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DAriA KHLEVNIUK

GN (ANONYMIZED)

Over the past decade, the field of International Relations (IR) has increasingly engaged with issues of memory politics, and
memory studies more broadly. This paper focuses on one concept frequently used within IR scholarship: the “historical anal-
ogy.” Seeking to diversify this often loosely defined umbrella term, we propose a more nuanced framework for analyzing
memory politics, particularly in times of war. We illustrate our approach through an analysis of Russian state media cover-
age of the invasion of Ukraine, with particular attention to how analogies with World War II are constructed. We argue that
Kremlin-aligned state media do not merely reference history but actively curate past—present linkages. We identify distinct
mnemonic modes whose significance lies not (only) in their thematic content but in the specific temporal relationships they
cultivate. These modes range from what we term “discursive resonances” and “historical analogies” to assertions of histori-
cal “repetition” and “continuity”—each introducing its own emotional and rhetorical inflection into contemporary political
discourse. By diversifying the concept of analogy, we offer tools for understanding how memory may function not only as a
cultural resource but also as a tactical instrument in hybrid warfare. In doing so, the paper contributes to both IR and memory
studies by demonstrating that temporal structure—rather than just historical content—plays a key role in memory politics.

Durante la dltima década, el campo de las Relaciones Internacionales (RRII) se ha involucrado, cada vez mas, con los temas
relativos a la politica de la memoriay a los estudios de la memoria en general. Este articulo se centra en un concepto frecuente-
mente utilizado en los estudios del campo de las RRII: la «analogia historica». Proponemos, con el fin de diversificar este
término paraguas, a menudo vagamente definido, un marco mas matizado que nos permite analizar la politica de la memoria,
especialmente en tiempos de guerra. Ilustramos nuestro enfoque mediante un andlisis de la cobertura de los medios estatales
rusos con relacién a la invasion de Ucrania, prestando especial atencién a cémo se construyen las analogias con la Segunda
Guerra Mundial. Argumentamos que los medios estatales alineados con el Kremlin no solo hacen referencia a la historia, sino
que también gestionan activamente las conexiones entre el pasado y el presente. Identificamos distintos modos mnémicos
cuyo significado no reside (solo) en su contenido tematico, sino también en las relaciones temporales especificas que cul-
tivan. Estos modos van desde lo que denominamos «resonancias discursivas» y «analogias histéricas» hasta afirmaciones de
«repeticién» y «continuidad» histérica, cada uno de las cuales presenta su propia inflexion emocional y retérica en el discurso
politico contemporaneo. Dado que diversificamos el concepto de analogia, proporcionamos herramientas que permiten com-
prender como la memoria puede funcionar no solo como un recurso cultural, sino también como un instrumento tactico en
la guerra hibrida. Por esa razon, este articulo contribuye tanto a los estudios del campo de las RRII como a los del campo de
la memoria al demostrar que la estructura temporal, y no solo el contenido histérico, desempena un papel clave en la politica
de la memoria.

Au cours de la derniére décennie, le domaine des relations internationales (RI) s’est de plus en plus intéressé aux questions
de politique mémorielle et, plus largement, aux études sur la mémoire. Cet article se concentre sur un concept fréquemment
utilisé dans les études en RI : « I'analogie historique ». Dans un effort pour diversifier ce terme générique souvent vaguement
défini, nous proposons un cadre plus nuancé pour analyser la politique mémorielle, en particulier en temps de guerre. Nous
illustrons notre approche par une analyse de la couverture médiatique russe de I'invasion de 1'Ukraine, en accordant une
attention particuliére a la maniére dont les analogies avec la Seconde Guerre mondiale sont construites. Nous soutenons que
les médias d’Etat alignés sur le Kremlin ne se contentent pas de faire référence a I’histoire, mais qu’ils établissent activement
des liens entre le passé et le présent. Nous identifions différents modes mnémoniques dont la signification ne réside pas
(uniquement) dans leur contenu thématique, mais dans les relations temporelles spécifiques qu’ils cultivent. Ces modes vont
de ce que nous appelons les « résonances discursives » et les « analogies historiques » aux affirmations de « répétition » et
de « continuité » historiques, chacune introduisant sa propre inflexion émotionnelle et rhétorique dans le discours politique
contemporain. En diversifiant le concept d’analogie, nous proposons des outils qui permettent de comprendre comment la
mémoire peut fonctionner non seulement comme une ressource culturelle, mais aussi comme un instrument tactique dans
la guerre hybride. Ce faisant, cet article contribue a la fois aux études sur les relations internationales et aux études sur la
mémoire en démontrant que la structure temporelle—plutot que le simple contenu historique—joue un réle clé dans la
politique de la mémoire.

Keywords: historical analogy; international relations; Russia; Ukraine; war; temporality; media.
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Introduction

This paper engages with the notion of “historical analogy,”
widely used in the International Relations (IR) field of re-
search to denote the strategic use of references to the past
in a state’s domestic and international communication, par-
ticularly in situations of conflict. By examining how Russian
state media strategically harness memory in their narratives
about the ongoing war against Ukraine, we propose to dis-
tinguish several types of memory narrative, thus diversifying
the notion of “historical analogy,” which tends to be used
as an umbrella term for a wide array of past—present con-
nections. Analyzing a dataset of state-backed narratives from
2022-particularly those invoking World War II events and
actors—we propose a typology that differentiates the spe-
cific temporal relationships cultivated in the Kremlin’s dis-
course on Ukraine.

Through this typology (see figure 1) the paper aims to de-
velop a deeper understanding of the strategic use of mem-
ory narratives in contemporary political discourse, both do-
mestically and internationally. Certainly, International Re-
lations studies have shown a growing interest in memory
politics, particularly in the role of “historical analogy” as a
key instrument. Yet we argue that the prevalent reliance on
the notion of analogy tends to obscure important distinc-
tions between the various rhetorical and narrative strategies
often encompassed by this term. Our analysis of how the
Russian state rhetorically constructs cross-historical relations
provides more granular insight into how historical episodes
(or interpretations of them) are mobilized to shape per-
ceptions of contemporary affairs. This rhetorical employ-
ment of memory does not merely concern domestic inter-
ests and events. These memory narratives frequently quote
and comment on foreign leaders, while often borrowing
profusely from statements by Russia’s Foreign Ministry. They
are deeply involved in positioning Russia as a morally just
and politically legitimate actor within the geopolitical arena.

Among the broader significance of the typology we pro-
pose is the hypothesis that different types of past—present
relations produce different (intended) effects on audiences:
the closer the past is made to appear to the present, the
more actively involved audiences may become. While this
paper focuses on developing a typology of memory narra-
tives from the perspective of the sender, we assume that
these types—and the varying intensities with which they ap-
peal to receivers—are not merely rhetorical devices. Rather,
they may be entangled with both kinetic and informational
warfare. A promising direction for future research would be
to trace how these narrative types fluctuate during differ-
ent phases of battlefield conflict. To illustrate this possible
“operationalization” of memory, we analyze messages from
the Russian media coverage of the 2022 Battle of Avdiivka,
among other examples. In doing so, we reflect on the ques-
tion of how developments on the ground might correspond
to shifts in mnemonic strategies, suggesting further research
agendas that address the interplay between memory, infor-
mation landscapes, and warfare.

International Relations and Collective Memory

In recent years, the fields of Memory Studies and Inter-
national Relations (IR) have frequently converged around
shared interests in the social, political, and affective power
of invoking and commemorating “the past.” Such intersec-
tions have been enabled by the significant shifts that mem-
ory studies have undergone since the 1990s, moving atten-
tion away from earlier, fundamental debates about the re-

lationship between memory and history, and between in-
dividual (i.e., psychological) and collective memory (Olick
1999). Instead, scholars began to conceptualize memory as
a social, political, and cultural phenomenon—one shaped
by present-day agendas and contexts, and enacted through
various modes of mediation (Olick 2007).

Before addressing the implications of IR’s turn to mem-
ory, we must first reconsider how memory has been the-
orized in its collective dimensions, i.e., beyond the cogni-
tive or psychological level of the individual. Jeffrey Olick
(1999) has helpfully pointed out that the term “collective
memory’—which has been at the basis of memory stud-
ies since their inception—in fact encompasses two distinct
and often confused perspectives, both present already in
Maurice Halbwachs’s work. While each acknowledges the
interplay between individual recollections and the social
frameworks that co-shape them, one views collective mem-
ory as the “aggregated individual memories of members of
a group” (p. 338), whereas the other locates it in “collective
commemorative representations” (p. 336). Our focus on the
top-down political mobilization of memory narratives aligns
with the latter view. We follow a research tradition that, as
Olick puts it, highlights how “[p]owerful institutions [. . .]
value some histories more than others, provid[ing] narrative
patterns and exemplars of how individuals can and should
remember [. . .]”(p. 342). Thereby we approach memory
not as the sum of individual recollections, but as a social and
representational process that is actively involved in shaping
group identity and political legitimacy. More specifically, we
are interested in “memory politics” (or politics of memory),
a term that broadly describes politicians’ invocations of the
past (however mythologized), and the (mediated) interac-
tions around them (Verovsek 2016).

On the IR side, interest in collective memory and its politi-
cized uses has been fuelled, in part, by the rise of a late
twentieth-century human rights regime that was rooted in
a specific paradigm of collective memory (Rosoux 2004).
Scholars have demonstrated how in the political context
of the end of the Cold War, memory narratives and pat-
terns increasingly travelled across national borders, becom-
ing transnational (De Cesari and Rigney 2014), transcul-
tural (Bond and Rapson 2014), or indeed global (Assmann
and Conrad 2010). More significantly, this cosmopolitaniza-
tion of memory has entailed not only the broad circula-
tion of memory frames and paradigms, such as those asso-
ciated with the American and European remembrance of
the Holocaust, but also the formation of an international
normative order—one that promotes human rights, seeks
to educate globally conscious democratic citizens, and urges
states to reckon with difficult pasts (Brooks 1999; Levy and
Sznaider 2006, 2010; Antweiler 2023).

Put simply, the interconnection between memory poli-
tics and international relations now extends well beyond
the historical study of bilateral state relations (as exem-
plified for instance in Warburg-Johnson et al., 2010). As
Kathrin Bachleitner (Bachleitner 2021) notes, the field
of IR, which had long overlooked the role of memory—
and memory’s politics, in particular—is now increasingly
turning its attention to it, studying how memory operates
in both domestic and international arenas. This shift has
brought renewed focus to the historical foundations of
contemporary international relations, along with the dis-
courses, theories, and practices that shaped them (Lawson
2010; MacKay and LaRoche 2017). And among the con-
cepts frequently invoked to explore memory’s relations
to political rhetoric and decision-making is that of the
“historical analogy.”
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Figure 1. Typology of past-present relations in Russian state media reporting on the war against Ukraine

Historical Analogies

The notion of historical analogies is often invoked in IR
scholarship to refer to historically themed rhetoric used to
describe, explain, and justify political decisions, particularly
in situations of crises. In more precise terms, historical anal-
ogy is a rhetorical device that abides to the same logic as
an analogical argument, and can be defined as “a compar-
ison of a known past event or person with a contemporary
but unfamiliar event or person in order to identify common
aspects between the two” (Keulen 2023, p. 115).

An example of IR scholars’ early interest in the topic is
Yuen Foong Khong’s 1992 study Analogies at War, in which
the author remarks that

analogies (1) help define the nature of the situation con-
Jronting the policymaker; (2) help assess the stakes, and (3)
provide prescriptions. They help evaluate alternative options
by (4) predicting their chances of success, (5) evaluating their
moral rightness, and (6) warning about dangers associated
with the options (Khong 1992, p. 10).

From this perspective, historical analogies are instrumen-
tal in making high-stakes political choices, including deci-
sions to use extraordinary measures, such as military force
and armed intervention (Macdonald 2000). In the process,
analogies may serve to promote certain solutions while ex-
cluding alternative courses of action (ones without historical
precedent) from consideration. In this capacity, analogies
may also have a constraining effect, with some scholars com-
paring their function to a “prison” (Brandstrom et al. 2004,
p- 18): they hamper the assessment of possible responses, re-
ducing complex situations to a reiteration of events already
handled in the past.

Beyond shaping policy decisions, historical analogies
serve as strategic tools of political communication, and this
returns us to their rhetorical functions. Analogies are often
used by leaders to legitimize military interventions for both
domestic and international audiences. As Jill Edy (1999)
notes, analogies foster a sense of predictability by suggest-
ing that “the course of the future will resemble the course
of the past” (p. 78). These legitimizing and simplifying ef-
fects can be achieved through a wide range of historical ref-
erences. For example, scholars have shown how the Bush ad-
ministration drew on analogies to the Crusades, World War
II, Vietnam, and the Cold War to legitimize the Gulf War
(Prémont et al. 2018). Such cases illustrate that different his-
torical events can be mobilized to explain the same conflict,
depending on the desired framing and available memory
symbols. Conversely, a single historical episode can be used
to justify diverse present-day actions. Ron Dudai (2022), for
instance, shows how the Israeli state has invoked “lessons
from Northern Ireland” both to present itself as a seeker
of peace and to legitimize military force.

The choice of specific analogies, then, is inherently po-
litical (Angstrom 2011) and may involve deliberate manip-
ulation, aimed for instance at convincing the public that
their “pre-existing ways of thinking” are the product of ra-
tional decision-making (Mumford 2015, p. 14). Recogniz-
ing the politically-charged nature of historical analogies,
IR scholars have increasingly shifted their understanding
of them from viewing historical analogies as rational deci-
sion making tools to interpreting them as persuasive devices
used to rally public support (Mumford 2015). Dimitrios
Akrivoulis (2015), drawing on Paul Ricoeur’s concept of
‘poetic capacity,” exemplifies this shift. He examines the
Kosovo-Holocaust analogy employed by the U.S. govern-
ment around the 1999 NATO intervention in the Kosovo
War. Akrivoulis identifies three functions served by the anal-
ogy: integration (rallying public support for military inter-
vention), legitimization (offering new ethical justifications),
and distortion (reshaping the existing narrative about cur-
rent events). Importantly, the first two functions had to be
established before distortion could be effective.

Yet, for analogies to persuade, they must be tailored not
only to the event they seek to justify but also to the audience
they target (Angstrom 2011). In the above example, to de-
fend the NATO bombings in the Kosovo War, the U.S. gov-
ernment invoked specific aspects of the Holocaust, ones that
carried particular emotional resonance in the American col-
lective memory, while also catering to international audi-
ences (the UN and NATO) (Akrivoulis 2015). This cross-
audience strategy underscores the centrality of historical
analogies for global politics and highlights the need to ac-
count for the diverse memory cultures they build on, acti-
vate, and co-shape.

While there have been attempts to provide classifications
of historical analogies, none of them explicitly adopt a
memory studies approach. Leira (2017), for instance, writes
about variations in the open-endedness of historical analo-
gies, and thus in the varying degrees to which analogies
impose specific interpretations and conclusions onto audi-
ences. Other studies, including some of those referenced
above, classify historical analogies on the basis of their in-
tended political effect: from representing current situations,
to defining actors, and to tools of decision-making or per-
suasion (Ghilani et al. 2017). In other words, existing re-
search focuses mostly on why and to what end historical
analogies are employed, thus circumventing the important
question of how these analogies both shape, and build on,
specific narrative and temporal patterns of collective mem-
ory.

This is not to suggest that our approach ignores the “why”
and “to what end” questions. On the contrary, we acknowl-
edge the weaponization of memory in the narratives under
analysis, viewing them as instances of “memory politics,” that
is, the strategic employment of memory narratives by polit-
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ical actors to advance agendas and secure political advan-
tage. Memory politics is unabashedly presentist and instru-
mental. It also is enmeshed in (international) contestation
and discursive rivalry. As Bernhard and Kubik (2014) ob-
serve regarding post-socialist Europe, memory politics is of-
ten marked by fierce “memory warriors,” operating within
rivaling “memory regimes” (pp. 3-6). In such contexts, map-
ping which collective memories, of which events, are pro-
moted by whom, to what political ends is important. Our
claim, however, is that more is needed to provide insight
into these processes, and specifically closer attention to the
narrative configurations of time by which the past is ren-
dered meaningful for a community’s present and imagined
future. We propose a typology of cross-historical relations
that distinguishes the temporal mechanisms through which
memory narratives operate—extending beyond the broad
and often indiscriminately used term “historical analogy”
in IR scholarship. Through our case study of Russian state-
aligned media coverage of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine,
and specifically its invoked relationship to the Second World
War, we demonstrate that in addition to actual analogies,
state-backed narratives mobilize a range of distinct temporal
structures that shape how the past legitimates present action.

We recognize that recent work has already pushed for
greater attention to the “how” of memory’s political deploy-
ment. Notably, McGlynn (2022), in her study of Russian me-
dia coverage of the 2014 Ukraine crisis, Western sanctions,
and the military intervention in Syria, rightly emphasizes the
need to scrutinize IR notions of memory politics. The title of
her paper (“Beyond Analogy”) already signals the ambition
to reconsider the historical analogy. Yet rather than funda-
mentally reworking the concept, McGlynn offers “historical
framing” as an alternative—one that ultimately seems to de-
scribe a more sustained and intensified use of analogy. At
the same time, the exact structuring mechanisms involved
in “analogizing” or “framing” are not specified. McGlynn al-
ternatively characterizes the Kremlin’s narratives as collaps-
ing time between events (p. 142), promoting a cyclical view
of history (p. 141), or presenting the present as a repetition
of the past (p. 145)—without clearly distinguishing between
these distinct temporal logics. The result is a slippage be-
tween different narrative operations, all of which are treated
under the broad umbrella of “historical framing.”

Meanwhile, McGlynn shifts the analytical focus again to-
ward thematic diversification—for example, breaking down
the World War II narrative into four subnarratives that in-
clude the portrayal of the Ukrainian government as Ban-
derites, or the annexation of Crimea as a new “Great Vic-
tory” (p. 152). While this parsing usefully identifies recur-
ring motifs, it does not account for the different temporal
configurations and narrative architectures through which
such motifs are mobilized. As we argue, even when state-
aligned media draw on the same subnarrative, they may
construct markedly different relationships between past and
present—each with its own affective charge, persuasive func-
tion, and strategic effect. A more fine-grained understand-
ing of these temporal arrangements is essential for grasping
the complexity and political efficacy of memory politics, par-
ticularly in a context like Russia’s, where memory narratives
are central to domestic legitimation, strategic positioning on
the international stage, and hybrid warfare.

Russian Memory and Information Wars

Indeed, the use of memory narratives to legitimize for-
eign intervention aligns with broader debates on the con-
vergence of information and warfare. Thus, in our anal-

ysis we remain attentive to how memory—as a rhetorical
and narrative practice, and thus as a form of information—
may intersect with the operational logics of conflict. As
scholars have recently noted, in the Kremlin’s military doc-
trine, information strategies are not merely auxiliary to ki-
netic force but are increasingly treated as weapons in their
own right. As Keir Giles (2021) observes, Russia frequently
conducts kinetic operations to generate informational ef-
fects, rather than the other way around—reversing tradi-
tional hierarchies of warfare (p. 142). The trend has been
visible for over a decade, particularly in the 2014 annex-
ation of Crimea, where information disruption and narra-
tive control played a central role (Jonsson and Seeley 2015;
Galeotti 2016; Galeotti 2019; Welch 2021).! This shift fore-
grounds the need to conceptualize information, and its
strategic manipulation,? as an operational domain, tightly
interwoven with military goals. This entanglement is not
unique to Russia and reflects wider global trends shaped
by digital infrastructures and social media platforms (cf.
Singer and Brooking 2018). But in the Russian case, the
information landscape—in which collective memory is ac-
tively shaped and instrumentalized—is exceptionally cen-
tralized and controlled, spanning social media (Tuters and
Noordenbos 2024), prime-time talk shows (Tolz and Teper
2018; Sharafutdinova 2020), the print and online press
(Brusylovska and Maksymenko 2023), and even cinema
(Wijermars 2018).

This tightly coordinated media ecosystem is particularly
amenable to the kinds of “hybrid” or “ambiguous” op-
erations (Galeotti 2016) in which military and informa-
tional campaigns intersect, with anti-Western antagonism
functioning as a central throughline (Tolz and Hutchings
2023), and mnemonic tropes being mobilized to accom-
pany, frame, and justify acts of war. As we posit, memory in
this context is not merely a body of cultural representations
or political tools, but provides a set of operational instru-
ments (cf. Noordenbos 2022). In laying out our typology,
we remain sensitive to the ways in which memory—through
its temporal constructions and rhetorical forms—may be en-
tangled with the tactical logics of war, and suggest that fur-
ther inquiry is needed into the evolving interplay between
memory politics, information warfare, and kinetic action.

In Russia, in ways that may be different from other con-
texts, this intersection of war and information has taken on
significant memory-related dimensions centered on the glo-
rification of the Soviet victory in World War II (WWII).3
The Putin administration has dusted off, recycled, and re-
vamped key storylines and discursive reference points from
the late-Soviet-era war cult, elevating WWII to mythic status,
and actively centering the major, state-backed narratives of
Russian collective memory around this war (Malinova 2015;
Vazquez-Linan 2017; Fond Obshchestvennogo Mneniia,
2024). Importantly, Vladimir Putin’s remarks on the first
day of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine about the need
to “denazify” that country were an explicit attempt to har-
ness the long-cultivated popular consensus around WWII re-

IWhile the 2022 full-scale invasion reaffirmed the primacy of conventional
force, some commentators suggest that early Russian miscalculations stemmed
precisely from overconfidence in non-kinetic destabilization efforts (Géransson
2024).

2For instance in the form of state-backed conspiratorial framing and spinning
(Borenstein, 2019; Livers, 2020; Yablokov 2018; Panin, 2022).

3Instead of “World War II” Russian officialdom uses the term “Great Patriotic
War” [Velikaia Otechestvennaia Voina], which specifically references the period
from Nazi Germany’s assault on the USSR on June 22, 1941, to Germany’s surren-
der on May 9, 1945 (Moscow time). To avoid confusion, we consistently translate
this term as “World War II” in this paper.
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membrance, in an effort to justify an unprovoked war of ag-
gression (Putin 2022).

Yet even earlier, ever since the start of Putin’s third presi-
dential term in 2012, WWII memory has fulfilled multiple
functions, often simultaneously. On the one hand, WWII
references shape a contemporary “us,” compiled both of
“victims” (e.g., Russian speakers in Donetsk and Luhansk,
the “Russian” Crimea under the threat of Ukro-fascists,
the Russians suffering from fascistoid “Russophobia,” etc.)
and “heroic saviors” (Russian soldiers ridding Crimea or
Ukraine of both Nazism and Western imperialism) (cf.
Zavershinskaia 2023)%. These portrayals align with the of-
ficial WII narrative, which celebrates the Red Army as the
force that halted fascism and liberated Europe—a role Rus-
sia now claims to reenact in Ukraine. This WWII-based
“us” comes with state-friendly solidarity and “activism,” re-
flected, for example, in war-themed historical reenactments,
in WWII symbols widely used by Russian citizens on their
cars, and in popular commemorative marches where partic-
ipants carry portraits of fallen relatives.

On the other hand, the WWII memory cult also serves as a
crucial vehicle for the “othering” and vilification of political
and ideological opponents (Cottiero et al. 2015; Polegkyi
2016; Arkhipova et al. 2017; Tipaldou and Casula 2019;
Brusylovska and Maksymenko 2023; Shiller 2023; Bakken
2023; Zavershinskaia 2024). Most importantly, since the be-
ginning of the war in 2014 but increasingly since the full-
scale Ukraine invasion, Russian officialdom paints the con-
flict as a fight against the Ukrainian leadership, the army,
and sometimes the entire Ukrainian population, who are
presented as “fascists,” “Nazis,” or “Banderites,” backed by
a Russophobic “collective West” (Gaufman 2015; McGlynn
2020). Indeed, in this logic, Ukraine is a puppet of the
U.S. and NATO (and, to a lesser extent, the E.U.), and
the alleged growth of Nazism in Ukraine is deliberately or-
ganized and fostered by Western forces in their attempt
to contain or undermine Russia. The broad outlines of
such narratives are not new. Russian propaganda in the
tsarist era frequently featured a notion of perpetual war
with other nations, while late Soviet rhetoric routinely ref-
erenced fascism and to vilify anti-Soviet uprisings in East-
ern Europe (Poellath 2021). By invoking these longstanding
strategic narratives (Miskimmon et al. 2017), contemporary
WWII memory cements a binary “us versus them” mindset
firmly anchored in Russian collective memory and increas-
ingly leveraged against Ukraine since the 2010s. However,
these state-cultivated “alignments” between the 1940s and
the 2020s are by no means uniform, and the temporal con-
nections invoked by Russian state media between these pe-
riods require more detailed scrutiny.

Methodology and Data Collection

Observing that the concept of the historical analogy fre-
quently serves as a placeholder for a range of past-present

4Second World War tropes are used not only by the Russian side. In Ukraine,
the term rashyzm—a blend of “Russian” and “fascism”—recently emerged in the
public sphere and was quickly adopted by officials and international intellectuals
(Yekelchyk 2022). Popular visual narratives, and especially meme culture, shows
striking parallels across the Russian-Ukrainian divide; for instance, a meme de-
picting Hitler’s reflection in a train window appears as Putin in Ukrainian ver-
sions and as Zelensky in Russian ones (Mozolevska 2024). Ukrainian comparisons
of Russian forces to Nazi soldiers are partly a response to Russia’s WWII-focused
memory politics and reflect ongoing shifts in Ukrainian memory culture, which
has recently aligned with European traditions, albeit in unsettled ways. The coun-
try’s Victory Day slogan, for instance, was first adapted to the West-European dic-
tum “Never Again” and then changed again more recently to “We remember. We
win” as the war in Eastern Ukraine continued.

relations (the forms and uses of which are often not clearly
distinguished nor thoroughly researched by IR scholars) we
set out to analyze the various uses of World War II in state-
backed Russian media. We chose to focus on state-aligned
media rather than on the official press-release portals of the
Russian government, such as the news sections of the Krem-
lin or Russian Foreign Ministry websites. These latter plat-
forms function primarily as repositories of communiqués,
transcripts, and formal statements, offering limited scope
for the kind of temporal embedding and cross-historical sto-
rytelling that is central to our inquiry. In contrast, state me-
dia reporting—while often citing, echoing, or amplifying
official messages—spans multiple genres (e.g., reportages,
background articles, interviews) that are more likely to en-
gage in elaborate memory work and embed present events
within broader patterns of collective memory. Meanwhile,
our focus on Russian-language media is informed by the
fact that Russia’s foreign policy has become explicitly en-
tangled with domestic narratives—so much so that narra-
tives regarding Russia’s global position are commonly re-
flected and circulated in the national media (Zevelev 2016).
Consequently, studying those narratives will, as Szostek and
Hutchings (2015) cogently remark, “tell us much about the
ideas, fears, and goals that drive [Russia’s] foreign and do-
mestic policy” (p. 174).

The dataset used for this study was created by collect-
ing news articles from the most popular Russian media out-
lets in the period between August 2021 and August 2022,
that is before and after the full-scale invasion (the full list
of outlets collected in the dataset is included in Appendix
1). The search filter for relevant material consisted of terms
that are frequently used in Russian propagandist narratives
about Ukraine, linking the Ukrainians to Nazism: “fascists,”
“neo-Nazis,” “punitive troops (karateli),” and “Banderites”
(Vihmand-Veebel 2024), as well as “radicals,” “extremists,”
“nationalists” (Pasitselska 2017). After additionally filtering
out items not directly related to Ukraine, the final database
consisted of 5166 articles. A random selection comprising
10 percent of the documents (N = 516) was manually coded
into the types illustrated below.

We applied an “open coding” method, avoiding the im-
position of any prefigured coding framework (Gupta 2024).
The coding itself was carried out independently by three
researchers, with each document in the selection reviewed
by two coders to ensure the intersubjective validity of the
emerging categories. In line with open and axial coding pro-
cedures of grounded theory, we first inductively identified
recurring past-present connections, which were then itera-
tively grouped into more abstract categories. This process
led to a typology of memory modes (see figure 1), which cap-
tures structurally distinct patterns of invoking the past. Addi-
tionally, thematic codes were used to facilitate the search of
references to international relations, historical events, and
developments on the battlefield. All excerpts cited below are
drawn directly from the coded dataset and serve to illustrate
both the differentiated temporal patterns and their entan-
glements with international relations and kinetic warfare.

To illustrate and discuss the possible relationship be-
tween mnemonic modes and the evolving course of the
war—as well as the international tensions surrounding it—
we present examples for each mode. These examples are
drawn from two domains of Russian state media discourse:
1) coverage related to diplomacy and international rela-
tions, and 2) reporting on military operations in and around
the Ukrainian town of Avdiivka (February—August 2022).
Avdiivka, a strategically significant town in Donetsk Oblast,
Ukraine, was once home to over 31,000 residents and known
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for its major coke plant. Initially claimed by the newly in-
stalled Donetsk People’s Republic, the town became an early
target of the Russian invasion. Avdiivka endured relentless
bombardment, leading to widespread destruction and mass
displacement. By late 2023, fewer than 1,600 residents re-
mained, many living underground. On February 17, 2024,
the city was occupied by Russian troops. Avdiivka was cho-
sen as a feasible and insightful illustration for our means:
it was mentioned more than 30 times in our typology, and
the major turns in the battles around the town occurred
within the timeframe of our sample. Zooming in on this
small case (compared e.g., to the fighting in and around
Mariupol) thus allowed for a relatively comprehensive re-
view of how modes of memory were employed in relation
to specific military events. Combined with the diplomacy-
oriented narratives, these examples not only highlight how
mnemonic strategies vary and overlap across military and IR
contexts, but also point to the potential for future research
into the entanglement of memory politics with shifting bat-
tlefield dynamics.

Typology of “Historical Analogies”

In this paper, we argue that while the IR literature rightly
identifies the use of historical references as a key rhetori-
cal tool used by states, particularly in times of crisis, it tends
to overlook the diversity within this phenomenon, often
grouping different mnemonic practices together under the
catch-all label “analogies.” Our typology addresses this gap
by mapping a gradient of increasing interconnectedness be-
tween past and present. It ranges from subtle terminological
echoes that implicitly invoke WWII history, through analo-
gies and imagined historical “repetitions,” to stronger claims
of continuity in which past and present are portrayed as
tightly linked both logically and temporally. These modes
differ not only in the ways they mobilize history, but also in
how they position and interpellate contemporary audiences.
The modes on the right side of the typology (see figure 1)
make a more immediate and urgent appeal, suggesting that
the audience is directly implicated in a narrative that bridges
historical and current events.

Resonances

The first type of constructing the connection between the
past and the present are resonances, which rely on implicit
rather than explicit discursive associations. The most com-
mon technique for producing such resonances is the strate-
gic use of language that evokes strong associations with spe-
cific historical events or periods, even when those events
are not directly mentioned. As discussed earlier, in the Rus-
sian context, Soviet-era terms associated with Nazi Germany
during the Second World War continue to carry significant
weight. Consequently, any contemporary use of the word
“Nazi” is likely to be understood by Russian audiences as re-
ferring to the German Nazis of the 1940s, thereby transpos-
ing to the present the emotional intensity and moral clarity
associated with WWIL. In this narrative, Nazis embody abso-
lute, uncompromising evil, and must be defeated at all costs,
without regard for human life—following the example set by
the Red Army during WWII.

The discursive strategy of resonance does not provide
explicit analogies, nor does it specify which aspects of his-
tory are helpful for understanding present affairs. The rela-
tion between the past (WWII) and the present (the Russian
War on Ukraine) remains thin, and typically hinges on one
history-related term that has accumulated emotional and

moral significance over time. Nevertheless, as Liia Vihmand-
Veebel (2024) notes, such historically significant strategic
keywords can effectively achieve political goals. Consider,
for instance, one of the official statements by the Russian
regime as reported by the state-owned news agency TASS:

Patrushev stated [that] “[t]he spread of meo-Nazism in
Ukraine, the functioning of biolabs involved in the U.S.
military biological program on its territory, as well as the
plans announced by the Kyiv authorities to develop nuclear
weapons and join NATO, posed significant security threats
not only to Russia but to the entire world.™

The term “neo-Nazism” is employed here as a buzzword,
evoking the broader Nazi framework without further elab-
oration. It instantly connects the current Ukrainian regime
(and, to some extent, the population) to the German Nazi
ideology of the 1930s and 1940s. Patrushev uses the term as
if it were self-evident, casually labeling the Ukrainian gov-
ernment as linked to historical Nazism without any need for
further explanation. This rhetorical shortcut shifts the dis-
course, allowing other international entities like the USA
and NATO to be framed within the same interpretative
framework. Once the strategic word “Nazi” is introduced,
there is no need to delve into the reasoning behind the sup-
posed security risks posed by military biological programs
or nuclear ambitions. The audience is expected to under-
stand the implied connections triggered by this morally-and
emotionally-charged keyword without further justification.

Similarly, employing resonances in the media coverage
of current developments on the battlefields in Ukraine al-
lows the media to refer to the adversary in a way that
might provoke an emotional reaction of animosity. In the
excerpt below from an article in TASS, Putin is quoted us-
ing the “Banderites” label that, in the Soviet war narrative,
refers specifically to the Ukrainian Nazi collaborators that
in post-war Soviet propaganda already came to stand in
for Ukrainian nationalism more broadly (Riabchuk 2016).
While slightly more historically specific than the previous
example, here too, keywords create a historical connota-
tion that is implicit: no full-fledged comparison or analogy
is created between the historical followers of Bandera and
contemporary Ukrainians defending their country. And yet,
the reference is presented as self-evident, forgoing any ex-
planations. Neither Putin, nor the newspaper article that
quotes him, provides any evidence for the statement that the
Ukrainian regime “acts like terrorists worldwide,” beyond la-
beling them “Banderites” and “neo-Nazis™

The President reported that, according to his information,
Banderites and neo-Nazis are deploying heavy weaponry, in-
cluding multiple rocket launch systems, right in the central
areas of major cities, including Kyiv and Kharkiv. “They
plan to provoke return fire from Russian strike systems on
residential neighborhoods. Essentially, they are acting like ter-
rorists worldwide, using civilians as shields in the hope of
later blaming Russia for civilian casualties,” Putin said.®

When zooming in on a particular coverage of battlefield
reality, such habitual use of discursive resonances becomes
even more apparent. While describing the on the ground
advancements around Avdiivka, Russian state media had

5Patrushev: Tseli SVO budut dostignuty, nesmotria na pomosch Ukraine so
storony Zapada. [Patrushev: The goals of the Northern Military District will be
achieved, despite the assistance to Ukraine from the West]. TASS, July 5, 2022.
https://tass.ru/politika/15123535.

6“Putin: Osnovnye boi rossiiskoi armii na Ukraine proiskhodiat s neonatsis-
tami [Putin: The Main Battles of the Russian Army in Ukraine Occur with Neo-
Nazis].” TASS, February 25, 2022. https://tass.ru/politika/13864065.
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relied strongly on discursive resonances, invoking habitual
rhetorical associations with WWII through the “Nazis” label.
For instance, a story that for a long time was in the fore-
ground of the Avdiivka coverage, featured in multiple ar-
ticles, referred to the alleged planting of explosives at the
chemical plants around the village. In these messages, the
Ukrainian adversaries were routinely referred to as the “neo-
Nazis.”

Analogies

In our typology, analogy follows “resonance” on the gradi-
ent. Analogies, as explained above through Keulen (2023),
involve explicit consideration of the similarities between
parts of entities (events, personalities, places, practices) of
the past and the present. In other words, this entails high-
lighting one or more selective elements of the past entity
and comparing them to specific elements in the present.
For instance, symbols widely used by one group in the past
may be considered similar to the symbols used by a group in
the present to suggest that the similarity in symbols proves
an overall similarity of the groups. Russian online memes,
for example, combine Ukrainian symbols—such as the tri-
dent, blue and yellow colors, and vyshyvanka—with Nazi-era
swastikas to suggest a clear resemblance between the two
(Mozolevska 2024). Similarly, official Russian narratives de-
pict the ideological orientation of Ukraine’s political leader-
ship as analogous to Nazi ideology:

As Russian President Viadimir Putin noted on June 9,
Ukraine’s attempt to divide its residents into “indigenous”
and “non-indigenous” peoples is comparable to the ideas of
Nazi Germany.”

Analogies are explicit. There is no ambiguity in the way
analogies are narrated: both entities, from the past and the
present, are named, and the elements of comparison are
outlined. In the example above, Putin states that the cur-
rent Ukrainian government (the present entity) and Nazi
Germany (the past entity) are similar in the “attempt to di-
vide its residents” into two groups. In the media coverage
of battlefield events, analogies create explicit explanatory
frameworks. For instance, when media outlets report how
the head of the DPR likens the conflict in Donbas to the
1941 defense of the Brest fortress, the implication is that this
will provide the audience with sufficient explanation of what
has been happening on the ground in Donbas. This analogy,
like the resonances discussed above, establishes a black-and-
white interpretive and moral framework that delineates the
“attacking Nazis” from the “defending Red Army”:

The head of the DPR shared that he, along with Russia’s am-
bassador to Belarus, Boris Gryzlov, and the secretary of the
General Council of the “United Russia” party, Andrey Tur-
chak, visited the “Brest Fortress” memorial in Brest. He stated
that the events of the summer of 1941, during the defense
of this stronghold, “parallel with what is happening now in
Donbas.’®

While we did not conduct a conclusive analysis, the cov-
erage of the Avdiivka battle suggests that the appearance

7“Putin nazval proekt o “Korennykh Narodakh” Ukrainy napominaniem o
natsistakh [Putin Called the Project on the “Indigenous Peoples” of Ukraine a
Reminder of the Nazis].” RBK, June 9, 2021. https://www.rbc.ru/politics/09/06/
2021/60c0f5489a7947805a79b{8a.

8“Pushilin perechislil “russkiie” goroda Ukrainy, kotorye nado “osvo-
bodit’” [Pushilin Listed the “Russian” Cities of Ukraine That Need to
be “Liberated”].” RBK, July 27, 2022. https://www.rbc.ru/rbcfreenews/
62e156¢89a79475cfbed6e21.

of more salient types of memory narrative might coincide
with the intensification of war-related events on the ground.
While the city was under constant Russian bombing, the
Russian media in its messaging constructed Avdiivka as the
center and origin of a form of Ukrainian aggression that
was analogous to a Nazi-era type of military violence that
required urgent neutralization. For instance, on June 20,
2022, during a period of heavy Russian shelling, a war corre-
spondent viscerally described the threat that Avdiivka posed
to nearby Donetsk. The report counted on the audience’s
familiarity with cinematic depictions of WWII bombings:

First, there is a distant blast — the launch from the Avditvka
side. Three, five, seven seconds of flight depending on the tar-
get and the weapon), during which your jaw clenches — after
all, it’s coming your way. A close-by, icy whistling sound, just
like in films about World War I1.9

Using a markedly sensorial approach to set the stage
for his analogy, the reporter shifted from kinetic to infor-
mational warfare, reminiscing a previous conversation with
a survivor of the Leningrad blockade, recounting the lat-
ter’s experience with German troops dropping leaflets over
Leningrad in 1941 with mocking lines (rhyming in the Rus-
sian original):

I heard from my interlocutor that in 1941, during the first
months of the war, as the city on the Neva was being encircled,
the Germans dropped leaflets on the Pulkovo Heights con-
taining the lines: “Dear ladies, don’t bother digging trenches,
our little tanks will roll over them anyway.” (Later, my inter-
locutor donated these leaflets to the Museum of the Defense
of Leningrad.) The mercilessness and cynicism of these words
struck me — the address was not to soldiers, but to women,
to “ladies”... I experience similar feelings now as I witness
the monstrous shelling of Donetsk, its densely populated res-
idential neighborhoods, home to thousands upon thousands
of civilians. There is something very similar between those
leaflets and today’s Ukrainian “messages.™0

Relying on the long-built valor and heroism associated
with the Leningrad blokadniki, the WWII analogy (“some-
thing very similar”) does more than project a clear-cut (and
affect-laden) framework of good and evil onto the Avdiivka
situation. It also casts the Russian and DNR troops in the
role of the besieged victim, targeted by pitiless bombing and
cynical misinformation campaigns (past and present).

Repetitions

In repetitions, the two entities are not just compared on the
basis of selective elements, but are considered to be prac-
tically the same. Whereas historical analogies still acknowl-
edged the differences between the 1940s and the 2020s
(their basic distinctness was precisely a precondition for
the analogy to work), the rhetoric of repetition presents
the current fighting as a literal reiteration of the 1940s,
a reoccurrence separated only by time, with the outcome
consequently being already known. In February 2022, four
days after the start of the full-scale invasion, an article in
Gazeta.ru quoted the explanations of military expert Sivkov,
who stated:

9Prudnikov, Sergei. ““Lezhit mezhdu ramami smertonosnyi podarochek":
Spetsialnyi korrespondent "Izvestii"—o tom, kak Donetsk perezhivaet novuiu
volnu obstrelov so storony Ukrainy [“A deadly gift lies between the frames”: Izves-
tia special correspondent talks about how Donetsk is experiencing a new wave of
shelling from Ukraine].” Izvestiya, June 19, 2022. https://iz.ru/1352154/sergei-
prudnikov/lezhit-mezhdu-ramami-smertonosnyi-podarochek

101bid.
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Today, we are witnessing how the Ukrainian Armed Forces
have concentrated a massive force — all combat-ready units
— at the borders with the LPR and DPR, while their flanks
are completely unprotected. This mirrors the situation faced
by German Field Marshal and commander of the 6th Army,
Friedrich Paulus. In 1942, his army had a powerful group
attacking Stalingrad, but the flanks were covered by weak
Ttalian and Romanian divisions. The resull of the operation
was the collapse of the flanks and the destruction of Paulus’s
army. The Ukrainian Armed Forces have repeated the same
mistake as Field Marshal Paulus, one to one.l1

The military expert draws not merely a parallel between
the Battle of Stalingrad and the current state of affairs on
the Ukrainian battlefield. By portraying the Ukrainian army
as repeating past mistakes, the suggestion is that the future
results of the current war can be anticipated too: just as in
the Battle of Stalingrad Russia will, once again, emerge vic-
torious. In other instances, the “repetition” mode is used to
signal that even though historical events reoccur, a repeti-
tion of their undesirable outcomes can be avoided. Thus,
Russia’s decision to invade Ukraine is presented by the state
as an attempt to learn from past mistakes. Reframing the
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact as a misguided, not-to-be-repeated
effort to appease the aggressor, Putin, in a quoted speech,
asserted the following:

And of course, in this situation, we have to ask ourselves:
what should we do next, what should we expect? We know
very well from history how, in 1940 and early 1941, the So-
viet Union tried in every possible way to prevent or at least
delay the start of the war. To this end, it strove, literally un-
til the last moment, not to provoke the potential aggressor,
refraining from or postponing the most necessary, obvious ac-
tions to prepare for the inevitable attack. The steps that were
eventually taken were calastrophically loo late.

As a result, the country was unprepared to fully confront
the Nazi Germany invasion, which attacked our homeland
on June 22, 1941, without declaring war. The enemy was
stopped, and eventually crushed, but at an enormous cost.
The attempt to appease the aggressor on the eve of World War
11 proved to be a mistake that our people paid for dearly. In
the first months of fighting, we lost vast, strategically impor-
tant territories and millions of lives. We will not make such a
mistake a second time—uwe do not have the right.\?

As the fighting around Avdiivka escalated further, Rus-
sian reporting continued to rely largely on the tighter past-
present connections, including repetition. While Western
and Ukrainian media were covering Russian bombardments
of civilian targets in Avdiivka—including the destruction
of a school—Russian state media sought to deflect accu-
sations by reversing the narrative. A Russian military ex-
pert argued in the press that the Ukrainian forces were de-
liberately employing a “scorched earth” strategy: “As Rus-
sian Armed Forces and Donetsk People’s Republic forma-
tions approached Avdiivka, militants, copying the “scorched
earth” tactics used by the Nazis during World War I1.”13

Alshayeva, Irina. “VSU Povtorili Oshibku Feldmarshala Pauliusa. V Itoge
On Sdalsia [The Armed Forces of Ukraine repeated the mistake of Field Mar-
shal Paulus. In the end, he gave up].” Gazeta.Ru, February 26, 2022. https://www.
gazeta.ru/army/2022/02/26/14580505.shtml.

12“Obrashchenie Prezidenta Rossiiskoi Federatsii [Address of the President of
the Russian Federation].” Prezident Rossii, 24 February 2022. http://kremlin.ru/
events/president/news/67843

134V Minoborony RF zaiavili o planakh ukrainskikh natsionalistov “spalit’
Avdeevku do tla”” [The Russian Ministry of Defense announced the plans of
Ukrainian nationalists to “burn Avdiivka to the ground”]. TASS, June 29, 2022.
https://tass.ru/armiya-i-opk,/15076907.

On the one hand, the view that Ukrainians “copy” the
“scorched earth” tactic (which here is emphatically a Nazi
tactic, not a Soviet one) reinforces a moral binary for do-
mestic audiences, legitimizing Russian actions as a neces-
sary, defensive response. On the other hand, the use of
the “repetition” type of memory politics not merely re-
sponds to the developments on the ground but also par-
takes in the dynamics of a global infowar. More specifi-
cally, it seems to serve as a (perhaps partly preemptive)
counter-narrative aiming to discredit Ukrainian and West-
ern reports on the massive destruction wrought by Russian
bombardments of civilian areas. As the above-quoted article
continued, intercepted radio communication had revealed
that with the advance of the Russian forces the retreating
Ukrainians planned “to wipe [Avdiivka] off the face of the
earth.”!* Some of the articles had it that with their “Nazi”
tactics, and with the help of “Ukrainian and Western me-
dia” they even “plan to accuse Russia of striking civilian
targets.”1?

Continuity

An even tighter connection between the past and the
present can be observed in cases where the relation between
a past entity and a present one is presented as continu-
ous. The previously discussed categories juxtaposed discrete
points on alinear historical timeline, with varying degrees of
emphasis on the similarities and differences between them.
Narratives of “continuity,” by contrast, construct a sequence,
suggesting that one event leads directly to another, thereby
connecting different eras through the logic of causality,
transmission and inheritance. In our dataset, media articles
of the “continuity” type portray the current war as a direct
extension, outcome, or legacy of events from WWIIL In the
biographically oriented variant of this framing, contempo-
rary Ukrainians are depicted as following the path of their
Nazi-sympathizing predecessors, a portrayal that reinforces
not only the idea of a longstanding tradition of anti-Russian
aggression but also of intergenerational succession and in-
heritance among Russia’s enemies. In this rhetoric, contem-
porary (“Nazi-sympathizing”) Ukrainians are positioned not
as “the same” as their historical equivalents from the 1940s
(“repetition”), and not even as merely “similar” to them
(“analogy”). Instead, they are the ideological heirs to Nazi
collaborators, continuing to pursue the Nazis’ agenda in the
present.

In the broader context related to the international rela-
tions, the war in Ukraine is framed as part of a long historical
tradition of the enemies surrounding the country to destroy
it:

President Putin stated that forces historically committed to
containing Russia have no interest in seeing such a vast, in-
dependent country thrive, viewing it as a threat, even though
this [view] is far [removed] from reality—instead, he argued,
these forces themselves pose a global danger. He recalled the
Nazis’ barbaric plans toward the Soviet people and noted how,
in the 1990s and early 2000s, the West encouraged interna-
tional terrorists and criminals in the North Caucasus—not
to improve Russia but to bring the problems of the past into the
present and fuel separatist sentiments. Their aim, he added,

141bid.

I5Kaverin Dmitrii.“MO RF: Ukrainskie Boeviki Namereny Steret’ Avdeevku S
Litsa Zemli I Obvinit’ Rossiiu” [“Russian Defense Ministry: Ukrainian militants
intend to wipe Avdiivka off the face of the earth and blame Russia”]. Gazeta. Ru,
June 29, 2022. https://www.gazeta.ru/army/news/2022,/06,/29/18033806.shtml.
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was lo dismember; dismantle Russia, and push it into isola-
tion.16

By putting together some of the most traumatic events in
the Russians’ history (World War II, the first decade after
the break-up of the Soviet Union with its economic turmoil,
the terrorist attacks stemming from the war in Chechnya),
the article’s paraphrasing of Putin suggests a broad frame-
work that interprets all these events as part of a long-time
plot to disassemble Russia. Thus, the current war, presented
as a defensive war, makes sense only as being part of this
continuum.

It must be noted that this time, he [Putin] barely mentioned
the previous war at the beginning of his speech: “The defense
of the Motherland, when its fate was at stake, has always been
sacred. With true patriotic feelings, Minin and Pozharsky’s
militias rose up for the Fatherland, charged into battle on
the Borodino field, fought the enemy near Moscow and
Leningrad, Kyiv and Minsk, Stalingrad and Kursk, Sev-
astopol and Kharkiv. And now, in these days, you are fight-
ing for our people in Donbas,” the Supreme Commander-in-
Chief stated, “for the security of our Motherland—Russia!™"

Putin’s quoted speech positions the soldiers fighting in
Ukraine on a timeline starting as far back as the 17th century
while seamlessly linking Minin and Pozharsky to the War
against Napoleon in 1812 and then further to the twentieth-
century battle against Nazi Germany. Thus, the contempo-
rary Russian War on Ukraine is imagined merely as the lat-
est node in a proliferating sequence of efforts to fend off
foreign encroachments.

Continuity narratives typically invite audiences to con-
sider their roles within an ongoing historical trajectory. In
Putin’s speech the soldiers at the front were encouraged to
imaginatively position themselves in an illustrious lineage
of defenders of the motherland. Other cases of the “con-
tinuity” mode are less historical and more “biographical,”
primarily targeting the “home front” and inscribing even
non-combatants into a morally obliging narrative of contin-
ual attempts to defeat Russia. Such stories are not merely
transhistorical, but also transgenerational. References to
“our grandfathers” who “defended the motherland” typi-
cally draw even those born long after the historical threats,
into the state-sponsored war narrative, casting civilians as the
biographical inheritors of a duty to protect Russia, whether
on the front lines or in spirit.

Covering the battles near Avdiivka, a journalist from
the state-aligned outlet Izvestiia tours the trenches, being
shown around by Russian soldiers. They demonstrate the
techniques they use to fortify their positions against enemy
raids and protect themselves against Ukrainian snipers.
The short reportage concludes with a quoted soldier who
articulates the moral takeaway of the story: “Our Mother-
land is right; we are on the side of the light, of our fathers
and grandfathers. This land belongs to Russia, to our Fa-
therland.”!8 In this framing, the mundane details of trench
warfare are woven into a continuous, transgenerational
narrative of a righteous struggle, one in which Russia is cast

I6Latukhina, Kira. “Zashchita v glavnom chtenii [Defence in the main read-
ing].” Gazeta.Ru, April 27, 2022.

17Kolesnikov, Andrei. “Razmyshleniia u paradnogo rascheta [Reflections at
the Parade Crew].” Kommersant, May 9, 2022. https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/
5347138.

18“Voenkor “Izvestii” pobyval na pozitsiiakh batal-ona “Piatnashka” pod
Avdeevkoi [Izvestia war correspondent visited the positions of the Pyatnashka bat-
talion near Avdiivka].” Izvestia, July 1, 2022. https://iz.ru/l358178/2022-07-01/
voenkor-izvestii-pobyval-na-pozitciiakh-batalona-piatnashka-pod-avdeevkoi

as the force of “light” against a relentless enemy.

Discussion

Our analysis demonstrates that state-backed memory narra-
tives are not only thematically diverse but also differ in the
temporal configurations they construct between past and
present. The typology we propose offers a framework for
capturing these variations, distinguishing memory modes
based on the tightness of the link they establish between
historical episodes and contemporary events. But what is at
stake in this differentiation?

First, the strength of the past-present relation may carry
implications for how audiences are addressed and impli-
cated. Resonance-based narratives, for instance, rely on dis-
cursive cues and associative triggers, inviting audiences to
understand current events in light of moral binaries famil-
iar from WWII remembrance. Narratives of continuity, by
contrast, more forcefully interpellate audiences, embedding
them in a storyline of inherited duty and historical neces-
sity. While our analysis focuses on the top-down strategies
of the “senders” of memory narratives, it is clear that dif-
ferent memory types solicit distinct forms of affective and
ideological investment from the audience. The tighter and
more salient the past-present relations, the more directly
such narratives seek to shape not merely public opinion but
audiences’ identities.

Second, the Avdiivka-related material seems to indicate
that different memory types are strategically deployed in
relation to shifting battlefield dynamics and informational
pressures. While our findings are exploratory, we noticed
a tendency for more elaborate memory types—particularly
analogies, repetitions, and continuities—to appear during
moments of military escalation.

By mid-2022, the battle for Avdiivka had become a fo-
cal point not only in military terms but also within the in-
formation war waged by Russian state media. As the DNR
militia advanced, capturing Novoselivka Druha, a village just
kilometers away from Avdiivka, in early June, and Russian
forces intensified their shelling of Avdiivka, the stakes on
both the battlefield and in the media discourse increased.
As suggested by the graph above (figure 2.), the escalation
came with an intensified use of tighter and more elaborate
connections to World War II. Whereas in the early stages
of the 2022 fighting near Avdiivka, Russian state media had
relied primarily on discursive resonances, invoking habitual
rhetorical associations with WWII through the “Nazis” label,
by June 2022, the memory politics in the reporting on Avdi-
ivka gravitated towards analogies, repetition, and continuity.

This pattern suggests that mnemonic strategies may not
operate in isolation but could be entangled with the logics
of hybrid warfare and the anticipated framing of Russia’s
war in the international arena. In this sense, the different
types of memory might function as a flexible resource of
narratives, mobilized not only to justify violence but also to
preempt or contest rival narratives in the information space.

Conclusion

This article has examined how Russian state media
weaponize historical memory during the war on Ukraine,
drawing on references to WWII not only to justify aggression
but to present it as a historical necessity. We have argued that
such references, commonly grouped under the broad term
“historical analogies” in IR literature, encompass a wider
range of mnemonic practices. By disaggregating these prac-
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Figure 2. Distribution of memory types over time in Russian state media coverage of the Battle of Avdiivka.

tices into a typology—ranging from resonances to analogies,
repetitions, and continuities—we provide a framework for
understanding how varying temporal arrangements under-
pin distinct strategic aims.

Our findings carry implications for both memory studies
and international relations. For IR, the paper challenges the
prevailing use of “analogy” as a catch-all term, advocating in-
stead for a more nuanced account of how states deploy his-
tory rhetorically in situations of crisis. For memory studies,
the article suggests that mnemonic narratives are not only
retrospective but operational: they do not merely interpret
ongoing events but help shape them, functioning even as
components of hybrid warfare.

The typology we propose invites further empirical re-
search. Future studies might investigate whether a simi-
lar set of mnemonic strategies are deployed in other con-
flicts, how they interact with transnational media ecosys-
tems, and how different audiences respond to varying de-
grees of mnemonic tightness. Additionally, the correlation
between kinetic developments and shifts in the types of
memory narratives requires systematic study. While we can-
not claim that Russian media actors consciously follow a ty-
pology such as ours, we do posit that their narrative choices
reflect a heterogeneous, context-sensitive memory strategy.
Ultimately, this paper, then, contributes to a more granular
understanding of the mechanisms through which states and
political actors enlist the past to fight in the present. In do-
ing so, it opens a pathway for rethinking the role of memory
not merely as a cultural or ideological resource but as a tac-
tical component in contemporary warfare.
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