republic of Ingushetia,
taking more than 1,100 people hostage, mainly school-age children. The chaotic succession of events
culminated in the storming of the school and the death of most of the hostage-takers and many of
their victims. The response of the government authorities—and Putin himself—was highly criticized,
and partially blamed for the tragic outcome. Nonetheless, the process of centralization of power
around the president, the federal government and its security agencies—in particular, by tougher laws
on terrorism and the replacement of the elections to regional governors by direct appointment. These
measures, in turn, point toward a “securitization” of political process “for the sake of stability”
(Perovic & Casula 2009a:24). In the discourse of “normalcy”, the acute aversion to terrorism and the
situation in the north Caucasus derived from the lawlessness and social chaos they entail. This helps
in understanding Putin’s suggestive statement that “we’ve got Chechnya wherever you look” (Wydra
2007:203): as an uncomfortable reminder of the unpredictable 1990s, the success in defeating the
threat symbolically meant the success of the country in overcoming its period of social turbulence as

well.

Ha CBOMX OTIIOB M Ha cBoWX jAenoB. Ha mx Tamant mobuth Poauny. Ha ux Bomo k cBoOoge. Ha nx TOTOBHOCTH
OTCTOSITh KaXAYIO TSb pOAHOH 3eMin. U mobexnaTh — moOexaaTh U OBITH IEPBHIMU BO BCEM.”

109 “B e cTpamHble THM KaXKIblii BOMH MedTan goiitu g0 [ToGeasl — M KOorja THal Bpara ¢ pOAHOM 3eMIIM, M KOTJa
ocBoboxnan ot Hero EBpomy. [...] Ho Bce, KTO BOEBaI M CMOT MEPEKUTH ITU )KECTOKHE YETHIPE T0J1a, TBEPHO 3HAIH:
CIPaBEIJIUBOCTh BOCTOPIKECTBYET U BO3ME3Iue OyIeT HEeOTBpaTuMo.”

110 «B e CTpAaIIHbIC THH KaXXJbId BOMH MedTan JOWTH 10 IloOemsl — W KOria rHall Bpara ¢ pOJHOW 3eMJIH, U KOTJa
ocBoboxnan ot Hero EBpomy. [...] Ho Bce, KTO BOEBaI M CMOT MEPEKUTH ITU )KECTOKHE YETHIPE TO/1a, TBEPAO 3HAIH:
CIPaBENIUBOCTh BOCTOPIKECTBYET M BO3ME3Ue OyIET HEOTBPATUMO. [...] BO3Me3/Iue OYIeT HEOTBPATUMO U JIJIS TEX,
C KEM MBI CerojiHs BeieM 00pr0y. OHO OyIeT HEOTBPATHUMO JIJIsl TEPPOPHUCTOB.”
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As the end of the year approached, another event would have a substantial impact on Russia’s
leadership and its public opinion. A wave of protests broke out in Ukraine, immediately after the
results of the country’s presidential election, widely perceived as fraudulent. As a result, the country’s
Supreme Court ordered a revote in which the winner of the former ballot, the Russian-speaking (and
pro-Moscow) candidate Viktor Yanukovich, lost to Viktor Yushchenko, whose platform was one of
strengthening ties with the European Union (EU) and commitment to the promotion of a Ukrainian
identity further away from the Soviet legacy and Russian influence. Much like in its larger neighbour,
Ukrainian society was resolving its relation with the Soviet past in its own terms, with two competing
worldviews struggling for dominance. Accordingly, the changes in the political configuration also
corresponded with a shift in the country’s symbolic order, with corresponding repercussions on the
country’s social, political and cultural spheres—in fact, the transformation was eventually dubbed the
Orange Revolution. The material and symbolic similarities between the two post-Soviet countries
made the Russian leadership perceive itself to be at risk. Acutely concerned that the event would
damage its interests in the country and perhaps spread to its own society, the Russian leadership

emphatically condemned the upheaval.

In contrast to this unfavourable setting, Putin put great effort in making the celebration of the 60
anniversary of the Victory a prime event, showcasing Russia’s political influence as a major global
player. Accordingly, heavy machinery was back in the Red Square for the first time since Soviet
times; another novelty was the presence of aircrafts during the ceremony (Stanislav Derkachev
2011b). On the other hand, this was the last year that the War veterans participated in the Parade, but
this time riding on military vehicles—by 2005, most of them were already too old for marching
(periskop 2013c). The dais used in this year was many times larger than the ones used in the previous
year, arguably due to the large number of foreign heads of state invited to attend the celebration from
the privileged location. For the first time the authorities did not have to stand during the Victory
Parade, as there were seats on the dais (periskop 2013c). Therefore, the American President George
W. Bush and his Chinese counterpart Hu Jintao were sitting next to Putin; Gerald Schroeder
(Germany), Jacques Chirac (France) and Silvio Berlusconi (Italy) were also present, as well as the
leaders of India, Poland, Japan, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Latvia and the UN Secretary
General Kofi Annan (Stanislav Derkachev 2011b). Interestingly enough, Viktor Yushchenko, the
president of the “orange” Ukraine, also attended, perhaps in a gesture meant to ease the anxiety the
political events in Ukraine had raised among the Russian leadership. Surprisingly enough, the
president of Latvia, Vaira Vike-Freiberga, was also present, in contrast to the leaders of the two other
Baltic countries, as these countries were increasingly at odds with an event that depicted the War

purely as a liberation of Eastern Europe, thus downplaying the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and its secret
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clauses. On that account, the “pro-active” attendance of the Latvian president could be regarded as
“a sign for memory to finally loosen its grip on Baltic-Russian foreign policy decision”—and

potentially improve EU-Russia relations at large. (Onken 2007:41).

Bearing that in mind, the content of the Speech at the Parade (2005) incorporated the extended
audience. These political figures represented a more comprehensive historical narrative than that of
the Great Patriotic War alone, and Putin explored this aspect throughout the speech. The president
begins with the elements consistently present during VD speeches: the responsibility the War memory
brings for honouring the deceased and avoiding a repetition of a similar state of affairs. Assessing the
circumstances at the time, he then states that the War involved “61 countries and virtually 80 percent
of the world’s population [...] [but] the most cruel and decisive happening, defining both the drama
and the outcome of this inhuman war, unfolded in the territory of the Soviet Union™!!!. After
mentioning some important battles on the Eastern front, the president adds: “we never divided the
victory into ours and theirs. And we will always remember the help of the allies [...] but we also
know that the Soviet Union lost [...] tens of millions of its citizens, among whom were [...] people
from all nationalities of the former USSR”. Notwithstanding the initial attempt at minimizing the
divergence of WWII narratives, Putin’s observation reflects the divide separating what Wertsch
(2008, 2008b) considers to be different “mnemonic communities” along with their respective roles—
geographically, politically and even metaphysically—in the War period. By referring to “us”, the
leader means not only the Russian Federation, but also the common heirs of the Soviet Union willing
to share the Victory narrative. According to the leader, the concrete political representation of this
group is the CIS, where 9 May remains the “holiest date” and for which “brotherhood and friendship

[have] no alternative”.''?

As in other years, Putin argues that the War warns that violence, indifference and inertia inevitably
lead to global tragedies. For this reason, he proceeds, when “facing the real threat of terrorism, we
must remain faithful to the memory of our parents (forbears)”. This means to stand for a “world order

based on security and justice, in a new culture of relations which does not allow any repetition of

1 “Ho kaxnaplii Tog B geHb 9 Mas Mbl OyneM ckopOeTh O IOTMOMIMX, Mbl OyJeM IIOMHUTL O Toil BoiiHe [...] OHa
0053bIBaeT HAC K BEICOKOW OTBETCTBEHHOCTH M 3aCTABIISIET IITy0Ke 0CO3HATh KAKUMH UYAOBUIIHBIMH MTOCTEICTBISIMA
MOTJIH 00EpHYTHCSI HACHIIME M PacoBasi HETEPIIUMOCTh, TeHOIU/ U HaJPyTaTeIbCTBO HAJ TIOABMI. [...] B mmamennyro
opbuty BTopoit MmupoBoii 6110 BoBieueHo 61 rocyaapcTBo 1 nmpakTudecky 80 MpOIeHTOB HaceneHus 3eMiH [...] Ho
caMble JKECTOKHE M PpEIIAION[fe COOBITHS, ONpENeNWBIINE W JpaMy, M HCXOA ASTOH OecuenoBeYHO BOMHEI,
pasBopaunBanuch Ha Tepputopun Coserckoro Corosa.”

112 “PesynpTarel cpaxenuii mojg MockBoit u B CranuHrpaje, MyxkecTso 6iokaaHoro Jlenunrpana, ycrexu Ha Kypckoii
ayre u JlHenpe npenonpeaeanin pe3ybTaTel Bropoii MupoBoii BoiiHHI [...] Mbl HuKor1a He nenwnu [Tobeny Ha cBoto
1 9yxyro. 1 Bcerna OyaeM MOMHHUTE ITOMOIIb COFO3HUKOB [...] Ho MBI Takke 3HaeM, uro CoBerckuit Coro3 moTepsit
3a 3TH T'OZbl BOMHBI JAECATKH MHJUIMOHOB CBOMX I'Da)KAaH, a CPeJy BOMHOB, MOTHOIINX HA HOJSX CPAXEHHH ObLIH
monu Bcex HanuoHanbHocTed ObBmiero CCCP. [...] W moromy 9 Mas — cBsmieHHas jparta Juisi BCEX CTpaH
ConpyxecrBa HesaBucumbix ['ocynaperts. [...] YOexaeH, HameMy OpaTcTBy M Hallel Ipy»x0e HET aJbTepHaTUBBI.”
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‘cold’ or ‘hot” wars”. !'* Next, the Russian president simultaneously praises the efforts for providing
peace and harmony in Europe, as well as each country’s right to choose its path of development based
on the ideals of freedom and democracy; an emblematic example of this, he reasons, is the
reconciliation between Russia and Germany, “one of the highest achievements of post-war

Europe”.!14

The Speech at the Reception (2005) also starts with an inclusive tone, as Europe and the world
believed and expected “the greatest justice” of 9 May. Interestingly enough, this brings the allied
countries to the heart of the Victory narrative, as they remember the end of WWII on the day before.
In another blend of mnemonic practices, Putin presents WWII as the “most tragic”, but also the “most
heroic” event of the twentieth century—this last element is mostly present on the GPW narrative, not
necessarily shared with other accounts. On that account, with the victory over fascism, people won

the right to “freedom”, “life” and the “independent choice of development path”.!!®

After remarking on and summarizing usual elements, as in the morning’s speech, Putin once again
warns that beliefs similar to fascism still manifest themselves through terrorism and “extremism”,
which objectively threaten civilization. The president argues for a joint response based on
international cooperation, tracing its roots to the joint effort made during WWIL !¢ Finally, the
president thanks those who supported the Soviet Union and reaffirmed its distinction in taking the
most severe blow of the war. Next he underscores that he is “truly happy” to celebrate this day in
such an internationally representative circle, defining the War as “one of the most important

prologues” for the formulation of the United Nations.!'!”

113 “Ypokn BOMHBI IIPELYIPEKTAIOT, YTO MOCOOHUYECTBO HACHINIO, OE3y4aCTHOCTh M BBLDKUIAHHME HEM30EKHO BEMYT K
CTpAIIHBIM TpareIusM MHPOBOTO MacmTaba. M moroMy mepen JMIIOM peasbHO CYMIECTBYIOIIMX CETOTHS Yrpo3
Teppopu3Ma MBI JIOJDKHBI OCTAaBAaThCS BEPHBIMHM IAMATH HAIIUX OTIOB. [...]J0OsI3aHBI OTCTOATH MUPOIOPSIOK,
OCHOBAaHHBIM Ha 0E30MaCHOCTH W CHPABEIJIMBOCTH, HA HOBOHM KyJIBType B3aMMOOTHOIICHUH, HE JOIMyCKalomen
ITOBTOPEHUS HU «XOJIOJHBIX», HA «TOPSYNX» BOWH.”

114 “C Tex nmop Kak 3aKOHYMIIACK 310X II00ANBHOM KOH(YPOHTAIMH, MBI 3HAYHMTEILHO MPOIBUHYJIUCH K BHICOKOH LETH —
K oOecrieueHnIo Mupa ¥ criokoiicteus B EBporie. MBI cTpouM CBOIO MOJNMTHKY Ha Haeanax cBOOOIBI M IEMOKpPATHH,
Ha TpaBe KaX/I0ro M3 IOCYAAapCTB CaMOCTOSATENHLHO BBIOMPATh CBOM MyTh Pa3BUTHUA [...] APKUM IPHUMEpPOM Takoi
MOJIUTUKU SBISIETCA UCTOpUYecKoe mpuMmupeHue mexnay Poccueil n I'epmanueil. Cumrtaro €ro ofHUM M3 CaMbIX
LEHHBIX JOCTIKEHHH MOCIEeBOCHHOM EBpombl, mpumepoM, AOCTOHHBIM Uil PAacIpOCTPAaHEHUS B COBPEMEHHOMU
MUPOBOU MONHUTHUKE.”

115 9 past 45-r0 roga cBEpIIMIIACH BETMUANINAs CIIPABELTMBOCTh. B Hee Bepuia u ee xaana Bes EBpomna, Bech mup. Ha
Hee Hajesuics Bech mMup [...] s Hac oweBnaHO, uto BTopas mupoBas Obia caMbIM TParmdecKHUM COOBITHEM
mpomioro Beka. Ho oHOBpeMEHHO ¢ 3THM OHa OBUIa W CAMBIM T€pOHYECKHM COOBITHEM TOH 3moxu. B Goprde c
HAI3MOM OBLTH OTBOEBAHKI IIPaBa JII0JIeii Ha cCBOOOIY, Ha caMy KH3Hb, HA CAMOCTOSATEILHBIN BEIOOP Iy TH pa3BUTHS.”

16 1.1 ugen ammsMa U pacoBoro NpeBOCXOCTBA BCe elle He U3KHUTEL. OHU BCe elIe 0YE€Hb CHUIIBHBI M MOTYT MIPHBECTH
K HOBBIM KatacTtpodam. [Toxokue naen exxaT B OCHOBE SKCTpeMu3Ma U Teppopusma [...] [Tornmast 310, MbI 00s3aHBI
YKPEIISITh COTPYIHUYECTBO B O0pHOE C ITUM 3JI0M, PEIbHO YIPOKAIOUIMM LUBHIM3ALUHU. YOSKAEH: Y MUPOBOTO
c000I11eCTBa €CTh ISl TOTO BCE BO3MOXKHOCTH [ ...] BMECTE UM NIPOTUBOCTOSATE. be3 npeyBennueHus, 0co3HaHHE 3TOT0
OBLIO BBICTPAJIAHO €Ille B Meproa BTopoit MUPOBOI.

117 “ceroans Mbl HCKpeHHE GraroapyuM Beex, KTo B cTpaninbie 40-¢ roapst noaaepsxkan Coserckuit Coros, NPUHSBIINI Ha
ce0st caMblil MOLIHBIN, CaMbIH )KECTOKHHI ynap BoWHSHI [...] [Toab3ysich cirydaem, ene pa3 HOAYepKHY: st HCKPEHHE paj
TOMY, YTO MBI OTMEYaeM 3TOT J€Hb BMECTE, B CTOJIb IIPEACTAaBUTEILHOM MEXAyHapoaHoM cocrase [...] ITobena B
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For the first time in the period studied, the Victory ritual was shared with an audience largely alien
to its narrative content. In Putin’s account, the narrative remains a template to deal with the political
issues at both national and global levels. In consequence, Putin moderated its traditional commentary
with a stress on the “common tragedy” of all the participants of the conflict and even with an
expansion of the “common glory” trope to the wider WWII narrative. Arguably, the intention is to
attend to the two main ramifications of the “great power” signifier: the traditional emphasis on the
Soviet/Russian merit in “saving the world” from the Nazi threat and the acknowledgement of the
Russian Federation as a respectable player in the international arena. As such, he uses a conciliatory
but uncompromising tone, aiming at bringing different standpoints closer to the GPW/VD narrative.
The results of these efforts were and remain ambiguous, as over time, measures taken to establish
what Milksoo (2015) calls “mnemonical security” rendered some points non-negotiable by its
respective mnemonic communities. In the case of Russia-Baltic relations, it concerns specifically
whether USSR occupied or liberated Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. As such, debating the topic
presents itself as the only solution to the political attrition between these countries, at the same time
that it is paradoxically not open to debate by any party. Regardless, the 70™ Victory Day celebration,
perhaps for the first time, put the issue at the heart of international politics, thus becoming a

“landmark” in European memory politics (Mélksoo 2009:671; Onken 2007:44)

As expected, the 9 May ritual in 2006 did not have the pomposity of the previous year. In comparison,
the decoration of the Red Square and its surrounding buildings looked rather modest (Stanislav
Derkachev 2011h). On that account, the Speech at the Parade (2006) was not as indicative in terms
of global affairs as in 2005. As usual, the deliverance is opened by inflated congratulations, this time
for “the great triumph of our nation”. Shortly after that, Putin again refers to a conflict that struck
“almost all the European countries”, at the same time that the fiercest blows were felt at the
(geographically imprecise) “our motherland”!'!®, After citing a countrywide cohesion and faith in the
Victory that was “unknown in history”, he once again urges nations to act through solidarity, freedom
and neighbourliness in order to face contemporary threats to global security and democratic world
order.'!” Before that, the president used the word “democratic” only in 2000, when he took office for

the first time, and in the previous year. This Speech seems to be less purposeful than in the previous

BoitHe 41 — 45-T0 TO0B CcTaNIa OTHUM U3 BAKHEHIITNX MTPOJIOTOB K (POPMHUPOBAHUIO TAKOH YHUKAIFHON U MacIITabHOM
MEXTyHapOAHOH CTPYKTYphI Kak Opranuzanus OobeanaeHHsx Hammit [...]."

18 ¢ ] c maem Benmkoro TpuyMda Hamero Hapoa [...]. CTpamHas, ucnenensomas cuia oopyImuIach TOraa Mo4TH Ha
Bce crpanbl EBporsl. Ho camblii 11aBHBIN M caMblil JIIOTHIN yaap ObuT HaHeceH Hael Pogune.”

119 “Y] TaKkoro eJMHCTBA, TAKOTO CBATOTO OpaTcTBa, TAKOW MOIHOM BEPhI B OOEY €llle He 3Hajia HCTOpHs. VIMEHHO 3TOT
0O0IIEHapOAHBIN MTOJIBUT PEIIMII HCX0A Beel BTopoit MUpoBOii, MprHEC 0cBOOOXKICHHE HE TOJILKO HAlllel CTpaHe, HO
U MHpPY. [...] IOTOMY COJMAAPHOCTb HAPOJOB MHUpPA MEpei JULOM CETOJHSIIHUX Yrpo3 OCTAETCs pPEeILIaroluM,
OecLieHHBIM PEeCypcoM, a MHp, cB00OOAA, 100POCOCEACTBO HAPOIOB — OIUIOTOM CIIPABEIMBOTO JEMOKPATHYECKOTO
MHUPOYCTPOHCTBA U INI00abHOM Oe3omnacHocT.”
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years, opening new horizons in the customary descriptions of sorrow and triumph on the front; Putin
ponders the fact that “forever lost [are] priceless works of art and culture. We will never return the
life, the talent, the hope of the sons and daughters of the motherland deceased in this war. And that is

the greatest, truly permanent loss of our people”.!?°

As in the previous year (SR 2006), Putin reaffirms the “inevitability of retribution” to those that sow
“Nazism, racial hostility, extremism, xenophobia”.121 At the same time that Putin specifies four
threats, he surprisingly leaves the word terrorism out of the Speech—for the first time since he came
to power. Even though the conflict in the Caucasus was far from reaching a solution, the shocking
attacks on the civilian population diminished as the separatist movement lost momentum due to
defections and the establishment of a strong Chechen pro-Moscow force under Ramzan Kadyrov.
Moreover, the long envisioned partnership against terrorism at the international level was mostly
discredited among the Russian elite. Consequently, a broader and vaguer definition of threat allowed
for an inclusion of potentially adverse situations of a different sort, such as social unrest and political

opposition.

According to Putin, during the last decades, “our” understanding of what “we” faced and against
whom “we” fought during those years grew “better and deeper”, in the conflict that, “in terms of
casualties and magnitude of destruction” had no equal in history.'?? “Our understanding” means the
narrative as collectively perceived not only by the Russian people, but also by all those who carry the
legacy of the Soviet front—more precisely, by those that partake in the symbolic system represented
by the Victory narrative. This is the third year in a row that the president mentions this
“understanding” as a development in itself. Furthermore, the president alludes to the historical

“uniqueness” of the event for the second time in speech.

Overall, this year’s speech is distinctively unimaginative in the Victory main tropes, which might
explain the vagueness in labelling the topical threats, as well as the reference to cultural heritage.
Finally, the commonplace nature of many statements, taken from previous deliveries without further
elaboration and repeating themselves (as in the case of the uniqueness of the event), as well as the

“deeper understanding” of an event that by itself cannot provide new information—all of these

120 Hapcerma yrpadeHbl GECIIEHHBIE TBOPEHHS UCKYCCTBA M KYJIBTYPHL. MBI yKe HUKOTA HE BEPHEM JKM3HH, TAJaHT,
HAJIeXK/Ibl TOTHOINX B Ty BOWHY CHIHOBeH m modepeil Pomgwnbl. UM 310 camas Goublas, MOUCTHHE O€3BO3BpATHAS
IOTEPS I HALIETO HApOJa.

12l Te, KTO BHOBb NBITAETCS MOJHATL MOBEPIHYTBHIE CTATH HAIM3Ma, KTO CEET PACOBYIO BPaxkly, JKCTPEMH3M,
KCceHO(oOHI0, BEAyT MUP B TYIHK, K OECCMBICICHHBIM KPOBONPOJIMUTHIM U jkecTokocTd. W motomy kpax dammsma
JIOJDKEH CTaTh YPOKOM U IPEAYIPEKIECHUEM O HEOTBPATUMOCTH BO3ME3 UL,

122 11 ¢ BBICOTBI MPOIIEAIINX AECATUIIETHI MBI ELIIE JIYUILE, ENIE TIIYOkKE OCO3HAEM, YTO UM MPULLIOCH EPEXUTE U C YEM
MIPUIIIOCH CTOJIKHYTBCS, BE/Ib 110 KECTOKOCTH, 110 KOJMYECTBY JKEPTB U MacIITaly pa3pylIeHHH 3TOH BOMHE TOXe
HET paBHBIX B UCTOpUU.”
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indicate an institutionalization of the ritual. As Russia’s national identity was consolidating its

momentum under Putin, so was its main ritual as alternative representations were fading.

In this year, as well as in the next one, I did not find any speeches at the Reception on the official

Kremlin archives, nor in any other sources.

The Speech at the Parade (2007) is the only one analysed from this year. Putin starts with
congratulations for the holiday of “huge moral value and unifying power, which will be forever in the
fate of Russia”; an event that gave several examples of “mass heroism” and soldiers that kept faith in
the Victory “in spite of everything”. The president mentions the millions of people that “defended the
independence and the dignity of its country” both “on the frontlines and in the rear”. This emphasis
on the “close relationship between the front and the rear” was already present during the War itself
(Gill 2010:144), including all GPW participants into the heroic narrative, regardless of whether they
actually were at the battlefields or not. In the Speeches analysed, the word “rear” (zyl”) is consistently
present. As such, the president symbolically outlines a horizontal convergence of different social
strata, similar to the vertical convergence presented by the generations that inherit the merits of the
War survivors. Although not present in the content of the Speeches, this unitary view of the social
fabric indirectly raises a demand for a “great leader”. Accordingly, Putin promotes gestures that
personally associate him with the ritual, such as accounts of his family’s suffering during the blockade
of Leningrad (Wood 2000). This suits the current political configuration as well, where “president

Putin” itself becomes a signifier aggregating social demands (Prozorov 2005:121).!%3

When addressing the relevancy of the GPW to the contemporary world, Putin observes that the
Victory day, as the War’s temporal expression, is the day “we invariably think about the world’s fate,
its stability and security”. Furthermore, its presence is felt more strongly as time passes, as “the
lessons of that war acquire more meaning and significance each year”.!?* As in the previous year,
there is an emphasis on the “dynamic” nature of the historical commemoration as a source of
inspiration to be kept in mind in daily life. The War is therefore felt as a collective experience
increasingly associated with the moral and cultural development of the country through its yearly
socialization practices. Its narrative exemplifies a path to “normalcy”: an event that is both national

and Soviet (“Russianness” and “uniqueness”), respect

123 “TTozmpasnsio Bac ¢ JlHeM Bennkoii I106e/bl, ¢ Ipa3aHMKOM OTPOMHOTO HPABCTBEHHOTO 3HAYCHHS U 00beJUHSIONEH
CWJIBI, C TMpPa3JIHUKOM, KOTOpBIH HaBekd B cynpbe Poccum. [...] Ho BoiiHa He ciomuiia HapOIHBIH AyX M Jana
MHOKECTBO IPUMEPOB MaccoBOro repousma. Ilpoiias yepes Bce MyKu U TUILIEHUS, TEPsIsl CBOUX TOBApHUILEH, COAATH
BOIIPEKH BceMy coXpaHsuid Bepy B [loOemy. MUIUTHOHBI JIIO/IEH 3alMINany HE3aBUCUMOCTh M JOCTOMHCTBO CBOEH
cTpaHbl Ha PPOHTAX U B THUTY, B OKKYNAlWH U IOAIOIBE U JOKA3aJIn: Hapo/, OTCTaUBaIOIINIl CBOIO CBOOOAY M CaMo
IIPaBO Ha )KHU3Hb, — HemooOe M !”

124 «[...] u ypoK# TOli CTPAIIHO#i BOMHBI ¢ KaXIbIM OJIOM IIPUOOPETAIOT BeE BOJBIIMI CMBICT U 3HAYEHHE.”
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Putin resumes the 2003-2005 promotion of the Victory as a common memory shared by the former
Soviet countries—in particular CIS countries. The president praises their “tradition of brotherhood
and solidarity [...] experience of unity and mutual help” as a historical heritage to be “piously”
preserved.'? The “national” commemoration is alive beyond Russia’s political borders. Perhaps for
the first time in the period covered by this study, the president warns against those “who nowadays
try to diminish this invaluable experience, [those] who violate the memory of the war heroes [as they]
insult its own people, sow discord and renewed distrust between states and peoples”'?®. A few
observations on these remarks are needed, as they are part of the war over memory and identity in
Russia and the Baltic states. In April 2007, nationalist Estonian groups pressured for the removal of
the “Monument to the Liberators of Tallinn”, or simply the “Bronze Soldier”, for it represented to
them the beginning of the Soviet occupation. This move infuriated the sizable Russian population of
the Estonian capital, to the extent that some groups representing Orthodox Christians went as far as
to frame it as a fight between the “Third Rome” (Moscow) against an “occult Nazi Third Reich”
(Wertsch 2008a:136). As such, it is interesting how the disputed historical event—whether the Soviet
presence was an occupation or a liberation—becomes a divide between collective identities in their
entirety—in this case, opposing Russian Orthodoxy with Estonian Protestantism. The historical event
itself has no importance as such. By some historical accounts, the Soviets did not fight a battle to
defend Tallinn, and any association of the atheist state with Russian Orthodoxy defies common sense.
On the other hand, the past is alive as politics. Although not explicitly mentioned, it is patent that
Putin is addressing the removal of the Bronze Soldier as an act of “violation of memory” by the
Estonian state towards its “own people (narod)”, thus provoking a “renewed distrust between states
and peoples (/yudi)”. It is worth noticing that in the first case the president places the Russian minority
within the national folkloric identity of Estonia by considering it narod, whereas when remarking on
its relation with the Estonian state he separates them as a mass of people (/yudi) alienated from the
political expression of the country. To some extent, these statements resonate with the Russian
president’s manifest policy of “ensuring the rights of Russian compatriots” in the post-Soviet space,
at the same that it also understands this population to be part of the local community—as such, he
tries to reconcile the civil status of the local population with the identity represented by the Soviet
Union, whose collapse was, in a well-known remark, the “biggest geopolitical catastrophe of the

century” (Putin 2005). As such, the Soviet legacy is regarded as part of the post-Soviet identity as

125 «“Jlenn ITobempI POIHUT U O0BETUHSIET HE TOJNBKO TpaKaaH Poccuy, HO M HAIUX ONMKAUIIMX COCENEH B CTpaHaX

Conpyxectna. [...] OHE niepeaany HaM CBOM TPAJHMIKU OPATCTBA U COMUAAPHOCTU, IOUCTHHE BBHICTPAJAHHBII OIBIT
eIMHEHHS W B3auMornoMond. I Mbl OyieM CBITO XpaHUTh MaMSATh 00 ATOM, CBATO XPaHHTh 3TO HCTOPUYCCKOE
JIocTosiHue.”

126 “A Te, KTO HBITAETCA CETOMHSA HNPMHU3UTH STOT OECIEHHBIH OIBIT, KTO OCKBEPHSET IIAMATHUKM I'€POSM BOMHEI,
0CKOpOJIsIeT COOCTBEHHBIN HAPOJI, CECT PO3HB M HOBOE HEJOBEPHE MEKIY TOCYAAPCTBAMU U JTFOAbMU.”

72



heirs of a common, multi-ethnic state, where everyone had the same conditions—and the same
hardships—regardless of their nationality. As the GPW/VD narrative was part of the “Sovietness” of
this people, the CIS countries share the “common Victory”—and therefore the common identity. This
stands in contrast to the interpretation prevailing in Estonia and the other Baltic countries, for whom

the Soviet Union was essentially a “Russian” phenomenon (Wertsch 2008a:135).

Next, the president locates the origins of any war “in the ideologies of confrontation and extremism”.
Threats do not diminish, argues Putin, but “only transform themselves”. As during the time of the
“third Reich”, they share the same “contempt for human life”, “pretentions of world exclusivity and
diktat”—and must be countered by “common responsibility”” and “equal partnership”. Continuing the
trend of the previous year, the definition of a threat is less defined in concrete terms and more in

moral ones. In particular, it is interesting how the “pretentions of world exclusivity” in the

international arena contrasts with a positive cultural “uniqueness” in the Russian national identity.!?’

Gradually but perceivably, the Victory Speeches “broaden” their scope, incorporating more elements
to the main narrative. As the 9 May commemoration increasingly occupies the privileged spaces of
the national imaginary, the laudatory remarks on the veterans’ “deeds” and enthusiastic statements
about their moral consistency become more casual and less disputable—thus, both “lessons” and
“warnings” pertain to topical issues in the present. To a great degree, it reflects what Hopf (2009:4)
calls the “new” Russian identity emerging from 2003, in which the country is not compared against
its western or eastern counterparts, but against its own “nature”. The engagement with the “Western”
countries occurs in a selective basis subordinated to the “counter-hegemonic” discourse in the

international arena.

During Putin’s second term, successive reorganizations in the post-Soviet “near abroad” put into
question Russia’s role in the region, causing a growing feeling of “encirclement” among the country’s
elite at a time when it was seeking to reassert the common inheritance of the defunct Soviet society
as a unifying factor on both sides of its borders. Internal “revolutions” against regimes sympathetic
to Russian interests occurred in Georgia (2003) and Ukraine (2005) while NATO expanded its
membership to the former Soviet republics in the Baltics (2004) and proposed a missile defence
system in former socialist countries (2007). At a time that the Russian GPW narrative and the

country’s political order were increasingly associated in the national imaginary, these events

127 “Mp1 He BIpaBe 3a0bIBATH: IPUYMHBI BCAKOM BOMHEI HYKHO IIPEK/E BCErO UCKATh B OIMMOKAX U IPOCYETaX MHUPHOTO
BPEMCHH, a UX KOPHU — B HJICOJIOTUU KOH(QPOHTAIIMU U dKcTpeMu3Ma. Tem OoJiee UTO U B HAIIIM JHU TaKUX yrpo3 HE
CcTaHOBUTCS MeHblle. OHH JIUIIb TPAHC(POPMHUPYIOTCS, MEHSIOT CBOE 00NMYbe. 1 B 3THX HOBBIX yrpo3ax, Kak U BO
BpEMEHA «TPEThEro peixa», BCe TO K€ MPE3pPeHHE K YEOBEUYECKOM MXU3HHU, TE KE NPETEH3UH Ha MHPOBYIO
UCKJIFOYUTEILHOCTD M TUKTAT. Y 0eXKIICH, TOIBKO 00Ias OTBETCTBEHHOCTh M PABHOMPABHOE MAPTHEPCTBO CIIOCOOHBI
MIPOTUBOCTOSTH ATUM BBI30BaM,”
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contested both by suggesting an inadequacy in “Russianness” and “stability”, converting positive
elements (“uniqueness” and “conservatism”) into negative ones (“isolation” and “democratic

deficit/authoritarianism”).

The 2005 VD Speeches, in particular, made this uneasiness visible. The demand for a “new world
order” showed, for the first time in a VD Speech, the leader’s dissatisfaction with the geopolitical
circumstances of the time. As both internal (terrorism) and external (political changes and
sociocultural distancing in the former Soviet republics) events were a direct attack on “stability” in
its existing form, the Kremlin’s counter-offensive consisted in strengthening the centrality of
“uniqueness” in the discursive structure of “normalcy” to a level unparalleled in post-Soviet Russia.
The 2005 Speeches underscored the Soviet/Russian continuum as a source of moral authority in
regards to Europe, in “liberating it from Nazism”. This symbolic capital legitimizes its envisioned
status on the continent, besides representing the “entrance ticket” to the group of global super powers
(Zhurzhenko 2007). At the same time, the Speech also provides a moral leadership towards the CIS
countries and the near abroad as a whole (which had the right to share the “common Victory” with
Russia due to their Soviet heritage). On that account, Russia’s Eurasian “uniqueness” evokes the

image of a European nation mediating the relationship between this continent and Asia.

On this same vein, the strong impact the Orange Revolution had in the Russian leadership further
motivated symbolic measures aiming at counterbalancing its repercussions with renewed emphasis
the association between “conservatism” and “stability”. As such, NGOs were brought under stricter
control of the Kremlin, and protest movements became increasingly portrayed as an “artificial” form
of mobilization, “paid for or manipulated by various political forces”, and being motivated by power
struggles between elites (Kurilla 2010:2). As for the general GPW narrative, this coincides with the
diminished official attention given to the independent partisan movements defending the Soviet land
from the German attack (idem. 4). In a striking example of politics of memory, in 2005 the October
Revolution was replaced by the National Unity Day as a holiday—therefore, the socialist revolution
gave way to the commemoration of the “united” efforts in liberating Muscovy from foreign invaders

during the “Times of Trouble” in the seventeenth century (idem. 2).

The Victory’s role in guaranteeing each country’s “right to choose” its own path of development, as
advocated during SP 2005, stood on behalf of Russia’s “managed democracy”. Later, it was further
elaborated with the concept of “sovereign democracy” (Surkov 2006), defending the “specific traits”
of the “Russian path” to democracy (Sakwa 2010:21-22). Accordingly, the country’s “democratic
deficit” and “isolation” is reframed in a “pluralist” conceptualization of democracy, in which “Russia

has no objection on democratic values, but denies that the West has the monopoly on these values”
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(Surkov 2006). In the same vein, the demand for a “strong (great) power”” meant that democracy had

3

to be coupled with strength to provide the state with the means to “‘guide’ society in the right
direction” (Perovic & Casula, 2009a:23). Putin’s image as a “strong leader” both supported and was
supported by this signifier. Whereas the Russian law forbids the president to take office for more than
two consecutive terms, his successful centralization of power during the previous years raised
concerns over the possibility of him overruling the law in favour of his own personal aspirations as
the head of the country. This concern proved wrong, and Dmitry Medvedev won the 2008 presidential

elections as the candidate of United Russia, the party representing the group in power.

4.3.3 Medvedev’s interim (2008-2012)

Dmitry Medvedev took office as the third president of the Russian Federation on May 7, 2008. His
candidacy for the highest post in the country was carefully designed by Putin, who was now the prime
minister, and executed through his party United Russia. Therefore, the succession did not represent
major changes in the political sphere. To some extent, Medvedev was expected to be a “softer” ruler
than Putin, due to his background as a lawyer and his reputation as a tolerant and progressive
politician. On the other hand, the prime minister’s new prerogatives meant that Medvedev was de
facto sharing much of the important decisions with Putin, in what was later dubbed “tandem” (joint)
rule. Due to the political continuity, the GPW/VD narrative continued its established course. As such,
the president continued (and intensified) some of the practices supporting the importance of the

Victory Day as a central cultural, social and political manifestation in modern Russia.

By 2008, the parading of heavy machinery at the Square was well established and, starting from that
year, the vehicles were covered with a special material in order to avoid damaging the surface of the
Red Square. Likewise, it was the first time the air forces took part in the Parade in a systematic fashion
(Channel One 2012). Bearing in mind that the Victory Parade was one of Medvedev’s first
appearances as the head of state, and even more that he was speaking on such a sensitive topic, his
Speech was most likely that moderated by top officials, in particular the former president. In any case,

the War narrative already had a definite role in the country’s system of meanings.

Accordingly, Medvedev begins the Speech at the Parade (2008) by greeting the audience on the
“most popular” and “holiest” of the holidays, the one that “became a symbol of our unity”. The new
president continues the trend started in 2005-06 of conceptualizing the War as an evolving narrative
with growing significance, arguing that time can only deepen the understanding of the War’s
“determining, fateful character” for the world. Furthermore, it directly concerns CIS countries, as

“the farther the happenings of that terrible war, the more expensive our age-old brotherhood and
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solidarity [and] the higher our common responsibility in global affairs”. The Victory Day is therefore
not a national Russian celebration, but rather represents all those “who honour the heroism of the

nations that defeated fascism”.!?8

Medvedev then proceeds to refer to the lessons of the War to prevent this kind of tragedy from
repeating, as “armed conflicts do not start by themselves”. The concrete counterpart of this “lesson”
is a call for “seriously tackling” attempts at “sowing racial and religious hostility, provoking
ideologies of terror and extremism” as well as “intentions of intruding in other countries’ affairs” and
“attempts to revise (national) borders”!?’. Whereas the first two threats are explicit components of the
War narrative since 2006, the latter two are mentioned in a Speech for the first time. The specific
geopolitical issue it concerns is the unilateral declaration of independence by the Kosovar parliament,
which was promptly recognized by several states. Kosovo was still a very sensitive subject in Russian
public opinion, and even though ten years had passed since it was put under UN administration, its
formal declaration of independence from Serbia raised an emphatic protest from both the Serbian and
the Russian governments. Given its political importance, the VD Parade was a privileged venue for

voicing discontent.

The Speech at the Reception (2008) followed the order established by Medvedev’s predecessor,
including its personal tone. After greeting his “colleagues”, the president affirms that the “special
holiday” has no parallels in the country’s history, both in greatness and in suffering, and that the
“dramatic events” of those years belong to the “biography of the country” as well as to the “annals of
our families”. As during the earlier Speech at the Parade, an emphasis on family ties and on the
lineage connecting the GPW warriors with current generations merges the national with the personal.
As such, the War memory serves to remind that the defence of the country is not a civic abstraction

of the past, but a living duty of each to protect their loved ones.!*°

128 «[...] ¢ Ipa3OHMKOM, KOTODHIH BCerga OBLI M OCTAHETCS CaMBIM HAPOIHBIM, CAMBIM CBSINEHHBIM M KOTOPBIH yike

HABEKHU CTaJI CHMBOJIOM HAIIeTO HAIIMOHATNBHOTO eauHCTBa! [...] MBI IHIIb rTy0Xe NOHUMAaeM MX ONpeACIFOIINH,
CyIB00HOCHBIN JUII MUpa XapakTep u BCE OOJIbIIEe OCO3HAEM, HACKOJBKO JpaMaTHUYHAs Cyap0a BEIalia Ha JOJIO
BoeHHOTO ToKoieHus [...] U ceromus [enp [loGexbl oTMeHaroT MIUIMOHBI T'paXkJaH HE TOJBKO HAIIEW CTpaHBI,
Ho u rocynapctB CHI', nanpHero 3apy6exss. Ero oTMedaroT Bce, KTO YTHT ITOABHUT HAPOIOB, PA3TPOMHUBIINX (AIITH3M.
W dem panbiiie COOBITHSI TOW CTPAITHOW BOWHBI, TEM JIOPOXKE HAIlle BEKOBOE OpPaTcTBO M COJNMAAPHOCTD, TEM BHIIIIE
Haia o01as OTBETCTBEHHOCTH 3a Jiefia Ha TulaHeTe.”

129 “HcTopust MHPOBBIX BOWH TIPEMYIIPEKIAET: BOOPYKEHHBIE KOH(DIHMKTEI HE POXKIAIOTCS caMmu 1o cebe. [...] U motomy
MBI JIOJDKHBI IOMHHUTD YPOKHU TOW BOWHBI U KaXKIIbIH J€HB JIeNaTh BCE, YTOOBI TaKUE TpareJ M HE TIOBTOPSUIUCE. |...]
Hanmo kpaiiHe cepb€3HO OTHOCHUTHCS K JIFOOBIM MOIBITKAM IIOCEATh PACOBYIO WM PEIUTHO3HYIO BPaXIy, Pa3iKedb
UCOJIOTHIO TeppoOpa M IKCTPEMH3Ma, K HAMEPCHHSM BTOPraThCs B JIeia APYrUX TOCYIapcTB, a TeM Ooiee — K
MOTBITKaM MEpPecMOTpa rpaHull.”

130« ]YBaxxaeMble, KoJu1er [...] 9 Mas — 5To 0coOblif 111 HALIIEro HAapo [a IPa3JHUK: APYroro TaKOro — CTONb BEIUKOTO,
CKOJIb M BBICTPAJIaHHOTO — y HAC, MOXanyd, He HaiTu [...] JpamaTuueckue COOBITHS TEX JIET HaBCErJa B HalleH
MaMSTH, B CTPaHUIAX OUOrpaduu CTPaHBbL, B JICTOIUCIX HAIIUX ceMei.”
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The president then states that the War experience moulded the national character with “authentic
examples of patriotism, nobleness and self-sacrifice”. With this, the president concludes, “our people”
accomplished their “historical mission” of liberating their country and Europe, saving the world from
Nazism and “predetermining the outcome of the whole Second World War”. The individual
“intention” and “faith” in the Victory of the previous years is here portrayed as a collective “historical

mission” decisive for the results of the global event.!*!

For the first time in the documents analysed, this Speech at the Reception does not address
contemporary issues directly. Even so, the narrative still serves as a warning to the threat of political
mistakes, although in a more vague tone this time. Medvedev claims that the common people pay for
the politicians’ mistakes, taking decades to overcome the consequences of these tragedies.!*? Finally,
the president exalts the GPW veterans as the “honourable guardian” of the “truth of (about) the
War”—and their life as its “personal testimony”. For the first time, the Russian leader endows the

survivors with an enigmatic knowledge, of which they are living evidence.'*?

Notwithstanding the differences in personality between leaders, there were no major changes in
regards to the Victory and its meaning, as reflected in the Speeches. It is noticeable that a great part
of their content deals with the “broadening” of the Victory discourse, encompassing more elements
of everyday life in each yearly review. In comparison to Putin’s first years, these Speeches are not
contingent on current affairs as much as they aim at encouraging a personal sense of belonging to the
Victory. The threats, in particular “terrorism”, become less urgent in the official deliverances—on

April 2009, the war in Chechnya is officially over.

The first major challenge in Medvedev’s administration came in August, during the Beijing Olympic
Games. An attempt by the Georgian government to regain control over its separatist region of South
Ossetia, traditionally aligned with Russia, triggered a vigorous response by President Medvedev. In
a swift operation, Russian troops entered Georgian territory and forced local troops out of the region
in less than five days. In the aftermath, Russia recognized South Ossetia along with Abkhazia, another
pro-Russia region in Georgia. The Russian government met harsh criticism by many countries, no

less for breaking an unwritten rule by waging a military campaign in the middle of the Olympic

131 “Ho B Te rpo30BBIE TOABI HA (POHTE W B THUTY POXKAAINCH TOMIMHHEIE PUMEPHI TIATPHOTH3MA, OJIAropojacTBa U
CaMOIIOKEPTBOBAHUSA U 3aKaJsICs TOT CaMblil HApOIHBINA XapakTep, KOTOPBIM HE pa3 B Halllel UCTOPUM IOMOTrall
MY>KECTBEHHO OOPOThCS ¢ BparoM [...] Hamr Hapoa ¢ ICTHHHBIM BEJTMYHEM BBIITOJHIII CBOIO UCTOPUIECKYIO MHUCCHIO.
OH He ToNBKO NPHUHEC 0CBOOOKAECHHUE CBOEH CTpaHe, HO M CIIAaC MUP OT HallM3Ma, Jajl CBoOoy rocynapctsam EBpomnsl,
Ipeapena UCXoa Beeil Bropoit MupoBoii BOMHBL.”

132 “A 3a KpoBaBble OLIMOKH TIOJMTHKOB TLIATAT HAPOJbI, IIATAT CTAPUKH, JKEHUIMHBI, JIETH. DTH OIIMOKY THKEIBIM
OpeMeHeM JIoXKaTCs Ha IJIeYH HOBBIX MOKOJIeHHH. 1 emmé noyrne necsTuiieTys nesble CTpaHbl U KOHTHHEHTHI HE MOTYT
IIPEO0JIETh CTPAIIHBIX MOCIEACTBUN TaKUX Tpareaui.”

133 “Jloporue BeTepanbl Benukoit OteuecTBeHHOI! Bbl — 10CTONHHBIE XPAHUTENM UCTOPUYECKOIT TIPaBIbI O TOM BOWHE K
yepe3 BCIO CBOIO JKU3Hb HECETE €€ JINYHbIE CBUAETENLCTRA.”
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Games. Firm disapproval came in particular from NATO countries, as Georgia was strengthening its
ties with this organization as part of an effort to move away from Russia’s sphere of influence. As
such, the Russian attack on Georgian territory served as a response—even if not officially
acknowledged—to the “Kosovo” precedent as well as to thwart Georgian aspirations to become a
member of the military alliance, which specifically forbids accession by states with unresolved

internal conflicts.

A significant aspect of the conflict was the relatively new orientation in Russia’s leadership.
Traditionally a vehement supporter of territorial integrity and national sovereignty due to its own
internal conflicts, by 2008 the Russian Federation managed to eliminate most of the separatist
inclinations in its territory. At the same time, political events taking place in its neighbourhood were
distancing some of the former Soviet republics from the Russian leadership. The social demand for
“stability” surpassed its initial reactive role of maintaining Russia’s territorial integrity to a more pro-
active stance of asserting the country’s leadership in the region and influence in global affairs at large.
On that account, the idea of toppling a hostile pro-NATO government and at the same time protecting
“Russians citizens abroad” satisfied the promotion of an incontestable “(great) power” catering to
“Russianness” outside its borders, promoting “conservatism” and the new sense of “stability” by
opposing governments supporting radical reorientations in Russia’s near abroad. Consequently, the
Russo-Georgian War was highly acclaimed by Russian public opinion as an event associated with the
road to “normalcy”. Concerning “Russian citizens abroad”, it is worth pointing out that the Russian
Federation was issuing passports to foreign nationals in communities with close ties to the country,
such as South Ossetia, at least since 2002—which from the juridical point of view, is not technically
illegal; however, given its role as a pretext for the Russian invasion, can be considered an “abuse of

rights” (Natoli 2010).

In the month following the conflict, the impact of the world financial crisis, accompanied by a sharp
fall in international oil prices, disrupted Russia’s steady economic growth of the previous years.
Although the government soon introduced effective measures to tackle the crisis, the event revealed
the country’s economic dependence on the export of commodities such as oil and gas; the country

resumed its economic growth only in 2010.

In view of these events, by 9 May 2009 Medvedev had already gathered considerable experience as
the head of state. Accordingly, the new president presents a more authentic style in his second VD
delivery. From the very beginning of the Speech at the Parade (2009), the president congratulates

the audience on the celebration, pointing out that it is passed down from generation to generation,
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and that it will be passed further to their children and grandchildren.!** As noticed before, the
emphasis on a lineage hints at an attempt to promote an enduring genealogy, fit for an epic endeavour
that crosses generational (chronological) lines. Medvedev already anticipates the 65 anniversary of
the Victory in 2010 as a great event to be commemorated both in the CIS states and in other countries.
In this regard, for the first time a Russian head of state labels 9 May as the “Liberation Day”. The
president once again asserts the relevancy in the present day of the “great lesson and example”
provided by the victory over fascism, in particular at a moment when “again there are those that go
for military gambles”. Most likely, this is in reference to the Georgian president, Mikheil Saakashvili,

considered responsible for the conflict in that country by the Russian leadership.

For the first time, the president mentions his initiative on the establishment of a European Security
Treaty involving both the Western European/Atlantic (NATO) and the Eurasian (the Collective

Security Treaty Organization)'?®

security systems based upon international laws, international
cooperation and peaceful conflict resolution.!3® It is interesting that this proposal comes during a
complicated moment in Atlantic-Russian relations, severely strained in the aftermath of the conflict
in Georgia. In fact, this proposal foreshadowed the “reset” of the relations between Russia and its
western counterparts in the following year, which included the suspension of NATO’s plans to install
missile defence systems in the Czech Republic and Poland in 2009, a project strongly objected to by

Russia since its announcement in 2007.137

Once again, Medvedev underscores the unifying force of the War in bringing together the personal
and the collective in a timeless dimension unaffected by specific developments. In this vein, even
though the years after the war brought substantial changes to Russia and the world, many Russian
families still keep “pictures from the front and military awards” and read the old letters from the front.
Furthermore, the president asserts that the present-day research on the War “reveals (new) names of

the deceased” and that a “new tradition” appeared in the last years—the ribbon of Saint George.!*®

134 “C mpa3gHHKOM, KOTOPBKII IIepenaéTcs U3 MOKOIECHHUS B IIOKOJIEHHE M KOTOPHIH OyIyT YTHTH HAIIM BHYKH U IPABHYKH
— Tak, KaK 3TO JeJIaeM CETOIHS MBI~

135 The CSTO originally grew out from the CIS framework, where most of its members also adhered to CSTO, with the
exception of Azerbaijan, Moldova and Uzbekistan.

136 “Celiuac, Kak HHMKOTJa, OYEBHIHO: OE30MACHBII MHUP BO3MOKEH IIMIIb TaM, TAE CTPOr0 COOIIONAKOTCS HOPMEI
MEXIyHapOoJHOTO mpaBa. M moTtomy Hamia cTpaHa BBICTYNMJIa MHUIIMATOPOM HOBOro JloroBopa o eBpormenckoi
6e3omacHocTy. besomacHocTH, 0CHOBaHHOH Ha HA/IEKHOM KOHTPOJIE HAJl BOOPYKEHISIMHA U pa3yMHOM TOCTaTOYHOCTH
BOCHHOTO CTPOMTENBCTBA, HA CaMOM ULIMPOKOM COTPYIHHYECTBE TOCYAApCTB W HCKIIOYHUTEIBHO MHUPHOM
YperyImpoBaHIH KOH(IUKTOB.”

137 “Celiuac, Kak HHMKOT/Ja, OYEBHIHO: OE30MACHBI MHUP BO3MOYEH JHIIb TaM, IJE CTPOTO COONIONAIOTCS HOPMBI
MEXIyHApOAHOro mpaBa. M moToMy Hamia CTpaHa BBICTYNWJIA HHUIIMATOPOM HOBOro J[oroBopa o eBpONEHCKOM
6e3onacHocTU. be3onacHoCTH, OCHOBaHHOM Ha HAIEKHOM KOHTPOJIC HaJl BOOPYKECHUSIMH M Pa3yMHOM TOCTATOYHOCTH
BOCHHOT'O CTpPOWTENECTBA, HA CaMOM IIIHPOKOM COTPYIHHYECCTBE TOCYAApPCTB U HCKIIOYHUTEIEHO MUPHOM
YPEryJIMpoBaHNN KOH(IUKTOB.”

138 “IIlecTh moCIEBOEHHBIX NECATUIETUI CUIIBHO M3MEHIIM BECh MUP M Hallly CTpany. Ho Bo MHOIHMX pOCCHIICKHX CEMBAX
MO-TIPEXKHEMY XPaHAT (PPOHTOBEIC oTorpaduu 1 OOCBBIC HATPAIBI, OCPETYT U MEPCYUTHIBAIOT ITHUCEMa (PPOHTOBUKOB.
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Indeed, whereas this ribbon was traditionally associated with the imperial Russian military—during
the USSR it was replaced by the “guard’s ribbon”—it was only in 2005 that it was introduced on a
large scale as a symbol to be used by those celebrating the Victory; from 2007, it also became an
official garment of the authorities (periskop 2013c). On an interesting side note, the overwhelming
popularization of the orange-black Saint George ribbon overshadowed the red ribbon—already used
in the USSR to symbolize the Victory—in another instance of a Soviet symbol being replaced with

one representing the “new” Russia.

The Speech at the Reception (2009) pays tribute to the end of the “largest tragedy of the 20%
Century”. Once again, Medvedev addresses the moral strength displayed both personally and
connected to an unconditional love for the country. The president also emphasises the reforms taking
place in the armed forces, adding that during the military Parade in the morning, all those present felt
“pride for our country”.!** Next, the president affirms that the year 1945 brought not only the “huge
joy” of the Victory, but also “serious responsibility for the future of the whole world, including in the
face of modern threats”. Deeming WWII the “main lesson” of the 20" Century, Medvedev claims
that “the Victory holiday came at a very high price”, and for that reason “the peaceful future of the
planet is so dear to us”. Finally, the 65th anniversary of the Victory is once again mentioned in the

second delivery of the day on the topic, calling for an honourable celebration.'*

Just a few days after the VD celebration, Medvedev set up the “Presidential Commission of the
Russian Federation to Counter Attempts to Falsify History to the Detriment of Russia's Interests”.
The Commission was an interesting instance of the mix of history and politics, and was directly
related to the nature of the socialist regimes in Eastern Europe, and in particular the significance of
WWII to the region. To a certain extent, similar projects already took place in other countries in
Eastern Europe (Onken 2007)—in particular Poland and the Baltic states—as a means to come to
terms with their past, or at least to define a somewhat consensual view of it. Since in the Russian case

it came later and with a clearly reactive inspiration, it was conjectured to be an organization

U no cux nop, 6marogaps MoucKoBoi paboTe, OTKPHIBAIOTCS NMEHA NaBIIMX repoeB. Mx monasur Hukoraa He Oynet
3a0bIT. 1 yXe B Halle BpeMs pouiiach emé o/{Ha, HOBasl TpaJuus — akius «I eoprueBckas JeHTOUKay.”

139 “9 mas 1945 roma HaBcerma OCTAaHETCS JHEM OKOHYAHWs caMod Macmrabnoi Tparemunm XX Beka [...] Takoi
HPaBCTBEHHOH CHUIBI, TPOSBICHHON TOTAa M apMHEH, M BCEM HapOJOM, MOKHO OBIJIO JOCTHYB TOJBKO Oe3rpaHMIHO
mo6s cBoro Pomuny. [...] Ha Tom ke HpaBCcTBEeHHOM (hyHIAaMEHTE MBI CETOTHS (GOPMHUPYEM B COBPEMEHHYIO apMHIO.
Omna momxHa OBITH CHIIBHO, BEICOKOTIPO(ecCHOHANIBHOI. [...] Korma nmpoxomunn Hamu Boiicka, Hamu BoopyxEHHbIE
Cuel, korga o KpacHoit miommaay exana TeXHHKA, s yBEPEH, KaKAbIH U3 MPHUCYTCTBYIONMX 37€Ch, B 3TOM 3aJe,
HCTIBITBIBAJI TOPOCTH 3a HAllly CTpaHy.”

140 ,.] maii 1945 rona npunéc Hanlel cTpaHe HE TOJIBKO OTPOMHYIO PanocTh [106€/1bl, HO M CEPbE3HYIO OTBETCTBEHHOCTH
3a cynpOBbl BCErO MUpa, B TOM YHCJIE M IEpe] JIMIOM COBPEMEHHBIX yrpo3, KEPTBAMH KOTOPBIX, K COXaJCHUIO,
MIPOAOJIKAIOT CTAHOBUTHCA MUPHBIE JIIOAU [...]BTOpas MupoBast BoifHa NEMCTBUTENIBHO SBIAETCS ITIaBHBIM YPOKOM
XX cronerus. Ilpazgauk [loGensl nocrasncs HameMy HapoJy OYeHb BBICOKOW LeHOi. [losTomMy Ham Tak moporo
MUpHOe Oyayiuee miaaHeTsl [...] He 3a ropamu 65-netHuii ro6uneii [Tobensl. I Mbl, KOHEYHO ke, HOJDKHBI CICIATh
BCE, 4TOOBI BCTPETHTH €ro JOCTOIHO, TaK, KaK M 110100aeT HacJeHUKaM odeanTenen.”
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committed to actively promoting historical perspectives convenient to the Russian leadership at home
and abroad. Despite being an example of promoting what Milksoo (2015) calls “mnemonical
security”, the Commission kept a low profile and did not attract much international attention. Its
activities—which dealt primarily with school textbooks—were discontinued less than two years later,

in February 2012.

Medvedev’s envisioned reformist agenda had been hindered in 2008 by the conflict in Georgia and
the economic crisis. In fact, during 2008’s Annual Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian
Federation, the president blamed the United States’ disregard for alternative opinions as the main
cause of the global crisis. Moreover, Medvedev listed “the construction of a global missile defence
system, the encirclement of Russia with military bases and unrestrained NATO expansion” as
ambiguous “presents” to Russia (Medvedev 2008). In 2009, however, the novel orientation became a
central part of Russia’s political rhetoric. The recession of the previous year made all the more urgent
the necessity to reconfigure the country’s fragile economy, over-dependent on oil and gas exports.
“Modernization” became a central concept in the official rhetoric, encompassing economic—but also
social and political—reforms. The new strategy, as outlined in Medvedev’s manifesto “Russia
ahead!”!*! (Medvedev 2009), proposed to transform Russia into a forward-looking country with a
high-tech economy, “driven not by nostalgia, but instead by the pragmatic realities of today.”
(Doronenkova 2011:29). A symbolic “reset” of relations with the US became an important step in
reducing the tension with its western counterparts, which had the financial and technological
resources necessary for the country’s modernization. Another manifestation of the “détente” was the
failed attempt to establish the aforementioned European Security Treaty. Finally, the fight against

corruption, which included police reform, also became a chief element in the presidential platform.

As the Victory’s 65" Jubilee, the year of 2010 carried a particular relevance. As they had five years
before, the arrangements for the day included the presence of several international guests, from both
CIS countries—Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Tajikistan, Ukraine, Turkmenistan—and
from members of the historical anti-German coalition—Poland, GB, USA and France—in a gesture
consistent with the manifest spirit of “reset” (Viacheslav Tciplenkov 2015¢). At the Speech at the
Parade (2010), the Russian president praises the 65" anniversary of the defeat of Nazism, the
“ideology that destroys the foundations of civilization”. 4> He then argues that the Soviet Union—
mentioned for the first time in a Speech during Medvedev’s presidency—"“bore the brunt” of the

fascist offensive, since “three-quarters” of their troops were directed towards the eastern front. After

141 “Rossiya, vperéd!” is also sometimes translated as “Go, Russia!” or “Forward, Russia”.
142 “65 ner naszaj 6611 pasrpomiieH HausM. OCTaHOBJIEHA MAIIMHA YHUUTOXEHHUS LENBIX Hapo 10B. Hameli crpane u Beeit
EBpore Bo3Bpammén mup. [ToiokeH KOHEl 00T HH, pa3pyIIaBIIeii OCHOBBI IMBHIIM3aLNN.”
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https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCFaZNwhxMVzf86-U77EP2IA

mentioning some of its most remembered battlefields, Medvedev gives no room for ambiguity: the
warriors had “one choice: either triumph or become slaves”.!* In a similar vein, he affirms, “at each
day, each hour, each minute people made decisions”, both “at the frontline as at the rearward”. With
this, the president opens a new philosophical perspective on the individual wartime effort, since the
War narrative usually takes a fatalist overtone by emphasizing the combatants’ faith in the Victory
(SR 2000, 2008; SP 2006, 2007) and portraying a nation that fulfilled its “historical mission” (SR
2008). This novel importance attributed to individual decision-making is in line with Medvedev’s
reforms, which aim at promoting a “modern” society based on self-reliance and personal
responsibility—in fact, the president argues that the veterans kept this “special responsibility for the

fate of the country” throughout their entire lives.'*

The president then proceeds, “time has huge power][,] but it is weaker than human memory, than our
memory”. As already noted, this kind of comparison suggests that the temporal event gives way to a
timeless dimension of memory. Its motif is constantly present as the heroes of the War, which “we
will never forget”. Then, the leader declares what is arguably the best illustration of the significance
of the set of rituals and practices examined so far: “in [19]45 was achieved not only a military
[victory], but a great moral Victory”. In one sentence, Medvedev categorically summarizes the entire
symbolism of the narrative for both the speaker and the audience.'*’

According to Medvedev, the date celebrates the “common Victory” fought by all the nations of the
Soviet Union and “accelerated by our allies” (my italics). With this statement, the Russian leader
assures the audience that the Soviet Union, now represented by its heirs, played a main role in the
Victory. Still, he also praises the fact that Russian soldiers will parade “in the same ranks” with those
from the CIS countries and the anti-Hitler coalition.'*®

Next, the official and the personal meet once again, when the president points out that “virtually every
single family of Russia has those who perished or went missing” in different circumstances.
Manifesting a collective recognition of all those living during the War period, Medvedev promises

them “eternal memory”. It is interesting that the president affirms that these deaths are “impossible

143 Coserckuit Coro3 puHsy Ha ceGst OCHOBHOM yzap dammctoB. OHM GPOCHIIM HA BOCTOYHBIN (DPOHT TPH YETBEPTH
CBOMX BOWCK. [...] O6opona Mockss! u JIennnrpana, Cramuarpaackas 0utsa, Kypckas qyra — 3To He IpOCTO STarlbl
TOH BOHHBI. DTO KPOBB U CIIE3BI, TOPEYb MOPAXKEHUH U paoCTh obe, paHeH!s 1 Tu0esb 00eBbIX ToBapHIei. 1 oquH
BBIOOp — MO0 T06eTUTh, MO0 cTaTh pabaMu.”

144 “Kanplil 1eHb, KaXKIBIN 9ac, KXyl MAHYTY JIOAW PMHAMAIN pernenus. Ha monsx cpaxenuit u B Thuty. U oTy

0COo0YI0 OTBETCTBEHHOCTH 32 CyI0Y CTpPaHBI HAIIK BETEPaHBI IIPOHECIH Yepe3 BCIO CBOIO KHU3Hb.”

“Bpemsi mMeeT OorpoMHYI0 BiacTh. Ho oHO citabee yenoBeuecKoil MmamsTH, Halled ¢ BaMU MaMsaTH. MBI HHKOT/Ia

He 3a0yzieM COJIJaT, CpakaBIIMXCs Ha (poHTax. JKEHIMH, 3aMEHUBIINX MY>KYMH Ha 3aBojax. JleTel, mporeammx

Yyepe3 HEeMBICIMMBIE Ul UX BO3pacTa UcIbITaHus. Bece onn — repou BoiHeL [...] B 45-M roay Obuta oxepxana He

TOJILKO BOCHHAsI, HO 1 OoJibllasi HpaBcTBeHHas [lobena.”

146 “Opmas Iobena. 3a neé Gopomuch Bce Hapoxas! ObiBuiero CCCP. Eé npubmikanu Hamu coro3uuku. M ceromus B
TOPKECTBEHHOM Iapajie BMecTe mpoiinyt connatsl Poccuu, rocynapets CHI™ 1 cTpaH aHTUTUTIEPOBCKON KOATULIUU.
EnuHbIi cTpON — CBUACTENLCTBO HAIICH 0Ol TOTOBHOCTH 3alUIIATh MUp.”
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to accept” or forget; despite the Victory, the War must remain ever present, oblivious to the
progression of time, in order to serve as a model in the present.!'*’

Finally, the head of state addresses the lessons of WWII. Once again, the more comprehensive term
is used to include those not participating in the GPW, as the War memory calls for a common solidarity
in a world that remains fragile. Conflicts never start “overnight”, the leader argues, and “evil gains
momentum” and thrives on indifference and neglect, which can only be confronted by joint efforts
based on goodwill.'*® On that account, Medvedev resumes early Putin’s warnings against inertia and
omission (SP 2002, 2003, 2005; SR 2003).

During the Speech at the Reception (2010), Medvedev contends that the “triumphal and just”
Victory on the “bloodiest war of the 20" Century” remains an “unparalleled feat”, to be remembered
along with the “harsh lessons” of the War. Dwelling on the topic, Medvedev points out the terrible
consequences of the “pretensions to world domination” and the perils of “attempts to influence free
nations and sovereign countries”—reaffirming the warning expressed in 2008 (SP).!#

Medvedev proceeds to assign to the current generations the “duty” of preventing such conflicts from
happening, doing “whatever it takes” to make the “atmosphere of cordiality, cooperation and
neighbourliness” the “only possible relation between countries”. He concludes, “if there would be
no foes, there would be no reasons for war”.'>°

In another reference to the War symbolism, the president asserts that even after 65 years, the Eternal
Fire is brightly burning in the Russian cities, “symbol of our memory of the heroic past”.!*! This is
the second time the president refers to one of the ritual’s main symbol, the Saint George Ribbon (SP
2009). Nonetheless, the Victory Banner, the most prominent symbol of the date, was only mentioned

during Putin’s first years (SP 2000, 2001, 2006).

147 “B Poccum MpakTHYECKH B KAKIIOH CEMbE ECTh Te, KTO MOTHO Wi Tipornai 6e3 Bectr. KTo ymep ot roniona B Gokajy.
Koro coxriu B neyax koHmiarepei. C 3TUM HEBO3MOKHO cMUPHUTHCS. HeBo3MoxkHO 3a0bITh. Beunas um namsite.”

148 “Ypoxu BTopoil MHPOBOI MPU3BIBAIOT HAC K COIMIAPHOCTH. MUp TO-NPeXHEMY XpyNOK. VI MbI 0053aHbI TOMHHTE:
BOWHBI HE HAYMHAIOTCS B OIHOYACke. 3710 HAOMPAET CUITy, €CIIH epe]l HUM OTCTYIAl0T, CTapaloTcs ero He 3aMeyars.
Tonpko BMecTe MBI MOXKEM IPOTHBOCTOATH COBPEMEHHBIM yrpo3aM. ToylbkO Ha OCHOBE J0OpOCOCENCTBA pelIaTh
poOIIeMBI TI00aTbHOM 0e30MacHOCTH.”

149 “TloGenp1, KOTOpast 65 neT Hazan TPHYMGATLHO W CIIPABEUIMBO 3aBEPIIIA CAMYIO KPOBOIPOJUTHYIO BOWHY XX
crozerus [...] MbI HUKOTHa He 3a0yneM ux OecrpuMepHOro noasura. He 3a0yneM u TeX TSKEIBIX YPOKOB, KOTOPEIE
MperoHecia BOHHA BCceMy deloBeduecTBy. [...] BoiiHa mokasanma, K KakoW CTPAIIHOW 4YepTe MOTYT IOJABECTH
MIPETEeH3UH Ha MUPOBOE TrOCHoACTBO. HaCKOJIBKO OIMacHBI MOMBITKH CHJIOBOTO JaBJICHHS Ha CBOOOJHBIC HApOJBI, HA
CYBEpEHHBIE rocyaapcTBa.”

130 “Y, KoHEewHO, JONT COBPEMEHHBIX TOKOJIEHUH — HE JIOMYCTHTH MOBTOPEHHUS TAKOTO CIIEHAPHS, OJ00HBIX TI00AIBHBIX
koH(ukTOB. Crenarh Bc€, uTOOBI arMocdepa JOOPOCEpIeYHOCTH, COTPYIHHYECTBA M JT0OPOCOCEACTBa cTaja
€IMHCTBEHHO BO3MOXHOH B OTHONIEHUSIX MEXAY rocyaapcTBaMu. Ecnu Ha 3emiie HE OCTaHETCS BPAXKAYIOIIUX —
He OyAeT ¥ IPUYHMHBI JJIsl BOWH.”

151 “Tloporue apy3bs, IPOILIO yiKe 65 JIET, HO B POCCHICKUX FOPOJIAX MO-MPEXKHEMY APKO TOPUT Be4HbIN OrOHL — CUMBOJ
Halllel )KM3HU, CUMBOJI Halllel MaMATH 0 repondeckoM mpouuioM. M rog oT roja Takux NaMATHUKOB CTAHOBUTCS HE
MeHblIIIe, a 0osbIe.”
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For the first time in the period studied, the president refers to a foreign place during his delivery.
When evaluating the outcomes of the War, Medvedev cites Nuremberg as the place where the
“vaccination” against Nazism took place, in reference to the trials of the Nazi leadership. Likewise,
the president mentions the international structures capable of guaranteeing peace and safety in the
contemporary world. This international outlook brings both domestic and foreign audience together,
although the emphasis on “international structures” as a safeguard for global stability probably relates
to the warning against “pretension to world domination” expressed at the beginning of the Speech. !>
The leader then highlights that the parading of Russian military units along with those of the CIS and
Allied countries is “clear evidence” of their solidarity and understanding.'>* In a similar vein, he
describes the Victory as “our common victory. The victory of good over evil, of justice over iniquity”,
symbolically equating several aspects in a common thread. Addressing the veterans one last time,
Medvedev thanks them for giving “peace, life and a free country, a free nation”, finishing the speech
with a surprisingly straightforward, almost naive “we love you”. This unlikely display of affection is
attuned to Medvedev’s trait of providing the War an intimate tone, at the same time relating it to the
collective entity embodied by the country; the emotional content of the deliverances acts as a bridge
between official and personal elements. The Victory thus comes as a consequence of individual zeal
in defending both family and motherland, regardless of generation. '**

The year of 2011 marks the last year with Medvedev as the president of the Russian Federation, and,
in consequence, his last VD Speeches. The process of “hiding” Lenin’s mausoleum continued
throughout Medvedev’s years, to the extent that the structure mounted this year not only covered it
completely, but also extended higher than the Kremlin walls. In fact, during Medvedev’s presidency,
the decoration of the Square itself became increasingly grandiose each year, featuring particularly big
billboards in 2010 and 2011 (Kassa Bravo 2011; Viacheslav Tciplenkov 2015c). Furthermore, the
entire composition seems to carefully avoid any connotation of Soviet symbology (periskop 2011);
in the previous year the Order of Alexander Nevsky, honouring one of the country’s first
“defender(s]”, lost its Soviet symbols. Finally, it is also worth noticing that this year the soldiers
paraded in battledress duty uniforms, instead of the traditional dress uniforms; like in 2005, during

this year’s parade the Russian leadership remained seated for most of the time (Kassa Bravo 2011).

152 “HTor BOMHBI 3aKIF0YAETCA M B IIPUBHUBKE OT HALU3MAa, KOTOPas ObLa clelaHa BceMy Mupy B HropuOepre. A Takxke B
CO3/IaHUH MEXTyHApPOIHBIX CTPYKTYP, CIIOCOOHBIX 00€CIIEYnTs MUP B O€30IaCHOCTh Ha IUTaHeTe.”

153 “To, uTo ceroAns B IOOEJHOM Maplle BMECTe IPONLIM Boiicka Poccum, Bounckue (opmuposanus ctpan CHI,
TrOCyJapCTB AHTUTHUTICPOBCKOM KOAIUIUH, — BCE 3TO OYCBHIHOC CBHJICTEIBCTBO HAIICH COMHIAPHOCTH U
MOHUMAaHUS”

154 “Tlo6ena B 1945 rogy — 5o Hama obmas nobeaa. [lobena 1o6pa Haj 3110M, CIPABEMLINBOCTH HaJl O€33aKOHHEM |...]
Hoporue Betepansbl! [...] momapwin JrOASM, BCEM HAaM MHUp, XH3Hb U CBOOOJHYIO CTpaHy, cBOOOIHYyH PoauHy.
Cnacubo Bam 0oibIioe 3a 3T0. MbI Bac Jiro0uM.”

84
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Now a seasoned speaker on the topic, the president begins the Speech at the Parade (2011) by
reflecting on the “deepening” of the “awareness of the great exploits of the military generation”. After
an interval of a few years, the interpretation of the War and the Victory as a “living” narrative
becomes explicit one more time (it was present during SR 2006 and SP 2007, 2008). Besides, he
unequivocally declares that “contemporary Russia has a special relation to the happenings of those
years, both to the historical chronicle and the veterans’ fate”. As such, “there is no doubt” that the
newer generations will “sacredly revere (sanctify)” the memory of the War heroes. !’

After praising the veterans for setting the “highest moral standard” by showing devotion to the
fatherland, the president declares it to be “our duty” to preserve this memory and to protect the peace
“achieved as a result of the Victory”. In a sense, peace here refers not to the end of the conflict with
the capitulation of the Nazi Germany, but rather to a more abstract, long-lasting peace kept since then.
This time there is an implicit temporal dimension, whose extension only raises the moral worth in
making a connection between the peace of 1945, at one extreme, and current peace, at another.
Medvedev expands the “us”—as referred to when mentioning “our duty”— to the people of all the
nations that celebrate the Victory Day with the Russian people, reaffirming the practice of the Victory
as a “common Victory”.!>

Medvedev locates “pride” in the fact that those who survived the War promoted a fast recovery of
the country “from the ruins”, became “the first to break through to outer space” and achieved “great
success in education, culture and science”.!®” This original perspective broadens the Victory narrative,

which now entails post-War accomplishments.

Medvedev then proceeds to state Russia’s support for international cooperation, “systematically
advocating an indivisible defence system”—connected with 2010’s plea for a common European
Security Treaty.!>® At the same time the president comments on Russia’s armed forces, assuring the
audience of its reliable protection of the country and its citizens and promising to keep them

updated—a remark also present during SR 2009.'%° The president concludes by thanking those who

135 “UYem naibIe OT HAC ITH TOJIBI, TEM TITYOKE OCO3HAHHME BEJIMKOTO MO/[BUTA BOEHHOTO TOKOJIEHH)S [...|B coBpemMenHoO
Poccun ocoboe oTHOMIEHHE K COOBITHAM TEX JIET: U K HCTOPUUECKUM XPOHHKAM, M K cyl1b0aM ()pOHTOBHKOB. |[...] 1
HET HUKaKUX COMHEHUI, YTO HAIlK €T, HAIIIA BHYKH OYAYT CBATO YTHTh ITaMATh repoeB Benukoit OTeuecTBeHHOMN.”

136 “Bp1, moporme BeTEpaHbl, 3a/1a)1M BHICOYANIITYIO HPABCTBEHHYIO IUIAHKY — TIOKA3aJld MIPUMEDP MPEIaHHOCTH CBOEMY
OteuectBy. Hamr nonr — moMHATE 06 3TOM 1 Oepedsb MHp, TOCTUTHYTHIN B pesynbrare [lobenst. [...] Ceituac HOBBIE
MTOKOJICHUS YKPEIUIAIOT TPAUIIH IPYKOBI, COTPYAHUYECTBA, OpaTcTBa C TEMH HApPOAAMH, KOTOPhIE BMECTE C HAMHU
oTMedaroT npa3gHuk [lobensl. U s MckpeHHe MO3apaBisiio BeTepaHoB Beex cTpaH: Jlens [lobenst ObLT 1 ocTaHeTCS
HaIIM OOIINUM TIPa3THUKOM.”

157 “MpI ropauMcs TeM, 4TO JIFOH, POIIE/LINE BOMHY, 32 KOPOTKOE BPEMs MOJHSAIU CTPaHy M3 PyHMH, BOCCTAHOBMIIN

MIPOMBILIVICHHOCTh M CEJIbCKOE XO3SCTBO, MEPBBIMH MPOPBAIMCH B KOCMOC, JOCTUINIM OOJBIIMX YCIEXOB B

00pa3oBaHuH, HAYKE U KyJbType.”

“Ceromns Poccust TBEpAO OTCTaMBaeT MPUHLMIIBI MHUPHOTO COTPYIHHUYECTBA, MOCIEIOBATENBHO BBICTYIAET 3a

HeJleJIUMYI0 cucTeMy Ge3onacHocTH”

159 “Poccuiickue apmus U QIIOT HAIEKHO 3aUMIIAIOT CTPaHy U eé rpaxiad. Haum coniatel M oHUIEpHI U CETOHS HECYT
00eBOE ICKYPCTBO, @ MX TOBAPHIIH ceidac mpoiiayT mo KpacHoii miomazu. [...] ['ocyaapcTBo u nanbiie OyaeT Aenathb
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“gave us life and freedom”, claiming that “you (veterans) were fully aware of what you were fighting
for and for what your fellows gave their life”. In this year, Medvedev’s characteristic praise of
personal initiative and commitment as decisive in setting the outcome of the conflict goes together
with a connection between those that survived it and those who perished—the totality of the Soviet
fighters forms a cohesive entity in which a part of it sacrificed itself for the rest, thus accomplishing
its “historical mission” (SR 2008). Finally, it is important to notice that, for the first time, a Speech at
the Parade does not address any threat, warning or lesson; instead, the wartime generation and the

Victory represent an inspiration for the current period.

Unfortunately, I could not find a transcription of the Speech at the Reception (2011). Still, mass
media reported the event, highlighting that Medvedev remembered the 70" anniversary of the
beginning of the War and that “this kind of atrocity never remain unpunished”. The president also
draws attention to the fact that the “threat of conflict”, in particular “international terrorism”, still
exists, and that humankind should fight it together. Terrorism is mentioned for the first time since SP
and SR 2005, as, in January 2011, suicide bombers attacked the Domodedovo International Airport
in Moscow in the biggest incident of the kind since the Beslan school crisis in 2004. Also mentioned
is the presidential observation on the necessity to develop the armed forces (Medvedev 2011).

Since the beginning of Medvedev’s administration, Russia’s political framework was such that no
major changes could occur within the established discursive order. The stabilization present in the
early Putin period resulted in, by the end of the decade, the stagnation of the articulatory processes
engineered by the country’s leadership. The evident failure of most of Medvedev’s reformist platform
attests to the difficulty the president had in articulating new elements with the structure organized
around “normalcy”. The problematic relation between the agenda of “modernization” and the major
signifiers already present in this structure meant that the president was not successful in incorporating
this principle into the discursive order, despite his enthusiastic support of this policy from the outset.
First, the association of modernization with “great power” was vague at best, and Medvedev missed
opportunities to strengthen it—as the complete lack of references to modernization during the VD
Speeches shows. As manifest critical of the concept of “sovereign democracy”, Medvedev had also
declared his willingness to work on “common standards of democracy” with his western counterparts
(Morozov 2010:5). Along with “modernization”, this orientation discarded the country’s
“uniqueness” as detrimental to the development of the country. In fact, they both stood in direct

opposition to “conservatism” and even “Russianness”, inasmuch as these two became closely linked

BCé, YTOOKI BOCHHOCITYyKalue ObLIN ILOCTOI7[H0 O6€CH€‘JCHI)I, 4yTOOBI AKTHBHO 1110 OOHOBJICHUE BOOpy)KéHHI)IX Cun
[] Z[oporne BeTepaHm! CCFOIIHH Mbl OTMEUYAaEeM CaMbIi CBSATOU U1 HaC Mpa3aHUK U 6J'Ial"O,HapI/IM BaC — Bac,
NOoJAapUBHINX HAM KU3Hb U CB060,Hy. Bu TBépI[O 3HaJI4, 3a 4YTO BOCBAJIM U 3a YTO OTAAJIM XXHU3Hb Ballll TOBapI/IIHI/I.”
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under the previous ruler. Finally, the reformist platform could not be associated with “stability”. On
that account, the programme of economic diversification and fight against corruption would affect
the very foundations of the prevailing economic and political order, based on oil and gas revenues
entering the state budget and being subsequently distributed among loyal sectors of the elite and
society as a whole. The most important obstacle to the implementation of the platform, however, was
perhaps the underlying aversion evoked by the transitional period of the 1990s, remaining a
fundamental factor in the country’s discursive order since then. In this context, “modernization”,
attended by a feeble “liberalization” which negated sovereign democracy, was essentially at odds with
the prevalent understanding of “normalcy”.

At the same time, the VD discourse also solidified its structures of meaning. Although Medvedev still
used the commemoration to address political issues in the country and abroad, he avoided associating
it with concrete events, focusing on its “unifying” function instead. As the Victory narrative gained
(even more) prominence in the Russian wider symbolic order, the current president resorts to
categorical statements more frequently than his predecessor, often without providing them with a
justification. In this regard, the leadership suggested a consensus on the significance of the War and
the Victory, and Medvedev in practice started to involve each citizen of the Russian Federation at a
personal level. In addition, the president tried to reconcile the Russian GPW with the wider WWII
memory, in light of the renewed attempt at rapprochement with its western counterparts, in particular
with NATO member states. This approach required an awkward balance with the still popular
“uniqueness”; as such, the usual procedure was to bring alternative perspectives on the War closer to
the Russian GPW/VD version rather than integrating them all—as expressed by the recurrent
emphasis on the CIS countries as privileged subjects of the narrative. While the narrative continued
to develop a symbolism of its own—from 2008-2011, the Soviet Union was mentioned only once—
it did not include a conciliatory stance as its core—this mention served to reiterate that “we, Soviet
(heirs)” suffered the most from the War (SP 2010).

Against this background, a new momentum started to take shape by the time of the 2011 legislative
elections. While Medvedev’s modernizing platform was frustrated by the dominant discourse on
“normalcy”, it also engendered a loosening of this discursive order. The vacuum left by unmet
demands uncovered a potentially dislocatory practice, as these demands found their expression in a
reinvigorated opposition that had earlier been marginalized from traditional party politics. Outside
official political procedures, this “non-systemic” opposition also operated along the “normalcy”
discursive structure—albeit other than that of the political leadership. In the aftermath of the
unsuccessful projects to promote modernization, liberalization and finding a solution to the

bureaucracy’s endemic corruption, the elements supporting the Russian “unique” way of keeping
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“stability” were promptly inversed in the eyes of a growing share of the civil society, understanding
it rather as a stubborn “isolation” which promoted nothing but “inertia”. Moreover, the impending
return of the old leader to the highest position of power—given Russia’s political configuration, a
mere formality in a power-switching operation between Putin and Medvedev—further aggravated the
estrangement the leadership provoked among this group. Finally, the slow recovery from the
economic crisis provided a pressing material stimulus to go out and protest.

Nevertheless, this coalition encompassed a multitude of political demands and orientations, apart
from the unifying banner of removing the current leadership from power. Essentially an “anti-Putin”
articulation, it fitted well in the leadership’s logic of equating all as “extremists” and “xenophobes”
(i.e. enemies of stability”). Accordingly, as occurred during the offensive against the supporters of
the colour revolutions and of the embryonic protests of 2006-2008, this discursive practice was
heavily sponsored by the state-controlled media, resonating with the most conservative sectors of
society. By disseminating a “diffuse” threat to the established order, this “negative mobilization”
(Gudkov 2007) simply replicated a formula present in the VD Speeches (among other
pronouncements) since the second half of the 2000s. From its beginning, a “depolitisation of social
life” (Prozorov 2008:199) had become a distinctive trait of Putin’s period; the leadership stimulated
an apathetic society (idem. 200), which already shared a “positive indifference” (idem. 188) towards
president Putin—at least during his first years. In view of the “normalcy” project based on the
symbolic overcoming of the 1990s, the leadership by definition deemed a “return of the political” in
the country and its civil society to be “disastrous” (idem. 199).

Apart from “anti-Putinism”, “nationalism” also played a major role in the common ground unifying
the heterogeneous movement, to the extent that even the “liberal” identity had taken a “national-
democratic” turn, dubbed natsdem (Laruelle 2012). While it could compete for the “Russianness”
side of the discursive field, it could also be explored by the ever-latent “Nazi/fascist threat”. Even if
real fascism was supported by a tiny—albeit vocal—minority (as the then-banned National-Bolshevik
Party, a fusion of both extremes of the political spectrum), this was hardly the case for most of the
protesters, and a great share struggled instead for the agenda the elite was unwilling—and Medvedev
ostensibly unable—to promote. And yet, accusations of fascism were often directed at opposition
members, in particular Alexey Navalny, a prominent opposition leader whose participation in far-
right demonstrations was conveniently exploited by the state-run media. As a “flexible ideological
tool”, nationalism is not a prerogative of Putin’s regime (Laruelle 2012:5), nor, arguably, a part of the
main signifiers of its system of meanings. Although “patriotism” is a recurrent topic in Russia’s
leadership, “Russianness” relates to the broader sociocultural aspects regarding a way of life, instead

of relying on principles of an ethnic community bound by blood and/or language. Similarly, the term
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“rossiysky”, regarding the civic aspects of the Russian identity (the federation, the government, the
army, the citizens) is often employed; by contrast, the term “russky”, which relates to the Russian
ethnicity, appears only once during the entire period analysed: at SR 2000, an unseasoned Putin
praises the “Russian (russky) patriotism”. In this respect, the post-Soviet (CIS) “brotherhood” is a
persistent motif'in the VD Speeches (SP 2001, 2003-05, 2009; SR 2000-01). As a multi-ethnic country
of (bi)continental proportions, Russia’s “stability”, “great power(ness)”” and even “uniqueness” would
be eroded by an exclusivist nationalist discourse. Nonetheless, these two (if not more) strains of
nationalism coexist, and the popularity of its not-officially-sanctioned versions reveals another point

of divergence between the symbolic order promoted by the leaderships and that of the national

identity at large.

Notwithstanding its failure in preventing Putin from coming to—or remaining in—power, the 2011-
12 protests showed that, for the first time since the 1990s, the leadership’s control over the discursive
articulation, along with its status as a promoter of “normalcy”, was significantly contested from
within it. The non-systemic opposition succeeded in expressing its discontent also at an official level.
As a result, the political party designed by the leadership (“the party of power”), United Russia,
received a substantial reduction in votes and seats at the Duma, the country’s lower legislative house.
Unlike when dealing with the “terrorists”, the Russian leadership could not promptly “otherize” a
considerable part of the country’s civil society, since the renewed opposition was able to effectively
claim symbolic sites of political action, asserting that “we are not the opposition, we are the people!”

(Morozov 2012:2).

4.3.4 Putin’s third term (2012-2015)

Putin’s extravagant inauguration to his third term, held on May 7 as per tradition, was preceded by a
particularly tense protest against the old new ruler, which in turn met vigorous repression—including
massive arrests by police and the opening of questionable criminal cases against opposition leaders
in its aftermath. The government’s severe crackdown on the protesters ensued a new wave of
domestic and international criticism in respect to Russia’s “sovereign democracy”. In fact, against
the background of anxiety among the elite, the president dismissed creator and main proponent of the
concept, Vladislav Surkov. The a suggestive move also indicated the increasing detachment of the
elite from the society, which in turn reflected the widening back between its discursive practices and
the national symbolic order as a whole. The president started his third term with one of his lowest
approval rating since the 2004-2005 monetization of benefits for the elderly (Radio Free
Europe/Radio Liberty 2015).
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Despite the fact that the conciliatory turn adopted during Medvedev’s rule also was cautiously
embraced my Putin, who in 2010 went as far as to propose “a harmonious economic community from
Lisbon to Vladivostok™ (Deutsche Welle, 2010), the United States and most EU countries received
the return of the leader’s with renewed scepticism. The impossibility to reach an agreement on
emerging international challenges, from the nuclear projects in Iran to the Syrian and Libyan civil

wars, was a clear indicator of the delicate situation of Russia-US relations.

In contrast to the country political configuration, the VD ritual remained its trajectory above and
beyond politics; for the most part, even the “non-systemic” opposition was not contesting its narrative
orthodoxy. It is emblematic that even the most marginalized groups use the War tropes on behalf of
their cause; the motto “fascism/they shall not pass”—a main signifier of the Soviet GPW propaganda
(Gill 2010:142)—is often employed during protests for the rights of the LGBT community (aprobalt
2013). Nevertheless, some opposition members in fact contested its status in the country’s collective
imaginary. The politician Gennady Gudkov—already when he still was a member of Putin’s United
Russia—argued that the War is justified as a teleological “chain of events leading up to pre-
determined Victory” which “taboos” its negative side and removes it from “rational analysis”
(Gudkov 2005). Considering the official reading introduced by the Speeches, after 5 years this
“taboo” surrounding the topic presumably grew stronger. Accordingly, it still represented a reliable
source of legitimation of the regime, mediating its discursive practices with that of the national

symbolic order (i.e. the country’s “identity”).

On the morning of 9 May 2012, the nationwide Channel 1 broadcasted a special documentary making
a retrospect of all the military parades starting from 7 November 1941 until VD 2012 and the 138th
military parade to take place at the Red Square (Channel One 2012). By connecting the early 1941
Parade to those of 9 May, it conspicuously omits its purpose—the celebration of the October
Revolution. In the same vein, VD 2012 continues to move away from its communist past, as this year
there was not USSR Marshall among the authorities, and the Soviet banners were further replaced by

new ones, featuring Christian crosses (periskop 2012a).

Putin’s Speech at the Parade (2012) present a few changes—if not so much on its content, at least
on the emphasis given to certain aspects of it. As during his first years, Putin returns to focusing on
the War significance in ongoing affairs, albeit in a more subtle manner. Commemorating the day when
the “terrible and cynical force” of Nazism was defeated, Putin fast-forwards to our time, claiming,
“we don’t have the right to forget [...] how the barbarians decided to destroy entire nations”. The

leader locates the roots of the conflict in the absence of a “timely, collective rejection”, which was
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prevented due to “disunity, mutual suspicions and ideological confrontation” between countries.'®
Accordingly, the president lists the “strict abidance to the international rules, respect for the
sovereignty of the states and independent choices of each nation” among the “absolute guarantees”
that a similar tragedy will not happen again.!¢! As the “reset” was waning in view of the return of
Putin’s less agreeable persona, the president rebuffed the foreign disapproval of his rule as based on
“suspicions” and “ideological confrontation”. Before that, the term was only used during SP 2005,
and yet to praise the level of international cooperation achieved after the period of ideological

opposition, a reference to the Cold War.

In justifying Russia’s “great moral right” to defend its positions, the president succinctly expresses
all the tropes of the GPW/VD saga in one sentence. Therefore, the country is entitled to this right for

2 6

the reason that it “bore the brunt of Nazism”, “met it with heroic resistance”, “passed through the
hardest tests”, “determined the outcome of that war”, “crushed the enemy” and “brought liberation
of the nations of the entire world”. As a “powerful support to the younger generations”, they “must
know and remember [the Victory], that they are the heir of the winners, [who are] the true soldiers of

freedom”.!62

Next, Putin proceeds to commend on the veterans’ brotherhood, as they experienced deprivation and
suffering “which, it would seem, human beings cannot withstand”. As the real “creators of the
Victory”, they proved that it is possible to win not only by the power of weapons, but [also] by the
power of the spirit, unity and faith”.'®> Whilst the War is now history, their “courage, ability to love
and defend their motherland” will never become past, remaining a “touchstone of morality, patriotism
and duty” to the new generations, who will proudly march the on the “legendary” Red Square in
respect to those who “gave us the Victory”. Although the event itself is now gone, the underlying

circumstances are atemporal, still guiding the nation—the concrete is history; the metaphysical is

160 67 net Hasay ObUT Pa3TPOMJIEH HAIM3M — CTPANIHAs ¥ [MHUYHAS cuia. Y Mbl He Brpase 3a0biBarth |...] Kak BapBapsl
3aMBIIUIAIN YHUYTOXKUTE Liesble Haponsl [...] Hamo emé pa3 OTKpbITO MpU3HATH, YTO arpeCCUBHBIE HaMEpPEHUs
HalMCTOB HE MOJYYWJIM CBOEBPEMEHHOT'O KOJUIEKTHBHOTO OTIOpa. UYTO pa3o0IEHHOCTh CTpaH, MX B3aUMHBIE
MIOJIO3PEHHS U HEO0JIOTHYecKast KOHPPOHTALMSI He TTO3BOJIMIIN ITPEAOTBPATUTh BTOpyro MUpoBYIo BOiHY.”

“Bce Mbl 00s13aHBI ITOMHHTH, IIOYEMY Hadajach BOWHA, M aHAIM3UPOBATH €€ YPOKH, BEIb OHHU IO-TIPEXKHEMY

aKTyanbHbl. M ceromHs Xody MOJUEpKHYTh: CTPOroe COOJIIOAEHHE MEXKAYHApPOAHBIX HOPM, YyBaXKEHHE

TOCYJapCTBEHHOTO CYBEPEHHTETa M CaMOCTOSATEIBHOTO BBIOOpA KaKJOTO HapoAa — 3TO OAHA M3 0e3yCIOBHBIX

rapaHTUii TOTO, YTO TPareaAns MPOMIeANIel BOWHBI HUKOT/Ia OOIbIIe He TIOBTOPHUTCS.”

“Poccus mocieoBaTeIbHO MPOBOAUT MOJUTHKY IO YKpemsieHHIo Oe3omacHOcTH B Mupe. M y Hac ecTh Bemmkoe

MOpAJbHOE MPaBO — NMPHUHINIHAIFHO U HACTOWYMBO OTCTaWBATh CBOM IO3UIIMH, IOTOMY YTO MMEHHO Hallla CTpaHa

NMpuHsIa Ha ce0s TIaBHBIM yoap HaM3Ma, BCTPETHIA €ro TepPOMYECKHMM CONpPOTHBICHHEM, NpOIUIA dYepes

TSDKEJIEWINE UCTIBITAaHUS, OMpeNeryia caM KMCXOJ TOW BOWHBI, COKpYIIWJIA Bpara ¥ TpPUHECTa OCBOOOXKIEHUE

HapoJaM Bcero Mupa. B aToil mobene m MoIHAs oropa Uil MOJIOJBIX MOKOJICHHH, KOTOPBIE IOJDKHBI 3HaTh U

MIOMHHTB, YTO OHHU — HACJIETHUKH TOOEANTENeH, HICTUHHBIX COJIAAT cBOOObI.”

163 “Jloporue namu Betepanbl! Uepes BCro BOWHY BbI POLLTH B €MHOM CTPOIO, B EIMHOM OPATCTBE U BMECTE BBIHECIIU
TaKue TPYJHOCTH, TAKUE JTUIIECHUS U MYKH, KaKUe YeI0BeK, Ka3aloch, BbIAEPKATh HE MOxeT. Ho Bbl He MOKOPMIINCH
Bpary M cTajii HacTOSIIMMU TBopiaMu [loOexpl. Bel [...] BHOBB goKa3aiy, 4To MOOEKAATh MOKHO HE TOJIBKO CHIIOH
OpY’KUsl, HO U CUJION yXa, CIUIOYEHHOCTH U BEPHI.
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timeless. The legendary Square is complementary to the legendary Red Army (SR 2000) and the life
of its veterans (SR 2004).'%4

The President begins the Speech at the Reception (2012) by establishing a connection with the
audience based on the common memory, since “today we experience the same feelings”. These
feelings, however, have definite expression in a community “overwhelmed with pride for its country,
which destroyed Nazism, [and] for its great people, who won the battle (fight)”” unparalleled in history.
“[At the same time,] we mourn millions who perished on that ruthless war”, he complements. As
during SP 2001, this opposition reveals the combination of contradictory feelings that the VD ritual
evokes. The president then asserts its meaning: “we will always remember at what cost the War was
won”. Furthermore, he argues, “we will not forgive the criminal atrocities of our enemy, who
treacherously attacked our motherland”.'®® Even if directed towards a public predisposed to such a
dramatic presentation of the War, the unreserved rhetoric of the Russia’s main authority in such a

solemn setting hints at the level of consensus the GPW gathered around it.

As previously claimed by Medvedev (SP 2010), “each family has its heroes and its memories”; this
memory is alive in the “most truthful and popular holiday”. The Victory Day is, “above all”—Putin
now speaks to the veterans—“your day”. Accordingly, their fate sets an example for all the
generations of “our big and multinational country”, and their solidarity became “our priceless
heritage”. In this vein, the “we will do everything possible” to make the new generations aware of
“their responsibility for the future of Russia”, and contribute to the development of “tradition of unity
and authentic patriotism”—as such, “we will not betray the sacred truth of the War”.!® As during his

first term (SR 2003) and during Medvedev (SR 2008) Putin mentions a “truth of (about) the War”—

164 “Benmkas OTeuecTBEHHas BOWHA CTala HCTOPHUEH, HO Ballle MyXXECTBO, YMEHHE JIIOOUTH U 3aIUIIATh CBOW Poauny
HHUKOTJa HE YHIyT B mpomuioe, OyAyT MEepHIOM HPAaBCTBEHHOCTH, NMAaTPUOTH3Ma M J0jira Uil JeTel, BHYKOB U
npaBHyKoB. CeroJiHs OHU TOXe AepskaT paBHeHHe Ha 3Hams [1o0ebl ¥ ¢ TOpIOCThI0 NPOWAYT BOSHHBIM MapIleM o
nerengapHoit Kpacuoit mimomraam. [IpoiayT B 3HaK riryOouaiiiero yBakeHus K TeM, KTO OAApHiI HaM 3ToT Bennkuit
JeHp”
‘CeroJHst Bce Mbl UCIIBITHIBAEM OAMHAKOBBIE UyBCcTBA. Hac mepenonaHser ropaocTh 3a CBOIO CTPaHy, pa3rpOMHUBLIYIO
HaIM3M, 32 Halll BENWKUN HapoJ, MoOenuBIINK B OWTBE, paBHOH KOTOpOH HE 3Haja mcTopusa. M MBI cKOpOMM 0
MUJJIHOHAX MOTHOIINX B TOH Oecroma Hoi BOMHE, 0 TeX, KTO HABEYHO OCTAJICS Ha MOJIIX CPAKSHUH M TIOJ] pyHHAMH
TOPOIOB, Ha TETENINIIAX THICSY CEN U JepeBeHb. [...] MBI Bceraa OyaeM MOMHHTH, KaKoi 1eHoi 3aBoéBana [lobema.
He 3a0ynem npecTymHBIX 3710A€HUI Bpara, BEpoJIOMHO HamaBIIero Ha Hamry Poxauny.”
166 “Ceifuac Besne, B Poccun, B crpanax CompyecTBa, B JalbHEM 3apy0eKbe OTMEUArOT Hall oOIMi npasnaHuk. 1 B
KaKJIOW CEMbE €CTh M CBOW I'epoH, U CBOM BoclioMHHaHWs. Takoii 3ToT neHb — Jenb [Tobensr! Cambiii ipaBauBBIi
n camblil HapoHbIHA. [leHb 01arogapHOCTH W MOKJIOHEHHUS! HAIlUM JIOPOTHM BeTepaHaM. 9 Mas — 3rto, yBakaeMble
BETEpaHsbl, IIPEXK/Ie BCEro Ball JeHb. [...| Bama [BetepanoB] cyap0a — mpumep [uist BceX MOKOJISHUH Harlel OONbIIONH,
MHOT'OHAI[MOHAIBHON CTpaHbl. A Balle OeCKOPBICTHOE OpaTCTBO CTAJO HAIIMM OeCLEeHHBIM HacienueM. [...] U mbl
cenaeM BCE€ BO3MOXKHOE, YTOOB! M OHY [HAIlIM IETH ¥ BHYKH | OCO3HABAJIM CBOIO OTBETCTBEHHOCTH 3a cyAb0y Poccuu
U BHOCHUJIM CBOM BKJIQJ B pa3sBUTHE TPAJULMH CIIOYEHHOCTU U MOJJIUHHOIO MaTpHOTH3MAa. [...] MBI HUKOrIa He
NM3MEHUM BalllUM 3aBETaM — JIIOOUTh, Oepeyub U 3amuinaTh Poccuio, He ©I3MEHUM CBSILIIEHHOH IpaBzie o BoWHe.”
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a treasure carried by the veterans, preserved by their heirs to be further transmitted to posterity. While

the heirs of the Victory exist, its memory prevails.

The contention between the country’s leadership and its American counterparts continued throughout
the period, as symbolized by the Magnitsky Act (consisting of targeted sanctions against Russian
authorities), and its Russian reverse, the Anti-Magnitsky Act (a series of sanctions on American
citizens, most notoriously the ban on their adoption of Russian orphans), both approved by the end
of2012. At the same time, however, the American bill lifted several sanctions in force against Russia
since RSFSR (the Jackson—Vanik amendment), which did not attract the same attention in the country.
In the following month, Putin welcomed the French actor Gerard Depardieu as a new Russian citizen,

a gesture much advertised by a media keen on “anti-Western” publicity stunts.

As the opposition movement began to lose its momentum, it would seem that the confrontational
rhetoric served to connect it with an increasingly hostile “West”—and its ideals with what
Zhurzhenko (2007) calls “pro-Western defeatism”. After Medvedev’s hiatus, this perspective returns
to the concept of sovereign democracy by associating civic movements and their proposals with an
attempt, by western countries, to promote regime changes through “soft absorption” (Surkov 2006).
After the 2011-12 protests, the regime replaced its emphasis on unifying symbols with a tactic of
producing new divisions among society (Kurilla 2014). The laws passed to curb “homosexual
propaganda”, to “protect religious feelings” (and the related trial of the Pussy Riot), against the
“falsification of history”, against the “promotion of fascism” and even minor restrictions such as the
anti-tobacco law can all be framed under this renewed impulse to regulate social life (Kurilla 2014:1;
Siegert 2014:10). The leadership’s main discursive practice shifted from a logics of equivalence to
one of difference: instead of uniting all the Russians against a common threat such as terrorism, the
logics of difference served for promoting policies supported by an “overwhelming majority” (Siegert
2014:10) at the same time that it provoked “splits within Russian society” (Kurilla 2014:1).

Nevertheless, this state of affairs and the strained relation with the “Western” countries did not
damage the 2013 Victory ritual. For the first time, the naval Parade held in Vladivostok included
French and American vessels as participants (Periskop 2013c). In Moscow, besides the demonstration
of the heavy artillery in the Red Square, officially and definitely reinstated as part of the celebration
since 2008, there was a record in the military aircrafts flying Moscow’s skies on that day. After a two-
year gap, 68 planes and helicopters performed a full air parade, one for each year separating VD 2013
from the day of the Nazi capitulation (RT na russkom 2013). Another visible novelty was that, after
12 years, a military officer was inspecting (hosting) the troops, as General Sergey Shoygu had become
the country’s new Minister of Defence (periskop 2013c). The Speech at the Parade (2013), in turn,

lacked context-specific elements, keeping to the established protocols. Putin starts by greeting those
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present for “the day of glory of our nation, [which] smashed Nazism”. This memory represents a
“sacred relation” between generations; its strength lies in the love for Russia, for one’s home and
family—*"“the entire nation fought heroically” for these values. As members of the large family of the
winners and their heirs—factor consistently present in the Speeches since 2008—they will always
remember that “namely Russia, the Soviet Union” destroyed the Nazi plan. This choice of words fall
very short of merging both political entities into one, but not quite—while in English this is not clear,
in the original version “destroyed” (sorvali) is in plural. The clumsy syntax is due to historical
accuracy. Until now, the adverb!'®” “namely” (imenno) has always been followed by a vaguer “our
country” (SP 2004, 2012). Considering the circumstances, if the particle were followed only by
“Russia”, it would be false; if it were followed by “Soviet Union” alone, it would imply a problematic
equivalence. In any case, it denotes thin lines that separate the two entities. In any case, the point
stands: Russia itself defeated Nazism, not by inheritance but by a common factor uniting abstract
political realities (states) and their mnemonic communities (generations) throughout—and apart

from—time. 168

The leader continues: “our soldier stood up for freedom and independence, defended our motherland,
set Europe free and conquered victory”; his greatness “will stay in history forever”. Described in the
singular, this soldier is not a particular individual. He is, at the same time, an archetype of valiant
behaviour and a member of the community bound by the aforementioned “sacred relation”. As a

generalization, he stands for each of its members.'®’

Concerning the living veterans, Putin pledges to eternally honour their feat, mourn those killed and
always defend the “truth of the war”, as in the previous year. He proceeds “we remember what he
tragedies of a war means [...] [and we] will do anything, anything [he repeats], in order that no one
ever dared to unleash it [a war] again”.!” While there have been manifestations of this sort before
(SP 2003, 2005, 2012; SR 2010), this vague—and somewhat intimidating—statement contrasts with
the “lessons” of the War present until 2010. Likewise, Putin closes his speech referring to the Victory

as an “alarm ring” urging for a “life without war”. As such, it is a “holy symbol of the loyalty towards

167 Grammatically, it is a particle in Russian.

168 “C nHEM cIlaBbl HAIETO HAPOJA, COKPYINUBIIEro HanusM! [...] MaMATh 0 Hel He MEPKHET, NepefasTcs OT IOKOJIEHHs
K TIOKOJICHHIO [...] Ul r1aBHOM CHITON TaKOTO CBATOTO POJICTBA SBISETCA JIFOOOBE K Poccuu, K pogHOMY 10MY, K CBOUM
OITU3KNM, K CBOEH ceMbe. DTH IIEHHOCTH O0BEINHSIOT HAC M CETOHS. 3a HUX TePOUIECKH CPakaJcs BECh HAIll HAPOJ.
Msbr Bcerga OynmeM TOMHHTH, 4TO0 MMEeHHO Poccus, CoBerckuii Cor03 COpBaJIM YeIOBEKOHEHABHCTHUYECKUE,
KpOBAaBEIC, HAIMCHHBIC IUIAHBI HAIKCTOB”

169 “Ham conpmar oTcTOs1 cBOGOIY M HE3ABUCMMOCTh, 3allHINasi CBOK Pojuny, He xanes cebs, ocsobomun Espony u
oJiepaKa nodey, BeJInunue KOTOpPOH HaBEKH OCTaHETCS B HCTOPHUU”

170 “Mp1 GymeM BEYHO YTHTH Ball HOJBUT, CKOPOETH O MOTMOLIMX M 3aMyYeHHBIX, BCEra OTCTAMBATh IPaBIy O BOMHE
[...] MBI MOMHHM, YTO 3HAYHUT Tpareusl BOWHBI, U caenacM BcE — BCE, YTOOBI HUKTO M HUKOTJA HE TOCMEI e€ BHOBb
pa3Bs3ath’
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the motherland [...] [the] union of the multinational people of Russia [...] and boundless devotion to

its roots and its history”.!”!

The president begins the Speech at the Reception (2013) by describing Russia’s honourable deed of
honouring of “victorious generation”, as well as for “the great humanism” of the Victory, which
“affirms the intrinsic value of human life”. This “humanism” is a complete outsider to the set of tropes
associated with the Victory for the entire period of this analysis so far. Its distinctness challenges an

assumption: the lack of respect for human rights in the victorious society and its heirs.!”?

This time, Putin presents the Victory as equally commemorated by the CIS countries, several
countries in Europe and around the world, since “millions of people experience similar feelings: joy
and sorrow, excitement, admiration for the feat of those victorious over War, evil, falsehood and
injustice”. On that account, a chain of equivalence links everything that was defeated. When
specifically addressing the veterans, Putin’s prose becomes lyrical: “you had a common fate, a
common tribulation, a common hope and a common homeland [...] [fought] for the sake of its future
and “your” children’s.!”>. As during SP 2011, the president also praises the veterans for recovering
the country “from ruins and ashes” and executing “huge labour achievements”. Present-time Russians
will always “cherish this legacy, admire your generosity and courage, of which you speak simply and
clearly ‘it could not be otherwise’”. This last sentence, which could also be translated as “it was
impossible otherwise”, is a common Russian idiom—an exemplary quotation for the Victory
teleology, bearing an undisguised fatalism. According to the leader, “this deep, selfless attitude to life
touches the soul”. Next, he argues that the veterans considered “patriotism, faith and love for the
country” as their “main values”, which even today unite the peoples of Russia, and shall remain its

“spiritual and moral support”.!”* Accordingly, the leader is not only reaffirming the veteran’s heroic

17l “IToGena B Mae 45-ro — 310 HabaT, yTBEPKIAIOIIMH XKU3HE €3 BOIMHBI, 9TO CBATON CUMBOJI BEpHOCTH PosuHe, KoTopast
XKMBET B KaXKJJOM M3 Hac, CUMBOJI €IMHCTBa MHOTOHAIIMOHAIILHOTO Hapoaa Poccun, ero 6e3rpaHndHON NpeJaHHOCTH
CBOMM KOPHSIM U CBOEH HCTOpUH”

172 “Ceronns Best Poccust CTOMT B IOYETHOM, TOP/IOM, 0J1aro/IapHOM KapayJle B 4€CTh MOKOJIEHUS TI0OEIUTENEHN, B 4ECTh

HallMX OTLOB M JIeJIOB, OCBOOOAMBIIMX MHpP OT HAaIlM3Ma, B YECTh BEIMKOTO T'yMaHM3Ma — I'yMaHH3Ma I100ebl,

YTBEpAMBIICH HEMPEXOAAIIYIO IIECHHOCTh YEIOBEUYECKOH KIU3HH.”

“OTOT mpa3IHUK TOPKECTBEHHO OTMEYAIOT B rocynapcTBax CoapykecTBa, BO MHOTHX CTpaHax EBporsl u mwupa.

MuUTHOHBI JIIOJIEH WCIIBITHIBAIOT Ceyac CXOXKHME YYBCTBA: PaJOCTh M CKOpOb, BONHEHHE, MPEKJIOHEHUE Tepen

ITOJIBUTOM TOOEIUBINNX BOHHY, 3710, HETPaBAy M HECIPaBEIMBOCTh. [...] Bam, HammMm BeTepaHaM, — TJaBHEBIE

U caMble TEMIbIC MO3/paBieHus. Y Bac OblIa ogHa cyan0a, ogHa Oema, ogHa Hamexaa u ogHa OtuusHa. Pagm eé

HE3aBUCHMOCTH, pajiii OyIylIero CBOUX AeTen .”

“Bbl HE TOJIBKO OTCTOSUIM CTPaHy, HO U BOCCTAHOBMIM €€ U3 PYUH U MEIUIa, JOCTUINIM OTPOMHBIX TPYAOBBIX

cBepieHud. [...] M aTo Hacneaue Mbl Becerna Oynem Oepedb, BOCXMILATHCS BAallMM OJaropojCTBOM M MY)KECTBOM,

Baieil cyap0OH, O KOTOpOil BBl TOBOpUTE MNpOoCcTO W sicHO: «lHaue ObuIO Hemb3s». Takoe miryOoKoe,

CaMOOTBEp)KEHHOE, 0e3 710111 na)oca OTHOIICHHE K KM3HU IIepeBOpaunBacT Ayury. [1arpuotusm, Bepy B CBOIO CTpaHy,

m000Bb kK OTeYecTBY BbI CUNTAIHM IMIaBHBIMU LIEHHOCTSIMU. OHM 1 CeroJHs CIUIauYMBalOT Hapoabl Poccuu u, yBepeH,

Bceraa OynyT Hameil JyXxOBHOM M HPaBCTBEHHOH OMOpoid.”
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deeds—he is speaking on behalf of the heroes themselves; at the same time, he addresses them in a

much more direct manner than before, suggesting a personal talk.

In June, the friction in the Russia-US relations was aggravated when Russia granted a temporary
asylum to Edward Snowden, a former CIA employee wanted for leaking classified information from
American security agencies. Nonetheless, in the end of December, the social, political and cultural
divergences in the Ukrainian society gave rise to a new crisis in that country, leading to an
unprecedented level of tension between Russian and the NATO/EU countries. To a certain degree, it
was a repetition of Orange Revolution of 2004-2005, but this with much wider implications for the
entire region. Yanukovich, who at the time had lost the election due to a revote, was elected the
country’s president in 2010; this not only reflected that the divide in society was still alive, but also
that practices within the country’s elite reflected this situation. The new president was taking concrete
steps for a future accession to the European Union, a fact the Russian leadership was following
closely, pressuring for the accession to the Russian-led Eurasian Union instead. Consequently,
Yanukovich’s unexpected decision of not signing the EU Accession Agreement sparkled a wave of
protests by pro-EU citizens, many of which were also dismissive of the Soviet identity and the
Russian influence in the country. From the end of November until February of the following year,
several people camped in Kiev’s central square, in what came to be known as “(Euro)maidan”. The
protest soon escalated into an urban conflict, ensuing violent clashes between the population and its
organized “self-defence” groups with an increasingly repressive police—Ileading up to tens of
casualties. Against this unpredictable scenario, the Ukrainian parliament voted to remove
Yanukovich from the post as the president fled to Russia amid the protests. In the western and central
regions of Ukraine, pro-maidan activists started to overthrow local authorities, at the same time that
forces supporting the government in the Eastern parts of the country rouse against what they saw as
a NATO-backed “fascist coup”. The situation was particularly acute in the Crimean peninsula, were
its large Russian majority installed self-defence groups against the new interim government in Kiev,
later being joined by unidentified troops, which were later revealed to be members of the Russian
Special Forces—also dubbed “little green man” or, according to the Russian leadership, “polite
people”. In a swift and widely contested operation, a referendum took place in the peninsula in March,
resulting in massive support for joining the Russian Federation—what the Kremlin officialised soon
afterwards. In a similar fashion, pro-Moscow groups controlling parts of the Donetsk and Lugansk
regions in Easter Ukraine soon became separatist combatants fighting Kiev’s “anti-terrorist
operation” launched to remove them. A long conflict ensued between the Ukrainian military and the

separatists, which soon declared independent “people’s republics” in the region.

96



The conflict represented a complete new setting on the relations between Ukraine, Russia and the
NATO countries. As supporters of opposite sides of what escalated into a (low/medium-intensity)
regional conflict, the relation between Russia and its western counterparts reached its lowest point in
the post-Cold War order. NATO and EU countries applied targeted sanctions against members of the
Russia’s leadership, which in turn imposed an embargo on foodstuff imports from these countries.
Mutual accusations of military support on the Ukrainian conflict abounded, and an intervention by

Russian troops was likely to be decisive in keeping the separatist republics apart from Ukraine.

Regardless of the causes and motivations behind the parties, the War and its narrative played a major
role the discourse of the separatists, who argued for defending its memories against Bandera’s
supporters, in reference to the Ukrainian nationalist that fought the Soviets in Western Ukraine,
pragmatically collaborating with Nazi Germany on its struggle for the country’s independence.
Accordingly, billboards linking the current conflict with 1941 started to appear in Donetsk’s streets
(Vice News 2014a); in a more striking revival, the provisory government of the self-proclaimed
Donetsk People’s Republic reissued decrees originally used under martial law during GPW to
prosecute its opponents (Vice News 2014b). Conversely, as the Saint George Ribbon became
associated with the rebels, groups in post-Maidan Ukraine proposed to replace it with the British Red
Poppy instead (5 Kanal 2014).

On the annexation of the Crimean peninsula, the official justification was that the new regime after
Euromaidan was threatening the interests of the Russian citizens living in the region, similarly to the
rhetoric used for supporting the invasion of Georgia in 2008. Whereas this move received widespread
criticism from many world leaders, particularly in Europe and North America, it was strongly
acclaimed by the public opinion of the country, and the president’s approval ratings saw a sharp
increase, reaching its highest point since Putin came to power—over 80% (Radio Free Europe/Radio
Liberty 2015). For most citizens of the Russian Federation, the country’s energetic foreign policy
revealed the world a “great power” defending its people (“Russianness”) against a revolutionary,
fascist regime (“‘conservatism”, “stability””). Even the non-systemic opposition, for its nationalist part,

came in support of the move—notably, the charismatic Alexey Navalny and Mikhail Khodorkovsky,

who was prosecuted in the 2003 Yukos case (Illarionov 2014).

Consequently, the Parade on 9 May 2014 was a celebration of great magnitude, involving more than
fifteen thousand members of the Russian Armed Forces. The air force broke a new record with 69
planes and helicopters—repeating the symbolism of the previous year, this time referring to the
event’s 69" anniversary (RT na russkom 2014). The Saint George’s ribbon was on every vehicle;

almost defiantly, this year Crimean armoured vehicles and the Russian Special Forces—the “polite
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people”—paraded for the first time (periskop 2014). By contrast, several European leaders were
absent in protest to the situation in Ukraine. Putin begins the Speech at the Parade (2014) by
reaffirming that “9 May was, is and will [remain] our main celebration”, a day of national triumph
and pride, sorrow and eternal memory; it makes “us” aware of “what it means to be faithful to the
motherland, and of how important it is to be able to defend its interests”. Certainly, a statement on

behalf of Russia’s foreign policy. '7°

The president then mentions specific events of the War, such as the blockade of Leningrad, the
defence of Moscow and Stalingrad, and the advance in Kursk. Whereas this is element was present
in SR (2000-01) and SP (2002, 2005, 2008-2010, 2013-14), this year Putin adds the “courage of the
defenders of Sevastopol” to the list of War theatres worth remembering. The city reunited with—or
annexed by—the RF, along with the Crimean peninsula, is presented as full member of the VD
narrative.!’® As in the last years (SP 2003, 2004, 2010, 2012, 2013), Putin asserts that “namely our
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country” ultimately destroyed Nazism, and that “we” “will forever protect this saint, unfading truth”.
Therefore, the “truth” here is not vague as in previous years, and is associated with USSR/Russia

being the main victim of the War—as well as its main hero. !’

Finally, the leader presents the “inextricable connection” between generations as a national asset. In
honour of the veterans of the War, “we” offer not only flowers, fireworks and the Parade, but, most
importantly, “the warmth from our hearts”. Putin continues his highly reverential and tone, extolling
them as those who “entrusted us to keep the greatness of the “creation” of the Motherland, its “unity
and [its] love”. Moreover, he pledges: “we will never let you [the veterans] down! We will protect

Russia and its glorious history, to put, above all, our service to the fatherland”.!”®

This year the Speech at the Reception took place on 8 May. This was so because after the Victory

Parade, Putin left Moscow and flew towards Sevastopol, to attend the local celebration in that city, a

175 «[...] HO 9 Mas ObLI, ecTb U OyeT HAIIMM TIIABHBIM MPAa3IHMKOM. JTO [€Hb HAIIMOHAILHOTO TpHyM(a, HapOIHOM

TOPJIOCTH, ICHb CKOPOH ¥ BEYHOH MaMSATH. |[...] KOT1a Bce MBI OCOOCHHO OCTPO YyBCTBYEM, UTO 3HAYUT OBITH BEPHBIM
PopnHe 1 Kak BaXKHO YMETh OTCTaWBaTh €€ HHTEPECHL.”

176 <[ ..] €& [moGemy] mpuOIMKaT My KeCTBO GIIOKamHOro JIeHMHrpaga, oTBara 3amUTHUKOB CeBacTomnomus, n06IecTh
THICSTY OOMIIOB, HETIPEKIOHHO CTOSIBIIUX HAa CBOMX pyOexax. [...] MockBo#t u Cranmunrpanom, Ha Kypckoi nyre u
Juemnpe onpenennics UCxo. Bce Bropoit MUpOBO# BOHHEL.”

177 “YImenno HaIa cTpaHa THaja HAIMCTOB JI0 MX JIOTOBA, JOOMIIACH MX MOJHOTO U OKOHYATEIBLHOTO Pasrpoma, modeauna
[IEHOW MWJUTMOHOB >KEPTB M CTPAITHBIX UCIBITAHUNA. MBI Bcerna Oyaem Oepedb 3Ty CBAIMIEHHYI0, HEMEPKHYIIYIO
IpaB1y, HE JOMYCTUM IIPEIATEeIbCTBA U 3a0BEHUS TePOCB, BCEX, KTO HE XkKaJies ce0sl COXpaHWI MU Ha IUTaHeTe.”

178 “HepaspbiBHas cBA3b HOKOJIEHHUI — HallEe OFPOMHOE HAIMOHAIBHOE 00rarcTio [...] Mbl ropaumcs Bamu! [...] B ator
BEJIMKUN JIEHb HET HUKOTO pOJHee, JOpOoXke Bac. B Bally yecTb — LBETHI, CAIIOTHI U MOIIb MapaJHbIX pacyéToB, HO
[JIaBHOE — MBI OTAA€M BaM TEILJIO HAIIUX cepael [...] [Bbi] 3aBemianu HaM Aep>kaTh 3Ty BBICOTY — BBICOTY CO3UAAHUS,
enuHCTBa ¥ J00BU K Pomune. Mbl Bac Hukornma He moasenéMm! bymem Oepeub Poccuro u e€ ciiaBHYHO HCTOpHIO,
CTaBUTH NpEBbIILIE Beero ciuyxeHue OreyecTy.”
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hugely symbolic—and highly controversial—move. For this reason, I chose to present the Speech in

Sevastopol, instead of the traditional SR.

On that account, Sevastopol and Crimea would witness a slightly different Victory Day celebration,
represented by Putin, the Russian political establishment and its supporters as a new liberation, akin
to that of 1945—or 1944, year of the peninsula’s liberation. This year, the acrobatic team of the air
Parade left Moscow to join them in Sevastopol. During the Speech at the Celebratory Concert
(2014), Putin starts by highlighting the 70" anniversary of Crimea’s liberation from the Nazi forces,
taking place amid an “absolutely historical event”—the “unification of Sevastopol and Crimea with
Russia”. Accordingly, the “Mother-land opened a wide embrace” to accept its new citizens as “native
daughters and sons”. In a quick reference to the wider circumstances of this union, the president
argues that “we respect all the countries”, as well as their “legitimate interests”; “but”, he continues,
Russia’s “legitimate interests” must be respected in return, “including the restoration of historical
justice and the right to self-determination”. Finally, the leader mentions a series of challenges for the
new Russian land, assuring, however, that everything will be solved, because “we are together”. He

then bids farewell in an unusually warm manner: “a hug, my dear ones!”.!”

The VD ritual reached its apex amid the tense international atmosphere. With the conspicuous
absence of any reference to the international politics, the veterans and their legacy absorb all the
attention of a nation in its glorious moment. During the summer, the conflict in Eastern Ukraine
escalated, at the same time that Russia started to feel the insidious effects of the sanctions and
international isolation. Nothing of this mattered to the public opinion; the levels of approval kept its
high level, and even increased marginally. It appeared as if the country was, for the first time, “united”
as its leader had hoped. Notwithstanding, there was indeed opposition against the country’s political
atmosphere—as shown in February 2015, when thousands rallied to mourn the killing of the liberal

opposition leader Boris Nemtsov.

The situation in Ukraine remained a sensitive issue with many ramifications, including a “heating”
of the conflict during the summer, after several rounds of talks in Minsk (Belarus) between USA, EU,

Ukraine, representatives of the rebels and Russia and successive failed attempts at a ceasefire, the

179 B 510M rofy 3TOT NMpasgHUK UMEET 0coObIid XapakTep — poBHO 70 neT Hazax KpbIM ObLT 0CBOOOXIEH OT HEMELKO-
¢amcTcKux 3aXBaT4MKoB. Y mpoXoauT npa3iHuK Ha (GoHe abCONOTHO HCTOPUUYECKOTO COOBITHSI — BOCCOCAMHEHUS
Kpemma CeBacronons ¢ Poccueid. [...] poanHa-MaTh OTKpbUIA BaM IIMPOKUE OOBATHS W MPHHSJIA B CBOW JOM Kak
POIHBIX Ho4epeil U chiHOBEH. MBI ¢ yBa)KEHHEM OTHOCHMCS KO BCEM CTpaHaM, KO BCeM HapojaM, yBakaeM HX
3aKOHHBIC TIPaBa ¥ HHTEPECHI, HO IIPOCKUM, YTOOBI BCE TaK K€ OTHOCHIIUCH U K HAIIIMM 3aKOHHBIM HHTEPECaM, BKJIFOYast
BOCCTAHOBJICHHE HCTOPHYCCKON CIPABCIJIMBOCTH M TPAaBO HAa CaMOOMpEICICHHE. [...] HYXHO BOCCTAHOBHTH
9KOHOMUKY, TIOJHATh XM3HCHHBIA YPOBCHB JIOJCH, CIENaTh M MHOTO-MHOTO IMOJIC3HBIX M HY)KHBIX Jel. DTO
HenpocTas 3aja4a, HO 51 YBEpPEH, YTO MBI BCE 3TO cJeliacM, MOTOMY 4TO Mbl — BMecTe. OOHUMAIO Bac, TOPOTUE MOU.
C npazgauxom!
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negotiations reached a standoff in a conflict that became “frozen”. At the same time, the preparations
for Putin’s second 9 May Jubilee was conceived to be an impressive display of force and unity in
commemorating the Victory’s 70™ anniversary. A new generation of tanks, the “Armata”, was widely
promoted to debut during the event—one of whose ominously broke at the middle of the Parade
(Rossiya 24 2015). Like in 2010, CIS countries also paraded—Azerbaijan, Armenia, Belarus,
Kazakhstan, Kirgizstan and Tadzhikistan. Furthermore, for the first time China, India, Serbia, and
Mongolia joined the parading formations. Apparently also for the first time, a unit of women-cadets
paraded. One last interesting circumstance was that the Victory Banner paraded in front of the Russian

flag—for the first time since 2006 (periskop 2015).

As the Speech held 10 years before, the Speech at the Parade (2015) was particularly long, taking
over then minutes. Putin confident voice begins his delivery by affirming that, on this day, “we again
realise the enormity of the Victory over Nazism”, being proud that “our country” managed to destroy
this “dark force”. Repeating many of the considerations introduced throughout the last fifteen years,
he argues that Europe did not notice the “mortal” Nazi ideology straight away. Despite its recurrent
presence on the Speeches, this remark gains a new dimension—at a moment that the Russian
leadership ostensibly struggles against an emerging fascist menace in Europe, the president
endeavours to gather international acceptance to his perspective on the Ukrainian crisis. The historical
conflict, which involved “80 percent” of the world population, is still one that hit the Soviet Union
the most, and, “naturally”, the Red Army marked its victorious conclusion in Berlin. As such, the last

SP analysed in this work connects to the first one (SP 2000) in an allusion to the Red Army. '8

In a highly suggestive passage, the president assures that “no matter where the GPW live nowadays,
they should know that here, in Russia, we highly revere their steadfastness, courage and loyalty” in
the War fronts. The GPW conveys a universalist message, at least to the “Russian world”, or to all
combatants of the War sharing its narrative. Next, he thanks the people of Great Britain, France and
the US for their “contribution for the Victory”, reminding the audience of “our historical meeting by
the Elbe [river]” and its example of “trust and unity”—“our common legacy”, which “lied at the
foundation of the post-War order”. “Nonetheless”, the president restrains his optimism, “in the last
decades” these principles “became increasingly ignored”. As a result, “we have seen attempts at

creating a unipolar world” as its “bloc thinking” gains momentum. By contrast, the leader champions

180 “\rp1 BHOBB OCO3HAEM BCIO rpanano3HocTh [lobensr Ham HarU3MOM. ['OpauMCs, 9TO MMEHHO HAIlM OTIBI U JIEIBI

CMOIJIM OMI0JIETb, COKPYIIMTh M YHUUYTOXKUTHb 3Ty TEMHyI0 cuiy. [...] Torma, B 30-e roxmsl mpouuloro Beka,
npocBemiénnas EBpora He cpa3y yBuzella CMEPTOHOCHYIO YIpo3y B WAEOJIOrMM Hanu3Ma. [...] B He€ [Boiine] Obl10
BoBisieyeHo noytu 80 mpoueHToB HaceneHus 3emin. [lopaborieHsbl, OKKYTMpOBaHbBI MHOTHE rocynapcTBa EBpombl.
[...] CoBerckmii Coro3 npuHsuI Ha ce0sl caMble JKECTOKHE ynapsl Bpara. [...] M1 3akoHoMepHO, uto nMeHHO KpacHas
ApMus B pe3ynbTare COKpYIIMTENbHOro mTypMa bepiina nocraBuia nmoGeaHyl0 TOUKY B BOWHE C THTJIEPOBCKOU
I'epmanueit.”
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“a system of equal security for all states”, built on a global, “non-bloc basis”. Conforming to his latter
denunciation against ideological confrontations (SP 2012), Putin regards the tension with his western
counterparts as a reintroduction of the Cold War divide through geopolitical considerations. To some

extent, Putin’s perceived encirclement became a self-fulfilling prophecy during his third term. '8!

The leader then proceeds to greet the VD guests mentioning one by one the name of the countries
parading along with the Russian troops. In particular, Putin addresses China, which, “like the Soviet
Union, lost millions of people in the war [...] in the main front of the fight against militarism in Asia”.
He also mentions the deeds of the remaining countries and praises “Our common holiday”—but only
China has the privilege to be equated with the USSR. This stands in an indicative contrast with the
European-oriented policy during Medvedev’s rule and Putin’s proposal of a Europe “from Lisbon to

Vladivostok” (Deutsche Welle 2010).!8?

Next, the president pays homage to the memory to all those who fought until death, mentioning some
of the customary GPW war theatres, adding “Dnepr”, the Ukrainian river—it also must be embraced
by the common GPW/VD memory. Moreover, he pays tribute to those who “are not anymore with
us”—possibly in reference to the gradual vanishing of living veterans—which is followed, for the
first time, by a minute of silence in the middle of the presidential pronouncement; its gravity is paced

by rhythmic beats. '8

Finally, the head of state turns to the veterans themselves, the “main heroes of the Victory day”, whose

deeds guaranteed peace “to many generations” and is preserved by their descendants. It is interesting

181 “UI re OBI HHU KIITH CETOTHS Berepanbl Benukoit OTeuecTBEHHON, OHM JTOJKHBI 3HATh, YTO 311eCh, B Poccuu, Mbl
BBICOKO UYTHM HX CTOHKOCTb, MYXXECTBO M BEpHOCTH (poHTOBOMY OparctBy. [...] Braromapuel Hapomam
Benukobpurannn un ®@panmym, Coequaénnsix [ltatoB AMepuku 3a ux Biiafg B [ToGexy. [ToMHUM HcTOpHUECKYIO
BCTpEUy COIO3HHKOB Ha Dnbbe. To goBepue W €IMHCTBO, KOTOPBIE CTAM HAIIMM OOIIMM HacleaneM, MPHUMEpPOM
00bEJIMHEHNSI HApOJIOB PajJd MUpPa M CTa0WIBHOCTH. VIMEHHO 3TH LIEHHOCTH JIETJM B OCHOBY IIOCJIEBOCHHOTO
MHpPOBOTO ycTporcTBa. brina coznana Opranmanus O6sequaéHHBIX Hannii, chopMmupoBaHa crucTeMa COBPEMEHHOTO
MEXJIyHapOJHOTO TpaBa. JTH HMHCTHTYTHI Ha Jejie JOKa3ald CBOIO A(PQEKTHBHOCTb B Pa3pelICHHH CIIOPOB
n KoHQuIMKTOB. OJHAaKO B IOCJIEIHHE JECSATWIICTHS BCE dYalle CTajlll HWIHOPHPOBATHCS 0a30Bble INMPUHIMIIBI
MEXXAYHapOIHOTO COTPYAHUUYECTBA. Te MPUHINIBI, KOTOPBIE OBUIN BBHICTPAIaHbl YEIOBEYECTBOM I10CIIE TI00aTBHBIX
UCTIBITAaHUH BOMHBI. MBI BU/IEJIN MTOTIBITKY CO3/IaHMS OHOTIOJISIPHOTO MUPA, BUANM, KaK HaOMpaeT 000pPOTHI CHIIOBOE
610K0BO€E MBIIIEHHE. BCE 3TO moaTaunBaeT ycToH4nBOCTS, MUPOBOTO pa3BuTus. M Hameit obmielt 3aiaueii 1oyokHa
CTaTh BBIPA0OTKAa CHUCTEMBI PaBHOM 0Oe€30mMacHOCTH Al BceX rocynapctB. CHCTEMBI, aJeKBaTHOH COBPEMEHHBIM
yrpo3aM, MOCTPOEHHOI Ha PerHOHAIBHON U T7I00aIbHON, BHEOJIOKOBOM OCHOBE”
“MBI TPHUBETCTBYEM CETOJHS BCEX HAIINX 3apyOeXHBIX TOCTeH M BBIpaXKaeéM OCOOYI0 TPH3HATEIHHOCTH
MIPECTaBUTENIIM CTPaH, KOTOPHIE CPAaXKaJIMCh C HAIIM3MOM H SIMOHCKUM MHJIHTapu3MoM. Bmecrte ¢ poccuiickumu
BOCHHBIMH TI0 KpacHoW miomaan MpoWAyT mapagHble pacuéTsl emié OecSTH TOCYAapcTB. JTO MPEICTaBUTEIH
Azepbaitmkana, Apmennn, bemapycn, Kupruzuun, Kazaxcrana, Tamkukuctana. VX neasl U npajieapl ObUTH MJIEYOM
K IJIeyy — ¥ Ha (GpOHTE, U B THUTY. DTO mociaHipl Kutas, koTopsrii, kak u CoBerckuii Coro3, MoTepsul B 3TOH BOHHE
MHOTHE ¥ MHOTHE MIIJIHOHBI JTIo/1ei. U depe3 KOTOphIi MPOXO W IMIaBHBIN (GPOHT OOPHOBI ¢ MIIUTAPU3MOM B A3HN.
OtBaxkHo Owincek ¢ Hauucramu ¥ BouHbl VHnuu. TBEpaoe, HENPUMUPHUMOE CONPOTHBIIEHHE (ammcramMm okazaiu
cepObl. Ha mpoTsbkeHun Bcell BOMHBI Hallly CTpaHy akTHBHO mojaepkuBaia Monxromusi. U ceifuac B eamHOM
napaiHoM CTPOIO — YK€ BHYKH M IPaBHYKH BOCHHOTO rokosieHus. Jlenb ITobenpl — Ham oOmuii npa3qHuk.”
183 “MpI IpeKyIOHsIEMCS TIEPE]] BCEMH, KTO HACMEPTH CTOSUI 38 KaXIyI0 YIIHILY, KaX/Ibli JIOM, KaxkIbli pyOesk OTUU3HBL
Kro moru6 B xectokux 60sx nox Mocksoii n Cranunrpanom, Ha Kypckoit ayre n JlHenpe. MbI CKIIOHSIEM T'OJIOBBI
nepes cBeTIol namsaTeo [...] Beex, kTo He BepHycs ¢ BOHHBL. Beex, Koro yxe HeT ¢ HaMu.”
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that their space in the utterance is rather limited this year, in comparison to the 2012-14 veneration

crescendo. %

After the Parade, the promotion of an entirely new event in Moscow’s Victory Day celebration took
place: the March of the Immortal Regiment. As a public action that started three years before in the
city of Tomsk, the March entailed the parading of portraits of War veterans by their family members,
in a quite literal interpretation of the presidential remarks that “every family has its veterans” (SP
2010; SR 2000). In the climax of this civic mobilization, Putin himself attended the parade and walked
along with the population, in a rare display of closeness to the general public—tough he was

surrounded by bodyguards.

In the evening, Putin begins his Speech at the Reception (2015) by ‘“heartily congratulating”
everyone on the day of the Victory and the day of Russia’s “glory and strength”. As a “milestone that
changed the world”, time cannot defeat it, nor can it defeat “our memory” and “our common
responsibility for the preservation of the heritage of the heroic defenders of the Fatherland”. “Our
people”, he continues, “fought for its motherland, its home, its culture and its language”. The
president seems to be particularly emphatic about the necessity to defend the mnemonic community
based on the GPW/VD narrative. This reflects the emerging rhetoric on “bio-politics”, as showed in
the recent developments in Ukraine (Casula 2014; Makarychev 2015). As a result, “the population as
a whole is considered in terms of being a problem” as the Russian state can claims responsibility for
this population, regardless of territorial borders (Casula 2014:5). On that account, the leader observes

that “the Victory was achieved by unity and genuine brotherhood” of the peoples of the USSR.!%3

When addressing the veterans, Putin mentions the “huge honour” of being with them, “hugging,
shaking hands, hearing advices, say the most important words of our love to you”. When assessing
the veteran’s values of dignity and “loyalty to truth and justice”, he assures that they “managed to
pass it to their children and grandchildren”. Consequently, in this intergenerational relationship lies

the “power of Russia”.!%

184 “Jloporue Haumm BeTepanbl! Bbl riaBHble repon Beqmkoro jaHs [1o6empl. Ball MojBUr Mpeaonpeaenil MUPHYIO,

JIOCTOMHYIO KU3Hb JJI1 MHOTMX MTOKOJIEHUH. J[alm M BO3MOXKHOCTh CO3UAATh U CMEJIO UATH Bepén. M ceroHs Bamm
JIeTH, BHYKHU U IPABHYKH YBEPEHHO AEPrKaT 3Ty MOOEIHYIO BEICOTY.”
185 “Ceppeuno nosapasnsio Bac ¢ gaéM Bemukoii ITo6ensr! C nuém cnasbl, cusl Poccun! [...] TloGema B Bemukoi
OTteuecTBeHHOH BOWHE — 3TO BeXa, N3MEHHUBIIIAs MUP, COOBITHE 00IIeYeIoBeyecKoro [...] Bpems He MoxeT 3aTMHUTh
HU Hally MaMsATh, HA HaIIly OOIIYI0 OTBETCTBEHHOCTh 3a COXpPaHEHHE TEePOMUYECKOTO HACIEAHsS 3alUTHHUKOB
OrteuectBa. Benukast [lobena 6buta, ecTh U OyJET BRICOKMM MEPHIIOM HAIIMX MOMBICIOB M MOCTYNKOB. Hamr Hapo
CpakaJicsl 32 CBOM CBSATBIHH, 32 PoquHYy, 3a CBOIl JI0M, 32 KYJIbTYPY U POJHOH S3bIK, 32 HPABCTBCHHBIC M JTYXOBHEIC
LIEHHOCTH, 32 cBoOOay EBpombl u 3a Mup Ha rwiaHete. Mbl Bcerna OyaeM moMHHTH, 4yTo IloGenma Obiia m0OBITA
eIMHEHHUEM | IO UTHHHBIM OpatcTtBoM Beex HaponoB CCCP — Coserckoro Coro3a.”
186 “Celiyac MBI HCIBITBIBAEM OJHU U TE K€ UyBCTBA: PaJOCTh U BOJIHEHHE, CKOpPOb M TOPAOCTh H, KOHEYHO e,
0JaroJapHOCTh HAIIMM BeTepaHaMm. J[Jis Bcex HaC OrpoMHasi YeCTh OBITh B 3TH JHHU PSIOM C BaMU, OOHATH, IOXKATh
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In Putin’s third term, the narrative takes a distinctively emotional turn. The political implications of
the War memory became more subtle, at the same time its symbolism became increasingly embodied
in the veterans. Since 2007, the veterans have a section of the SP dedicated specifically to them, and,
in 2008 (SR), Medvedev remarkably claimed to “love” them. Nonetheless, it is from Putin’s third
term that the veteran’s symbolism has been passionately elevated. As the guardian of the myth, they
are also—paradoxically—its subject; their role is historical, not operating in the present. They will
not be “let down” (SP 2014), “something” increasingly urgent and obscure must be done in their
behalf—more precisely, “anything” to protect their memory (SP 2013). The president personally
shakes hands with the veterans present in the same dais where he stands, as closely followed by the
media (As periskop 2012a, 2013c). Amid this Aype, it is symptomatic that a new phenomenon
appeared: the fake veterans—senior citizens parading in forms and exhibiting badges at will.
Reportedly, they stood in the dais with the authorities in 2012 (Arsyukhin 2012; periskop 2012b; The
Moscow News 2012).

On that account, it is noteworthy that the veteran’s significance raise as the archetype of the War and
the Victory in a moment when their existence as a demographic group is reaching a critical point.
According to some estimates of the Soviet Committee of the War Veterans, from 1985 to 1990, the
number of veterans alive reduced from 7.5 million to 5 million (Tumarkin 1994:188). As of 2012, the
Ministry of Social Development reckons up to 3.4 million veterans alive (Rosbalt 2012).
Notwithstanding, this figure might be tricky, as it has a entails all the citizens entitled to benefits as
War survivors of the War, therefore including factory workers, survivors of the blockade of Leningrad
and fire fighters, among others. A more realistic figure, considering only those that, strictly speaking,
took part in the combats, would be of about 969 thousand in 2005, according to the Russian Ministry
of Health (Efremenko 2005). Their role in the VD ritual is rapidly diminishing. Their last parade in
formation (1995) was succeeded by a loose march on the Red Square (2000) and finally reached the
point that military vehicles carried the veterans in their last participation at the parade (2005). Taking
into account that most veterans are over 80 years old, their growing prominence in the myth is not a
result of the presidential acclamation, but mainly because they themselves become part of the timeless
dimension of the myth, as their lives approach the end. As first-hand accounts of the War disappear,

the memory of an historical event gives way to the observance of a mythical one.

Balllkd pYKH, BBICIYIIATb COBETHI, CKa3aTh CAMbIC I'NTaBHBIC CJIOBA O Halei JIT00BH K BaMm, O TOM, YTO MbI IIPCKIIOHACMCA
nepea BallluM MYy>KECTBOM U JOCTOMHCTBOM, IIEPE] Balei BCEPHOCTBIO IMpaBAC U CIPaBCAJIMBOCTH. [] Ot Tpaauuunu,
OTH 4YYBCTBa MAaTPUOTHU3Ma Bbl CyMCJIU NEPEAATb CBOUM JCTSIM U BHYKaM. U B aTOM POACTBC MOKOJICHUM — cujIa
POCCI/II/I, e€ HallMOHAJIbHOE JIOCTOSIHUE U HEpyHIMMast HpaBCTBCHHAA onopa.”
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5. CONCLUSION

5. 1 Final considerations
In modern Russia, Victory Day is always a superlative event: the “dearest and most popular” holiday
(SR 2001); the “sacred holiday of national pride” (SP 2003); “the apex of our glory” (SP 2004); the
“most sincere and national holiday in our country” (SP 2005); the “day of great triumph of our people”
(SP 2006); the holiday “which has forever become a symbol of our national unity” (SP 2008);
Russia’s “brightest, most joyful and most unifying celebration” (SR 2008); the “sacred holiday” (SR
2010); the “holiday of glory and triumph of our people” (SP 2012); “was, is, and will remain our main
holiday” (SP 2014). The exaggerated, unrestrained wording used by both presidents when describing
the War and the Victory is constantly present in each of the fifteen years analysed. From its inception,
Putin and the attending elite saw the importance of cultivating this tradition as a collective practice,
and this importance only grew as they established their power. Nevertheless, the importance of the
ritual grew among the masses as well, and the social, political and cultural developments of the period
reflect the privileged location the Victory ritual has in the country’s symbolic order—in other words,

its national identity.

In drawing the conclusions of this research, it is useful to return to the three discursive levels
pertaining to the Victory ritual. First, there is the ritual itself; still, it is constituted by two other
discursive structures: the political discourse of the Russian leadership (i.e. Putin’s rule) and the
country’s national identity (i.e. the symbolic order defining Russia and its society as a country). In
my analysis, the Victory ritual is primarily a mediator between these two discursive structures, but it
also functions as both their subject and their agent. As intersubjectively defined entities, it is
nonetheless necessary to address their independent aspects in order to clarify how this mutual

constitution takes place.

The widest (or deepest) level of the discourse concerns the Russian national character—its identity.
The contextualization since the “Victory Day One” in 1945 indicated that even this level could
undergo major changes, as after the collapse of communism. By the beginning of the period of my
study, this discursive order was already taking a defined configuration, the “new Russian identity”
mentioned in Putin’s first two terms. Although it supported the GPW/VD narrative, its ritual was far
from consolidated—it had been re-established five years before, as a result of Russia’s national
“revival”, but also of Yeltsin’s political expediency. In this vein, Putin certainly saw in the Victory
myth a legitimizing factor for the regime, to the extent that it helped articulate its political agenda
with the social demands of the country. The most urgent of these demands, “stability” and national

self-esteem (i.e. “Russianness”), were consistently present in the first years of Putin’s presidency; the
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practice of remembrance served as a bridge connecting the present and a “glorious” past evoking
pride in one’s community. In a similar fashion, the “lessons” and “threats” described in the Speeches
suggest an instrumental use of the War narrative in promoting stability, in particular through cohesion

and resolute struggle against terrorism.

As the symbolic order was stabilizing, Putin and his group were in more advantageous position in the
political struggle than any other group had been since the collapse of the Soviet Union. For the first
time after the tumultuous years, a discursive articulation was clearly emerging as dominant in most
spheres of social and political life. As argued, its inception was the widespread rejection of the state
of affairs in which the country found itself at that moment. On that account, the pursuit of “normalcy”
was already present as a nodal point (central signifier) connecting social demands since perestroika,
but the discursive practice promoting it in the first place started to erode along with the deterioration

of the material conditions of the population.

After a decade of uncertainty, “stability” emerged as the most urgent mechanism to be obtained in
order to achieve “normalcy”. The national revival since the end of communism meant that the cultural
values under the umbrella of “Russianness” only strengthened its association with “normalcy”. As
these two elements secured their position around the main signifier, “great power” was recaptured by
the main articulation, to the extent that it once again presented a reference to a “normal” state of

affairs for that society.

The most “designed”, so to say, signifier, was that of “conservatism”. It emerged with the set of
discursive practices of the group in power to associate antagonistic tendencies in the political field
with the “enemies of normalcy”. On that account, a logic of equivalence linked (in chronological
order) “terrorism”, “extremism”, “lack of unity” and “disrespect for the memory” as threatening to
the “stability” and, therefore, “normalcy”. To protect its culture against these menaces, the Russian
society had to rely on Putin’s regime (“conservatism’). This message was incorporated in the VD
Speeches from the very beginning of Putin’s presidency; after a relative diminishment with

Medvedev, it returned during Putin’s third term.

Finally, “uniqueness” is a reactive signifier, compelled by the “constitutive outsides” of the Russian
discourse on normalcy. It became an important element of the discursive practice on normalcy amid
the emergence of terrorism on the international agenda. Already a factor threatening the internal order
of Russia, Putin envisioned the circumstances for renewed international cooperation, and asserted so
in the VD Speeches during his first two terms. Nonetheless, a series of events outside Russia
threatened the country’s political elite, who successfully promoted a national sense of “uniqueness”

as a complement to the articulation around normalcy. As such, the Russian identity has the unique

105



feature of being a continuation of the Soviet identity. “Sovietness” was not a major signifier of that
discursive order, but rather an ambiguous element subordinated to “uniqueness”. I call it ambiguous
because the gradual but steady liquidation of Soviet symbolism at a state level coexists with a
lukewarm nostalgia by several sectors of the society. Nonetheless, the Soviet system serves as
evidence of Russia’s “uniqueness”, which in turn filter cosmopolitan inspirations in its society—
“democracy” becomes “sovereign democracy” and “freedom” is subjected to national values of
“collectiveness” and “religiosity”. This explains public support for the authoritarian order of Putin’s
Russia and the dismissal of the democratic deficit as unimportant by a considerable part of the Russian
society. Furthermore, it frames aggressive external policies as a defensive mechanism for the
“stability” of the internal order. This situation puzzles, and sometimes is denied by, external observers.
Nonetheless, the events of 2014-2015 serve to confirm this fact, as the country’s reaction to them

mostly follows the discursive practices identified in this research.

The War and Victory discourse plays an undeniable role in this articulation by mediating the elite’s
intentions with the social attitude of the country. In the first years of Putin’s presidency, it cannot be
considered a myth, but rather a tool for (quite openly) advancing the political agenda. As such, the
VD was an important tool for promoting desired values in the Russian society, such as “Russianness”
and “stability”. As the official narrative promoted during the VD becomes established, the relative
importance of advocating concrete measures to tackle specific events diminishes. Its content becomes
more self-sufficient and self-referential, which gradually renders it a depoliticised, authoritative
narrative. My analysis locates this turn in the second half of the 2000s, when the Speeches reduce the
references to external events and VD become an event for its own sake. As the national
“understanding” of the date “grows deeper” (SP 2006, 2011), it becomes an integral part of national
self-understanding. The emphasis on geopolitics is replaced by the “common” memory and the duty
it implies as the primary lesson of the Victory. On that account, the national “unity” is derived by
from the fact that “every family has its War heroes” and their values are re-experienced in the present
through a “holy connection” between generations. As a general trend, some tropes that started as
ambitious statements are constantly reinforced, to the point of not provoking attention anymore. As
in the crescendo that opens this conclusion, they become unmarked signs, the background information
accepted without the need for much consideration. On the surface, this repetition ad nauseam creates
in the Speeches a set of platitudes that connect to their underlying message. This is particularly
evident for someone examining the Speeches in sequence. As a discursive practice, however, these
recurring elements are diffused throughout more than a decade; as such, they potentially become not
only unmarked, but also axiomatic. Leaving the context aside, this trend somehow revisits the

infamous quotation often misattributed to the Nazi propagandist Joseph Goebbels: “If you tell a lie
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big enough and keep repeating it, people will eventually come to believe it.”'®’

The inception of this “apolitical turn” is located somewhere during Putin’s second term; after
Medvedev comes to power, it acquires certain regularity as the Speeches shift from addressing
concrete topics to more emphatically justifying the date itself. Not without a certain irony, that is
probably one of the reasons Medvedev’s reformist agenda did not inspire the society. Neither
“modernization” nor “liberalization” were associated with the several “exploits” of the War
generation. The notable exception came too late, during his last year in office: SP 2011 mentions the
post-War achievements in economy, sciences and a comprehensive lifting of the nation “form the
ruins”. The “reset” of international relations, by contrast, was incorporated into the VD ritual during
2010’s common Parade with Russia’s WWII allies. Since this détente was not particularly successful,
it evinces the limitations of the ritual in simply “managing” the country’s political order. Moreover,
even if it had engendered advances in this sphere, these were abandoned amid the renewed opposition

against the country’s leadership and the uneasiness it provoked in it.

What could be considered wishful thinking ten years before by Putin’s third term was a hard fact in
the public imaginary. For the most part of society, the VD ritual paid tribute to the most important
event of the 20" century, if not of the entire Russian (and perhaps even world) history. In addition, it
accepts its established version as final and therefore not open to questioning—both domestically and
abroad. Finally, it regards an uncompromising stance on behalf of Russia’s interests as evidence that

the memory of the War and the veterans is being duly honoured.

In a Barthesian sense, we can call the procedure of becoming a myth one of “mystification”. On that
account, it not only loses its political meaning, but is also characterised by a “loss of the historical
quality” (Barthes 1972:115). As an event with a dual nature, it takes place inside and outside time and
space dimensions (Lévi-Strauss 1963). While its temporal dimension endows its existence with
factuality, as something that truly happened, its atemporal aspects grants its source of authority and
inspiration at any point in time and space. As such, it conveys “paradigmatic” truth (Lincoln 1989:24).
At the same time, it cannot be considered manipulation in any sense, as the process of becoming a
myth does not mean that its message become hidden, but rather that it becomes “naturalised” (Barthes
1972:130). This help in understanding why attempts at revising the historical event or its sensitive
aspects, such as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, are treated as threatening to the national symbolic
order (i.e. identity) at large. The GPW/VD myth has risen to the pinnacle of the Russian national

identity through the processes mentioned. As its fundamental narrative, it embodies the meaning of

187 It actually comes from Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf: “the most brilliant propagandist technique will yield no success
unless one fundamental principle is borne in mind constantly and with unflagging attention.”
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29 ¢

being “Russian”, a citizen of a “stable”, “great power”, which acts on behalf of the status quo by
preserving (“conserving”) peace and the (natural) order of things. This self-identity is “unique”, but,
most importantly, it is “normal”. In fact, the epic narrative of a terrible War that becomes a glorious
Victory could also be dubbed the “road to Normalcy”. On that account, Wertsch provides the useful
concept of “schematic narrative template” (Wertsch 2008b:65-66), which is an abstraction that shapes
new historical information according to its basic premises. In the GPW/VD case, that would be the
“expulsion of foreign enemies” narrative, where an initial state of harmony is disrupted by an invader,
which is eventually defeated and the harmony is restored—at a higher level due to the glory that the

Victory entails.

In the GPW version of the “road to normalcy”, an initially functioning (“normal”) Soviet Union is
attacked by a vicious enemy, thus disrupting the original equilibrium. Nevertheless, this period of
troubles is overcome after four years of steadfast effort, unfaltering valour and unwavering faith. In
the end, the promising outcome comes as the only one possible. In modern Russia, this narrative acts
as a perfect allegory for an unfinished story: the ongoing, “long” transition that the country has been
undergoing since the collapse of the Soviet Union. With the historical event as precedent, this process
is bound to result in a triumphant achievement of “normalcy”, if only the same qualities are
demonstrated in the face of the present challenges. Devoid of its particularities of space and time, the
narrative still preserves its mythical nature as a teleological—or even eschatological—account of any

transitional period in that society.

5.2 Research limitations and further studies
Given the theoretical and methodological assumptions, as well as their practical undertaking, this
thesis certainly has its share of limitations, which leaves a blank space to be filled by forthcoming
researches. For me, some of them became clear as I was writing the work, while other—I am
convinced—were left unnoticed and might never be dealt with. Here is a brief list of those I observed,

and which might help the reader in locating this research within the academic debate of this topic.

First, my choice of material prevented most insights beyond the official, state-sponsored accounts of
the myth. Whereas the GPW/VD narrative clearly plays an important function in the Russian identity,
this could be more clearly defined if analysed a much wider range of sources, both from authorities
and from the general population. Any research with this orientation is highly likely to reveal the
“blank spots” (Wertsch 2008b) ignored by official narratives, which in turn may provide interesting
insights on the space the myth has within the “subconscious” of society (Gudkov 2005) and its daily,

mundane practices.
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In regards to my research method, I used its conceptualization on a selective basis. While I believe
that the “struggle for hegemony” in the discursive field is a powerful tool in analysing political
processes, I discarded Laclau’s definition of “myth”. This is an important observation, as in Laclau’s
(1990:60-65) theoretical perspective a myth is a provisory demand arising from a dislocation,
becoming a “social imaginary” when this demand is met. Strictly speaking, in this terminology, the
definition of myth used in my research is what Laclau and the Essex school of discourse analysis
consider a “social imaginary”. In the same vein, the concept of “hegemony” is not approached directly
in this work, as it dealt with three discursive levels that are complementary, not antagonistic, to each

other.

In addition, I purposefully avoided the “personification” of the political processes. Both Modern
Russia and its GPW narrative feature “strong leaders”—respectively, Putin and Stalin. Whereas these
personalities play an important function in their respective discursive articulations, I considered this
to be outside my research proposal. Not by accident, I also avoided the term “West” as much as
possible, as I consider it an extremely problematic concept. In my point of view, the politico-
economical divide between central and peripheral countries (developed/underdeveloped, first and
third world) is much more useful for understanding international relations. As a culture/civilization,
the “West” is an oversimplification of a rich variety of perspectives, including its hybrid borderlands
(such as that of Russia and Latin America). As a system of values, it presents two fundamental
contradictions. First, it has its own myth, that of the Enlightenment, which is sometimes portrayed as
the origin of humanism and rationalism at the same time that its negative offspring (e.g. colonialism,
imperialism) is overlooked. Not only that, it also argues for universalism, at the same time that it is
defended as a heritage of the “Western” civilization only, in what can only be considered
ethnocentrism. On that account, I refrained from moral judgements on the merits of Russia’s
“sovereign democracy” or on the interpretations of freedom as a collective (instead of individual)
right. From my experience, when studying Russia’s relation with the European countries or North
America, the reification of the “West” is usually present in belligerent rhetoric, both among the in-
group and the out-group—for that reason, the concept appears in this work mainly during Putin’s
third term, when a form of “anti-Westernism” in fact started to gain momentum at an official level.
Nonetheless, beyond the West/non-West divide lies an interesting topic of research, mostly
unexplored in this work: the relation between the Soviet/Russian WWII narrative and that of its
neighbours. I believe it is possible to reach a comprehensive account of the conflict, which would
embrace all versions in their ambiguity, and therefore helping to overcome the negative implications
that the current “dialogue of the deaf” has in the European continent—as the Ukrainian crisis

dramatically shows (see Judt 2000 for the impact of diverging WWII narratives in Europe). Indeed,
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the developments in Ukraine and its relation to contesting war narratives deserves a thesis of its own,

and unfortunately could not be properly addressed within the scope of this project.

Finally, this thesis leaves open the possibility of further exploring what I consider to be two promising
research topics from the perspective of discourse analysis: that of normalcy and that of the GPW
veterans. As suggested by my conclusions, it is noteworthy that the drive towards the “normal” is
widespread in Russia’s political, social and cultural spheres. This objective is present in any context,
at the same time that it does not have a specific substance of its own. Even in the Russian language,
the term “normal” (normal’no) is abundantly used to denote anything that is not particularly
bad/wrong, at the same time that is does not offer a “positive” reference in return. In the perspective
of the Essex school, normalcy is an “empty signifier” in Russia’s discourse, present everywhere due
to its perceived lack, at the same time revealing the “impossibility of its adequate representation”
(Laclau 2005:39). As such, it can be fruitfully employed in analysing other contexts of the country’s
social dimensions. Concerning the War veterans, the heightened attention the group has received in
the official War accounts during the last years come as an intriguing phenomenon in the evolution of
the VD ritual. It is noteworthy that this occurs at a moment when the group as such is disappearing,
and probably will cease to exist within the next decade. As such, their mythical status will become
even more central to the narrative. On the other hand, their physical absence will facilitate its political
use as a powerful element in the social imaginary. In conclusion, the most expressive developments
of the War narrative will certainly be related to the veterans, as was the case of the “March of the
Immortal Regiment” in 2015, and therefore should be monitored in future researches on the Victory

Day ritual and its narrative.
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