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In her Four Essays on World War II, Olena Stiazhkina inscribes the Ukrainian histo-
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narratives on them. Scrutinizing social and political processes initiated by the Bolshe-
vik leadership in the 1920s and 1930s, she outlines how mobilization and mili-tariza-
tion became integral parts of Soviet politics. 
Today, the Kremlin uses Soviet and post-Soviet Russian narratives of World War II 
to justify its aggressive policies towards a number of democratic countries. Russia is 
engaged in falsification of the past to underpin claims of a so-called “Russian World” 
and its ongoing war against Ukraine. Against this background, Stiazhkina offers a new 
understanding of what happened in Ukraine before, during, and after World War II.
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“Here you get answers that will change your knowledge both of Ukrainian history 
and how the ‘building of a new society’ by a totalitarian regime affected everyone, 
even children. This fascinating book reinforces interest not only in the history of 
Ukraine, but in the history of all Eastern Europe.”

—Andriy Kurkov, novelist and President of PEN Ukraine
“Each essay is written in an elegant yet precise, clear manner. This is not a trite ac-
count of the past, but a profound reflection of a historian, an attempt to overcome the 
limitations of the national history. Olena Stiazhkina is among those who put in mo-
tion the tombstone of the ‘Great Patriotic War’ myth, under which, within the concept 
of the ‘Great Russian People’, Ukrainians were immured.”

—Tamara Vronska, Principal Researcher, 
National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine (NANU)

“The author presents the atrocities, performed on the Ukrainian territories by two 
totalitarian regimes—communist and Nazi—and convincingly demonstrates that 
there would not be one without the other.”

–Ola Hnatiuk, Professor of History, 
University of Warsaw & Kyiv-Mohyla Academy

“This book has all the chances to lift to new levels the public discussion and overall 
culture of World War II remembrance. It is a result, primarily, of a humanistic drive 
of the author who is guided by respect and attention to matters of human dignity. 
Definitely, a must-read.”

—Anton Drobovych, Director, Ukrainian Institute of National Memory, Kyiv
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Preface 

Lateral roads are the conduits parallel to the forward edge of the 
battlefront. They may be railroads, highways or dirt roads. What 
matters is not their properties but the opportunities they offer. 

Lateral roads are about providing space for maneuver and a 
basis for lateral communication between the units, about preparing 
for an offensive, supplying weapons, evacuating the wounded, 
about reinforcement potential, about communications. And, along 
with all this, they are about war as such. 

It was historian Tamara Vronska who introduced me to the 
term “lateral road.” And she, in turn, was introduced to it by 
Mykhailo Koval, a World War II historian who undertook the bur-
ial of the “Great Patriotic War” myth, under which, as part of the 
concept of the “Great Russian People,” Ukrainians were interred. 
Koval was among the first to reveal the struggle and tragedy of 
Ukrainians, to give voice to the prisoners of war, Ostarbeiters, the 
displaced, to those who endured occupation, to those who did or 
did not survive the war. In some sense, these potent attempts of the 
1990s were lateral roads—forgotten/banned, but utterly important 
trends that enabled the unbiased study of the course of World War 
II and its consequences for Ukraine. 

My book is about lateral roads as well. It is about the possibil-
ity and necessity of Ukrainian “maneuver” and intensification of 
communications between historians, philosophers, social anthro-
pologists. It is about the “visibility mode” that is being developed 
and opened for Ukraine with the change of methodological frame-
work, with the incorporation of Ukraine into the European context, 
with reassessment and “reclassification” of spatial and temporal 
categories, with restoration of agency for the communities and 
groups that were “appropriated” by “outsider” historical narra-
tives and “dissolved” in broad generalizations. 

The idea of the book and its realization are linked to the im-
portant project of the Institute of History of Ukraine of the National 
Academy of Sciences of Ukraine. The overall idea of the project is 
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to produce the “Outlines of the History of Ukraine,” based on anti-
colonialism/postcolonialism principles, from the standpoint of 
Ukraine and Ukrainians as a political nation. 

The themes offered to me under the project turned out to in-
volve both a challenge and a risk. A challenge—because World War 
II was not part of the core of my research endeavors. Even my book 
Stigma of Occupation: Soviet Women in Their Self-Imagination of the 
1940s (2019) was aimed not so much at describing war events as the 
scenarios of surviving it, of “blending in” with the state concepts; it 
was important for me to set the problem of the nonlinearity of dif-
ferent experiences, of burden and total fear that marked the choice 
of the “Soviet” side made by the women who survived or did not 
survive occupation. Certainly, as often happens, after it was fin-
ished and published, some concern grew about whether the book 
could have been better, as not all the plots/ideas were totally clear 
and polished. 

Thus, there were some “reserves” that could be used for the 
project. The risk lay in the question: are these reserves sufficient? 
Would the social and temporal distance between the subjects I usu-
ally focus on and the ones I happened to be immersed in due to 
analysis of the enormous scope of historiographical material by 
Ukrainian and foreign historians be a drawback or an advantage? 
Would personal experience of war (one launched against Ukraine 
by the Russian Federation in 2014)—my own experience of witness-
ing aggression and occupation—help? 

All these questions are still open. Yet these questions allowed 
me to realize that the texts on the project were nothing else than 
lateral roads—a space for maneuver out of letters and paper, for 
communication, connection between historians working on World 
War II, between the histories of European states, between the gen-
eral trends that defined and accompanied the global catastrophe 
and its features in Ukrainian lands. 

While working on the project the text turned out to be length-
ier than planned and its style appeared to be slightly different from 
the usual classical academic writing. Therefore, while my work in 
the Institute of History of Ukraine of the National Academy of Sci-
ences of Ukraine goes on, the work conducted conducted so far, 
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probably, already needs a reader. Such, at least, is the opinion of 
the Dukh i Litera publishing house and of Leonid Finberg, one of 
its leaders and inspirers. He came up with the idea of publication. 
Yet the responsibility for all possible faults, is the author’s—mine—
alone. 

The four presented outlines are not linked by the logic of sys-
tematically presenting all the events of World War II. The first is 
about the methodological framework applicable to the analysis of 
World War II Ukrainian history. I shall reason the need to continue 
discussion about the chronology of World War II, about temporal 
cracks engulfing both certain events and the memory of them. I pro-
pose to rethink the concepts of “betrayal” and “collaboration,” es-
pecially in the context of people’s accounts about who was and who 
was not an occupying force in Ukrainian lands. Also worth recon-
sidering are the complex categories of Good and Evil that could be 
useful not only for a philosophical understanding of the events, but 
also for their historical analysis; ideas of “historical wounds” and 
responsibility; perceptions of the “heated time,” not ending in 1945, 
etc. 

The aim of the second outline is to analyze pre-war mobiliza-
tion and to rethink this established, politically loaded, and “concep-
tually stressed” plot in Soviet mythology. It should be noted that, 
aside from providing the factual outline, determining the chrono-
logical and political sequence of events, this “mobilization story” 
played a significant role in forming the myth of the “Great Patriotic 
War.” It painted a historical picture that emphasized the unexpect-
edness, abruptness, suddenness of war, which, although “ripening 
in the militarist circles of Western imperialism,” nevertheless 
caught the “peaceful Soviet state” by surprise. Arguments in favor 
of this picture were the facts of the clear unpreparedness for war of 
the military and productive facilities. The concept of “Germany at-
tacking without a declaration of war” backed up the idea of abrupt-
ness and explained the gaps in defense preparedness. In the second 
outline, analyzing the social and political processes orchestrated by 
the Bolshevik authorities during the 1920s and 1930s, I contend that 
mobilization and militarization were integral parts of the policy of 
the Soviet state; also, most of the constituent components of the 
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state of emergency and martial law that were set out in legislation 
(namely, obligatory labor, rationing, regulation of working hours, 
requisitions, restrictions of entry and exit, courts-martial, adminis-
trative exile, expulsion, etc.) were a constant of everyday life and 
formed a specific, undeclared state of perpetual war well before the 
start of World War II and the official declaration of “martial law” 
on June 22, 1941. 

The idea of the third outline was to form a consistent picture 
of establishment/ruin/restoration of the occupation regimes; also, 
it was an attempt to answer the question: how similar and different 
were the occupation regimes in Ukrainian lands? What were the 
differences rooted in? What were the expectations, fears and hopes 
of people amid the fall of one regime and the establishment of the 
other state and quasi-state structures? How did the occupation (oc-
cupations) influence personal relationships and relations between 
communities? How did the strategies of life under occupation de-
velop? How did these strategies change during occupation, or did 
they remain the same? How did violence and the response to vio-
lence create the notion of boundaries, interests and aspirations, spe-
cific to the Ukrainian community alone? It is not so much the factual 
material (previously thoroughly studied by Ukrainian and foreign 
researchers) that is new in this outline as the rejection of the logic 
of occupational regimes. This logic implied differentiation, the 
“thematic” separation of the regimes from one another, one-sided 
determination of the scope of their influence, as well as their polar-
ization. Consequently, the Nazi occupation always served as a 
“useful” contrast (something that was, to a certain extent, true, con-
sidering its inhuman acts) not only for understanding the Soviet oc-
cupation, but also for the occupation regimes of the German allies—
Romania and Hungary. 

The fourth outline presents an analysis of the processes that 
took place after the Nazis and their allies were expelled. This part 
of the research focuses on reconfiguring relations between the So-
viet state and communities. Such a reconfiguration was, on the one 
hand, a result of war and occupation, but, on the other hand, it was 
a dangerous challenge to Bolshevik power. My basic position is that 
restoration of the pre-war status quo for the Soviet regime meant 
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not only or not so much rebuilding the economy, as the repression 
and suppression of various tendencies in people’s thinking. With 
people’s different experiences of surviving war, they developed a 
different understanding of their personal fate, their strength and 
their capabilities. They gained this understanding in various ways, 
on different levels and based on different—pragmatic and sym-
bolic—foundations. The outline investigates how the Kremlin, re-
gaining control over the territories of Ukraine, scattered in two 
world wars, rediscovered the formula of its existence: not as a po-
tentially classless society, but as a renewed version of the Russian 
Empire. The mechanisms and means of suppression of all the tiny 
bits of civic interaction and the disabling of any kind of social and 
national solidarity are the focus of attention in this study. An at-
tempt was made to find out how the new “social contract” emerged 
and what kind of people and communities became the social basis 
for the renewed empire model, and who developed into consistent 
fighters against it. The outline presents arguments substantiating 
the concept of the “Great Patriotic War” as the ground zero not only 
for the emergence of the USSR and a Soviet empire, but also as the 
start of the countdown to its fall, a fall caused by the unexpected 
consequences of World War II. 

Attentive readers will notice some repetitions that survived 
the editing. There are not many and consist mostly of methodolog-
ical remarks transferred from the first outline to all the others. This 
is a conscious move, as a claim to change methodological frame-
work, when not implemented in your own research, is worthless. 
One repetition—at the end of both the methodological outline and 
the whole book—is intentional and principled. It is an important 
remark made by Kersti Kaljulaid, Estonia's president, in August 
2019. For Estonia, as the President noted, World War II ended only 
25 years ago, in 1994, “when the last wagons left our soil, with the 
equipment of the occupation forces.”1 This is its third repetition. No 
matter how compulsive and politically loaded it may appear in a 

 
1  President of the Republic of Estonia. “President Kaljulaid will attend the World 

War II commemorative event in Poland,” August 31, 2019, https://www.pre 
sident.ee/en/meedia/press-releases/15400-president-kaljulaid-will-attend- 
the-world-war-ii-commemorative-event-in-poland/index.html. 
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historical study, the cited words are crucial, as they define the chro-
nology of the “heated time,” the symbolic and pragmatic duration 
of World War II, which is very different for some states. This state-
ment allows us to raise the question: has World War II ended for 
Ukraine? 

Without the company of like-minded people, their institu-
tional and personal support, this book would not exist. Thus, I ex-
press my gratitude to the Institute of History of Ukraine of the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences of Ukraine, an institution that made me 
feel at home again and granted me the possibility of professional 
realization; to the Central State Archives of Supreme Bodies of 
Power and Government of Ukraine and to all its staff who have 
made every effort to ensure that historians “meet” the sources they 
need for their studies; to the Dukh i Litera publishing house that 
tirelessly continues to shape the space of the humanities in Ukraine. 

Also, I express deep gratitude to my dear colleagues. First of 
all, to Tamara Vronska who helped me along the way with docu-
ments, advice, who provided honest criticism, editing, and who 
truly cared for the manuscript; to Larysa Yakubova whose reading 
and questions on the margins prompted me to clarify and specify 
some important arguments and conclusions; to Iryna Gridina 
whose support was always so timely and her advice essential. 

I express my gratitude yet again to Leonid Finberg, without 
whose determination and ardor for working with books (including 
mine) many of my writings would languish in the zone of doubts 
and would remain unpublished. I admire and am thankful to the 
Dukh i Litera editors Anastasia Nehrutska and Oksana Zhmyr, to 
layout designer Svitlana Nevdaschenko, and to designer Galina 
Lichtenshteyn. I admire and am deeply thankful to the artist Olena 
Turyanska whose work from the Abandoned Windows series became 
the semantic focal point of the book’s cover.  

Friends provided me moral support, invisible approval and 
gave me useful feedback. The company and help of Inna Hiurenina 
and Yevhenia Kovaliova (the latter being not only my friend but 
also my daughter) were a great comfort and joy in the moments 
when I tried to “escape” finishing work or sank into despair be-
cause of the seemingly overwhelming nature of the subject. 
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In addition, I express my greatest gratitude to all fellow histo-
rians working on the subject, whose works inspired me and became 
pieces of my internal historiography, who provided the oppor-
tunity for discussion, and introduced new facts into scientific circu-
lation. 

There may be some mistakes and typos in the book, even after 
proofreading by me and a few other people—the responsibility for 
this nuisance is mine. Some statements may be questionable and 
certain subjects consciously or unconsciously omitted—yet again, 
responsibility for that lies with me. My only excuse is that I have 
not intended to create a thorough and comprehensive picture of 
World War II in its Ukrainian dimension. I am sure that historians 
already working in the field and those who will come afterwards 
will deal with this ambitious challenge better. 

Olena Stiazhkina, 
Kyiv, April 2020
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Essay I 
 

World War II in the Life and Death of Ukrainians:  
An Attempt to Adjust the  

Methodological Framework1 

What were Ukrainians like when they entered World War II and 
how did they become so? What were they like when they came out 
of it and how did they become so? Did that war truly end for 
Ukrainians (especially with regard to the attack on Ukraine by the 
Russian Federation in 2014)? The aim of this work is to search for 
and reflect on the explanatory concepts that would allow the de-
scription and analysis of catastrophe and betrayal, of the modes of 
survival and the search for joy, the growth of national self-aware-
ness and the abandonment of national roots, the heroic deeds and 
cowardice, the righteousness and involvement in killing, the vio-
lence and escape, the guilt and sacrifice of the people who lived in 
Ukraine and who were dragged into the maelstrom of World War 
II. It is an attempt to approach the analysis of the life of ordinary 
citizens, while avoiding the logic of binary oppositions, artificial 
categorizations, and divisions into relatively “good” and relatively 
“bad” Ukrainians. 

The scope of the problem raised seems overwhelming, but 
every journey begins with a single step. As we take such a “step,” 
it is too early to expect some definitive conclusions and decisions.  

The objective of the research is to think on the obstacles that 
prevent adequate description of the personal experiences of World 
War II in Ukrainian lands. Among such obstacles are: their non-
uniqueness; the “unfinished past” with its political and ethical chal-
lenges; the specifics of the visibility and invisibility of Ukrainians 

 
1 First published in: Academia. Terra Historiae. Studii na poshanu Valeriia Smoliia 

[Academia. Terra Historiae. Studies in honor of Valeriy Smoliy], vol. 1, Prostory 
istorii [Spaces of history], ed. H. Boriak, S. Blashchuk, V. Horobets, A. Kudri-
achenko, V. Matiakh, V. Tkachenko, V. Soloshenko, and O. Yas (Kyiv: NAN 
Ukrainy. Instytut istorii Ukrainy, DU “Instytut vsesvitnoi istorii Natsionalnoi 
akademii nauk Ukrainy,” 2020), 587–608. 
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that marked both historical and political global discourse; the no-
tions about the geographical and political borders of Ukraine; fea-
tures of Ukrainians’ existence as a community and as a society; the 
diversity and instability of identification models for people who 
did or did not deal with the experience of war; the problem of an 
adequate vocabulary to describe life under occupation and the lack 
of an established chronology and chronotope of World War II from 
the perspective of its contemporaries. 

The depiction of the human experience of surviving (or not 
surviving) war always encounters a series of obstacles when the 
stories about valor, sacrifice, despair, betrayal, death enforce the 
impossibility of unbiased analysis and sometime give rise to strate-
gies of intentional omission. And politics, including the politics of 
memory, encourages selective historical amnesia that may have 
various objectives: from ensuring unity of the nation to justifying 
the conduct of elites; from the needs of economic modernization to 
creating a system of international unions; from legitimizing social 
changes to restoring trust in civil society. As Tony Judt2 notes, all 
European states with wartime experience failed to adequately de-
scribe it. Fear of being prosecuted for collaborationism,3 non-hero-
ism of people under occupation,4 assigning all responsibility for the 
war to Germany,5 different vocabularies to describe things done by 
Germans and things done by “us,” myths of Resistance Move-
ments,6 artificial ideological concepts of national unity in the face of 
the enemy,7 the long-lasting invisibility of the victims and execu-
tioners of the Holocaust, propaganda claims about the state being 

 
2  Tony Judt, “The Past Is Another Country: Myth and Memory in Postwar Eu-

rope,” in The Politics of Retribution in Europe. World War II and Its Aftermath, ed. 
István Deák, Jan Tomasz Gross, Tony Judt (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2000), 293–325. 

3  Henry Rousso, The Vichy Syndrome (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1994), 400. 

4  István Deák, Norman M. Naimark, Europe on Trial: The Story of Collaboration, Re-
sistance and Retribution during World War II (Boulder: Westview Press., 2015), 288. 

5  Judt, “The Past Is Another Country,” 296. 
6  Susan Rubin Suleiman, Crises of Memory and (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 2006); Tea Sindbæk, Usable History. Representations of Yugoslavia’s difficult 
past from 1945 to 2002 (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 2012), 248. 

7  Benjamin Frommer, National Cleansing: Retribution Against Nazi Collaborators in 
Postwar Czechoslovakia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 410. 
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the “victim of an insidious enemy”—all were both the cause and 
the result of the fact that “Europeans (governments and peoples 
alike) postponed any collective effort to come to terms with the 
memory of war that had rounded them out. … [T]hey simply left 
the matter unresolved, buried, neglected, and selectively forgot-
ten.”8 

Timothy Snyder labels the history of Eastern Europe, includ-
ing Ukraine, the history of “bloodlands,” as at least fourteen million 
people died there during the 1930s and 1940s. As Hannah Arendt 
mentions in her work The Origins of Totalitarianism, first published 
in 1951, “Stalin’s war against the Ukraine in the early thirties was 
twice as effective as the terribly bloody German invasion and occu-
pation.”9 

Anne Applebaum states: “This region was also the site of most 
of the politically motivated killing in Europe—killing that began 
not in 1939 with the invasion of Poland, but in 1933, with the famine 
in Ukraine. … During the 1930s, 1940s, and early 1950s, the lethal 
armies and vicious secret policemen of two totalitarian states 
marched back and forth across these territories, each time bringing 
about profound ethnic and political changes.”10 

In Tony Judt’s account: “If the problem in Western Europe has 
been a shortage of memory, in the continent’s other half the prob-
lem is reversed. Here, there is too much memory, too many pasts 
on which people can draw, usually as a weapon against the past of 
someone else.”11 

According to Chris Lorenz, “most historians regarded 50 
years’ distance as the absolute minimum for (warm) memory to 
‘cool down’ and to transform into (cold) history.”12 Yet “too much 

 
8 Judt, “The Past Is Another Country,” 303. 
9 Hannah Arendt, Dzherela totalitaryzmu [The origins of totalitarianism] (Kyiv: 

Dukh i Litera, 2005), 467. 
10 Anne Applebaum, “The Worst of the Madness,” The New York Review of Books, 

November 11, 2010, http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2010/11/11/worst-
madness/. 

11 Judt, “The Past Is Another Country,” 307. 
12  Chris Lorenz, “Unstuck in Time, or The Sudden Presence of the Past,” in Per-

forming the Past, Memory, History and Identity in Modern Europe, ed. Karin Til-
mans, Frank van Vree and Jay Winter (Amsterdam: Amsterdam UP, 2010), 85; 
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memory,” encountered by historians in the second half of the twen-
tieth century, not only did not “cool down,” but also set the prob-
lem of the inevitability of the past, remaining a burdensome part of 
the present.13 And this has changed and continues to change histor-
ical science. Aleida Assmann observed that historians “renounced 
the idea that the past is a sphere of something that no longer exists 
and thus is unreachable for human influence.” Assmann empha-
sizes that the past, considered as done and dusted, “under certain 
circumstances may return to the sphere of relevance and active in-
volvement in the present.”14 The Russian war against Ukraine, 
started by the Kremlin in 2014, is the best illustration of this point. 

Besides “too much memory,” history as an academic disci-
pline and the historiography of World War II over the last thirty 
years were influenced, sometimes even pressured in a positive way, 
by the “politics of recognition”15 that emerged and flourished not 
in academic circles but among social activists and campaigners in 
Europe and North America. 

The “politics of recognition” is a story about people who may 
or should be present and accepted in society with all their misfor-
tunes and moments of happiness. Charles Taylor describes it as fol-
lows: “our identity is partly shaped by recognition or its absence, 
often by the misrecognition of others, and so a person or group of 
people can suffer real damage, real distortion, if the people or soci-
ety around them mirror back to them a confining or demeaning or 
contemptible picture of themselves.” Therefore, the “politics of 

 
see Mark Salber Phillips, “History, Memory and Historical Distance,” in Theo-
rizing Historical Consciousness, ed. Peter Seixas (Toronto: University of Toronto, 
2004), 86–109. 
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recognition” is a way to avoid harm, oppression, “imprisoning 
someone in a false, distorted, and reduced mode of being.”16 

For historical science such a notion of human nature was an 
absolute novelty that eventually introduced as themes for historical 
research the following: the past as it is and its influence on the pre-
sent and the future; stories about the price paid by the “speechless” 
and oppressed for successful military interventions and great vic-
tories; the problem of the suffering, violence, oppression, and re-
sponsibility of those who performed these acts, both ordinary peo-
ple and high-ranking officials. The “politics of recognition” does 
not make the historians’ work easier, yet it enables a “mix of history 
and memory” that Dipesh Chakrabarty called “historical wounds.” 

According to Chakrabarty, “Historical wounds are not the 
same as historical truths but the latter constitute a condition of pos-
sibility of the former. Historical truths are broad, synthetic general-
izations based on researched collections of individual historical 
facts. They could be wrong but they are always amenable to verifi-
cation by methods of historical research. Historical wounds, on the 
other hand, are a mix of history and memory and hence their truth 
is not verifiable by historians.”17 Thus, to focus on “historical 
wounds” is quite problematic. Nevertheless, the emancipatory po-
tential of this focus can hardly be overestimated. Those who carry 
historical wounds (be they individuals, certain groups and commu-
nities) now become not only “visible” but also included as part of 
the range of historical problems, with all the complexity of their 
wartime experience as prolonged in memory up till now.  

“Historical wounds” are not “permanent formations,” their 
presence in experience and memory may be overcome through 
working on the past, in particular, through the practices of analysis 
and the description of this past, through the honest and painstaking 
verification of historical facts. “The social consensus on which they 

 
16  Ibid., 25. 
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are based is always open to new challenges and this, in principle, 
can be undone.”18 

Concepts of the “politics of recognition” and “historical 
wounds” emerged under the umbrella concept of subaltern studies, 
while working on the colonial past of the oppressed and of the op-
pressors. To a certain extent, these concepts install metaphor into 
the field of historical knowledge. However, this metaphor sets up a 
framework of broad understanding, in which the victimization of 
the subdued nations modulates to a more moderate view of the 
complex and contradictory interplay between metropolis and pe-
riphery, in which the one-way diktat of “Big Brother” and the one-
man tyranny of Stalin or Hitler are supplemented by the acknowl-
edgment of the involvement (whether forced or voluntary) of those 
who shaped the strategies and conditions of subdual. 

Nevertheless, “historical wounds”—both as a concept and as 
an element in the politics of memory—are oriented not only to na-
tional historical narratives. They demand compensation and activa-
tion of the mode of visibility and recognition; not only do they re-
quest historical visibility but also political apologies from those 
who inflicted violence, ignored and hushed up genocides and social 
catastrophes. “Historical wounds” do not let the past “cool down,” 
locking it instead in a perpetual and inescapable present. As Chris 
Lorenz says, “the idea of a hot present transforming into a cold past 
is by itself a desired time model for those who would wish to see 
the past as over and done with. Usually they are the ones who face 
a sentence themselves.”19 

In the history of the 1930s through the 1950s, whether or not 
survived by the Ukrainians, there are numerous historical wounds, 
acknowledged in the condemnation of Nazism by the Nuremberg 
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(Tübingen: Stauffenburg, 2011), 134, quoted in Aleida Assmann, Raspalas svyaz 
vremen? Vzlet i padenie temporalnogo rezhima Moderna [Is time out of joint?: On 
the rise and fall of the modern time regime] (Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe oboz-
renie, 2017). 



 ESSAY I 21 

trials, in the recognition of the Holodomor as a genocide,20 in the 
European politics of regret21 and in actual official apologies by 
Ukraine to the nations of Israel22 and Poland,23 as well as by Po-
land24—to the Ukrainian nation. Yet the fact that on the scales 
weighing crimes against humanity the actions of the Nazi and So-
viet powers were not deemed comparable becomes a stumbling 
block for “cooling down” the “heated time.” It also complicates 
choosing the most suitable framework for the historical analysis of 
the success or failure of coming to terms with World War II in 
Ukrainian lands. Nazism was condemned, while communism as 
the Soviet variant of totalitarianism was not. Only recently—on July 
3, 2010—was another attempt to condemn communism made. Ini-
tiated by the Czech government, a number of renowned European 
politicians, historians, and dissidents signed the Prague Declara-
tion on European Conscience and Communism.25 

The authors of the Declaration called on the European com-
munity to recognize Nazi and communist regimes as the greatest 
tragedies of the twentieth century and to develop unified criteria to 
identify the victims of both totalitarianisms. Those who signed the 
declaration emphasized “reaching an all-European understanding 
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that both the Nazi and Communist totalitarian regimes … are de-
structive in their policies of systematically applying extreme forms 
of terror, suppressing all civic and human liberties, starting aggres-
sive wars … and that as such they should be considered to be the 
main disasters, which blighted the 20th century.”26 

Still, this proposition was received with some ambivalence, so 
the question about recognizing the crimes of the communist regime 
remains open27 not only for politicians, but for historians as well. 
For instance, attempts at a synthetic view of Stalin’s and Hitler’s 
crimes before and during World War II28 made by Timothy Snyder 
in his milestone work Bloodlands received significant criticism from 
historians and intellectuals.29 They also labeled as controversial his 
statement regarding the interconnection and mutual reaction in 
plotting genocides, as well as the framework that presents Stalin 
and Hitler as equal criminals. 

Significant efforts were made toward recognizing the equal 
culpability of Nazism and communism in starting World War II 
when the European Parliament adopted the resolution of Septem-
ber 19, 2019 “On the importance of European remembrance for the 
future of Europe.” The document emphasizes that the signing of 
the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact paved the way for the outbreak of the 
most devastating war in European history, “dividing Europe and 
the territories of independent states between the two totalitarian re-
gimes and grouping them into spheres of interest.”30 However, de-
spite these efforts, the academic vocabulary used in telling the story 
of World War II is still formed in a way that practically disables any 
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kind of justification of Nazism, yet tends to “normalize” com-
munism.31 The Soviet Union’s contribution in the defeat of Nazi 
Germany was one of the reasons for such “normalizing.” Thus, the 
historical wounds inflicted upon the subdued nations remain open, 
aggravating not only political coping with the past but also scien-
tific research on it. Ukrainians who survived or did not survive the 
war are trapped in the space formed by several standpoints, the 
most powerful of which are the narratives of the “victors over uni-
versal evil” and the “victims who suffered atrocities under all the 
regimes.” Both of these narratives are quite problematic. 

Thus, the powerful narrative of victory is partly invented by 
the Soviet historical canon when Ukrainians are depicted as part of 
the victorious Soviet-Russian nation, but is also partly appropriated 
by the new Russian political rhetoric in which only the “Russian 
nation” is presented as the victor. As Peter Dickinson rightly ob-
serves, “Western histories of the war routinely refer to Soviet forces 
collectively as ‘the Russians.’ We learn that ‘the Russians’ suffered 
twenty-seven million losses.” Western historians and intellectuals 
omit Ukraine, millions of Ukrainian soldiers who served in the Red 
Army, as well as the scale of losses among Ukrainian civilians. 
Therefore, under the influence of the Soviet (and subsequently Rus-
sian) discourse, “this staggering omission demonstrates the sheer 
size of Europe’s Ukraine-shaped blind spot,”32 instead of present-
ing the true Ukrainian contribution. 

Thus, the narrative produced by historical research about the 
overall tragedy, the mass killings, deportations, and violence, be-
comes problematic, as there is no actual “full stop” to it. The prob-
lem is not one of including capacity and agency alongside victim-
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hood and “being an object” in the list of the components of “tor-
tured life”33 (a term coined by Alexander Etkind). The problem is 
also about Nazi crimes against humanity receiving symbolic and 
real punishment, while the crimes of the Stalin regime (and of the 
communist regime in the broader sense), the crimes of those who 
executed or instigated mass violence, though recorded, analyzed 
and to some extent memorialized,34 lack the legal basis of condem-
nation of communism. Thus, these unrequited crimes turn what 
should be “full stops” into ellipses, creating a danger of misreading 
them as “to be continued”35 and preventing the “hot present” from 
cooling down into the “cold past.” 

The above-mentioned methodological challenges are not the 
only difficulties encountered by Ukrainians when conceptualizing 
the history of World War II. The intricate complexity of what was 
happening in Ukrainian lands from the 1930s to the 1950s is still 
such that eighty years’ distance makes the geographical borders of 
these lands perfectly clear. Yet they were not so clear and visible to 
those involved in the maelstrom of war and in the “Soviet nation-
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building” of the period. Due to the colonial practice of cutting up 
the borders (both of administrative regions within Ukraine and be-
tween other republics) implemented by Moscow in the acquired 
territories, many Ukrainians happened to be “thrown out” beyond 
Ukraine’s borders. Local communities were ruined or (as in the case 
of the Moldavian Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic, incorpo-
rated into the Ukrainian SSR) other nations were considered as “al-
most Ukrainians.” Incorporation into Ukraine was not an obvious 
step for the people of Zakarpattia, whose leaders at the time of the 
fall of Czechoslovakia envisioned their self-preservation in a union 
with the Reich. Ukrainians in Poland were perceived as a problem 
and a threat, so the Polish government by means of “pacification,” 
encouraging “osadnik” settlers, and “consolidation of the state” im-
posed colonial practices and assimilation policies aimed at forming 
some “Polish Ukrainians.” Meanwhile, a powerful Ukrainian dias-
pora in Europe and in North America already existed, being almost 
the only Ukrainians who knew for certain that they lived not in 
Ukrainian lands. 

What makes all the attempts to analyze the life and death of 
Ukrainians during the World War II even more problematic and 
acute is the modernized definition of “Ukrainians.” Using the term 
today, we mean a political nation, one which was still in the making 
at the beginning of the twentieth century. As George Liber rightly 
pointed out, “this history of the first half of the twentieth century 
recognizes that unspoken assumptions about national identity and 
political engagement in the past do not necessarily coincide with 
those of the present.”36 Thus, it would be fair to acknowledge that 
Ukrainians entered the World War II not as a political nation but as 
a group of various communities with very different levels of na-
tional consciousness and identity. Along with the Ukrainians who 
saw themselves as a community with a long-lasting historical tra-
dition, there also were the “Soviet Ukrainians,” “malorosy” [Little 
Russians, a pejorative term], “Polish Ukrainians,” Rusyns, Hutsuls, 
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Lemkos, etc. Still, this “self-identification” was not necessarily sta-
ble: some may have become self-aware as Ukrainians during the 
war while the others preferred to see themselves as part of the 
“great Russian people.” In addition, survivors and non-survivors 
of the war included other nations and communities: Poles, Jews, 
Germans, Belarusians, Moldovans, Greeks, Tatars, Armenians. 
Their strategies and tactics of survival when caught in the mael-
strom of war, and afterwards, dealing with its unfinished tragedy, 
were at times based on the effort to preserve their identity and at 
other times on the forced or voluntary change of this identity as an 
alternative to death or repression. The concept of “enemy nations”37 
(and practical punitive actions against them) was invented not only 
by the Nazis: Stalin’s totalitarian apparatus started demonstratively 
designating “enemy nations” and punishing them beginning in the 
1930s. Timothy Snyder describes it as follows: “Stalin was a pioneer 
of national mass murder”;38 long before Hitler, Stalin’s “achieve-
ments” included “Polish,” “German,” “Romanian,” “Bulgarian,” 
“Greek” and other national purge “operations”39 that caused 
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bloody tragedies for entire nations living alongside the Ukrainians. 
Hitler in turn also started his mass killings with the Poles. Christo-
pher Browning writes: “If the Nazi regime had suddenly ceased to 
exist in the first half of 1941, its most notorious achievements in hu-
man destruction would have been the so-called euthanasia killing 
of seventy to eighty thousand German mentally ill and the system-
atic murder of the Polish intelligentsia. … The Jewish Holocaust 
ever since has overshadowed National Socialism’s other all-too-nu-
merous atrocities.”40 

However, the atrocities of Soviet communism against the “en-
emy nations” did not stop after the Nazis were defeated:41 targets 
of mass deportation-murders were Crimean Tatars, so-called 
“Ukrainian nationalists,” “cosmopolitans” (a euphemism covering 
up an antisemitic campaign that only Stalin’s death brought to a 
halt). The regime performed violence by the hands and actions of 
people42 who were members of the power and party structures, ca-
reer ladder-climbers and exploiters, ideological fanatics, true sad-
ists, and conformists, the “ordinary people.”43 Ukrainians, Rus-
sians, Jews, Belarusians, Armenians, etc., all were of their number. 
Their names are recorded in the ordinances and directives of the 
NKVD (MVD)—NKGB(MGB), in party documents, and memoirs. 
Still, in the midst of total terror there were also those who helped, 
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saved, and showed humanity. The names of the latter were cap-
tured, if at all, in family lore, as to speak about and to remember 
those who disobeyed the system even in the slightest way was dan-
gerous both for those saved and for their saviors. 

It is clear that situations of prolonged terror that caused “his-
torical wounds” were brought about not only by the regimes in 
power but also by local communities, neighbors, local instigators of 
deportations and mass murders. Yet the “politics of recognition” as 
a conceptual approach enables seeing “historical wounds” of an-
other kind: “wounds” made by the invisibility, devaluation or non-
recognition of the sacrifice and heroism of some people who were 
omitted in the post-war heroic canon. 

Attempts to see people caught in the war requires words and 
terms that would allow the description of certain general processes 
or those sharing similar traits. Usually, the word “society” is used 
in such an analysis. This term is useful but still deceptive and a sub-
jective analytical category that contributes to the fixation of certain 
Soviet dichotomies (though rooted in the logic of the Enlighten-
ment), such as “party and people,” “state and society,” etc. The 
search for “society,” that is, social interests and values, consciously 
recognized by all or by a majority of people, and for which the com-
munity is eager to work together, in the Soviet state (that included 
most of the Ukrainian lands) faces, on the one hand, an evident pro-
cess of atomization. The latter was the result of the “submission by 
fear”44 that gripped all categories of society. On the other hand, the 
search for “society” encounters occasionally manifest “polyph-
ony”45 and situational, short-lived, changeable systems of solidarity 
that emerged and dissolved under the threat of dangers and the 
fear of “purges,” Holodomor, war, or another wave of repressions. 

The concept of “state” is equally problematic for analyzing 
what happened to people in the period. In the stories about the 
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