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A similar sentiment was expressed by Sergei Ivanov, chief of sta� of the pre-
sidential administration. He commented:‘In commemorating this date today,
and in unveiling this stele, we pay tribute to the Romanov dynasty and return
to our roots … . It is the continuity of history’ (Mel’nikov & Mal ’tsev 2013).

The history of the obelisk and the signi� cance attributed to its restoration
in the statements quoted here is one of countless examples of how, in con-
temporary Russia, the state has sought to turn the past into a powerful sym-
bolic resource. In the period since Vladimir Putin� rst became president in
2000, the Russian central government has increasingly actively engaged in
such memory politics3: employing cultural memory to claim the political
legitimacy of those in power, as well as discredit all forms of political oppo-
sition (e.g. Laruelle 2009; Miller 2012; Sherlock 2007; Sherlock 2011; Váz-
quez Liñán 2010). The rhetorical use of the past has since become a de� ning
characteristic of Russian politics.4 The government’s strategy of memory poli-
tics has aimed to create a continuous narrative of a Great Russia (velikaia
Rossiia) that has been under constant threat from domestic and foreign ene-
mies. Drawing upon both the recent and distant past, it aimed to create a his-
torical foundation for the regime’s emphasis on a strong state and centralised
leadership. The Soviet past has become an integral part of this overarching
narrative, in which the Putin era is presented as the logical next episode.

Memory politics beyond the Kremlin walls

Yet the Russian government is not the only one who has used cultural
memory to spread its ideas about how the Russian state‘traditionally ’ should
be governed. Various societal, cultural and religious groups and organisations
have put forward their own historically framed visions on Russian statehood.
This book examines this societal dynamics of memory politics in con-
temporary Russia in the period 2000–2012. I analyse a wide range of actors,
from the central government and the Russian Orthodox Church we already
came across above, to� lmmaker and cultural heavyweight Nikita Mikhalkov
and radical thinkers such as Aleksandr Dugin. In addition, in view of the
steady decline in media freedom since 2000 (Hutchings & Tolz 2015), I criti-
cally examine the role of cinema and television in shaping and spreading
these narratives. Thus, this book aims to, on the one hand, gain a better
understanding of the various means through which the Russian government
practises its memory politics (e.g. the role of state-aligned media) and, on the
other hand, su� ciently value the existence of alternative and critical voices
that existing studies tend to overlook.

In this book I aim to answer the following set of interrelated research
questions:

1 In what way have various actors in Russian society, as well as the state,
mobilised cultural memory to legitimise, question or challenge the
political regime?
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2 Which cultural memories have been employed, by whom and to what
end?

3 How have these actors drawn upon existing interpretations and repre-
sentations of the respective cultural memories to shape their contributions
to the debate on history and political legitimacy?

The way that scholars typically approach Russian memory politics– that is,
through analysis of how the state employs references to history to support its
legitimacy and frame its political course– suggests that the state is a proactive
and dominant player in these‘memory games’ (Mink & Neumayer 2013).
These studies allow the impression to persist that there has been no societal,
political or cultural resistance to the regime’s claims. However, in every
society, state and non-state actors at various levels contest with one another
in e� orts to provide that society with meaning in the present through repre-
sentations of the past, and thus, with guidance to determine its political and
ideological orientation towards the future. The same applies to twenty-� rst-
century Russia. The state does not act in isolation. It is part of a complex
socio-political process of negotiating the contemporary meaning of history
and the political implications resulting from that meaning. The role played by
non-state actors at the national level, both as accomplices in and as oppo-
nents to o� cial memory politics, has thus far been insu� ciently addressed.
The di� erentiation between state and non-state actors in today’s Russia is
notoriously murky: within the intricate maze of interactions between state
o� cials, state-sponsored and‘state-aligned’ persons and organisations, draw-
ing a de� nite line between these two spheres is a near impossible task. In my
usage of the terms, state actor should therefore be understood in its most
concrete sense as referring to the actions and statements of the Russian gov-
ernment, state o� cials and so on. Non-state actor, then, refers to the grey
zone beyond the state’s o� cial structures and ranges from the‘state-loyal’ to
the outspokenly oppositional. It is the complexity of this grey zone and its
manifold connections to and interactions with the state that I aim to explore.

In view of the decline since 2000 in the freedom granted to the media–
including television (Hutchings & Rulyova 2009; Hutchings & Tolz 2015)– it
is imperative to also examine how memory politics extends into the domain
of mass media and popular culture. It is here, in television and cinema, that
state e� orts to control public opinion are most pronounced; they have been
much less stringent, for instance, in relation to literature. To avoid over-
simplifying the means through which (authoritarian) political regimes med-
iate their views, it is essential to critically examine cultural productions about
history aimed at a mass audience. To gain strength, an interpretation of his-
tory has to be mediated at multiple levels of society. It is precisely the inter-
play between these levels, o� cial and uno� cial, that in� uences the potential
e� ect of government-supported cultural memories. In this study I seek to
address these gaps. My analysis covers the years 2000 through 2012, a turning
point after which the state’s memory politics changed substantially (as I will
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elaborate on shortly), and refers to earlier and subsequent developments
wherever relevant.

To accommodate the inclusion of non-governmental actors and the sphere
of popular culture, I develop an alternative approach to memory politics.
Here, I de� ne the latter concept as the mobilisation of cultural memory to put
forward political claims and, in particular, to propagate historically informed
visions of what constitutes‘traditional Russian’ state governance. Memory
politics is thus conceived as not just a political but also asocial process of
negotiating the meaning of the past– a process in which the state, one must
add, has a disproportionately large stake. I seek to move away from static
conceptualisations of memory politics– such as those guiding studies that
chronicle acts of memory politics and explain their meanings– towards a
dynamic model: a conceptualisation that includes other societal and cultural
actors operating at the national level and that can shed light on the dynamic
development of memory politics over time and across the political and socio-
cultural spectrum. I o� er an alternative approach that, looking beyond the
Russian state’s apparent hegemony on memory in the public domain, can
uncover divergent or competing voices in the national public discourse.

On the basis of four extensive thematic case studies and one smaller case
study, I demonstrate,� rst, how the state has relied on memories with rich
histories of cultural representation and political instrumentalisation to por-
tray itself as traditional. Yet the accumulated meanings of these constellations
of memory greatly increase their subversive potential by providing access
points for the formulation of a historically framed political critique. Second, I
argue that non-state actors have played a highly signi� cant role in memory
politics during this period. Moreover, the behaviour of the government in this
respect should in some cases be characterised as reactive rather than proactive
and shows clear signs of continuous re-evaluation and adaptation.








