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“Historical Falsification” as a Master Trope in
the Official Discourse on History Education in
Putin’s Russia

Julie Fedor

Abstract - This article explores a key claim underpinning Russian official memory
politics, namely, the notion that Russia’s past (@and especially the role it played in
the Second World War) is the object of a campaign of “historical falsification” aimed
at, among other things, undermining Russian sovereignty, especially by distort-
ing young people’s historical consciousness. Although “historical falsification” is
an important keyword in the Kremlin’s discourse, it has received little scholarly
attention. Via an analysis of official rhetoric and methodological literature aimed at
history teachers, | investigate the ideological functions performed by the concept
of “historical falsification.” | show how it serves to reinforce a conspiratorial vision
of Russia as a nation under siege, while simultaneously justifying the drive toward
greater state control over history education.

Keywords « authoritarianism, conspiracy theories, Russian history teaching, Russian
history textbooks, Russian identity, Russian memory politics, Russian state ideology,
Russian war memory

O n 1 September 2020, President Vladimir Putin opened the new school
year with a special online video address to senior secondary school
pupils across the country, devoted to the seventy-fifth anniversary of the
Red Army’s Victory over Nazi Germany.! Much of Putin’s address was
unremarkable. Employing the standard rhetoric common to speeches in
this genre the world over, Putin spoke of the importance of history in
providing a “stable moral foundation, a reliable signpost that will always
help you to find the correct path in life” and noted the obligation to
respect the history of one’s country. He elaborated on the significance
of the memory of the war, not only at the national level but within each
individual family. He spoke of the bravery of the war generation and of
the duty to honor their sacrifice.?

Later in Putin’s address, the tone changed. Addressing the contem-
porary international situation, Putin warned against complacency. The
history of the Second World War, he asserted, was of urgent relevance
today, at a moment when attempts were underway to revise the world
order that had been established in the wake of the war and, to this end,
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to “rewrite what really happened in history.” Putin went on to warn
Russian pupils that

People who collaborate with the enemy in wartime ... are called and
have always and everywhere been called collaborators. Those who agree
with the initiators of the rewriting of history today can absolutely be
called the collaborators of the present day. There have always been
such people everywhere, and there always will be. They have various
motivations; we won’t go into the details now. It’s important only to
understand that this is very relevant today.’

This passage from Putin’s speech exemplifies the intensity of the current
atmosphere around history and history teaching in contemporary Russia.
In this climate, in which pupils are enjoined to be on the lookout for “col-
laborators” who are ostensibly aligning themselves with Russia’s enemies
by undermining the legacy of the Red Army’s Victory, to engage in debate
over the history of the war is to risk being labeled a traitor.

As this speech illustrates, during Putin’s presidency, history, and espe-
cially the history of the Second World War and the way it is remembered
by young generations of Russians, has come to be framed as a matter of
national security. In this article, I examine how and why Putin’s neo-
authoritarian regime has sought to take control over how the history of
the war is narrated and interpreted in school textbooks and classrooms,
under the banner of a campaign to defend “historical truth” against those
seeking, as Putin put it in his speech, “to rewrite what really happened.”

This notion that history is being deliberately “rewritten” and “falsi-
fied” by Russia’s enemies is a master trope in the Kremlin’s rhetoric on
war memory and history education. While it is sometimes mentioned in
passing in the literature on Russian memory politics and history educa-
tion, it has not been studied in detail in its own right.* In this article, I
approach “historical falsification” as a concept that structures the official
discourse on history, memory, and identity in contemporary Russia. This
discussion also has broader significance as a case study of the ideological
uses of history education by a hybrid authoritarian state that claims (at
least some of the time) to uphold principles of pluralism and intellectual
freedom and hence faces particular challenges when justifying its drive
for increased state control over historical narratives and interpretations.’
In this case, these challenges have been met by positing the existence
of a hostile and systematic campaign to attack Russian sovereignty via
the “falsification of history,” which demands extraordinary measures in
response.

After a brief survey of the state’s handling of history education in
post-Soviet Russia, I introduce the key actors within or close to the Putin
establishment who have been influential in shaping the official discourse
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on history education and creating a moral panic around the purported
threat posed by the “falsification of history.” Next, I trace the emergence
of the concept of “historical falsification” in the official rhetoric and
policy on history education and analyze its ideological content. Finally,
I examine some examples of how this discourse has been translated into
concrete recommendations for history teaching and history textbooks.
I show how, in the methodological literature on this topic, attempts to
resolve the tensions and difficulties arising from the concept are made by
introducing a distinction between “useful” patriotic myths and “harmful”
myths (“falsification”), a distinction which rests on the central criterion
of the given historical narrative’s relation to state authority.

History Education and History Textbooks: The Case of Post-Soviet Russia

In the Russian case, the process of crafting new narratives for the teaching
of national history to replace those produced by the Soviet one-party state
has been particularly fraught. As has often been observed, unlike other
postsocialist countries, Russia did not have the luxury of externalizing
the Soviet past and building a new national narrative based on victim-
hood at the hands of foreign oppressors followed by liberation. This is one
of the reasons for the protracted and painful identity crisis that has char-
acterized the post-Soviet period in Russia.® In addition, the emergence
of an increasingly authoritarian regime, especially since Putin assumed
leadership in 2000, has seen a growing drive to co-opt education for the
purposes of regime maintenance.” History education has been especially
important in this connection. As Catherine Merridale has observed, “The
past is something that dictatorships do not leave to chance.”®

These circumstances have made for a turbulent course for post-
Soviet Russian history education.” School history textbooks have been
the subject of periodic scandals, controversies, and campaigns.'® There
have been repeated attempts to overhaul the system for producing and
approving history textbooks, including a series of state interventions at
the highest (presidential) level. These attempts have often occurred in
the lead-up to major commemorative dates linked to the Great Patri-
otic War and the Second World War, the central theme of post-Soviet
Russian history and memory politics. While many other nations also
define themselves via mythologized narratives of past wars,'! this ten-
dency is especially marked in the case of the Russian Federation, where
the memory of the Red Army’s Victory over Nazi Germany has become
the main pillar of national identity.!?

Throughout the Putin era, we can observe a general trend toward
increasing state control over education, and history education and text-
books in particular.”® A key rationale presented for this is the imperative
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to reverse the damage done during the 1990s, a period which features in
the official narrative of the Putin government as a kind of Dark Age—a
Time of Troubles that ended with Putin’s accession to the presidency. As
Putin put it in 2003, it was “essential to remove all that trash and foam
which has layered up over those years” in history textbooks."

There have been many milestones in this ongoing process of extend-
ing state control over history education. Like the broader processes of
reducing the space for opposition and debate in Russian public life of
which it is a part, this has not been a linear, smooth, efficient, or planned
process. Nor is it purely a matter of ideology. Textbook publishing is a
lucrative business, and there have been periodic reports of high-level cor-
ruption in the textbook selection and approval procedures.'®

State interventions into history education can be mapped against
the major political turning points in contemporary Russian history. In
particular, the so-called color revolutions which took place between
2003 and 2005 were an important catalyst that intensified the Russian
state’s push for greater control over the country’s political, intellectual,
and media space, in what Robert Horvath has called “Putin’s preventive
counter-revolution.”® As the regime felt increasingly threatened by the
prospect of facing similar challenges domestically, it moved to preempt
such challenges, including via a series of measures designed to create
greater ideological consistency and to strengthen the patriotic content in
history textbooks.”

An important outcome of Russian memory politics under Putin has
been the securitization of Russia’s past—that is, the discursive construc-
tion of the past as a matter of existential importance, as an object to be
defended on a par with other more traditional objects of national security.
Consequently, leading figures, not only in the spheres of culture and
education, but also in security and foreign policy, have been frequent
commentators on matters of history and history education. While all
modern states seek to shape collective remembering through formal edu-
cation,'® the involvement of members of the state security apparatus in
these processes is a distinctive feature of the Russian case which warrants
special attention. In the next section, I briefly introduce the key actors
within or close to the Putin establishment who have been influential in
setting the tone and parameters of the discussion on history education
in Russia.

Key Actors
A range of different actors, institutions, and associations have been tasked

with defending historical memory and promoting patriotic education in
Russia during the Putin era. The most important of these include Vladi-
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mir Medinskii, who served as Minister of Culture from 2012 to January
2020." Medinskii is one of the Putin establishment’s most prominent
ideologues on historical matters. He has built a career as a self-styled
fighter against “black myths” about Russian history and as a defender of
Russian “traditional values.”?°

Another important figure in official memory politics is Sergei
Naryshkin. Naryshkin'’s leading role in patriotic education exemplifies the
ongoing securitization of this sphere. A former KGB officer, Naryshkin
has served as director of the Foreign Intelligence Service since 2016. He
was also a member of the Security Council and head of the Presidential
Administration (from 2008 to 2011), and Speaker of the State Duma
(from 2011 to 2016).

Both Medinskii and Naryshkin were members of the working group
set up in 2013 at Putin’s instruction in order to develop a single, unified
Russian history textbook.?! They were also both involved in a high-profile
(albeit short-lived) Kremlin initiative on the historical front, the presi-
dential Russian Commission for Counteracting Attempts at Falsification
of History Detrimental to Russia’s Interests (henceforth, the Anti-Falsi-
fication Commission), which was active from 2009 to 2012. While the
Commission was eventually disbanded, the basic approach that it cham-
pioned remains in place, and so the materials it produced offer insights
of continuing relevance.

Medinskii and Naryshkin serve respectively as chairs of two major
historical associations, the Russian Military Historical Society and the
Russian Historical Society, both of which were created as part of the 2012
Year of Russian History proclaimed by President Putin.** The presence of
these state officials as leaders of these bodies itself indicates the pressure
under which the scholarly community finds itself, and the blurriness of
the boundaries between the state and civil society.

The landscape also includes various state-affiliated or state-spon-
sored strategic think tanks that have been active in the campaign against
“historical falsification.” These include the Russian Institute for Strategic
Studies (RISI), a security think tank subordinate to the presidential
administration with institutional roots in the Soviet KGB First Director-
ate. From 2009 to 2017, RISI was headed by General Lieutenant Leonid
Reshetnikov, who was appointed to this position by presidential decree.
Trained as a historian, Reshetnikov later served in foreign intelligence
from 1976 to 2009.?*> In his role as RISI director, Reshetnikov displayed,
via his public interviews, a deeply conspiratorial worldview.?* The Insti-
tute for CIS Countries, led by Konstantin Zatulin (a hawkish voice in
memory politics who has long been a proponent of “memory laws” crimi-
nalizing so-called incorrect history), is another example of a think tank
that treats historical matters as strategic security issues.?” Both RISI and
the Institute for CIS Countries have been vocal commentators on issues
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of history education, history textbooks, and “historical falsification” in
the post-Soviet space and in Europe.?

Other key regime-aligned figures with a stake in these issues who
comment frequently on history education and memory politics include
Viacheslav Nikonov, who heads the Russkii mir foundation (created in
2007); Aleksandr Diukov, head of the Historical Memory Foundation
(created in 2008); and Nataliia Narochnitskaia, head of the European
Institute for Democracy and Cooperation (created in 2008), who is based
in Paris and is the founder and president of the Foundation for Historical
Perspective (created in 2004).?” Both Diukov and Narochnitskaia focus
in particular on international dimensions of Russian and Soviet history
and are fierce defenders of the heroic Soviet narrative of the Red Army’s
Victory in the Great Patriotic War and its liberation of Eastern Europe.

The importance of three additional memory actors in contemporary
Russia should also be noted. These are the Russian Orthodox Church
(Moscow Patriarchate), the Foreign Ministry, and President Putin
himself. While all three comment frequently on historical matters, they
are not examined in detail in the present article, in part because they
have been covered well in the existing literature.

The Campaign Against “Historical Falsification” in the Putin Era

The first official use of the term “historical falsification” dates from 27
May 2005, when the State Duma passed a declaration “On Attempts at
the Falsification of History.”? The declaration expressed outrage at recent
statements issued by the parliaments of the Baltic states and Poland,
which it claimed amounted to “attempts at the crude distortion of history
and the ‘embedding’ of touched-up [podpraviennykh] versions of the
causes and outcomes of the Second World War into the current political
context.”?® At this stage, the main rhetorical emphasis was placed on the
imperative to prevent the politicization of history.

In May 2009, the injunction to fight against “historical falsification”
was enshrined at the official, institutional level when President Medve-
dev created the Anti-Falsification Commission.” This move occurred in
the wake of a significant symbolic challenge to the mythologized, heroic
narrative of the Soviet Union’s role in the struggle against Nazi Germany:
namely, the establishment (in the wake of a campaign spearheaded by
postsocialist Central and Eastern European politicians) of the anniver-
sary of the signing of the Molotov—-Ribbentrop Pact (23 August) as the
European Day of Remembrance for Victims of Stalinism and Nazism, or
Black Ribbon Day. In anticipation of a major round of seventieth jubilee
commemorative dates linked to the beginning of the war, the Russian
government apparently resolved to reclaim control of the narrative,
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which it did under the banner of a struggle against “historical falsifi-
cation,” claiming that it had been forced to “uphold historical truth” in
the face of “increasingly harsh, malicious, and aggressive” attempts to
propagate a distorted narrative of the war.*

The idea to create the Commission reportedly originated within the
Russian Foreign Ministry.*”> According to a member of the Commission,
one of its aims was to provide politicians with “crisp [chetkie], documen-
tary arguments for the conversation with [Russia’s] neighbors” in the
post-Soviet space.’* But equally important was the task of supplying such
arguments for domestic use, in order to ensure that Russian school pupils
were protected against hostile historical propaganda. Consequently, issues
surrounding history education and history textbooks were a key object
of the Commission’s work. The Commission’s head, Sergei Naryshkin,
emphasized that a primary aim of the Commission was to “draw the
public’s attention to the quality of school history textbooks” and to “help
scholars and specialists to cleanse Russia’s history of inventions and polit-
ical lies.”*> Naryshkin claimed that several textbooks “abound in factual
errors and belittle our country’s role in world history”*¢ and asserted
that history teachers required support, because in this difficult context
they often struggled “to give up-to-date [sovremennye] interpretations of
historical processes, free from the encrustation of lies, falsification and
prejudice.”?” The Commission set itself the task of ensuring that history
teachers were provided with specialist training in the recognition and
combating of “historical falsification.” In this way, history education was
constructed as a front line in the battle for national security, and history
teachers and textbook authors were enjoined to seek special guidance
from the state in this context.

Although the creation of the Anti-Falsification Commission prompted
an initial flurry of analysis and speculation about its aims and ramifi-
cations, scholarly interest in this topic dwindled after the Commission
was quietly disbanded three years later.”® Yet, while the commission has
ceased to exist, the concept of “historical falsification” is still very much
alive in Russian official and public discourse and is hence worthy of our
attention. The label “historical falsification” continues to be used in a
range of contexts,* especially since the conservative turn that accom-
panied the beginning of Putin’s third term in 2012. It has become even
more prominent in the wake of the 2014 annexation of Crimea and the
Russian military aggression against Ukraine in the Donbas. The need
to combat “historical falsification” has been stated in various high-level,
official documents such as the Russian Federation (RF) National Security
Strategy (2015),*° the State Program “Patriotic Education of RF Citizens
in 2016-2020" (2015), and the RF Foreign Policy Concept (2016).*' The
phrase “historical falsification” has thus become an important keyword
of the Kremlin’s official discourse. We can also think of this phrase as a

Spring 2021 113



Julie Fedor

speech act, a phrase that does or achieves something in addition to merely
describing. As is the case for other forms of authoritarian speech acts, in
order to interpret this phrase we need to understand the specificity of its
context, to read between the lines, and to examine the intention behind
this language.*> What function does this phrase perform? What layers of
meaning does it communicate?

First, we can note the historical resonances of this language. As
various commentators have pointed out, the phrase itself has a decidedly
Stalinist ring to it. As Yan Rachinskii of the Moscow branch of the human
rights agency Memorial pointed out, the very name of the commission
evokes Stalinist language and discourse.*> Perhaps most obviously, it
recalls Trotsky’s The Stalin School of Falsification (1937) and echoes the title
of the Sovinformbiuro brochure Falsifiers of History (1948), which was
published in response to the United States State Department’s publication
Nazi—Soviet Relations, 1939-1941 (1946), which addresses the very same
historical events that are the main bone of contention today.

Comparing the use of the phrase in Falsifiers of History (1948) and
in contemporary materials on the topic, we find instances of the same
rhetorical sleight of hand. In both cases, questions that amount to dif-
ferences of historical interpretation and emphasis are subsumed under
the category of “falsification,” implying fraudulence and fabrication of
evidence. Doing so conveniently makes it possible to discredit critical his-
torical interpretations and to dismiss them out of hand without engaging
with the specifics of the claims that they present. Ad-hominem attacks
frequently replace genuine historical argument.

Another key feature of the literature on historical falsification is
the discursive linking of historical critiques of Stalinism and contem-
porary neo-Nazism. The two phenomena are frequently conflated or
grouped together, with neo-Nazism used as a red herring to change the
subject mid-discussion, as in this article published in Rossiiskaia gazeta in
April 2020.

The preaching of the doctrine of “equal responsibility of the Nazi and
Soviet regimes” for unleashing the Second World War is neither his-
torically founded nor morally justified, and it is the duty of all civilized
states to counteract, at the state level, all attempts to rehabilitate Nazism
and Nazi criminals and their accomplices, and to illuminate the events
and consequences of the war in an honest and unprejudiced manner,
based on respect for the immortal feat of our grandfathers and fathers.**

As this quote illustrates, the “anti-fascist” dimension of this discourse,
together with its invocation of the sacred memory of those who died for
the Soviet cause, are important elements that underpin its strong moral
thrust and serve to close off discussion.
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The anti-falsification crusade also relies upon strawman arguments
that fundamentally misrepresent the ways in which the history of the
Second World War is narrated in Europe and the United States. As part
of the Anti-Falsification Commission’s deliberations in 2012, for example,
Nataliia Narochnitskaia claimed that falsification of Second World War
history had reached the point where “[i]t is completely possible to assume
that, in a couple of decades’ time, western textbooks will [claim] that
on one side fought the democratic United States and Britain, and on the
other, two totalitarian monsters.”** Again, this is a move that can be
traced back to the late Stalin period, and the same false claim (that the
Western Allied powers systematically suppressed the facts about Munich
and appeasement) can be found in both Falsifiers of History (1948) and in
present-day statements.*

One key strand of the rhetoric links up to an international discourse
around the merits of truth-based history and the dangers of the politici-
zation of history. Thus, for example, we find frequent claims that the best
antidote to historical falsification is to go back to the primary sources. For
example, at a meeting of the Anti-Falsification Commission held in 2009,
Sergei Naryshkin emphasized that

the aim of the commission is not to rewrite history; it does not intend
to act as some kind of censor or oversight organ. We proceed first and
foremost from the principle of freedom of historical scholarship, from
an understanding of the fact that historical truth ... must be sought and
defended first and foremost based on primary sources.*

Most recently, in January 2020, President Putin announced the creation
of a new archival center designed specifically to counter Western attempts
to distort history.*®

Most academic historians would agree that archival research is
central to the historian’s craft and work and would welcome the prospect
of increased accessibility to state archives.*” But few would subscribe to
the notion that archival documents offer a transparent window onto a
pristine historical reality, enabling access to objective facts and to the past
“as it really happened,” in the Rankean tradition. When it comes to the
history of complex events in international history, it is rare for primary
sources, even when they are handled with care by skilled specialists, to
yield unequivocal black-and-white answers to difficult questions. It is
hard to imagine the archival documentary equivalent of the smoking gun
that would definitively settle the long-running and often acrimonious
historical debate over the causes and significance of the Soviet Union’s
signing of the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, or over the course of European
diplomacy in the lead-up to the Second World War more broadly.
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Perhaps the most important frame associated with the concept of
“historical falsification” is that of existential threat. During his long term
as Minister of Culture, Vladimir Medinskii was a vocal proponent of the
notion that Russia’s survival would depend on its ability to “take back
control” of its history. In 2016, he warned for example that

The ultimate aim of the falsification of history will become to dis-
member the country, to deprive us of territory, of sovereignty. Because
only in this way, by implanting the information virus in our heads, by
[sowing] contempt for our own history, for our own fathers, can the
country be destroyed. We already went through this before, in 1991.°°

Medinskii frequently points in this way to the Soviet collapse as an
object lesson in the importance of resisting pressure to adopt a critical
view on national history. He has often argued that the historical revo-
lution under Gorbachev was a fatal watershed. In an article published
in 2010, he observed that “[e]xactly twenty years ago, the theme of the
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact was raised, the beginning of the war in [sic]
public consciousness. We confessed to all mortal sins. Barely half a year
passed, and the country collapsed.”!

The Great Patriotic War is often held up as the only historical event
that continues to offer the prospect of symbolic continuity and survival
for the nation in the wake of the catastrophes of the late 1980s and
early 1990s. In the words of Aleksandr Diukov, director of the Histori-
cal Memory Foundation, “in the perestroika years all twentieth-century
[Soviet] history was subjected to genuine desecration ... In this situation,
[the Soviet] victory [over Nazi Germany] remained essentially the only
positive event in twentieth-century Russian history ... the memory of the
Great Patriotic War has become the foundation of national identity.”>* The
memory of the war is all that is left of Russian identity, a last bastion that
must be protected at all costs.

There is a clear consensus within the Putin establishment that mili-
tary history must play an absolutely central role in history education. As
Viacheslav Nikonov has put it, the nation is constituted above all else by
the correct remembrance of military victories.’® It is also clear that no
ambiguity or nuance is to be permitted when teaching the history of the
war. One analyst from RISI, Tamara Guzenkova, noted of the Ukrainian
case that Ukrainian pupils were characterized by a “depressive” response
to the history of the war, “because it’s unclear who’s the hero, and who's
the traitor.”>* The patriotic pro-Kremlin literature often presents the dis-
tinction between hero and traitor or friend and enemy as a crucial aim
of history education. According to one 2003 text, one alarming result
of the “washing away” of Russia’s historical memory in recent decades
is the fact that “a significant part of the Russian population today does
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not know who and where her enemies and friends are [or] what threats
really exist to the state’s national and military security.”>> The teaching
of military history in particular is held up as an essential antidote to this
problem.>¢ This applies also to history texts produced for children with
special educational needs. One 2017 manual for teachers of intellectu-
ally disadvantaged children notes the usefulness of history for teaching
“universal human values,” citing “defense of the Fatherland” among the
examples of such values.”” The manual emphasizes that teachers must be
“emotionally involved” when handling the history of the Great Patriotic
War, so as “to inspire pupils to formulate judgements about civic duty,
patriotism, treachery, heroism and so on.”*®

Finally, we can note that the official discourse on “historical falsifi-
cation” is fundamentally conspiratorial at its core. A crucial assumption
underlying the discourse is the notion that hostile actors are actively and
deliberately working to destroy and distort Russian historical conscious-
ness, including by “brainwashing” the younger generation. Sometimes
concrete states and individuals are named in this connection, but often
the identities of the falsifiers are left vague. It is frequently stated or
implied that public debates about historical issues are orchestrated by
shadowy forces behind the scenes. Medinskii identified two main posi-
tions on this issue.

We all know very well that in recent times, the historical theme is being
inserted more and more actively into public consciousness ... There are
two polar points of view on this ... The first point of view is that nothing
special is going on here, that this is all random and spontaneous and
that there is no need to seek out any ill will behind this ... The second
point of view is that this is no accident ... In actual fact, nobody’s inter-
ested in the fate of poor dismembered Poland, who started the war,
who signed what in Munich, what Molotov and Ribbentrop were up to.
This is simply an informational pretext; the real interest is something
entirely different.>

For Medinskii, this “real interest” is to win over

people’s minds, a struggle whose ultimate goal is the seizure of territory
and money. Because it is absolutely clear that declaring war on Russia
with the aim of detaching the Kaliningrad region or the Kurile Islands
is a labor-intensive task with poor prospects. But brainwashing us like
they did in ‘89—that can be done ... If this theme [of the Molotov-Rib-
bentrop Pact] is reactivated, then everyone will be brainwashed and we
ourselves will hand over both Kaliningrad and the Kuriles. And throw
in Sakhalin while we're at it.°

Sergei Naryshkin interprets the issue in a similar vein.
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The sustained advance of our country does not fit with the plans of
the well-known world powers that wish to see Russia with limited
autonomy, incapable of realizing strategic national priorities in order
to guarantee development of the individual, society and the state. It is
precisely with their silent agreement and cynically concealed financial
encouragement that a genuine information war is being waged against
Russia. History has been chosen as the battlefield. More precisely, the
falsification of history.*!

The notion of an “information war” being waged against Russia has
long been a staple of extreme nationalist rhetoric, but as these quotes
illustrate, it has now firmly entered mainstream official rhetoric. It also
appears to have achieved some currency when it comes to influencing
public opinion. A poll conducted in 2018 found that 66 percent of Rus-
sians believed that there was a Western conspiracy aimed at “rewriting
Russian history in order to diminish the country’s greatness.”¢?

The discourse on “historical falsification” is part of a broader trend,
whereby conspiracy theories and conspiratorial thinking have become
increasingly prevalent in Russian public life in recent decades. Eliot
Borenstein has traced the movement of post-Soviet Russian conspiracy
theories from the fringes to the center,®® and Ilya Yablokov has argued
that a distinctive feature of post-Soviet Russian conspiracy theories is the
fact that it is “the political and intellectual elites [who] are [the] major
producers and disseminators” of these theories, which are used to boost
the state’s legitimacy and power.®* In the case of the discourse on his-
torical falsification, these conspiracy theories also serve to explain away
unpalatable interpretations of Russian history, which can be dismissed
out of hand as politically motivated.

History education and history textbooks occupy a prominent posi-
tion in Russian conspiracy theories, fitting into broader notions of an
“information war” being waged by the West with the aim of destroying
Russian identity via an attack on the nation’s memory. The billionaire
philanthropist George Soros is an important protagonist in these anti-
semitic conspiracy theories,® in connection with claims about his role in
funding “color revolutions” aimed at overthrowing authoritarian regimes
in the region, and also regarding the Russian school history textbooks
that were funded through Soros’s Open Society Foundations as part of
the massive program of support for Russian education that the founda-
tion provided in collaboration with the Russian Ministry of Education
in the early 1990s.% These textbooks have been the subject of a number
of furious media campaigns at various points since the late 1990s. The
most frequent objection regards the textbooks” handling of the history
of the Great Patriotic War and the Second World War.*” The following
statement by Armen Oganesian, editor-in-chief of the Russian Foreign
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Ministry journal Mezhdunarodnaia zhizn’, is typical of the way the issue is
commonly framed.

The famous Soros ... decided that if Russians were finding it impossible
to think up a national idea for themselves, then let’s do it for them.
And what did he do? He began to change history textbooks in Russia.
He created and began to finance structures for changing historical
consciousness.*®

While the Open Society Foundations” mission in the postsocialist space,
as elsewhere in the world, is unquestionably ideological, the patriotic lit-
erature dismisses its actual aims (the promotion of democracy and human
rights, including via support for the humanities) as screens concealing
its “real aim” of undermining the Russian sense of self by destroying
the nation’s pride in its own history. According to Oleg Matveichev and
Anatolii Beliakov, the Soros textbooks ““demonstrated’ that Russia had
no victories, science or culture; that it had no great scholars, poets or
field commanders and that its entire history was a dreary chain of crises
and failures.”’

The Soros-funded history textbooks are often described as a kind of
time bomb, a slow-acting “sleeper” weapon designed to shape the future
by influencing the younger generations, and by exploiting their impres-
sionability and vulnerability to propaganda. One text on the subject of
the Soros-funded history textbooks begins with the epigraph, “/If you
want to defeat your enemy—educate his children’—Eastern wisdom.””°
For historian Elena Malysheva, commenting in June 2020, the problem
is that individuals raised on the Soros textbooks are now passing these
values on to their children, while the grandparents, who had lived
through the war, are no longer alive to counter this with the truth.”
Alarmist warnings about historical falsification tap into anxieties of this
kind regarding the passing of the generation of the last living witnesses.”?

Soros’s foundations no longer operate within the Russian Federation.
A long state campaign to discredit him culminated in November 2015,
when Open Society Foundations and the OSI Assistance Foundation
(along with various other NGOs) were officially declared “undesirable
organizations.”” Soros-funded textbooks have been targeted by some
regional authorities as part of campaigns against “historical falsification.”
In January 2016, in the Republic of Komi, dozens of books funded by
Soros were burned after a regional official described them as encouraging
“a distorted perception of national history among young people and pop-
ularizing precepts alien to Russian ideology” and requested that the local
authorities remove them from the libraries of educational institutions.”

In August 2017, Soros-funded books were reportedly also removed
from local libraries in Arkhangelsk Oblast.”” Yet Soros and his history
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textbooks remain a key reference point in the Russian geopolitical
imaginary. Consider, for example, this statement by the Russian-trained
general and former head of the Ministry of State Security of the Luhansk
People’s Republic, Roman Shadrin, who mentioned Soros’s history text-
books in his reflections on why men in the Donbass were reluctant to
enlist to fight in the war.

Over twenty-three years they’ve turned people into zombies. If we
lose, they’ll start to inject us with an inferiority complex. And who'll
write our history textbooks? George Soros. First, they’ll tempt us with
chewing gum and Coca Cola. Then will come the gays and lesbians;
people will say “Look how cool that is!” We'll start wearing G-strings.
Then they’ll legalize drugs ... The next stage will be letting people go
to Europe to study ... And we'll be slaves. Russians will be put on their
knees. Therefore, we must show our teeth.”

This quote is a vivid example of how the discourse of “historical falsifi-
cation” links up with and feeds into a whole set of other anxieties and
fears regarding national sovereignty and identity. Geopolitics, gender
politics, fantasy, and xenophobia—all of these are swirled together in
contemporary Russian conspiratorial culture. In this mix, issues relating
to history education are an important element and protecting historical
consciousness has been held up as a core patriotic duty for Russian history
teachers and textbook authors. In the following section, I shall examine
some of the attempts that have been made to translate this discourse into
concrete methodologies for the classroom.

Fighting “Historical Falsification” in the Classroom

At the First Russian National Congress of Teachers of History and Social
Science in March 2011, teachers gathered to discuss how to “defend
adolescents from false information about the Russian past.””” Address-
ing the Congress, Naryshkin asserted that teachers must educate their
pupils to become citizens capable of distinguishing “real history” from
“falsification.” He presented this as a matter of acquiring critical think-
ing skills, noting that “[t|he modern school is called upon not only to
convey information, but also to call upon our young generation to think
independently ... to know how to evaluate facts and to understand that
history is a complex multi-factor process.””® Yet it was clear that these
skills were to be applied only to a narrow set of subjects designated by the
state and from a single, mandated perspective. As Prime Minister Med-
vedev put it in 2013 during a discussion about history textbooks, “there
are events regarding which there cannot be differing interpretations; for
example, the victory in the Great Patriotic War.””®
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In 2012, discussions around the school history curriculum continued
to emphasize the theme of “falsification,” with calls to introduce new
sections on the topic into textbooks and teaching manuals. The Min-
istry of Education and Science organized a competition for the design
of new teaching materials devoted to the problem of historical falsifica-
tion®® and tasked the Prosveshchenie publishing house with producing
a series of new pedagogical materials on problems of “falsification” of
Russian history. The resulting materials highlight some of the difficulties
involved in formulating a clear and coherent definition of “historical falsi-
fication.” They also show the ideological contortions that are required in
order to marry this concept with its ostensible aim of teaching critical
thinking skills.

According to an article published in the journal of the Institute for
CIS Countries, history textbooks should, theoretically, expose pupils to
different historical interpretations in order to provide them not only with
“an understanding of the main methods of falsification of the father-
land’s history” but also with “logical skills with which to overcome them,
thereby [helping pupils] to develop a kind of immunity in this sphere.”®!
How, though, can this be achieved without simultaneously inviting pupils
to apply these skills to the Great Patriotic War myth itself? This is only
one of numerous intractable problems and dilemmas that teachers face
when addressing the topic of “historical falsification” in the classroom.

The materials produced by Prosveshchenie in 2012 included a doc-
ument that summarized the principles underlying the need “to develop
supplementary elements addressing the falsification of national history
for the course ‘History of Russia.””®* The document begins as follows.

In the conditions of a changing world order and of the strengthening
of Russian statehood and of the role of Russia in world politics, we also
find an intensification of political struggle, one of the means of which
is the falsification of [Russian] history. Falsification of history can be
defined as the conscious distortion of historical facts, their tendentious
interpretation and the selective citing and manipulation of sources with
the aim of creating a distorted image of historical reality.®

The document identifies two main groups of “falsifiers”: those with
“socio-political (political, geopolitical and ideological) motivations, the
majority of which can be linked with the aims and tasks of anti-Russian
propaganda,” on the one hand, and those driven by “personal-psycho-
logical, commercial motivations (the desire for self-assertion, fame ...
[and] public recognition by generating a ‘sensation’ capable of overturn-
ing existing public perceptions of the past),” on the other.®* It notes that
anti-Russian falsifications are often linked to attempts to claim material
compensation for damage incurred in the past. ¥
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Many of the new theoretical and practical materials grapple with the
question of how exactly to define “historical falsification.” Where and
how should the line be drawn when establishing whether a particular
interpretation is “tendentious”? One textbook definition notes that falsi-
fications are not only limited to “distorted or fabricated documents” but
also include

the works of those historians who, instead of critically analyzing sources
and juxtaposing historical documents, testimonies and facts, use only
those [materials] which prove the correctness of their version of an
historical event. In essence, while referring to a pluralism of opinion,
these historians use scholarship as a political instrument to convince
society of the correctness of a given position.%¢

In general, the definitions of “historical falsification” in the methodologi-
cal literature for teachers have tended to be too vague in some places and
too narrow in others. While examples of outright forgeries of historical
documents could be dealt with in a straightforward manner, most practi-
cal exercises of this kind in the new textbooks relate to earlier periods in
imperial Russian history.?” The lack of classroom exercises in combating
“historical falsification” regarding more recent history only highlights the
fact that for the most part, the really problematic historiography—on the
most important contested and sensitive events from the Stalinist era, for
example—does not easily lend itself to being “unmasked” as fraudulent.

Many of the theoretical and practical materials produced for teach-
ers on the theme of “historical falsification” were produced by Evgenii
Viazemskii, a professor at the Institute of Content and Teaching Methods
at the Russian Academy of Education. In an article published in 2012,
Viazemskii noted that while the state had mandated the need to tackle
this problem, a comprehensive scholarly approach had yet to be devel-
oped. Viazemskii argued that society, and sometimes history teachers too,
tended to perceive the so-called falsification of history “in the narrow,
unambiguous sense of the ‘rewriting of history.”” 8

Without pausing to explain or elaborate this suggestion that history
should not be “rewritten,” Viazemskii goes on to assert that this ele-
mentary approach “does not help to explain the phenomenon of the
falsification of history ... the aims, motivations and mechanisms of
the falsification of history [or] the main directions of attempts at the
falsification of Russian history in the twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries.”®
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Later in the same article, we find the key to Viazemskii’s approach to
defining “historical falsification”; namely, the notion that it is the state
that is the ultimate arbiter of historical truth. Viazemskii says that for
history teachers, a particular challenge is

to clarify the objective “truth of history,” which must be liberated from
historical myths and falsifications of history as attempts at the conscious
distortion of history. It is essential for today’s history teachers to know
the specificities of state educational policy ... to understand the tasks
that the state is setting before the school ... It is essential for pedagogues
to think through a set of questions determined by the state’s history
policy, which is interlinked with history education, and to find their
own answers to the challenges of the contemporary situation. Practice
shows that these problems are complex for pedagogues.”®

Again, the clear message here is that teachers must look to the state for
guidance. In 2013, Viazemskii published, as part of a series of materials
designed to assist teachers in navigating these waters, a teacher training
program which includes a special section on “historical falsification” as a
“sociocultural, political and publicly significant phenomenon of the con-
temporary world” and offers sample exercises and strategies for handling
this topic in the classroom.”

In 2017, Viazemskii and coauthor Ol’ga Strelova published a
manual designed to provide teachers with “methodological training in
how to expose and counteract attempts at falsification of history.” The
manual offers concrete examples of how “historical falsification” is to be
approached in the classroom® and proposes a solution to the conundrum
set out above (the danger that techniques of combating “falsification”
might be turned against the state’s own history narrative). Viazemskii
and Strelova address this problem by drawing a distinction between
“falsification of history—a destructive phenomenon” and “historical
myth-making—an organic part of the cultural process.””® Likewise,
they distinguish between “useful” patriotic myths and “incorrect” or
“harmful” myths, which comprise “falsification, which means tenden-
tious interpretation, selective citation and other forms of manipulation
of sources, including outright forgery of documents, with the aim of cre-
ating a distorted image of historical reality” (original emphasis).** The
differences between these categories are set out in tabular form (repro-
duced in English translation below).

This scheme and this teaching manual offer a rather depressing
demonstration of what history teaching informed by the discourse of
“historical falsification” might look like in practice, whereby historical
practice is essentially reduced to an exercise in the rooting out of heresy.
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Table 1. Myths and Falsifications of History in the Contemporary Period.®

Line of comparison | Myth Falsification

Nature and “Useful” for the individual, “Harmful” because it distorts

functions for society, and for the the past, forms incorrect
regime, because it legitimizes | historical knowledge, under-
the present, offers models, mines the feeling of respect
and facilitates the forma- for the past and loyalty to the
tion of a positive national contemporary authorities,
and civic identity for the and produces a negative
individual. identity for the individual.

Authorship The creators of myths remain | Authors are clearly personi-
in the shadows; the myth is fied, and are characterized by
constructed and presented a predominance of negative
in such a way as to convince individual qualities and
[the target audience] that character features.

“this is how it was.”

Target audience People of different ages and The nation; citizens obligated
professions, but united by to preserve sovereign state-
a “common fate” and by hood, basic national values,
love and respect for the historically formed state
Fatherland and for [their] unity, and so on.
ancestors.

Influence on the Soft Hard [zhestkoe]

individual and

society

Model of relations A person needs myths and Counteracting, resisting,
heroes as part of a system of exposing [razoblachat’].

coordinates for orientation
in life, among people, and in
history.

Conclusion

The official discourse on “historical falsification” is not static and has
evolved substantially over the course of the Putin era. The declaration
on this topic issued by the Russian State Duma in 2005, which acknowl-
edges that the small nations of Europe suffered and fell “hostage” to the
great powers during and after the Second World War, sounds mild and
reasonable compared to the current state of this discourse. The year 2020
began with Putin pledging to war veterans that he would “shut the filthy
mouth” [zatknut’ poganyi rot] of those daring to “change [pereinachit’]
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history, to serve it up in a false light and diminish the role of our fathers
and grandfathers, our heroes who perished defending their Motherland
and essentially the whole world from the brown plague.”* This aggressive
and dehumanizing language reached a new pitch during the eightieth
Victory Day celebrations, when those who questioned the need for lavish
military parades during a pandemic were described as “cockroaches” on
Russian state television.®”

It remains to be seen how and to what degree the official discourse
on “historical falsification” will be implemented in practice in schools.
More work needs to be done to track its appearance in the new text-
books produced under the 2013 Historical-Cultural Standard or in the
history section of the Unified State Examination (the final secondary
school examination).”® Scholars and educators have been vocal critics
of issues surrounding the notion of “combating historical falsification,”
and in any case, as we have seen, the contradictions, tensions, and fis-
sures in the official discourse make it difficult to translate this notion
into concrete teaching materials. But whether it is translated into con-
crete measures or remains in the form of patriotic cant to be spouted
in official settings, it seems clear that this concept will continue to play
an important role in shaping the ideological climate in which history
teaching takes place.

This article has illustrated some of the corrosive etffects of this dis-
course on the state of historical scholarship and debate. The continued
dominance of this approach to history in Russian schools and public life
can only further degrade the country’s intellectual and political climate,
leaving no room for ambiguity, nuance, or complexity, undermining trust
in scholarship, and rewarding those willing to conform to political and
intellectual orthodoxy. Nominally aimed at decoupling history from pol-
itics, the discourse of “historical falsification” does precisely the opposite.
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