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Short Abstract

This thesis investigates the aftermath of the Soviet-Afghan war (1979-1989) and two
military operations in Chechnya (1994-1996, 1999-2000) and shows that they still have a
significant impact on Russian society, influencing it in fundamental ways, from political and
social processes down to the socialization of private citizens.

My study contributes to answering two key research questions: in what ways do Russian
citizens experience the shifts in social norms, conventions and public discourses brought home
by former soldiers? And how exactly did the veterans of these wars become one of the powers
supporting the regime? I show how the interests of veterans have been corresponding to,
conflicting with, or existing in interplay with, the interests of the state during the last three
decades, and how the wars made veterans continue building their self-identity in compliance
with the narratives accepted by their comrades-in-arms.

I also examine the social consequences of veterans’ exposure to violence in wartime, which
include further violence in later wars, in criminal gangs, and at home. I look at changes in
gender norms in post-war society and claim that army service has been crucial for shaping male
identity, and a rise in militaristic masculinity became one of the legacies of these wars. The
final question that I explore is the role of veterans in the militarization of Russian society
through the implementation of the state programmes of “patriotic education”, which also play
a significant role in normalizing violence and spreading it throughout Russian society.

The discussion is based on my own semi-structured interviews with war veterans conducted
in 2019-2021, and interpreted in terms of narrative analysis. They constitute completely new

primary sources which can be used in future research.



Long Abstract

This thesis looks at the relations between Russian war veterans, society and the state in
Post-Soviet Russia. I aim to investigate the legacies of the wars waged by the country in the
recent past (from 1979 onwards). The questions that run through this thesis are: what do soldiers
bring home together with them after the end of military actions? How have Russian social
conventions and norms have changed because of these wars? What are the ways in which the
military ethos, preserved by former soldiers, influences the civilian public around them? Why,
unlike veterans of many other wars, did Russian ex-combatants, far from opposing the regime,
become one of the powers supporting it?

The thesis is comprised of four chapters, each dedicated to different ways in which the
military ethos infiltrates postwar life. In the first chapter, I draw a general outline of relations
between the military and society more broadly, and trace the main itineraries of ex-combatants
after coming home. In the second chapter, I look at shifts in official narratives relating to the
two Chechen wars and show how, from a depiction of the deaths of conscripts, the
representations in these narratives moved to the glorification of a valorous battle with
international terrorism. The third chapter investigates shifts in gender norms and the concept of
masculinity as the result of the wars. The final chapter is dedicated to the involvement of ex-
soldiers in the patriotic education of youth and the main ideologies that are disseminated.
Analyzing official documents, I look at the governing understanding in contemporary state
discourse of the key terms “patriotism”, “distortion of history”, and “spiritual values”.

As the main sources for my research, I use 24 oral interviews with veterans of wars in
Afghanistan and Chechnya which I conducted from autumn 2019 to autumn 2021 in six Russian

regions. Most of my informants had never been interviewed before and, while talking to me,



they reassembled their lives, trying to find a way to relate to the wars they had participated in.
I studied these interviews using narrative analysis and tried to identify ways in which the
narratives had helped informants to construct their identities; the leitmotivs they used; the
clichés or narrative structures they resorted to most often.

As a way of approaching these questions, I initially identified three periods of change in
the attitude towards the local wars within the state and society and in the process of
militarisation. The first one lasted for most of the 1990s and was characterized by the negative
attitude to the war in Afghanistan in Russian society. Citizens stigmatized and marginalized ex-
combatants; they were frightened by the "Afghan” and “Chechen syndrome" and by what they
believed to be potentially aggressive and violent people with traumatic military experience.
Veterans felt isolated in their communities and abandoned by the state. In my thesis, |
hypothesize that initially, while conscripting soldiers, the state offered them a sort of agreement
in which risk to life, traumatic experience and change of identity had to be accompanied by
public respect and social benefits. The state did not fulfil its part of the contract. Instead of
respect and honour, ex-combatants faced alienation, hostility and unemployment. The state did
not want to be associated with these wars. These wars were discussed as meaningless and lost.
At the same time, the state called veterans heroes and praised their unity; claimed that they were
fighting bravely and supported their brothers-in-arms devotedly. However, I claim that former
soldiers were not able to accept such rhetoric. They wanted the state to accept responsibility for
their social benefits and thus presented themselves as victims, betrayed and abandoned. Among
themselves, in their memoirs, articles and prose, veterans continued to consider each other
heroes and paradoxically reproduced the state discourse. The veterans preserved the military
ethos. It has been relatively stable, independent of social change, while the world around has
altered and they have been unable to find their way back to it. Due to this, they often seek

employment in other “hot spots”, in police or private security agencies.



At the same time, when in the 1990s the state lost its monopoly on violence and coercion,
and a lot of veterans joined the new criminal organizations that emerged and flourished all over
the country. The criminal activities of former soldiers completely ruined their reputation in
society. At the same time, many veterans’ alliances were initially formed as gangs or
transformed into ones. I hypothesize that this period was the only one when the alliances were
independent of the state.

The second period started together after the beginning of Vladimir Putin’s presidency at
the beginning of 2000. This time was marked by a large army reform. The transition to a one-
year compulsory service raised the prestige and popularity of the army, which, in turn, started
changing the attitude towards war veterans. The state slowly regained its monopoly on coercion,
the period of mafia gangs and shoot-outs between them ended, and the veterans stopped
appearing on the news bulletins, which changed the way they were viewed by the public.

At the end of the decade, an active campaign of patriotic mobilization and militarization
started. It ultimately changed the attitude towards both serving soldiers and veterans. From
dangerous people with post-traumatic syndrome and a criminal past, they started turning into
fearless warriors who risked their lives for the benefit of all society. When in 2001 the state
adopted the first Russian Patriotic Education Programme (there have been four of them in total
so far) veterans appeared in it as teachers of "patriotic education" classes, coaches of
paramilitary camps and firearms instructors. Veterans' organizations started to participate in
government activities; most of them changed their statutes, making their main goal not to help
the members but to fulfil the goals of the state's militaristic propaganda. Since the end of the
2000s, the statutes claimed that if veterans did not work enough, their membership could be
revoked. Veterans welcomed these shifts in political discourse and revisited their past in favour
of a more heroic one. They also accepted the fact that from now on, to maintain the title of a
veteran (and not getting anything on a practical level), they had to continue their service to the

state and demonstrate their loyalty.



The third period started in the early 2010s. The militarization of the political system
continued and caused changes in the state attitude to the Afghan war. I claim that from the
middle of the 2010s, former soldiers have been used as a tool for organizing pro-government
rallies and supporting state initiatives. They have received state permission for the regular and
legal show of force. Threatening the political opposition, suppressing protests and showing that
any public activities which run counter to the state politic of patriotic mobilization would be
punished, veterans’ organizations transformed into a new state power structure and contributed
to the overall institutionalization of violence. By supporting and funding veterans’
organizations, the state gained a new loyal and united force that could be used for both
propaganda and enforcement goals.

On top of that, veteran alliances began recruiting their members for military action. In
2014, groups of Afghan veterans from the European part of Russia, mobilized by the heads of
regional military unions, were sent to Crimea; later, large groups of veterans voluntarily (but
with the assistance of veterans' unions) went to Donbass, then joined private PMCs in Syria (I
discuss this in chapters 1 and 2, citing the testimonies of my informants). Veterans' unions
started to work as recruitment agencies, finding military or paramilitary jobs for their members.

The state continued to build a new discourse of patriotic mobilization and militarization.
The military resolution of conflicts started being discussed as possible. The new state narrative
draws on a sequence of wars, from the Great Patriotic War to the Afghan and Chechen wars,
and then Syria. The veterans of all these wars are now considered equal. While being
interviewed in 2019, ex-soldiers who served in Afghanistan called themselves "younger
brothers" of participants of the Great Patriotic War, who took over the baton of heroism and
masculinity. They claimed that, when their generation will pass away, veterans of the Chechen
wars will come next as role models for the generations to come.

Thus, a narrative that unites all of the recent wars was finally created. Since then, there

have been no separate military campaigns, just continuous, never-ending war. In their patriotic



education classes, veterans, as people who had already become part of this ongoing war,
promised their students that they also would be lucky enough to participate in this war in the
future.

My conclusions from this initial investigation showed that from the middle of the 2000s,
the Russian state has used wars in Afghanistan and Chechnya to instill patriotic sentiment and
reinforce the militarization of Russian society. Veterans’ alliances have been used as networks
for governmental support, to spread official discourses and to unite ex-servicemen in their new
role of conductors of official ideology. Patriotic education of children and adolescents, in which
veterans became actively involved, also helped in routinizing violence. In general, I claim that

all these activities were crucial to the generation of societal support for current and future wars.
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Note on Transliteration and Conventions

The transcription system used from Cyrillic is British Standard (BS 2979: 1958, as
modified in Oxford Slavonic Papers). Exceptions have been made for proper names such as
Boris Yeltsin, which are given in the form most familiar to English-speaking readers.

I do not italicize Russian terms like “afgantsy” and “chechentsy”, widely used in scholarly
works. I try to relate to them like to “naturalized” Russian words such as “perestroika”,
particularly because I try to explore the world view of these groups, rather than to exoticize it.

At the same time, I use italics for the names of the groups, some of which (e.g. Rostov

band) are toponyms or other terms that could become confused with, for instance, the city itself.
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Introduction

‘F;gure 1. A Wedding in the towﬁ of
Horlivka in the self-proclaimed Donetsk
People's Republic, June 2014.!

Six years ago, under the scorching southern summer sun, I was driving through wheat and
sunflower fields in the part of the Donbass occupied by the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s
Republic (DPR). As a journalist, I was covering the war waged by undercover Russian troops
together with Russia-supported armed volunteer militias. I was interviewing militiamen on the
demarcation line between territory held by Ukrainian government forces and DNR and was
spending nights in bomb shelters and local homes. In one of those homes, in the village of
Makiivka not far from the frontline, a wall was covered with flags of DPR, Russia and Russian
Airborne Forces, and on an armchair lay a uniform tunic covered with medals. My hosts, a
couple in their 50s, had met each other on the frontline, where they both were fighting

voluntarily, he as a mortarman and she as a sniper. They had got married in their platoon: in

camouflage uniforms and with grenade rings instead of wedding ones, now put in a glass case

! “Ukraine: Wedding Photos Reveal Weapons Culture”, BBC, 20 June 2014.
<https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/blogs-news-from-elsewhere-27940551>, accessed 22 May 2022.
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with an Orthodox icon. The wife told me that they were very happy in their marriage. Although
sometimes, even when sober, but stressed out, her husband would take her for a Ukrainian spy
and threaten to turn her in to the MGB DNR. She said she’d got used to it and didn’t take it
personally. As for her husband, it was his fourth war, after Afghanistan, where he’d been
stationed at 18 as a conscript of the Soviet army, Nagorno Karabakh, and Chechnya, where he’d
served as a career soldier. I asked him what side he’d fought on in Karabakh, the Armenian or
Azerbaijani one. My host made a long pause as if trying to remember. “On our side” he
answered. | asked what side was “our” side. He looked puzzled. “The one that gave me the
orders.”

On this field trip, I met a large number of men like my host; ones fighting for the side that
“gave them the orders” and who, with every fibre of their being, hated the “other side”. Many
of these people had already fought in Chechnya, Tajikistan, Karabakh, or other local wars
waged by the USSR or modern Russia; some were old enough to have participated in the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan. They returned to the frontline whenever they could find one. If they
survived, they came back home and continued to lead peaceful lives. But were they indeed
peaceful? Of course, not many of them were as traumatized as my Donbass host; many, after
fighting once, never returned to war again. Nevertheless, they were changed. I started being
interested in their everyday lives between or after the wars, and questioning what they bring
home from their military service: entrenched values and moral norms, a specific attitude
towards violence, enemies and brothers-in-arms, specific gender norms — what else?

In general, I was interested not in the military ethos per se but in us, the civilian public, in
the ways we experience the shifts in social norms, conventions and public discourses brought
about by former soldiers. Hence, in my thesis, I shall focus not so much on their personal stories
and the common scenarios of ex-combatants' life paths (though I also address these in the two
first chapters) but rather on how the presence of a large number of people with military

experience changes Russian society; which social processes it provoked; how people
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accustomed to violent actions began to resort to the in peacetime; how the logic of violence
became embedded in civilian life.

In my thesis, I shall try to prove that the aftermath of the wars still has a significant impact
on Russian society. Many of their victims have not yet been identified; programmes of social
and psychological rehabilitation for their participants do not exist.? The traumatic experience
has not been overcome, and the wound, unhealed, continues to have pathological effects both
for the combatants and for the whole of Russian society.

When I started working on my research, I realized that it was impossible to look at the
legacies of the local wars without considering one more major factor — the role of the state. I
found out that the public discourses connected with wars, their veterans, and with militarization
were shaped by the state substantially, and that since the beginning of the 2000s the state had
started to use veterans for fulfilling different tasks connected with patriotic mobilization of
citizens and transformed military mobilization into a lasting political tendency. The veterans,
for their part, had voluntarily united around the state and become pillars of the regime.

skoksk

As I was working on my thesis, the topic I chose was shifting. As the Russian invasion of
Syria continued, both Russian state media and veterans' unions increasingly recalled the war in
Afghanistan, comparing it to the Syrian one and arguing that in both cases the country was
fighting against drug trafficking and “Islamic fundamentalism”.® In 2018, the head of the
biggest state-affiliated military alliance, The Russian Union of Afghanistan Veterans (RSVA,
Poccwuiickuit Coro3 BerepanoB Adranucrana), asked the State Duma to introduce legislation

reversing the assessment of the war in Afghanistan as unnecessary that had been put forward in

2 For more about the necessity of rehabilitation and the lack of it for ex-combatants see, for example,
Militsiya mezhdu Rossieii i Chechnei. Veterany konflikta v rossiiskom obshchestve. Moscow: Demos,
2007.

3 “Doklad predsedatelya komiteta po koordinatsii sovmestnykh deistvii veteranskikh ob"edinenii
geroya sovetskogo soyuza Gromova B.V. “O khodi raboty po podgotovke k 30-letiyu zaversheniya
vypolneniya 40-1 armiei zadach v Afganistane”, Boevoe Bratstvo web-site.
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the glasnost era. In 2019, Russian politicians and former servicemen criticized the movie
Leaving Afghanistan, directed by Pavel Lungin and dedicated to the Soviet Union’s withdrawal
from Afghanistan. Politicians called it unpatriotic, and former soldiers wrote to Vladimir Putin
and asked him to ban the film, which they said would harm Russia’s image.*

These wars, ingloriously lost, were increasingly addressed by journalists and politicians in
a spirit of affirmation. In honour of them, new memorials were erected. For instance, seventy-
five monuments to the paratroopers of the Sixth Company of the 76'" Airborne Division, killed
in Chechnya in 2000, have been built across Russia,’ and in 2020, the twentieth anniversary of
the battle in which they died became a huge military festival in Moscow, Chechnya and most
of the paratroopers’ hometowns.®

At the same time, I noticed that the narratives of my informants had changed. If in 2019,
when [ started my fieldwork, the former soldiers in Afghanistan talked about the veterans of
the Great Patriotic War as an unattainable ideal whom they wanted to emulate, in the autumn
of 2021 they already called themselves successors of the Great Patriotic War veterans and put
the Second World War and the invasion of Afghanistan in the same category. The image of the
enemy also began to change. If in 2019, when I asked my informants who were their enemies
in the Afghan war, they described wild, exotic and uncivilized savages. In 2021, five of my
informants told me that in Afghanistan, they fought the US. They also claimed that the USA
had been Russia’s main foe for many years, and that in all the recent wars — in Chechnya, Syria

or Donbass — Russia was fighting the US too.

* M. Bennetts, ““Dirt and filth’: Russia Attacks Film about Red Army in Afghanistan. Portrayal of
Soviet Withdrawal from Country Distorts Historical Facts, Claims Politician in Moscow”, Guardian, 16
April 2019, <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/apr/16/dirt-and-filth-russia-attacks-film-about-
red-army-leaving-afghanistan>, accessed 28 April 2022.

> V. Nordvik, A. Pavlov, “Poslednyaya rota Sovetskogo Soyuza. Moskovskii biznesmen postavil 75
pamyatnikov pogibshim geroyam 6-i roty, rozhdennym v ischeznuvshei strane”, Rodina, 1 October 2020.
<https://rg.ru/2020/10/13/moskovskij-biznesmen-postavil-75-pamiatnikov-pogibshim-geroiam-6-j-
roty.html>, accessed 14 March 2020.

%1 have discussed this in more detail in Chapter 2.
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Over the years, my informants increasingly cited official state discourse, more and more
often explained the outbreak of wars they were involved in by geopolitical threats, and spoke
about a new war in which their experience would be needed once again, and for which they
should prepare Russia’s youth. I hypothesize that my informants reacted to changes in public
discourses that I did not notice. It seems especially important to analyze their narratives now,

after the war they predicted indeed started.

Timeframe and Methodology

The time-frame of my research is from the beginning of the 1990s (after the end of the war
in Afghanistan) until the present — or, more precisely, 24 February 2022, when Russia invaded
Ukraine and the situation changed dramatically’. I focus on the aftermath of the war in
Afghanistan and two military operations in Chechnya as the latest and most violent conflicts in
contemporary Russian history, and the ones that influenced the country the most.

I do not highlight military operations in Georgia (2008) and Syria (2015-2017), since I
consider that they both made less impact on Russian society. The Georgian campaign lasted for
as little as five days and involved, according to official information, not more than 19,000
soldiers;® while the Russian invasion in Syria engaged a lot of employees of private military
companies. Besides, after coming back, people involved in these wars have not (unlike veterans
of Afghan and Chechen wars) formed their own alliances or communities and have not become
a noticeable group — at least, have not yet.

According to official information, as many as 620,000 armed men, mostly conscripts, and
21,000 civilians, passed through Afghanistan over the decade of the war (1979-1989). More

than 15,000 soldiers died; more than 50,000 were injured; approximately 9,000 people were

"1 finished my fieldwork in October 2021 and hence was not able to look in depth at the changes
which emerged after the beginning of this war.

8 M. Barabanov, “The August War between Russia and Georgia”, Moscow Defense Brief, Centre for
Analysis of Strategies and Technologies, no. 3(13), 9 December 2008.



left disabled.”. About 140,000 servicemen, including conscripts and special police forces,
passed through the two wars in Chechnya. More than 11,000 of them died, and more than
37,000 were injured'’. As Timothy Thomas and Charles O’Hara have written, all Russian
society to some extent has become a victim of the fighting, in the same way that American
society became a victim of the Vietnam War.!!

I hypothesise that the wars changed Russian society in fundamental ways, from political
and social processes down to the socialization of private citizens. Accordingly, in every chapter
of my work I investigate the consequences of the wars and the homecoming of war veterans on
three levels: macro (the aftermath of the wars in a political and social context, influence on
social structures, public discourses), meso (institutions and organizations of war veterans) and
micro (individual experiences of ex-combatants, their families and other people affected by the
conflicts).

On the macro-level of my research, I consider the long-term impact of the wars and the
role of the state in them: the revival of militarist ideology; the development of a new concept
of patriotism; shifts in attitude to local wars; changes in the concept of masculinity; the
trivialization and legitimization of violence.

On the meso-level, I look at the social structures and institutions that appeared as one of
the consequences of the wars. I contend that unions organized by former combatants play an
important role in producing new group identities, and hypothesize that if in the 1990s such
unions were organized as grassroots projects, sometimes opposing the state, and aimed at
helping veterans to obtain social security and perpetuate the memory of the fallen, at the

beginning of the 2010s the biggest military unions were gradually transformed into official,

? R. Braithwaite, Afgantsy: The Russians in Afghanistan, 1979-89. London: Profile Books. 2012.
<https://military.wikireading.ru/63518>, accessed 4 October 2020.
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state-run organizations, involved in politics and state propaganda campaign and not very much
interested in the wellbeing of their members.

On the micro-level of my research, I explore individual experiences of ex-combatants.'?
The political scientist Nathalie Duclos points out the “endogenous” effects of any military
conflict: after it ends, individuals and communities do not revert to the status quo ante; they
have been fundamentally transformed by the experience of conflict.!® 1 shall analyze the
consequences of such transformations, tracing the long-term effects of war on the political and
social behaviour of former combatants; the transformations of their identities; the way they
change their attitude towards the wars; their main itineraries of return to “civilian” life. The
process of resocialization of ex-servicemen did not end with their homecoming. I want to
understand whether, while reintegrating into the postwar framework of social, family and
economic relations, war veterans brought violence to a postwar reality, “brought the war home”,
as Belew writes of Vietnam war veterans’ homecoming.'*

The main focus of my interest is the role of violence within the military; exposure soldiers
to violence in wartime and its social consequences, which include further violence in later wars,
paramilitary activities, in criminal gangs, and at home. There are two main areas of my
investigation: the collective institutionalization of the veterans, and their collective and personal
identities. Hence, masculinity and the link with violence (which I address in Chapter 3) is a key
part of that.

I hypothesize that the war, as a traumatic event which the veterans passed through together,
made them create a collective identity. Influenced by former co-servicemen (the "war

brotherhood") and veteran's unions, they remained a part of the military total institution and

12T focus on social and psychological factors in typical veterans and don't consider, for example,
disabled ex-combatants which are well studied already.

B N. Duclos (ed.), War veterans in postwar situations: Chechnya, Serbia, Turkey and Céte
d’Ivoire. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012, p. VIIIL.

4 K. Belew, Bring the War Home: The White Power Movement and Paramilitary America, Harvard
University Press, 2018.
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continued to build their self-identity in compliance with the narratives accepted by their
comrades-in-arms.

In all my chapters, I look at all these three levels together. I assume that propaganda,
militarization or patriotic mobilization never flowed from top-to-bottom or bottom-to-top only.
There have always been two-way movements. The state offered its own discourses or activities;
the war veterans’ community responded with its agenda, and acted according to its own
interests, or following its group identity. In my first two chapters, I shall show how the interests
of veterans correspond, contradict, or exist in interplay with, the interests of military unions and
the state.

skeskok

Overall, I identify three periods of changes in the attitude towards the local wars within
state and society and the military ethos itself. I use them to trace the process of militarization
and its impact on veterans’ associations and lives, and especially the growing rapprochement
of the state. During the first period, which lasted throughout the 1990s, the attitude to the war
in Afghanistan in Russian society was mostly negative. They were perceived as hostile,
traumatized people with PTSD and struggled to find jobs. Veterans felt isolated in their
communities and abandoned by the state which did not want to be associated with these lost
wars and declared both Afghan and Chechen campaigns meaningless. Besides, in the 1990s the
state lost its monopoly on violence and coercion, and a lot of veterans joined the new criminal
organizations which completely ruined their reputation in the society.

The second period which I would like to identify, started at the beginning of the 2000s and
Vladimir Putin’s presidency. This time, a large army reform and an active campaign of patriotic
mobilization and militarization started. It changed the attitude towards veterans and the army
in general. From outcasts and criminals, as they were perceived in the 1990s, they slowly started

turning into heroes. Veterans' organizations started to participate in government activities and
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obliged their members to take part in patriotic education of children. Veterans welcomed these
shifts in political discourse and revisited their past in favor of a more heroic one.

The third period started in the early 2010s, in the second decade of Putin’s leadership,
together with the escalating militarization of the political system which led to the revision of
the public’s attitude to the Afghan war and the use of veterans and their unions as one of the
pillars of government support. During this period, former soldiers obtained state permission for
the regular and legal show of force. They began to be used as a tool for supporting state
initiatives and suppressing protests. Finally, veterans’ organizations transformed into a new
state power structure and contributed to the overall institutionalization of violence. In addition,
the state continued to build a new discourse of patriotic mobilization and militarization. At the
level of rhetoric, the military resolution of conflicts has become permissible; the state has
effectively spread the image of a threatening external enemy. This led to the mobilization of
society and the consolidation of citizens and created an image of just, continuous and never-
ending war.

skoksk

Working on this thesis, I used the narrative analysis of oral history.'® It analyzes not only
the content of interviews or factual information but also the social context of them and the way
the narratives help to construct the identities of informants; which linguistic strategies they
follow. According to Richard Candida Smith, although interviews are ostensibly firsthand

testimony, personal experience often dissolved into deeply rooted oral cultural forms that

' T use theoretical works about oral history and narrative analysis written by Lutz Niethammer,
Alessandro Portelli, Gabriele Rosenthal and Richard Candida Smith. L. Niethammer, Voprosy k
nemetskoipamyati: Stat'i po ustnoi istorii, Moscow: Novoe izdatel'stvo, 2012.

A. Portelli, “What Makes Oral History Different” in R. Perks and A. Thomson (Eds.), The Oral
History Reader, London: Routledge, 1998, pp. 63-74.

G. Rosenthal, “The Narrated Life Story: On the Interrelation between Experience, Memory and
Narration” in K. Milnes, C. Horrocks, N. Kelly, B. Roberts, D. Robinson (Eds.) Narrative, Memory and
Knowledge: Representations, Aesthetics and Contexts, Huddersfield: University of Huddersfield Press,
2006, pp. 1 —16.

R. C. Smith, “Analytic Strategies for Oral History Interviews”, Handbook of Interview Research,
London: Sage Publications, 2019, pp.711-732.



provided a ready set of stereotypes for structuring memories and filling them with meaning.
The past often disappears into a narrative structure of plot turns and recurrent symbolic motifs
that embeds speakers in a particular discursive community.'®

Analyzing my interviews, | was interested less in events or deeds from my informants' lives
than in the meaning of those events and deeds for them and the way they talk of them. How do
my informants build their narratives, what do they consider important and what do they not
want to discuss? When do they use clichés or narrative structures borrowed from official
discourse? For instance, why, talking about their military experience in Afghanistan, do my
informants employ the tropes of recent mass media coverage, for instance, of the invasion in
Syria? What are the paradigmatic elements of their speech and what narrative forms and plots
are present in all my interviews? For example, every informant told me at least one story of a
soldier, saved by his brother-in-arms. Sometimes an informant could play one of these roles;
more often both of the actors were other people. Nevertheless, however narrated, a story of
battle brotherhood became a benchmark of human relations — I highlight this process in Chapter

3.

Sources and Fieldwork
In my analysis of these shifting attitudes to war and veterans in Russian society, I use two
main types of sources. The first one is official governmental regulations (for example, the
various state programmes for the “Patriotic Education of the Citizens of the Russian
Federation”) together with official documents of veterans’ organizations such as statutes,
handbooks, the texts of public talks and speeches given by their leaders, and news from their
official websites. These documents show the dynamic of changes in the engagement of the

veterans with the state alongside changes in the veterans’ approach towards their role in society.

' R. C. Smith, “Analytic Strategies for Oral History Interviews”, Handbook of Interview Research,
London: Sage Publications, 2019, p.713.
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For example, different editions of statutes clearly demonstrate the evolution of the roles that
veterans’ organizations choose for themselves and, at the same time, changes in the self-identity
of ex-soldiers and their attitude towards their military past. Moreover, I use transcripts of public
speeches of Russian highest officials and their articles and memoirs about the local wars and
patriotism to show how the official discourse of the wars has been evolving, and how the state

perception of the wars in Afghanistan and Chechnya have transformed from lost and shameful

into just and victorious.!”

Figure 2. Students of School 21 in the
city of Noginsk during a paramilitary
show for relatives of soldiers fallen in the
wars in Chechnya.!®

Besides these official sources, I use a number of oral interviews with war veterans, heads
of military unions, and directors of military museums. Even though the military conflicts [ want

to study are decades away from now, the oral history method makes it possible to come very

17T write about this in Chapters 1 and 2.
'8 The photo was taken during my fieldwork in Moscow region in September 2021.
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close to their participants and provides an opportunity to reflect in a new way on the past. |
hope the individual narratives of my informants will evolve into what historian Lutz
Niethammer called a “latent structure of meaning”.!® Such structures partly reveal collective
conditions of existence and the underlying individuality of experiences and show “thought
patterns that have internal consistency and historical specificity”. The absence of an in-depth
retrospective analysis of the wars means there is no conventional framework that otherwise
would shape the memories of ex-servicemen. Besides, most of my informants (with very few
exceptions, which mostly include public figures and heads of military unions) have never been
interviewed before and often constructed for the first time their identities through their oral
narratives while talking to me. That is one of the main advantages of this type of source. Given
my emphasis on the evolution of attitudes to the past, a characteristic of oral testimony which
is often taken as a minus — that it is inevitably transformed by present experience — becomes a
positive advantage.

skoksk

In total, I conducted 63 interviews.?’ In my thesis, I have used 26 of them. Some of the
interviews were less relevant for my needs here. After several interviews with them, I decided
to avoid professional soldiers of fortune, considering their experience exceptional and not
particularly relevant to my research. In addition, a group of interviews conducted recently and
dedicated to the creation of military museums and monuments, will be used in future research,
though the information in them has informed the background knowledge upon which I draw
here. All my interviews were semi-structured and consisted of two parts. In the first one, I
briefly asked informants about their military service in Afghanistan or Chechnya, including

how they became soldiers and what they had known about this war before they were

1 L. Niethammer, Voprosy k nemetskoi pamyati, p. 98.

2% For my research, I have been granted ethical approval from the Social Sciences and Humanities
Interdivisional Research Ethics Committee (the reference number is R67375/RE001). I was allowed to
obtain oral consent of my informants. In my questionnaire, I am leaning on ethical guidelines of the
British Oral History Society.
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conscripted. I tried not to ask for details of their service experience, in order to avoid
retraumatizing the informants. Despite this, most of the veterans voluntarily started sharing
their military experiences with me. Many of them told me that they had never talked about their
military service before. Not having access to psychotherapy or any psychological support, they
were afraid to share their disturbing or cruel recollections with their families. Many of my
informants were frank enough to share the most painful or traumatic episodes from their
military service. I still remember Ahmed from Makhachkala, who told me how once in
Afghanistan, he, aged 19 and a conscript, threw a grenade into a local hut, expecting an enemy
might be hidden there. When he entered the hut, he found a woman with her five children, all
killed by him. Ahmed said that he vividly remembered every detail of that hut and that he was
now rebuilding his life, always with this scene in his head. Since then, he had participated in
four other military campaigns. Just like the paramilitaries whom I met in Ukrainian Donbass,
some of my informants returned to the frontlines again and again.

In the second part of my interviews, the more important for me, which usually lasted longer,
I asked my informants about their lives after the end of their service: how they felt after coming
back home; what the attitude towards them in society was and how it had been changing; what
they thought of official discourses about the wars; to what extent they participated in veterans’
organizations and the patriotic education of children. I asked about their family life and post-
war itineraries; their involvement in paramilitary groups and mafia gangs of the 1990s
(surprisingly, my informants often talked of their criminal past voluntarily and even with some
pride); about the ways they remember their service and how they commemorate it. This part of
my interviews allowed me to reconstruct some elements of my informants’ self- and group
identity, collective memory and military ethos.

I started my fieldwork in the summer of 2019. In total, I visited six Russian regions:
Moscow and Moscow region (city of Odintsovo), Tver, Bryansk, Yekaterinburg and

Sverdlovsk region (city of Nizhniy Tagil), Chelyabinsk and a large number of cities and villages
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in the republic of Dagestan. All of these places have large communities of veterans and highly
visible organizations for them. Besides, they are located in different Russian administrative
district which gives geographical representativeness to my study.

Yekaterinburg became an important place for my fieldwork due to the significance of its
veterans’ community for the history of the city and the veterans’ movement in general. At the
beginning of the 1990s, the city became a centre of organized crime. A rise in visible crime was
then widespread in large Russian cities, but Yekaterinburg still stood out, with drug trafficking
and armed mobsters blatant in their activities. Notorious “Afghan gangs” terrorized the entire
city. In 1992, when local veterans found out that the flats they were supposed to receive as part
of their social benefits had been put on sale, more than 700 members of the Sverdlovsk Regional
Branch of the Union of Afghan Veterans seized two buildings with more than 400 flats. They
held the houses for two months until the authorities acknowledged that they could stay there.
As a participant in the seizure, my informant Dmitri, told me, after this, the whole city, including
children, was afraid of the veterans: “/[emu u3 coceonux 06opos k Ham Ha demcKyr nIOWAOKY
ne npuxoounu”.?! In two local cemeteries (Shirokorechenskoe and Severnoe), it is still possible
to find a lot of bizarre, elaborate and ostentatious gravestones commemorating members of the
“Afghan mafia”. One of them, Victor Kasintsev, killed in 1994 by members of another gang, is
buried together with his two bodyguards, also war veterans, whom he was gunned down with.

At the same time, Yekaterinburg became a centre of different grassroots veterans'
organizations. Already in 1984, a local Pedagogical University had set up a special faculty for
preparing teachers of pre-military instruction and physical training. The majority of its students
were Afghan veterans, and for more than a decade, the faculty became a sort of a self-help
organization that united veterans and helped them in adapting to civilian life. Nothing
comparable existed in other regions. In 1994, students of the faculty opened a small Museum

of the Afghan War, the first one in the country. Since the middle of the 1990s, a commercial

21 See Chapter 1 of this thesis.
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company, Taganskiy Ryad, which received its name from the big shopping centre in
Yekaterinburg, run by afgantsy, started providing social security for disabled veterans and
families of fallen local soldiers. According to my interviews with local informants, the company
is still doing it and continued sponsoring veterans’ families even during the Covid-19 pandemic
when the shopping centre was closed for many months.

Nizhniy Tagil is the only city I identified that has a strong organization that provides all
types of social security for veterans, from medical equipment (like prostheses and wheelchairs)
to kit for outdoor activities (like tents and kayaks). Besides, it offers veterans a counseling
service — the only one I found in Russia. The organization was started as a grassroots project in
the 1990s but became state-run in the 2010s. In Chapter 1 I describe the mechanism for such
appropriation.

In Tver, a large city in 180 km from Moscow, I interviewed members of a local veterans’
union who had repeatedly been brought to the capital and trained on how to suppress political
protests and disperse oppositional rallies. 1 was interested in interviewing ex-
combatantsfromDagestan due to their protests against the non-payment of veterans’ social
security benefits.

In September 2019, more than 40 veterans of the war in Afghanistan from all parts of
Dagestan gathered in the Park of Soldiers-Internationalists in Makhachkala, set up tents and
went on hunger strike. They demanded social benefits and the flats they were supposed to
receive under the Veterans' Law.?? Several of the strikers ended up in hospitals but, as they told
me, did not achieve anything. Their interviews were among the most critical towards the
contemporary Russian authorities. At the same time, even people who were ready to protest for
their benefits on the streets told me the same narrative about patriotism, support for the country

and a necessity to prepare children at schools for future wars.

22 Mostly, it is free housing, pensions and free medical care. See Federal'nyi zakon ot 12.01.1995 N 5-
FZ (red. ot 26.03.2022) "O veteranakh", <https://legalacts.ru/doc/federalnyi-zakon-ot-12011995-n-5-fz-
0/?>, accessed 18 May 2022.



Figure 3. Hunger strike by veterans of the

Afghan war in Makhachkala.?®
I choose Bryansk as the only city in Russia where a local branch of a big military union
had organized an anti-war rally. In September 2014, during the war in southeast Ukraine, about
a dozen Afghan veterans gathered in a central city square holding anti-war slogans. Later they
were harassed for this by both the local authorities and the heads of the military union. In
Chapter 1 I shall discuss in detail how under Putin’s regime veterans’ organizations evolved
into a pillar of government support, and how ex-soldiers' loyalty became a valuable asset for
the state's legitimacy. The members of the Bryansk military union, whom I interviewed, became

the only exception, and their protests caused a division inside the local veterans’ community.

2 "Glava 'Boevogo bratstva' Dagestana vstretilsya s veteranami afganskoi voiny, kotorye provodyat
zabastovku", Boevoe Bratstvo website, 9 October 2019. <https://bbratstvo.com/2019/10/09/glava-
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Another reason for my focus on this field site is that I was lucky enough to find and interview
Bryansk veterans who were deployed to Crimea in spring 2014 to participate in the process of
its occupation and annexation.

In Moscow, I have not obtained access to the leaders of big federal veterans’ unions, but I
was able to interview leaders of small ones, opened in different districts of the city, and heads
of museums dedicated to the local wars (one of them is located in the Moscow outskirts at
Perovo, the second one in the town of Odintsovo, not far from the capital). All of them had been
involved with the veterans’ movement since the start, and were rather sceptical about the current
attempts to unify it nationwide. Since the 2000s, the museum in Perovo, opened by the
community of veterans, has been under the control of the Ministry of Culture, like all other
museums in the city. Its founder, a former Afghan soldier, met me at the doors of the museum
and apologize, saying that he would talk to me later because of an ongoing online meeting with
the heads of the Ministry, whom he briefly described in several obscene words. The only
censored epithet among them was “corrupt”. Later, the director willingly told me how much
money had been stolen from the city budget in his museum alone. Despite this, though, he fully
supported the current president, federal authorities and Russian foreign policy.

My fieldwork in Chelyabinsk almost failed due to a reason which I was not able to foresee.
I arrived in the city at the weekend when the federal and local elections were being held. Most
of my potential informants, leaders of veterans’ alliances turned out to be observers at these
elections. They were monitoring them as members of the governing party United Russia and
did not have time to meet me. In our phone conversations, they sounded like busy governmental
officials and not leaders of humanitarian organizations. Nevertheless, my fieldwork failure
implicitly confirmed my hypothesis about the convergence of military alliances and the state.

skeksk

During my fieldwork, I found three criteria for potential informants (apart from their being

ex-combatants who had participated in the wars in Afghanistan and Chechnya). They should
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willingly self-identify as “veterans”, be affiliated with ex-soldiers alliances, local or federal,
and should have participated in commemorative practices connected with the local wars. My
goal was to find ex-combatants who had preserved their military identity and considered their
war experience important for them. I wanted to look at how their views and perceptions and
personal or collective (together with their brothers-in-arms) memory had been influenced by
state discourses and how they had reacted to changes in the official ideology and agenda of
veterans’ unions.

I used snowball sampling mostly, usually finding a familiar person in the veterans’
community and then interviewing his peers. The snowball method is widely used in Russia
because of trust issues. In most cases, without a link to someone familiar veterans would have
refused to talk to me.

Perhaps most strikingly, almost all of my informants (with just one exception, the organizer
of the anti-war rally in Bryansk) were loyal to the government and the Russian army; supported
the annexation of Crimea, the war in the Ukrainian South-East in 2014 and the Russian invasion
of Syria; shared the perception of Russia as a besieged fortress and the US and NATO as
enemies, and if not actively participating in state-run activities like “patriotic education” of
children, fully supported them. At first, I decided that my (snowball) sampling was not
representative enough. However, while in Bryansk, I asked my informant, a former organizer
of the anti-war rally, to help me in finding informants supporting anti-war views or at least less
militaristic, but it turned out that since 2014, when the rally was held, even those few veterans
who had participated in it had changed their political position. Thus, I can reasonably claim that
my informants represent a group that is homogenous, if not always cohesive, and shares the

views and concepts on which I focus in my discussion.
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Outline

My thesis consists of four interconnected chapters, arranged thematically. The first one is
focused on the discursive, political and social shifts of the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries, and relations between ex-soldiers, veterans’ alliances, society and the state
throughout this period. On the macro-level, I trace the shifts in the state discourse connected
with recent military campaigns, from a complete disregard for them in the 1990s to the wave
of militarization and patriotic mobilization that started in the 2000s and produced a new image
of just and victorious wars in Afghanistan and Chechnya and their participants as united, heroic
and ready for self-sacrifice. On the meso-level, I look at the creation and evolution of veterans’
unions from grassroots alliances (often established in opposition to the state or as criminal
gangs, and aimed at self-help and support) to big ideological institutions, dependent on the state
and offering support to governmental initiatives. The role of their members has also changed.
They are now obliged to participate in “patriotic” activities or not to be considered veterans
anymore. I claim that most of the veterans preserved their military identity and felt undervalued
and humiliated by the state in the 1990s and hence welcomed the new military discourse that
proclaimed them as defenders of the homeland. It strengthened their loyalty to the state and
made them more united.

My aim in this chapter is to trace the roots of veterans’ loyalty to the state, to show changes
in their self-identity and mass perception, and to describe how ex-soldiers are becoming one of
the drivers for the Russian state.

Building upon the findings from the first chapter, in the second one I continue tracing
changes in state-veterans relations, but take the war in Chechnya as a case study. I compare the
two Chechen wars in terms of public perception, media coverage and official narratives and
claim that, during the first one, the death of young draftees and large-scale marches of the
Committees of the Soldiers Mother to the city of Grozny, widely acknowledged by the mass

media, determined the attitude of society towards this war as bloody, shameful and senseless.
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The war created resentment against mass conscription and seriously damaged the image of the
army.

The second Chechen war also started with media reports about the exceptional brutality of
the troops and mass violation of human rights. However, the situation soon radically changed:
state agencies managed to taken control of media coverage and implement an information
blockade.

At the beginning of the 2000s, state actors started creating a new official discourse on the
Chechen wars. In it, propaganda merged both the wars into one narrative of military feats,
bravery, the self-sacrifice of soldiers and the unity of brothers-in-arms. The main symbol of this
war and military heroism in general became the paratroopers of the Sixth Company of the 76th
Airborne Division, killed in Chechnya, a myth that was completely detached from the real story.

I shall also analyze attitudes towards former Chechen soldiers who, after coming home,
experienced the same social stigmatization and abandonment by the state as Afghan veterans a
decade before, and who had the same feelings of resentment.

The third chapter of my thesis is focused on the legacies of local wars. I look at the ways
in which the military ethos penetrates postwar life, and how war veterans are "bringing the war
home” (like the veterans of the Vietnam war did previously). My analysis focuses in particular
on gender norms and the concept of masculinity in post-war society and how they were shaped
by the wars. I argue that army service has been crucial for shaping male identity. Ex-soldiers
firmly believe that a military man is the only real man and consider military service the only
proper method of male initiation. Masculinity, which traditionally has been “a prominent
component of military culture”,** forms the identity of soldiers and does not change after the
demobilization of ex-combatants. Morecover, the militarization of the 2010s made this

masculine image more widespread and a more widely accepted norm. In my thesis, I shall trace

2 L. Cooper, N. Caddick, L. Godier, ‘Transition from the Military into Civilian Life: an Exploration
of Cultural Competence’, Armed Forces and Society, vol. 44, no. 1, 2018, p. 159.

34



anumber of features that a “real man”, in the view of veterans, must have. For example, counter-
intuitively, he must not be proactive, but should follow orders and a military hierarchy, be ready
to obey and blindly support the official ideology.

I shall also examine the relation of ex-soldiers to violence and the way how violent
behaviour became a legitimate and integral daily practice, devoid of moral reflections. Besides,
I will trace how for servicemen the war became an “every day job”, a normalized practice whose
main goal is not military victory but the maturation and survival of soldiers and their comrades-
in-arms in extreme circumstances. I claim that the concept of war as a routine job and a way of
male initiation was aimed at hiding the ideological vacuum of the local wars.

If in the third chapter of my research I trace how veterans of the local wars are changing
social conventions, in the fourth one I show one of the ways in which they use to influence
society on a practical level. I examine the role of veterans in the implementation of the state
programmes of Patriotic Education. The first of such programmes (there were four in total)
aimed at children and adolescents was created in 2001, shortly after Putin's coming to power.
It had a militaristic character (some academics claim that militarism is an integral component
of what is called "patriotic education"?), was centered upon uniting citizens around the army
as a source of patriotic pride and to elaborate a new state ideology that should have substituted
the old Soviet one. The programmes involved veterans of local wars as an integral part of
patriotic events and classes for children. Every new five-year-long programme was designed to
increase the participation of veterans; the last one, the programme for 2016-2020, repeatedly
claimed the necessity to “increase the activity of veteran organizations in working with young
people” 2

In this chapter, I analyze the texts of the programmes and the ways the military unions

participate in their implementation. Alongside this, I look at the ex-combatants’ alliances that

3 A. Rapoport, ‘Patriotic education in Russia: Stylistic move or the sign of substantive counter-
reform?’ The Educational Forum, no. 73(2), 2009, p. 150.

26 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie grazhdan Rossiiskoi Federatsii na 2016-2020 gg.
<http://ivo.garant.ru/#/document/71296398>, accessed 20 July 2019.
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were established in the 2000s by the state precisely for “patriotic” work with children and
adolescents, and changes in the statutes and activities of older grassroots alliances. I claim that
at the beginning of the 2000s, they were taken under total state control and used for patriotic
activities mostly.

On top of that, I concentrate on changes in the discourses of veterans' organizations and
show how from the mourning of the fallen they start building the discourse of the glory of the
winners. I also argue that the heroic discourse of the Great Patriotic War (i.e. Second World
War) since the beginning of the 2010s was applied to all other military campaigns, including
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the wars in Chechnya and Syria.

In the conclusion, I examine the potential role of veterans' alliances in the 2022 war against
Ukraine. I also consider the relationship between my findings and questions relating to the
demobilization of veterans and its social impact in a broad sense, and several opportunities for

future research.

Historiography
My analysis of empirical materials is informed, throughout the discussion, by consideration
of published work on the nature and history of violence, detailed study of which goes back at
least three decades.?’ Literature on violence in Soviet and Russian history has also begun to
appear recently.”® However, there are still very few studies focused on the consequences of

conflicts on the territory of the former USSR. In order to construct a general analytical

7 For example, E. Straub, The Roots of Evil. The Origins of Genocide and Other Group Violence,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989; C. Browning, Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 11
and the Final Solution in Poland, London: Penguin Books, 2001.

28 For example, J. Sandborn, Drafting the Russian Nation: Military Conscription, Total War, and Mass
Politics, 1905—-1925, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002; D. R Shearer, Policing Stalin's Socialism:
Repression and Social Order in the Soviet Union, 1924-1953. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009;
J. Behrends, The Return to War and Violence. Case Studies on the USSR, Russia and Yugoslavia, 1979-
2014, London, New York: Routledge, 2017; J. Behrens, ‘War, Violence, and the Military during Late
Socialism and Transition. Five Case Studies on the USSR, Russia, and Yugoslavia’, Nationalities Papers,
no. 43(5), 2015, pp. 667-681; V.A. Tishkov, Obshchestvo v vooruzhennom konflikte (etnografiia
chechenskoi voiny), Moscow: Nauka, 2001.
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framework, I lean on publications about the legacies of military conflict and the return home of
ex-combatants® and the creation of paramilitary organizations with former combatants as
participants.’® Studies of legacies of the Vietnam War®' have proved particularly fruitful for
comparative purposes. For example, in her book Bring The War Home, Kathleen Belew makes
an argument that wars are not neatly contained in the space and time legitimated by the state.
They reverberate in other terrains, last long past armistice, and often come home in ways bloody
and unexpected.’? Yet despite its similarities with the war in Afghanistan (a large number of
casualties among both the soldiers and civilians; the negative attitude of the public towards the
war and its veterans and so on), the Vietnam war was in certain respects markedly different in
its effects. Soldiers of the Vietnam War brought violence to their home cities, just like veterans
of Afghanistan in the 1990s. However, Vietnam War veterans considered the state their enemy
and formed armed groups that opposed it. On the contrary, Soviet veterans were loyal to the
state from the very beginning and gradually became more and more dependent upon and
subordinate to it.*’

Among the large number of historical works devoted to the establishment and development
of the Soviet and Russian armies,** there were several that stand the test of time. Among them
is Ellen Jones’ Red Army and Society, the first study of the Soviet Armed Forces, published in

1985. It identifies the characteristics that were unique for the Red Army, compares the Red

¥ A comparative study of the outcomes of veterans in eight different countries: M.Crotty, N. J.
Diamant, M. Edele (eds.), The Politics of Veteran Benefits in the Twentieth Century, a Comparative
History, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2020. A research on coming home to the US of veterans of Iraq
and Afghanistan wars: A. Glantz, The War Comes Home: Washington's Battle against America's
Veterans, Oakland: University of California Press, 2009.

39 M. Galeotti, Russian Security and Paramilitary Forces since 1991, Oxford: Osprey Publishing,
2013.

3! For example, K. Belew, Bring the War Home: The White Power Movement and Paramilitary
America, Harvard University Press, 2018. A comparative study: N. Danilova, ‘Konstruirovanie voennogo
sindroma: sravnitel’nyi analis “v’etnamskogo” i “afganskogo” sindromov’, Peace and War: Cultural
Contexts of Social Aggression, Moscow: IVI RAN, 2005, pp. 231-248.

32 Belew, Bring the War Home, p. 11.

331 shall address this topic in Chapter 1.

3* For example, T. J. Colton, T. Gustafson (eds.), Soldiers and the Soviet State Civil-Military Relations
from Brezhnev to Gorbachev, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990; and Behrends, “War,
Violence, and the Military during Late Socialism and Transition.”
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Army with its foreign counterparts, gives a history of civil-military relations, and discusses
mechanisms of socialization within the armed forces, conscription policy, gender roles and
stereotypes within the army. All of this I found particularly useful for my research.?

Besides, I used some historical research on the Soviet invasion of Afghan,*¢ which gave
me a general idea of this military conflict and helped to compile a questionnaire for my
informants. Among the existing historiography, I would like to single out the monograph about
the impact of the Afghan War on Soviet and Russian society written by Mark Galeotti and
published in 1995. Particularly useful is Galeotti’s chapter about first afgantsy’” unions, a
subject which had never been studied before and has received no detailed attention since.

While the wars in Afghanistan and Chechnya have been researched quite thoroughly in
themselves, what happened to veterans of these wars has received far less attention. The same
was for many years also true of the soldiers fighting in the Great Patriotic War, who also
remained on the periphery of researchers’ attention for a long time. In 2008, this gap was filled
by Mark Edele and his detailed historical research on Great Patriotic War veterans’ return to
the USSR.*® Mark Edele also studied the history of the first Soviet military unions and their
struggle for independence. The archival data found by Edele is also of use in tracing the
background of the 1980-1990s military unions’ establishment.

Following Galeotti’s and Edele’s research, several other scholars addressed the history of

the veterans’ movement in the USSR,* and contemporary veterans’ alliances based on the

33 E. Jones, Red Army and Society, Boston: Allen and Unwin, 1985.

3% See, for example: R. Braithwaite, Afgantsy: The Russians in Afghanistan, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011; G. Feifer, The Great Gamble: the Soviet War in Afghanistan, New York: Harper
Collins, 2009.

37 The Russian word afgantsy as a notion of Afghan veterans as a joint group was first used by Mark
Galeotti in his book, mentioned below.

38 M. Edele, ‘Soviet Veterans as an Entitlement Group, 1945-1955°, Slavic Review, vol. 65, no. 1,
2006, pp. 111-137; M. Edele, Soviet Veterans of the Second World War: A Popular Movement in an
Authoritarian Society, 1941-1991. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2008.

39 See, for example: R. Dale, ‘Rats and Resentment; the Demobilization of the Red Army in Post-War
Leningrad, 1945-1950°, Journal of Contemporary History, no. 45, 2010, pp.113-133; Y. Ro’i, ‘The
Varied Reintegration of Afghan War Veterans in Their Home Society’, Journal of Soviet and Post-Soviet
Politics and Society, vol. 1, no. 2, 2015, p. 19-56.
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territory of the former USSR. One of the most important studies of how military experience and
identity were constructed and represented in veterans’ post-war lives was written by
anthropologist Serguei Oushakine.*® However, his research focused on the soldiers of the
Chechen wars only. Also, his interviews were collected at the beginning of the 2000s.
Oushakine’s main argument that ex-combatants framed their war past in terms of a business
exchange with the state*! (which substantially influenced other researchers) can be applied for
the community of afgantsy also. Nevertheless, I claim that this argument was relevant for the
1990s and the 2000s mostly, and that the relations of the state and veterans have changed
significantly since then.

If Oushakine mainly adopts a community-based approach, the sociologist Natalia Danilova
combines attention to institutions and to social practices; her long-standing, in-depth studies
address the social policy of the Russian army as well as gender stereotypes and the collective
memory of local wars.*? I cite her while talking about the financial and legal aspects of veterans’

welfare and perceptions of masculinity among ex-combatants. However, Danilova’s research

0'S. Oushakine, ‘Exchange of Sacrifices: Symbolizing an Unpopular War in Post-Soviet Russia’,
Fighting Words and Images: Representing War across the Disciplines, Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 2012; S. Oushakine, The Patriotism of Despair: Nation, War, and Loss in Russia, Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2009; S. Oushakine, ‘The Politics of Pity: Domesticating Loss in a Russian Province’,
American Anthropologist, no. 108(2), 2006, pp. 297-311.

! Oushakine, ‘Exchange of Sacrifices’, p. 188.

2 For research on veterans’ welfare and selected articles and a book focused on memory of the wars
see N. Danilova, 'Kollektivnye deistviya uchastnikov voiny v Afganistane v kontekste sotsial'noi politiki’, PhD
thesis, Saratov State University, Saratov, 2004. <https://www.dissercat.com/content/kollektivnye-deistviya-
uchastnikov-voiny-v-afganistane-v-kontekste-sotsialnoi-politiki>, accessed 17 June, 2020; N. Danilova, The
Politics of War Commemoration in the UK and Russia, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015; N.
Danilova, ‘Voennosluzhashchie, voiny-internatsionalisty, veterany: Dinamika pravovogo statusa, 1980-
2000°, Sociologicheskie issledovania, no. 10. 2001, pp. 77-85; N. Danilova, ‘Memorial'naia versiia
afganskoi voiny v Rossii’, Neprikosnovennyi Zapas, vol. 40/41, no. 2/3, 2005, pp. 149-161; N. Danilova,
“Veterans’ Policy in Russia: a Puzzle of Creation’, The Journal of Power Institutions, no. 6/7, 2007; N.
Danilova, ‘The Development of an Exclusive Veterans’ Policy: The Case of Russia’, Armed Forces and
Society, vol. 20, no. 10, 2009, pp. 890-916; N. Danilova, ‘Victory Day: Rituals and Practices of War
Commemoration’, Russia’s New Fin de Siecle. Bristol: Intellect Books, 2013, pp. 131-152; N. Danilova,
“Victims and Heroes. Commemorating the Russian Military Casualties in the Chechen
Conlflicts’, Chechnya at War and Beyond, Abingdon: Routledge, 2014, pp. 58-75.
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is concentrated on the legal and administrative aspects of the state-army relationships and not
the military ethos or veterans’ alliances which are the main focuses of my attention.*

One of the most holistic, detailed and multifaceted study on how post-Soviet states and
society have addressed the consequences of the war in Afghanistan is a special issue of the
Journal of Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Society called “Back from Afghanistan: The
Experience of Soviet Afghan War Veterans”.** It addresses different strategies used for
reintegration of ex-combatants into society in several post-Soviet countries. Besides, it analyzes
contradictions between the soldiers’ self-perceptions, post-war experiences, and the changes
faced by the veterans in the new social settings.* I found particularly useful an article written
by the historian Michael Galbas*® addressing the development of the relationship between state
institutions and Afghan veterans’ associations. He also considers the transformation of the
veterans’ self-image in post-Soviet Russia. However, I attempt to study relations between the
state and the veterans as a part of the process of ongoing militarization, and, unlike Galbas, am
more focused on their connection with changes in the official state discourse.

Among studies on the consequences of the local wars, most claim that soldiers bring
violence with them from the frontlines to their societies. Sociologists Elisabeth Sieca-
Kozlowski and Anna Le Huerou make the opposite argument. Studying the legacies of the war
in Chechnya, the researchers find a “complex spiral of brutalization”. They claim that the war

experience is transposed into episodes of postwar violence, but that is only the start. In societies

* Natalia Danilova also contributed to a corpus of studies of disabled war veterans. See, for example
N. Danilova, ‘Situatsiya ogranicheniya prav cheloveka: problem izmereniya (na primere veteranov-
invalidov’, Protection of Human Rights in the Modern World, Conference Papers. St. Petersburg:
Petropolis, 2001, pp. 25-37; N. Danilova, ‘Transformatsiya muzhestvennosti v proektivnoii real’noi
kar’ere invalidavoiny’, Gendernie issledovania, no. 6,2001, pp. 259-270; N. Danilova, ‘Geroi v bor’be
za svoi prava: Dvizhenie invalidov voin v Sovetskom Souze i Rossii’, Obshchestvennye dvizhenia v
Rossii: tochki rosta, kamni pretknovenia, Moscow: OOO ‘Variant’, 2009, pp. 59-82;

* F. Ackerman, M. Galbas (ed.), Journal of Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Society, vol. 1, no. 2,
2015.

* Ibid, p. 2.

4 M. Galbas, “Our Pain and Our Glory”: Strategies of Legitimization and Fictionalization of the
Soviet-Afghan War in the Russian Federation’, Journal of Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Society,
vol. 1, no. 2, 2015, pp. 91-132.
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where government policies implicitly or explicitly authorize violence, the pre-war lives of
soldiers are also shaped by that violence. In the case of the wars in Chechnya, military personnel
brought violence to the frontlines and then brought it home.*” I draw on the article of Le Huerou
and Sieca-Kozlowski in my chapter about the war in Chechnya. I also assume that their
argument is relevant to other military campaigns too.

Research on the movement of Soldiers' Mothers is also worth mentioning here. In the
1990s, this group of women, going to the military zone to find their missing or killed sons,
determined the attitude towards the first Chechen war.*® Despite a large number of media
publications about this unique phenomenon, it is still insufficiently studied by academics.
Nevertheless, at the beginning of the 2000s several articles were finally published.* Their
authors use the movement as a prism, allowing them to look at Russian society, gender roles in
the 1990s-2000s, and at the first Chechen war (which is relevant to my research). I was lucky
enough to interview the head of The Union of the Committee of Soldiers' Mothers, Valentina
Melnikova, in August 2019. I use her recollections and quote her arguments in three first
chapters of my work.

Another possible prism through which one can view the wars and their consequences is
Russian popular culture. In my work, I use Galina Zvereva’s articles on the image of the

Chechen wars in Russian cinema.’® At the same time, in my own research I focus on oral

7 A. Le Huerou, E. Sieca-Kozlowski, ‘A “Chechen Syndrome”? Russian Veterans of the Chechen
War and the Transposition of War Violence to Society’, War Veterans in Postwar Situations: Chechnya,
Serbia, Turkey, and Céte d’Ivoire, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012, pp. 25, 46.

8 T discuss this in the Chapter 2.

* See, for example: N. Danilova, ‘Pravo materi soldata: Instinct zaboty ili grazhdanskii dolg in S.
Oushakine, (ed.), Semeinye uzy. Moscow: NLO, 2004, pp. 188-210; E. M. Hinterhuber, ‘Between
Neotraditionalism and New Resistance-Soldiers’ Mothers of St. Petersburg’, Anthropology of East
Europe Review, vol. 19, no.1, 2001, pp. 139-152; S. Oushakine, 'Vmesto utraty: materializatsiya pamyati
i germenevtika boli v provintsial'noi Rossii', 4b Imperio, vol.2, 2004, pp.603-639.

9 G. Zvereva, ‘Chechenskaya voina v diskursakh massovoi kul'tury Rossii: formy reprezentatsii
vraga’, Obraz vraga, Moscow: OGI, 2005, pp. 302-335; G. Zvereva, “‘Rabota dlya muzhchin’?
Chechenskaya voina v massovom kino Rossii’’, Neprikosnovennyi zapas, vol.6, 2002,
<http://magazines.russ.ru/nz/2002/6/zver.html>, accessed 21 December 2021.



interviews, official state documents and occasionally memoirs®! and not on narratives provided
by cinema or fiction (though this is a wide, interesting and understudied field).

The recent book by Marléne Laruelle Is Russia Fascist? in which she examines accusations
of fascism towards Russia, also mentions the militia subculture which includes activists, the
Cossack troops, Youth Army movement, war veteran associations and so on. Laruelle notes
that this subculture exists in a symbiotic relationship with the authorities and plays a
multilayered role: it fosters social consensus around the regime and its values, but also enables
the power ministries to secure access to several hundred thousand patriotically minded and
trained citizens potentially ready to be recruited.’> Laruelle claims that the study of this
subculture has yet to be written. I partly fill this gap in my research, although the analysis of
other paramilitary groups is an important goal for the future research.

Above all, unlike existing research, I shall base my analyses on very recent interviews with
war veterans. [ hope that my engagement with my informants has been more extensive than in
existing research, and my interviews come from a wider range of places. I also use a large
number of related materials such as mass media publications, speeches of state officials, and
opinion polls results. All of this allows significant insights into the field I study. Previously,
most researchers have chosen one specific military campaign for their analysis. Unlike them, I
try to trace the personal identities, together with relations with the state, characterizing veterans
both the Afghan and the Chechen wars. Throughout my research, I compare them and their

consequences. Hopefully, this approach will allow me to create a more holistic view.

! For example B. El'tsin. Prezidentskii marafon. Moscow: AST, 2000; G. Troshev. Moya voina.
Zapiski okopnogo generala. Moscow: Vagrius, 2001.
<http://www.lib. u/MEMUARY/CHECHNY A/troshew.txt>, accessed 13 March 2021.

2M. Laruelle, Is Russia Fascist? Unraveling Propaganda East and West, Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 2021, p. 154.
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CHAPTER 1

From Outsiders to Heroes.

The Relations between Veterans, the Russian State, and Society

Figure 1. Storming of the Reichstag
model in the Patriot Park in Kubinka'

In April 2017, in the giant Patriot Park, a “military Disneyland”, opened two years earlier
in Kubinka, on the outskirts of Moscow, 7,000 people — 5000 spectators and 2,000 participants
— gathered for a re-enactment of the 1945 storming of the Reichstag. The reconstruction
involved dozens of tanks, circling planes, men dressed as Nazi soldiers falling to the ground in
flames and a giant model, supposedly, of the Berlin Reichstag. For some reason, the structure
used was a model of the contemporary reconstruction, with a glass dome designed by the British

architect Norman Foster.? In June 2018, the Russian army was granted a new ceremonial

! Photo made by RIA Novosti <http:// novayagazeta.ru/articles/2020/10/08/87436-chemu-chemu-
svideteli-my-byli>, accessed 20 May 2022.

2 S. Walker, “Replica Reichstag Stormed at Russian 'Military Disneyland", The Guardian, 24 April
2017. <https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/24/russians-storm-replica-reichstag-military-
disneyland-patriot-park>, accessed 5 April 2022.
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uniform — almost a total replica of the Stalin-era army uniform used by “the winners of 1945”3
In April 2019, the largest state-owned TV-company First Channel launched a new “Ilo6ena”
(“Victory”) station which broadcasted exclusively (and 24/7) “about the most important event
in the last century’s national history - Victory in the Great Patriotic War*. In December 2021,
the state federal organization Rospatriotcentr (Russian Centre for Civil and Patriotic
Education of Children and Youth) opened the All-Russia Patriotic Forum for 600 people
(another 4,500 had to attend online) where it presented the Patriot Award-2021 and hold panel
discussions on topics like "Natural Heritage as an Object of National Pride and a Basis for
Raising Patriotism", "Protection of the Fatherland: Duty or Calling?", "Prevention of
Destructive Behaviour among Young People" and "Media Trends of Modern Patriotism".’
Sergei Kiriyenko, Presidential Administration deputy chief of staff, praised the attendees for
doing “sacred work.”

Much of the news about historical memory and the Russian army sounds grotesque. But it
is worth taking seriously. Within two decades, Russia has pursued an unprecedented campaign
of patriotic mobilization; has encouraged national pride by commemorating martial victories of
the past; has participated in military campaigns in South Ossetia, Ukraine and Syria; has started
an expansion of defence industries; and recreated the image of its army by transforming it into,
according to an independent Levada Centre poll, the most trusted of Russian institutions (63%

of informants voted for it) -- more popular than the Russian president (60%) or secret services

(48%).

3A. Soldatov, “Russian Army is Boosting Image and Influence”, Raamop Rusland, 24 April 2019.
<https://www.raamoprusland.nl/dossiers/militair-beleid/1273-russian-army-is-boosting-image-and-
influence>, accessed 15 October 2020.

* The TV-channel’s official site <https://pobeda.tv/about>, accessed 5 April 2022. As the website
shows, the TV-channel’s programmeremained changed after the beginning of the Russian-Ukrainian war.

> The official Forum website: < https://xn----7sbplabhgvngcojjkdlaq7c.xn--p1ai/forum-day-events/6>,
accessed 5 May 2022.

® A Troianovski, I. Nechepurenko, V. Hopkins, “How the Kremlin Is Militarizing Russian Society”,
The New York Times, 21 December 2021. <https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/21/world/europe/russia-
military-putin-kremlin.html>, accessed 5 May 2022.

7 “Institutsional'noe doverie”, Levada Centre, 24 October 20109.
<https://www.levada.ru/2019/10/24/institutsionalnoe-doverie-5/>, accessed 2 October 2020.



In the Soviet Union before the Brezhnev era, the army had relatively little impact on
politics. Under Brezhnev, ties were closer (given the leader’s own contacts in the armed forces),
but in the Yeltsin era, the army was a low priority and commemoration of the “Great Patriotic
War” sharply declined. Already in the early Putin years, there was a shift to more emphasis on
the War and more support for the armed forces, but the big change came only recently. In 2012,
after his return for a third term, Vladimir Putin appointed his most loyal ally, Sergei Shoigu, as
the Minister of Defence, and money was poured into the army and the military-industrial
complex.?

From 2007 to 2011, the massive “New Look” army reform was conducted. According to
military analysts, Russia’s main goal was to achieve regional military dominance, and the
reform aimed to optimize troops’ readiness and deployability.? It also put an end to the mass-
mobilization army that formed the basis of the Tsarist Army and its Soviet and Russian
successors since 1874.1° Since 2008, the army became mostly professional. According to The
International Institute for Strategic Studies, while Russia’s armed forces today are far smaller
than those of the Soviet era, conventional military capabilities are now at their highest since the
Russian armed forces were formed in 1992.!!

At the same time, the expansion of the Russian defence industry got underway. Since 2010,
Russian international arms trade has soared, particularly in the aviation sector and for air
defence systems.!? Russia remains the world’s second largest arms exporter (a long way behind

the USA, with 19% market share rather than 39%) but significantly ahead of France (11%),

¥ A. Soldatov, “Russian Army”.

? R.A. Bitzinger, N. Popescu, eds., Defence Industries in Russia and China: Players and Strategies,
European Union Institute for Security Studies, 2017, p. 28.

10G. P. Lannon, “Russia's New Look Army Reforms and Russian Foreign Policy”, The Journal of
Slavic Military Studies, no. 2, 2011, p. 26.

" The International Institute for Strategic Studies. Russia’s Military Modernisation: An Assessment,
Abingdon: Routledge, 2020. <https://www.iiss.org/publications/strategic-dossiers/russias-military-
modernisation>, accessed 14 October 2020.

12 Bitzinger, Popescu, Defence Industrie, p. 20.
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and, according to military experts, the country has rapidly increased its military exports.'?
Within 15 years (2005-2015), the Russian defence budget itself doubled in size and reached 4%
of GDP.'* The army thus became an effective mechanism both of legitimation for the regime
inside the country and of political influence abroad.Political analysts agree that the Kremlin
wants to reassert itself as a great power by displaying its military might.'>

Besides, the Kremlin has fostered a wave of patriotic mobilization and military-tinged
patriotism inside Russia. It has constructed a new discourse of national pride which includes
glorification of past military successes, politicizing of historical memory, creation of
the Great Patriotic War cult and new enemy images, and the inculcation of “traditional values”,
and it has made Russia return “to the traditional form of survival for Russian autocracy: the
‘besieged fortress’”.!®

Since the beginning of the 2000s, almost all state institutions, as well as the Russian
Church, Cossack and veterans’ organizations and specially created institutions like the Military
Historical Society or All-Russia "Young Army" National Military Patriotic Social Movement
Association (“FOnapmus’), have been involved in the system of patriotic mobilization. Their
numbers and assertiveness are growing alongside the rise of Russian involvement in different
military interventions abroad.!”

As political analysts agree, patriotic mobilization is, on the one hand, a means of

straightening the president’s rule and consolidating Russian citizens around the flag in the face

of a phantom threat'®. On the other hand, mounting patriotic sentiment is a way to achieve

13 <https://www.statista.com/statistics/267 13 1/market-share-of-the-leadings-exporters-of-
conventional-weapons/>

" Ibid.

"5 Ibid, p. 28.

16 L. Shevtsova, “The Survival Paradigm”, Carnegie Moscow Centre, 14 October 2014,
<https://carnegie.ru/2014/10/21/survival-paradigm-pub-57003>, accessed 14 October 2020.

17 «Patriotic Mobilization in Russia”, International Crisis Group Report, 2018.
<www.crisisgroup.org/europe-central-asia/caucasus/russianorth-caucasus/251-patriotic-mobilization-
russia>, accessed 13 October 2020.
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May 2014. < https://carnegie.ru/commentary/55647>, accessed 14 October 2020.
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popular support for Russia’s new and more assertive foreign policy and the standoff with the
West, to legitimize military interventions in former Soviet space as well as further afield, and
to help neutralise or offset — at least temporarily — the political impact of coercive international
measures such as sanctions.!”

The army reform and new military campaigns together with the instilling of patriotic
sentiment influence the public image of the army. Having strong residual support among
citizens even before the reform,?’ the army became more popular after it. According to polls,
the public’s attitude to the army had started to change in 2014, after the beginning of the
Donbass war and, later, the invasion of Syria, and recently reached new height?'. In April 2019,
Russian Public Opinion Foundation (POF, «dona “O6mectBernoe maenue’») conducted a poll
which showed that 61% of informants agreed with the statement that “every young man must
pass through obligatory military service”. 56% of informants considered military service as
prestigious, 72% called in “a school of life”’, and 45% claimed that they would like to see their
children becoming officers or regular members of armed forces.??

Although POF is known for its pro-governmental position (it has mostly held opinion polls
for the Presidential Administration and Russian government??), the survey conducted 6 months
later by the independent Levada Centre showed exactly the same results. 60% of Levada’s
informants agreed with the statement that “a real man must serve in the army”.?* That was the

highest rate since 1997 when the first poll with such a question was held.?

19 “Patriotic Mobilization in Russia”.

2% See, for example N. Danilova, “The Development of an Exclusive Veterans’ Policy: The Case of
Russia”, Armed Forces and Society, vol. 20, no. 10, 2009, pp. 890-916.

2! “Rekordnoe chislo rossiyan nazvali sluzhbu v armii obyazannost'yu muzhchiny”, RBK, 18 June
2019. <www.rbc.ru/politics/18/06/2019/5d077f9¢9a7947400080b1a2>, accessed 2 October 2020.

22 “Sluzhba v armii i prestizh professii voennogo. Otnoshenie k sluzhbe v armiii k voennym”, Fom.ru.
25 April, 2019. < https://fom.ru/Bezopasnost-i-pravo/14199>, accessed 2 October, 2020.

23 POF claims this in its corporate website <http://corp.fom.ru/clients/category/1>, accessed 4October,
2020.

24 “Ipstitutsional'noe doverie”, Levada Centre, 24 October 2019.
<https://www.levada.ru/2019/10/24/institutsionalnoe-doverie-5/>, accessed 2 October 2020. However,
only 15% of informants claimed that military service should be obligatory. 50% would prefer to see
professional army with contract-based recruitment, and 26% voted for half professional, half conscription
system.

23 “Rekordnoe chislo rossiyan nazvali sluzhbu v armii obyazannost'yu muzhchiny”.
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In the new Russia, the attempts to use the cult of the Great Patriotic War for the instilling
of patriotic sentiment began in the very beginning of the 2000s,%¢ although the manipulations
of the memory of the war emerged much earlier, in the middle of the 1960s, when Leonid
Brezhnev’s government started searching for new sources of its legitimacy.?’” However, for a
long time, the “Great Patriotic War” (GPW) was the only military victory used for propaganda
purposes. More recent war campaigns were deeply unpopular, including the first (after the
GPW) big war, following the invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. In 1991, according to Levada
Centre’s poll, 69% of informants called the invasion of Afghanistan “a state crime”.?®

Nevertheless, in its push to promote the militaristic glory ethos, the contemporary patriotic
mobilization turned to this unpromising war, and, later, to the also unpromising if more
successful military campaigns in Chechnya. In this chapter, I shall attempt to trace how the state
has built a new image of these unpopular wars and has started to use it in the new patriotic
mobilization campaign. Besides this, more generally, I shall concentrate on the relationship
between the Russian state, society, wars veterans and their associations. I shall analyze the
history of the attitudes adopted by state institutions and the general public towards the wars in
Afghanistan and its participants.

If one compares the process of demobilization in Russia and most other countries, a

fundamental difference emerges. Veterans from other parts of the world, from US soldiers

returning after the Vietnam War,? to the participants of the civil war in Zimbabwe,** have
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generally built their new civil identities on confrontation with the state. I hypothesize that in
Russia, by contrast, veterans have acquired a sense of loyalty to the state and have formed the
core of the government’s support. Currently, veterans’ unions are united with patriotic
movements; many of their leaders have become high-ranking politicians. They repeatedly
participate in pro-government political actions and help to build the central narratives of state
propaganda. I assume that, after feeling betrayed and neglected in the 1990s, the veterans and
their communities felt, with the start of the patriotic mobilization campaign, that they were
finally starting to receive what they deserved. They welcomed the shifts in the state rhetoric
and attitude towards them, and became active and sincere participants of the new state
propaganda campaign. The state has secured loyal and united supporters who were ready to
follow commands and, besides, enhanced state legitimacy.

Using interviews with veterans of Afghan war which I collected during my fieldwork, in
the following chapter, I will trace the roots of the loyalty of veterans, show changes in their
self-identity and mass perception, and analyze how ex-soldiers are becoming a political tool

and one of the key drivers in supporting the Russian state.

Military Service in Russia in the 20th Century: Living on the Edge of War

The militarist component has strongly influenced Russian national identity over a
significant period of time. According to political analyst Alexander Golz, the myth that the
country has always defended itself against countless external enemies was persistently
disseminated for centuries, and, therefore, the desire to defend the Motherland (and hence

respect for the army) has become an inherent attribute of every citizen.!

1A, Golz, “Glavnoe prepyatstvie voennoi reformy— rossiiskii militarizm”, Pro et Contra, no. 3,
2004, p. 59.
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After 1917, the country spent decades fighting internal wars (including conflicts with
“internal enemies”, such as collectivization) as well as external wars, and then constantly
preparing for the next ones, establishing special social institutions and practices around the
army and creating rhetorics of searching for internal enemies and external threats.*? In other
words, militarism is a real part of the Russian political landscape and constitutive in important
ways of Russian social realities.

According to sociologist Lev Gudkov, the cult of the army in the USSR took shape at the
very beginning of the 1930s, although at that time there was little likelihood that another state
would attack the USSR: the creation of a powerful army was one of the policies developed by
Stalin to strengthen the regime. By the end of the decade, a central ideological justification for
strengthening the repressive regime had become the inevitability of world war.**This feeling of
living on the edge of war declined after the Stalin’s death, but grew up again in various periods
of the Cold War, and eventually became so ingrained that it was elevated into a key trait of
national identity.

Researchers agree in terming the relations between the soldiers, the party, and society at
large not just co-existence, as in some other countries (particularly neutral ones), but
symbiosis.>* Lev Gudkov states that the army was a model of the Soviet state, with its rigid
hierarchy, centralized repressive control, a monopoly on the means of coercion, weak functional
differentiation, strict disciplinary codes, repression of individual autonomy and freedom, and

the absence of diverse sources of information.*

32 See, for example, O. Kucherenko, Little Soldiers: How Soviet Children Went to War, 1941-1945,
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011.

33 L. Gudkov. “The Fetters of Victory. How the War Provides Russia with its Identity”,

Redaktion Osteuropa, 5 March 2005, p. 40. <https://www.zeitschrift-
osteuropa.de/hefte/international/eurozine-en/the-fetters-of-victory>, accessed 20 July 2020.

3% See, for example: D. Herspring, Russian Civil-Military Relations, Bloomington and Indianapolis:
Indiana University Press, 1996; N. Danilova, “Veterans’ Policy in Russia: a Puzzle of Creation”, The
Journal of Power Institutions, no. 6/7, 2007.

35 Gudkov, “The Fetters of Victory”, p. 43.
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Compulsory military service, when instituted in 1939, was announced as a privilege, “the
sacred duty and honourable obligation of every Soviet citizen”.*® This law not only made 2-5
years of military service (the length of service depended on the branch of the armed forces in
which recruits served) obligatory for all Russian male citizens but also “removed the social
class criterion in assignation of service’” and equalized citizens before service discipline. As a
result, the army proved to be a means to social and territorial mobility for a large number of
Soviet citizens in the countryside (who before 1974 were otherwise tied to the collective or state
farms where they resided), and a common route to career advancement for all socially
disenfranchised citizens. Another possible career path was the police service. However, in
contrast with the army one, it was perceived by society as a part of a state authoritarian force,
encounters with which were best avoided.*® Thus, it was not popular as a career destination
even among disadvantaged members of society.

At the same time as ensuring mobility, however, universal conscription also had a
stabilizing effect: in particular, it contributed to the reproduction of militarism in the USSR.
The lessons of patriotism and loyalty, first delivered through the Komsomol, were reinforced
and cemented in the Soviet army.*” It is generally agreed that Soviet education was designed to
promote obedience and martial skills rather than free thought: “It was believed that someone
who does not know how to disassemble and reassemble a Kalashnikov rifle is not capable of
love for the Motherland”.*

From the 1930s onwards, most Soviet men, whatever their generation and ethnic

background, had some experience of army service, even if this was only introductory courses

36 «Zakon SSSR o vseobschei voinskoi objasannosti”, 1939.
<http://www.soldat.ru/doc/law/law_war/war1939.html>, accessed 3 July 2020.
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at school or university; from the Finno-Soviet War until the late 1960s, the majority served for
a substantial period of time. Even those who were sceptical about Soviet values more generally
sometimes retained an attachment to military ideals, or at least to the belief that the army was
well-disciplined, a peace-keeping force, and so on. At the same time, from the 1970s onwards,
the levelling function of the armed forces was eroded by the fact that Russians from the more
privileged sectors of society largely avoided service (through higher education exemptions or
medical exemptions). In other words, military service in this later period served to sustain and
reinforce traditional patterns of male behaviour in the less advantaged strata of the Russian
population, and had a crucial role in constituting male identity.*!

It was the army that claimed to be the "keeper of the best in people and the system",** a
model for the creation of "values of service, selflessness, duty."** As Lev Gudkov has argued,
these claims had a broader political resonance: military virtues like “heroism, loyalty, readiness
for self-sacrifice, courage, obedience, steadfastness (and) fortitude comprised a particularly
important area of action for the semantics of Soviet power”.**

Nevertheless, a respectful attitude towards the army overall does not always correlate with
an equally admiring attitude towards veterans of individual military campaigns. For a long time
the Second World War was the only officially celebrated war in the history of the Soviet Union,

and its veterans the only ones recognized as “veterans” at all.** According to Soviet military

legislation, only ex-soldiers of this war were considered as war veterans with the relevant social

11 discuss it in Chapter 3.

2 A. Levinson, “Proshchai, oruzhie!”, Neprikosnovennyi zapas, n0.2, 1999.
<https://magazines.gorky.media/nz/1999/2/ob-estetike-nasiliya.html>, accessed 2 July 2020.
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benefits.*® Other ex-military personnel, even ones who had fought or been injured in Soviet

military operations, did not have rights to special welfare or medical treatment.’

Society and Veterans: “We Did Not Send You There”

In 2019, one of my informants, Ali, a Dagestani born in 1968, described the welcoming
attitudes he experienced after he returned home from military service in the beginning of 1980s:

“Kax sac ecmpemunu nocne apmuu?”’

“Uluxapno. Omo 6v110 6006we... Heyoobno OvLi0, 100U BbIXOOUNIU, HACMOILKO MEHS
yeaxcanu, HeyOoOHO 51 mak cebsi Yy8cmeosd, He 000 uziuwHee eHumanue... Ho xoeda
npuexan, Ko20a y3HAeanu, 4mo s ageauey, mo oadce xyaueanvl 6 Xacasopme... Pazbopku
OvLIU, MeHA Xomenu KuHyms, He saniamume. Tam komnauus 6wina, wecmepo ux. M s,
ecmecmeenHo, nauan [Opamwscs]... M yoocmosepenue y meHs ewvinano... M mam kmo-mo
kpuxuyn. "Agheaney on!" Ocmanosunucs. "Eciu umo Hyxcno — obpawatica”, myoa-ciooa.
Ymo camoe umnmepecHoe, OHU 6000We CUNbHbIE XYAUSAHbL ObLIU, O0axdce He XYIUeaHul,
banoumot”.

The attitude towards afgantsy as a group was similarly volatile, and varied considerably
over the course of time.

During the first 5-6 years of the Afghan war, its details, goals, expenses, casualties and
military operations were unknown to Soviet citizens. The dissemination of unofficial
information (for example, by the soldiers themselves) was prohibited.*> Even propaganda

newspapers published in Soviet bases in Afghanistan were censored.*’ The state started to
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publish official information about the course of the war as late as 1983-1984 — “When
Andropov came to power”, explains one of the military journalists.’® Presumably, this followed
a standard pattern whereby Soviet leaders strove to distance themselves from the previous
leader’s policies.

At the same time, Soviet media started building an official heroic narrative of the war.
Sociologist Natalia Danilova, in her research on the commemoration of war victims, carried out
a discursive analysis of Soviet press coverage which enabled her to construct a typical story of
the “average” Soviet soldier as represented in the media. He was a competent if not outstanding
pupil at school, ambitious and loyal to his family, the authorities, the party, and Soviet society.
He went voluntarily to Afghanistan to carry out his “sacred international duty,” and he laid
down his life for revolutionary ideals and the peaceful future of this mighty country.
Alternatively, he returned home after successfully fulfilling his “sacred international duty,” set
records at work and was an example to other youth.>!

The media campaign worked well, and the first returnees from Afghanistan were greeted
as national heroes, while thousands of new recruits all over the country were keen to fulfill their
own “sacred international duty” in the foreign land, to an extent that can sound grotesque in
retrospect. “4I nomnio, 6 18 1em s becan 6 soenxomam, 2pybo 2080psi, 83AMKU 0ABAN, YMOObL
meHs omnpasunu [6 Ageanucman], maco npunocun cywenoe”. (From the interview with
Shamil, city of Makhachkala).

At the same time, idealizing the war was becoming more of a challenge. Although the rising
numbers of war casualties were concealed, rumours about them were spreading through Soviet
towns, reinforced by the regular arrival of flag-draped coffins coming back from the foreign

land. A large number of injured or disabled soldiers started returning to the USSR. By the end

them. (A.Kolotilo, “3341 den' muzhestva i geroizma”, Ehntsiklopediya Ministerstva oborony RF.
<http://encyclopedia.mil.ru/encyclopedia/history/more.htm?id=11630270@cmsArticle>, accessed 15
May 2020.
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of the 1980s, men with missing limbs, singing military songs and begging on the streets or in
the metro became an important feature of the Soviet urban landscape.

The main shift both in official policies towards ex-soldiers and in the public attitude
towards them occurred during the final years of the war in Afghanistan when Soviet society
was finally allowed to become more familiar with the details of the war, though even then, only
in a limited way. On 10 May 1988, the Central Committee of the Communist Party published
a confidential report with (very limited) information about the war and few figures: the death
toll (13310 killed, 35478 wounded, and 311 missing) and annual financial cost (5 billion
roubles).’> The same year, veterans of the war in Afghanistan received the first official status
of “sounvi-unmepnayuonarucmol” (“warrior-internationalists ). This was inferior (in terms
of both welfare and prestige) to the status of the Great Patriotic War veterans, but better than
the position of any other Soviet war veterans.

This timid beginning accelerated as perestroika, the official rhetoric of transparency and
the policy of glasnost did their job: the attitude towards the war became more and more negative
from year to year. In June 1989, in his speech at the Congress of People's Deputies of the USSR,
Andrei Sakharov™ called the Afghan war “a criminal adventure undertaken by unknown
persons” and “enormous crime against the motherland.”* Just six months later, the Soviet
government officially acknowledged that the war had been a mistake which “deserves moral
and political condemnation".> The attitude of society changed consequently.

When in 1991 the respected sociological Levada Centre asked Russians whether the Soviet
troops should had been fighting in Afghanistan until they had won the war, only 4% agreed

with this statement while 80% were opposed to it.°® This attitude did not change over time. In
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1999, in another Levada Centre poll, 88% of respondents said that it was unnecessary to invade
Afghanistan in December 1979. 69% agreed that the invasion was a state crime.’’

Predictably, the societal attitude to Afghan veterans shifted from greeting them as heroes
to their stigmatization as war criminals. They still received official “welcome home”
ceremonies, but the veterans started calling these “the false face of welcome”.>® Society —
outside the rituals — met soldiers with anger and fear, and the overriding sentiment of the
returning afgantsy was also anger. According to historian Yaacov Ro’i, who interviewed
soldiers in 1991, 13% of his informants visualized themselves on returning home as
insufficiently appreciated heroes; 34% - as people to whom society owed a debt; and 53% as
pawns in a political game.>® On a personal level, the former soldiers found themselves
increasingly misunderstood, judged and marginalized.®® My informant Nikolai came back from
Afghanistan to his home city of Bryansk in 1985. He bitterly remembered that he had came
back “ne max kax eepoii, Ho HopmanvHo, 6cmpeuanu no-uyenogeyecku” but within a few years
he found himself in social isolation: "Kozda st 6cmpeuancs c monooot moeii [6yoyweti] scenot,
ee noopyau Kaxk-mo oaxce 60A1UCh N0OX00ums K Ham”’. Answering my question as to when
exactly he noticed this shift, Nikolai also pointed out not a time period but the political leader:
“Omo mauano menamovca 80 6cem obwecmee, HaGepHOe, HO, el KOHKPEMHO HAC ONYCMUIU
Hudice naunmyca, npu Envyune, (...) mozoa oenee yoice Hu20e He CMAaHOBUNLOCH. ™

Throughout the 1990s, the war was remembered as disgraceful, unnecessary, and a signal
defeat. Soon, however, according to military psychologist Elena Senyavskaya, the collapse of
the USSR, the economic crisis, a change in the social system and bloody feuds on the borders

of the former Soviet Union led to the decline of popular interest in the Afghan war, and to
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afgantsy as well.’! Two of my informants, a relatively prosperous Muscovite and a disabled
Dagestan villager, remembered this period in a similar way:

“JIroou 6w 8vlOpoweHbl obwecmseom. He 6b110 Hu mo2o, HU NCUX0N0208 U HAOO ObLLO
KaKk-mo evlicueams. Bom kax Odemeil 6biOpocunu 6 mope: KMo HAYYUMCA NIA6AMb, MOM
HAYYumcs, Kmo e Hay4yumcs — mom ymonem. Y nac mo dxce camoe. Muozue y nac smo camoe
He odonenu u ocobenno cnupmmoe. QOOun nui-nui u nogecuics om 2ops. M makux muozo mam”.
(From the interview with Vladimir, Moscow).

“Bonvuwuncmeo ageanyes no Poccuu cnunucv, 5 3uarw. (...) Borvwuncmeo, komopwvie
HORNAIU OO 2MY 80JIHY, IMO NPEOAmenrbCmeo 20cCmpykmyp. Ecme momenmul, koeoa nuuno me
6 Mo3zooxe Cmapodyboyesa — nomuio ghaamunuio oasice mou JHCeHWUHbl,— 8 Kacce MHe
ckazana: ‘Mol sac myoa ne omnpasisiau”. Bom sma ¢paza... Eciu 6v1 51 cam He CMONKHYACA
¢ amum... [s vl ne nosepun] . (From the interview with Ali, Leninaul).

In 1995, the status obtained by veterans in 1988 was enshrined in the "Law on Veterans".%?
Disabled ex-servicemen gained pensions and a minimum level of medical care. But the welfare
support provided to them was much lower than to the veterans of the Great Patriotic War. Ex-
soldiers were divided even by title. Afgantsy were called not “war veterans” but “semepanut
6oeewix Oeticmeuti” (combat veterans)®®. The law confirmed that in the state discourse, the

Great Patriotic War was still the main and the only real war, and its combatants, the only real

veterans.*
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Besides, from the beginning of the 1990s, all afgansty whom I interviewed became familiar
with the phrase “M&I Bac Tyna e mocsuiamu” (“We didn’t send you there”). It became a symbol
of the neglect of ex-soldiers from both state and society. Moreover, society, frightened by the
"Afghan syndrome" and media publications about veterans struggling with PTSD and
becoming potentially aggressive, further stigmatized and marginalized them, as it happened
with Vietnam veterans in the USA previously. As all of my informants noted, after coming back
home, they found themselves in social isolation within their communities. Ravshan, a taxi driver
from the Dagestan capital Makhachkala, told me that he frequently heard that if a soldier served
in Afghanistan “amo yoice 6cé — mvi OvLn Ha Botine, Myl Yoice ncuxuvecku usmenuncs. Eeo

NCUXUKA HAPYUleHd OUHOU .

The New State Discourse of the War in Afghanistan: Unity and Heroism

At the beginning of the 1990s, not only society but the state too shied away from dealing
with the consequences of the war. Having been directly involved in shaping the military identity
of the soldiers, it abandoned them after their service was over. The negative attitude to the war
affected attitudes towards the state officials and, as Michael Galbas shows, hastened reluctance
to accept the legitimacy of Soviet rule and of the Soviet army.®> After the dissolution of the
Soviet Union, no state official wanted to be remembered in the context of this inglorious war.
Moreover, public indifference or hostility to the outcome of the war left no ground for signs of
social respect that ex-soldiers expected.®¢

Notably, according to my interviews with ex-soldiers, from the 1990s, they expected to
receive recognition from the state not so much in the form of medals, memorials and

publications in the media, but rather in the form of social benefits and welfare. According to
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59
Serguei Oushakine, veterans®’ endowed the notions of money and debt with a strong moral
connotation, so often economic benefits were presented as a logical sign of respect.®®

Most of the afgantsy whom I interviewed bore out these patterns. They told me detailed
stories of their long-standing struggle for social benefits, which clearly evolved into stories
about praise and respect. Talking about soldiers’ problems with obtaining jobs and the state’s
lack o assistance to them, Nikolai from Bryansk made a direct link between the moral and
financial debts that the country owed to veterans: “Ecau éracms noceiiaem, Poouna-mame
noculiaem 8 apmuio — 3HaAYum, U NOcie apMuu OOJNICHbL €20 6CMpemums Kak yenogexa’.
Finishing his narrative about the closure of a special state shop where veterans had been able to
buy goods at reduced prices, ex-soldier Ali concluded: “I'ocydapcmeo nosepnynoce x Ham
chunou”.

Ali was by no means wrong in his analysis. I would also argue that amidst the ongoing
economic crisis of the 1990s, the state admitted its powerlessness in maintaining the well-being
of veterans and passed this responsibility onto them, their families and, particularly, the unions.
The establishment of the latter, the state strongly advocated.

However, from the middle of the 1990s, the state tried to shift public rhetoric from "Msi
Bac Tyjaa He mocmanu" to an emphasis on the courage and heroism of soldiers and their
faithfulness to the military oath. Such justification, as Michael Galbas claims, served the cause
of rehabilitating the Afghan veterans, supporting their social reintegration, lending them new
prestige and also strengthening political ties with the veterans and winning their political
support.®” Nevertheless for veterans, with the close link that they made between welfare and
respect, the change of the rhetoric was definitely insufficient. In line with their earlier strategies,

the veterans preferred to present themselves as victims of the state, making the state responsible

for their wellbeing.

67 Serguei Oushakine is referring to veterans of the Chechen war but it can be applied towards afgansty
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At the very beginning of Vladimir Putin's first presidential term, a new state discourse of
the war in Afghanistan began to emerge. A key early example was Putin’s address
commemorating the eleventh anniversary of the troops’ withdrawal in 1988, written a month
and a half after the new president came to power, and already presenting all the main tropes of
the future state discourse: “Ha ageanckoii 3emie B0UHBI-UHMEPHAYUOHATUCTIBL 4eCTNHO
8bINOJIHUNU CB0UL 0012, ObLIU 6epHbL npucsze, oanHou Pooune. B odxcecmouennvix 605X OHU
NposABUNU OecnpuMepHyio CMOUKOCHb U MYHCeCE0, NPOCIAGUNUCH HeceUDAeMbiM 60esbiM
oyxom u xpabpocmuio. [loosue 2epoes ageanckoii 8otinbl Henodgracmen epemenu. M nosmomy
Mbl 6cecoa byoem NOMHUMb NAGUIUX Cbino8 Poccuu u 6030asamuv 0amHb y8aiceHus 6emepanam-
agheanyam. Mnozue u3 nux u cecoous 6 cmpoio. B xo0e anmumeppopucmuueckoti onepayuu
na Cesepnom Kaekase ux 60esoll onvim u blyuKa He pa3 NOMOANU NEPeloMUmb camble
Kpumuyeckue cumyayuu, a sHauum — coepeys xcusnu ceoux oonononyan .’

The address adopts a number of different strategies at the same time. Firstly, it raises
soldiers' devotion to military duty and courage. Secondly, it actualizes the war via allusions to
other counter-terrorism campaigns. Later Putin compared the invasion of Afghanistan with the
battle against abstract "international terrorism", and "political Islam".”! Moreover, the analysis
of Putin's official speeches shows that throughout his first two presidential terms, he refrained
from justifying the war in Afghanistan. For example, in his official speech on the 15th
anniversary of the withdrawal of troops, the president called the war "hopeless", mentioned the

doubts of the Soviet leadership about the necessity of the military invasion, and explained its
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origins as due to a request from the Afghan government, "the geopolitical interests of the
period" and by "the desire of the Soviet leadership to secure our southern borders".”

Instead of justifying the war, the new discourse of the 2000s termed it “the war without
victory or defeat”. According to Putin, “6oennoco nopasicenus mne 6vino. B 6oennom niame
CCCP oocmue ecex nocmagnennvix yeneil. OOHaKoO OblLiu OONYUieHbl HENnpoCMumelbHble
nonumuyeckue owubxu".”®

The third element of the new discourse emphasizes the "bonds of Afghan brotherhood",
becoming a leitmotif of all official speeches during the 2000s. According to Putin, it was:

“EOuHcmeo eemepanos, KOmopoe no3601UlN0 UM Npeoooiems Qusuyeckue u MopaibHble
Mpasmol, ONUPASCH, NPedAHcOe 6Ce20, HA CEOK CONUOAPHOCMb U 83AUMONO00EPIUCKY. (...) Bol,

HaKoHey, cymenu OO0KA3amb, 4mo 8ac 00beouHsem He mojabko obwas padocms nobeod uiu

2opedb nomepsb U NOPAXCEHUl, HO U yMeHue pabomams, CHOCOOHOCMb HOMO2amb Opye

opyay”.*

Boris Gromov, the last commander of the Soviet 40th Army in Afghanistan and a high state
official of the Soviet Union, also claimed that “npaxmuuecku 6o 6cex uacmsax u
noopasdenenusx  40-ti  apmuu  yapura — YHUKaibHas — ammocgepa  bpamcmea U
e3aumoevipyuxu .’

Remarkably, the narrative of battle brotherhood, which had appeared during the war in
Afghanistan and had been fuelled by the negative attitude of Soviet society towards the soldiers,

became, a decade later, the focus of the state’s perception of the veterans and their main

achievement. Moreover, if previously, the state discourse had focused on veterans’ suffering,
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now it stressed (exactly as veterans unions had been doing previously) their successes, achieved
due to their cohesion.

The majority of the official speeches actualized the concept of battle brotherhood and
emphasized that: “Poccus u ceco0ns nysjcoaemces 6 maxux no0sx, KOmopbvie ymeom peulams
camvle cnodcuvie 3adauuy’’;”Vuukanonoiti 6azcanc 3HaHul U ONGIMA BOUHOG-AD2AHYEE
socmpebosan u 8 Hawu Ouu: 6 Boopyocénmvix Cunax u opeamax npagonopsaoxa, 8
20CY0apCMBEeHHbIX U 0OUWECMBEHHBIX OP2AHUZAYUAX, 8 MOM HUCTIe 8 OMEEMCMEEHHOU pabome
N0 BOCRUMAHUIO MONOO0EXNCU 80YXe NAMPUOMUZMA, 2PANCOAHCTNEEHHOCMU U 6ECKOPBLICMHO20
cayacenuss Poccuu™”.””

At the same time, both the unity and the heroism of the afgantsy were opposed to the futility
of the war itself and made this unity more meaningful and significant. According to Putin,
“Cobvimusi 8 Agpeanucmane noonexcam cepbe3sHoMy, CKPYRYIe3HOMY, 0eccmpacmHoMy
aMaIu3y co CMOPOHLL NOAUMUKOS, ucmopukos. Ho mem, kmo 6oesan 6 Agpeanucmane, Kkmo
ucnoausn mpebosanue npucsau, Hewezo npamams 21aza’”.’® The experience of the war and the
mythology around its soldiers became more important than the cause of the conflict or its
outcome.

It is interesting to compare the media coverage of the war in Afghanistan in the 1980s and
the 2000s-2010s. Investigating the visual representation of war and violence in the Soviet, and
later Russian, journal Krasnaya Zvezda, historian Philipp Casula showed how the conflict in
Afghanistan was framed by Soviet narratives about “mpyx6a Hapomo” (“friendship of
peoples”) and by the neocolonial idea of a civilizing mission. Conflict and violence were

carefully hidden behind a Potemkinesque facade, The Soviet army was portrayed as an

76 «“Nastalo vremya prekratit' vsyakuyu politicheskuyu voznyu vokrug sobytii v Afganistane, zayavil
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<http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/3192>, accessed 19 May 2020.
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exemplary institution admired by the Afghan people.”” Remarkably, Casula’s description
turned out to be the most precise outline of the media representation of the conflict in
Afghanistan throughout the 2010s.

Since approximately the beginning of the 2010s, state media had begun to justify the
Afghan war, to describe Afghan economic recovery and industrial successes during the time of

the occupation,

and soldiers’ “OoeBbie momBuru” (military exploits) and combat
brotherhood,! publishing veterans’ interviews about their peacekeeping missions and warm,
friendly relations with the Afghan citizens, and even testimonies of the grateful people of
Afghanistan about the merits of the invasion®?. Notably, if in the 1990s journalists often wrote
about war casualties or disabled veterans or afgantsy, in the 2010s state media returned to the
glorifying Soviet narrative.

To what extent did the new media narrative and militarized state discourse shape public
opinion? We do not know it for sure, not being able to separate the effect of the media coverage
from other factors, for instance, shifts in inter-generational memory. Nevertheless, according

to the Levada Centre, the media narrative and state discourse had a very significant effect. Lev

Gudkov, the head of the Levada Centre, claims that grief and embarrassment gradually

" P. Casula, “The Other in Pictures of War and Peace in the Soviet Union and in Contemporary
Russia”, paper presented at the conference Photography and Visual Orders, 2-4 October 13, Moscow.
<https://arthist.net/archive/5980>, accessed 10 August, 2020.

80 See, for example, a 2019 piece: «Bbt npuwin, umobbl omcpouUms GONLULYIO B0UHY Ah2aHCKUX
maooicuxog ¢ nywmynamu. Ocmasaiimecs 30ecb nodoavuie. Eciu 60tiny He 3akonyume, 3abepeme ee ¢
€000, — npopovecmseosa Mopuurucmolli oepsuut. On He ouubCsLy.

8! For example, in the same source: «Boesoe agpearnckoe bpamcmso — ne nycmole ciosa. (...)
Cneynazosyvt I'PY 6 nposunyuu Kynap nocie msicenozo 605 cneyudaibHo npogoouu onepayuio, Ymoowl
3a6pame mena youmulx pedsim, u PUCKOBANU HCUSHBIO, YMOObL HU 8 KOeM CIyyae He OCIMAGUMb UX
«oyxamy. Ho eo3nuxana u 2opoocnuv 3a maxux OmMeadxicHulx U 6ecCmpaumulx nooetl, Komopuvle poouluch
6 Hautell cmpane. VIx omeazy ne ROKYnau, u Jcusib OHU OMOABAIU NOMOMY, YO He MO2TU NOCHYNUMb
unauey. (Ibid).
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disappeared from the public perception of the war in Afghanistan. Within the last 25 years, the
share of respondents who considered the war “a state crime” has decreased from 69 to 44
percent (i.e. in one and a half times). Subsequently, the numbers of people who justify the war
have grown from 23 to 34 percent.*?

Notably, there were more war supporters among respondents who lived in big cities and
had a relatively high level of education and income. Gudkov assumes that they receive
information from the Russian media and are more ideologically driven and trust the authorities,
while people who condemn the war are older, poorer, live in provincial towns and villages and
receive their memory of the brutal war not from the TV screen but from personal channels, such

as conversations with relatives or familiar veterans.®* But how do veterans themselves perceive

the war?

First Veterans’ Unions: from International Propaganda to Footwear Manufacturing

In the Soviet period, the authorities had opposed the formation of associations or unions of
veterans (even participants of the broadly commemorated Great Patriotic War). As historian
Mark Edele shows, the Soviet authorities expected the veterans to integrate smoothly into
civilian society after they demobilized and not to make any claims to constitute a separate social
group. There were numerous reasons for this. Firstly, veterans were not a social class in a
Marxist sense and could not exist as a social group with shared interests. Secondly, their unity
would challenge the organizational monopoly of the Bolshevik Party and thus would be
counter-revolutionary. Thirdly, if veterans had started to defend their social privileges, the

Soviet Union would not have been able to afford the expected level of welfare provision.®* Even

83 Gudkov, “Pamyat' ob afganskoi voine”.

% Ibid.

8 M. Edele, Soviet Veterans of the Second World War: A Popular Movement in an Authoritarian
Society, 1941-1991. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2008, p. 156.
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long after Stalin’s death in 1953, the official party line was to deny any legitimacy or necessity
to veterans’ organizations under Socialism.3¢

The first Soviet Committee of War Veterans was established in July 1956 for
“strengthening ties with international and foreign national organizations fighting against the

threat of a new war”’®’

—which simply meant propaganda. A veteran union without any veterans,
it had no primary groups, regional branches or formal members. But, as Mark Edele describes,
even at the first plenary meetings of the organization, when the leaders of the Committee tried
to explain the importance of international propaganda, all of the veterans present in the room
completely ignored official organizations’ statutes and “simply believed that they needed to
defend veterans who were not treated correctly” 38

It took nearly a decade for Soviet political elite to change their position towards the unions.
In 1960s, when, according to historian Nina Tumarkin, the Communist Party and the Soviet
government had been searching for sources of legitimacy that could mobilize the loyalty of the
youth, maintain order and achieve a semblance of energy to counter the growing nationwide
apathy, the idealized war experience had been transformed into a reservoir of national suffering,
and the global shift in attitude to the Great Patriotic War began.®

As a part of this shift, in 1965 the Council of Ministers published a decree that extended
the Great Patriotic War invalidity benefits "to other soldiers who became disabled as a result of
injury, concussion or mutilation received during the defence of the USSR”.” The same year,

the veteran’s Committee gained permission to establish regional branches and to recruit

members, and ex-soldiers from all over the country began to join it. Within the next decade, the

% Ibid, p. 159.
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organization had united almost a million people — nearly as many old soldiers as were still
alive.”! However, the state did not encourage personal initiatives, and the veterans’ movement
which “threatened to become a parallel power structure”, inevitably “ran into a conflict with
the party”.”?> In 1976, right before the beginning of the Afghan war, the Central Committee
published a resolution “On the Further Improvement of the Activities of Local Alliances of War
Veterans”, which reminded veterans that the main reason for their union was international
propaganda and reduced the size of the organization.”® Soon, all of the organization’s brunches
were truncated, reformed, placed under party’s control and lost any ability to develop as an
independent force. As Mark Edele concluded, the competition between veterans’ alliances
ended in favour of the party cells.”*

The way that unions of Afghan soldiers were established looked very different from the
above narrative. Firstly, clubs started to emerge in the middle of the 1980s as small informal
groups of friends who met in homes and cafes to drink, reminisce and help each other out in
various small ways.”> But mostly they were organized officially with the assistance of local
Komsomol organizations.”® In 1984, one of the most popular Soviet newspapers,
Komsomol’skaya Pravda, published a piece about a 23-year-old Afghan veteran, Alexander
Nemtsov, who was badly injured while doing his “international duty” and arrived in his home
town confined to a wheelchair. The article, with the pointed title “Duty” (“donr”),”” described
the veterans’ fight with bureaucratic obstruction, a situation very familiar to all Soviet readers,

but made to appear positively tragic in this particular case. This article was significant also

! Edele, Soviet Veterans of the Second World War, p. 217.

2 Tbid, p. 178

% Tbid.
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because it was the first time since the beginning of the war when a journalist had openly talked
about war casualties as an everyday reality in Soviet towns.

The reaction from the authorities at first was not at all positive. According to eyewitnesses,
Komsomol’skaya Pravda editor in chief Gennady Seleznev was summoned to a meeting of the
Bureau of the Komsomol Central Committee where he was criticized for publishing the article,
His critics said, among other things, that “Ooywmaner cmpensiu 6 nac ¢ Agpeanucmane, a
arcypranucmol yenames 6 nac 6 Mockee.”® But a few days later, when the case had gone up
the line in the usual way, the Party leadership decided not to try to silence the scandal but to
use it as a propaganda tool. The Komsomol’s central committee fell into line, announcing a
campaign that was aimed to support “warrior-internationalists” and Great Patriotic War
veterans. A wider discussion of the Afghan war and its casualties was still prohibited, but all
military units serving in Afghanistan gained patrons (“wegog”) from local Komsomol
organizations.” They established a network of local Unions of warrior-internationalists, a sort
of Komsomol for ex-soldiers. It listed help to injured soldiers among its main goals but was
organized mostly for ideological and propaganda work among them, in the attempt to control
the grassroots movements that had started to emerge all over the country.

Using this unspoken permission for veterans’ initiatives, in 1984, three years after his
demobilization, one of my informants, Vyacheslav from the city of Bryansk, established a small
local veterans’ alliance, Askar (“a warrior” in Arabic). According to Vyacheslav, the alliance
was established with the official assistance of the local city administration and became the
fourth veterans’ union in the whole Soviet Union. Its members received help from the state with
medical services and welfare. Besides this work, they took care about the graves of 131 fallen
Bryansk soldiers: “Ma1 06ve3orcanu u cmompenu ce-ece mozunvl, Kmo 20e iexcum. Youpanuce.

Cetivac maxozo Hem, HO mozaoa 5mo Obll0 NOCMABIEHO OYCHb XOpouto. Yﬂeopua NUOHEPOB

67

%Y. Lepskii, “Izdaleka ‘Dolga’. Kak zhurnalistu Inne Rudenko udalos' rassekretit' to, chto partiinaya

vlast' skryvala o voine v Afganistane”, Novaya gazeta, 25 December 2019.
<https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2019/12/25/83309-izdaleka-dolga>, accessed 24 June 2020.
PV, Reprintsev, “Vremya vybralo nas”, Boevoe bratstvo, no. 2, 2018.



68

Mbl coenanu mymOouKy [c HAONUCHIO, YMO HA 2MOM Mmecme OyOem YCMAHOBIeH NAMAMHUK
nocubwum 6 Ageanucmane] uz Hepoicasetiku. Ha uemeepenvkax nonzanu, xonanu camu

CanepHviMu 10NamKkamu, ysemol caxcanu. /{eopey nuonepos [m.e. Komcomon| nam nomozan”.

Figure 2. The First All-Union Rally of

Young Reserve soldiers in Ashkhabad'®
In 1987, more than 2000 ex-soldiers gathered in Ashkhabad on a First All-Union Rally of
Young Reserve soldiers, held under the auspices of the Moscow Central Committees of the
Party and the Komsomol. Officially, the gathering was announced as the launch of the Afghan
veterans’ movement. However, the New York Times journalist Bill Keller, who was allowed
to attend the gathering, suspected that in reality, it was organized “in an attempt to assert control
over independent Afgantsy organizations [...], and to channel them in directions the party

considers constructive”.!®! He described “Afgantsy in three-piece suits” telling him “about the

1% Photo published in a social network,
<https://ok.ru/group55290467385367/topic/66199141143831>, accessed 20 May 2020.

101 B. Keller, “Home From Afghanistan: Russia’s Divisive War”, New York Times, 14 February 1988.
<www.nytimes.com/1988/02/14/magazine/home-from-afghanistan-russia-s-divisive-
war.html?searchResultPosition=1>, accessed 24 June 2020.
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deep love of the Afghan people for the Soviet Union”!%?

and assumed that the veterans' groups
“were an embarrassment and a potential rival to Komsomol”.!®* During the gathering, The
Council of Military Reservists (“CoBet BeTepanoB”) was created. According to Keller, veteran
groups that choose to remain independent were now outside the law.!%

Given the history of intervention into Great Patriotic War veterans’ movements, Keller’s
assessment is convincing. Practically, the rally did indeed signify an attempt to monopolize the
grassroots veterans' movements. They were, according to the plan, doomed to start functioning
as one more layer of Soviet bureaucracy. The “Veterans’ movement” would become something
like the “Young Pioneer” organization, founded in 1922, which had transformed activist groups
for children into an instrument of social discipline.!%

As the head of Askar union, Vyacheslav also participated in the Ashkhabad gathering, and
depicted it sarcastically. He pointed out the fake character of the event. According to
Vyacheslav, most of the veterans who went to Ashkhabad were not yet adapted to the post-war
reality and “were still wound up about things” (“é oywe 6vi10 20pauo”). The meeting turned
into a non-stop drinking party: “Tam Awixabao 630pocnyn, u onu [mecmuule dcumenu] 60s1uUCH
8b1X00UMD ... Tam epomunoce 6cé na ceeme... Jlloou HeadanmuposanHvle, ewé u nogedeHue
owvino ne axmu”. Finally, to make veterans calm down, Komsomol leaders told them that they
suspected foes were hiding outside of the city, in a big hill. Drunken ex-soldiers, together with
local militaries and TV-crews, stormed the hill: “Onu [opeanuzamopwi cvesoa] mam xkax 6v1
nycmunu BTPuvl, maunku, Mol 3a HUMU 6edcanu, cmpeisiu Xoi0CmuviMu namporamu. Ponuk
coenanu, noxazanu [no menesudenuro]. Mol 3apsicennvle, Mbl 8blCOMY MY 635U... (...) Mol

becom 689!6'61]11/!, nomomy 4mo Ham ckasaiu, 4mo Kmo-mo mam cuoum. Ionvimu pykamu smy

evicomy opanu. (...) Hy onu [scypuanucmet] coenanu ceoé oeno, 6cé kpacugo [cHanu] .

192 Ibid.

103 Tbid.

104 Tbid.
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However, the plans of the Komsomol to take the veterans’ movement under control came
to nothing, firstly, because of the withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan in 1989, and, secondly,
through the elimination of the Komsomol itself in 1991. Further, the expanded opportunities
for so-called “informal associations” that was a central part of the perestroika programme acted
as an incentive for veterans’ associationist drives. The Law on Amateur Associations and
Hobby Clubs (1987) and Law on Social Organizations (1990) provided a legal basis for
veterans’ unions, and after the formal state control disappeared, they mushroomed throughout
the country.

The first alliance, the Union of Veterans of Afghanistan (SVA) was established in March
1989, just a month after the troops’ withdrawal. Soon, after the collapse of the USSR, it was
replaced by the Russian Alliance of Veterans of Afghanistan. At the beginning of the 1990s, it
claimed to represent more than 300,000 afgantsy,'% as of summer 2020, the official figure was
500,000.'7 Among the founders of the Union were the Ministry of Defence, the Moscow
Patriarchate, the Ministry of Internal Affairs amongst other organizations.'®® According to Mark
Galeotti, the SVA leadership ran it in traditional, federal, Soviet style, and soon it became a
“useful conduit for foreign aid and a convenient transmission belt for Kremlin decrees”.!®

Two years later, in 1991, came the founding of a second alliance, the Russian Fund for the
Disabled in the War in Afghanistan. In 1997, Battle Brotherhood, organized by General Boris

Gromov, appeared.''® This last, helped by its backing from the high command, soon became

one of the most influential veteran organizations. These were not the only associations founded
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at the time, but other unions were mostly fluid and short-lived. They appeared spontaneously
but then merged into larger unions.

The aims behind the veterans’ unions were threefold: economic, social, and symbolic. The
economic aim was primary at the time when the unions were founded. Given the situation of
budgetary deficit, the government, rather than supporting veterans financially, provided them
with various fiscal concessions (a similar strategy was adopted with the Russian Orthodox
Church). The veterans were granted tax exemptions for the imports of goods, customs
exemptions on alcohol, tobacco and oil products, and tax relief on different sorts of financial
entrepreneurship, so that they could organize small-scale private enterprises. For example, the
Afganets club in Moscow ran a lucrative enterprise manufacturing footwear, with 40% of the
profits set aside at the outset to support invalids and families of dead soldiers.!!! Many firms
offered goods and services for fellow afgantsy or mobilised members of the public, from
teaching martial arts to producing albums with songs about the Afghan war, as the Yaroslavl-
based Aist enterprise did.'!?

Many other veterans united into small house-building cooperatives called MZhK
(“Monogexusbrii xunmuniHbeld komruieke”, Youth Housing Complex). Their members built
blocks of flats for their families, investing their own money, time, and labour. According to
Mark Galeotti, MZhK became one of the more concrete expressions of afganets activism, with
the first completed in Leningrad and accommodating 200 ex-soldiers.'?

Focused on economic entrepreneurship, unions devoted part of their profits to support for
the injured and disabled or the families of fallen soldiers. My informant Ali, from a Dagestan
village called Leninaul, told me about a fellow soldier who had been heavily injured in
Afghanistan, and became completely paralyzed a few years after coming back home. For more

than 13 years, members of a local Afghan union have spent a part of the profits from their

"1 Galeotti, Afghanistan, p.111.
2 Thid.
'3 Ibid. P. 112.
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financial activities on supporting his family. Of course, only part of the profits went on
philanthropic activities: Mark Galeotti calls the set-up “a characteristically Soviet mix of Robin
Hood altruism and hard-headed self-interest”.!'*

Important as this economic side of the veterans’ movement was, I would take issue, all the
same, with Galeotti’s statement that “economics lay at the heart of the Afghan movement”.'!®
Besides providing business opportunities, military unions had a significant role as an
institutional framework for dealing with state bureaucracy and obtaining social security for the
union’s members. Afghan soldiers were officially recognized as veterans in 1995, according to
the new law on veterans. But in practice they had to fight the bureaucracy to obtain the social
benefits to which they were entitled, and unions were helpful in this. My informant Ali
elaborated on the creation of his local military alliancesin the following way:

“Muvl paou ueco opeanuzayuto cozoanu? A nepsvim Hauan becamv 3a HCUMULYHBIMU
cpedcmeamu [eemepanam 6vl0aganu cepmugukamvl Ha dHcuive], Moabko 01 cebs Hayal
kozoa. /[pyaue ne 3Hanu, MHozue ne 3HAIU moeod. (...) M 6om mul cmpeuaemcs ¢ pebsamamu,
opye cnpawiugaem npo 0eHveu. A 0oKymernmol coenda, a OH movko ceuuac y3uai. Emy coenan
OOKYMEHMbl, OpYy2OMY, uiecmepo ageanyed ¢ nauieeo ceid — s 6351cs 3a Hux. (...) Mensa
cnpawugarom 8 Maxauxane: "Tebe omu 3auem, mol um xmo?" Tocoa onu npednodcunu
OMKPBIMb OP2AHUZAYUIO U OM UX UMEHU 3aWUams ux npaea, u 95mo owLio oguyuanvho. Yoce
16 uenosex 6 paiione smu cepmughuxamol nOLYYUIU .

All of the veterans whom I interviewed were confident that their union (or more broadly,
solidarity) was crucial for obtaining state welfare. As Nadirbek, an afganets from Hasaviurt,

the town in Dagestan, told me: “Odurn — 0ea uenosexa udewv — Huueco He Oenaem

[eocyOapcmeo Ons gemepanog], moanou udewtb — 8uUOUmM, YmMo MHO20, Ymo-mo peuiaem”.

4 Thid.
' Thid.
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The third aim of veterans' unions was to restore and maintain the symbolic status of
veterans and their identity in a society that was wary or openly hostile to them. Unions started
building war memorials, organized “youth military-patriotic education” classes and camps, held
commemorative ceremonies and published numerous memoirs. The organizations thus had a
broadly-based programme of social and political advocacy combined with welfare and self-
promotion.

These activities allowed veterans to not only maintain a military fraternity but also to build
and maintain their own war narrative, receive occasional tributes (or at least an acceptance)
from society, raise their social profile and, as a result, derive “a meaning of their combat mission
[...] and their military knowledge in the aftermath of the war”.!'® My informants told me that
during their gatherings, they were persistently looking for a new narrative that they could
present to the public and to themselves. Ravshan from Makhachkala told me that he instructed
his fellow ex-soldiers not to expect civilians’ appreciation but to be proud of the fulfillment of
their obligations towards the motherland:

“Tym neoasHo 00uH [bvlewiuil conoam] mue 2080puUi, 4YmMo KAKAs-mo HCeHuUuHa emy 20e-
mo cKasana, ymo «s eac myoa ne nocwvlnana». A cosopr: “Koneuno, ona mebs ne nocviiana,
oHa mebs kaxk moxcem myoa nociams? Tebs Poouna nanpasuna myoa, cmpana meos! Kmo
ona [oma owcenwunal maxas, yumobvl mebs myoa nocviiams? Tl ee modicewb Kyoa-mo
omnpasums. Ilpuxaz Poounvr mul ebinoansan’. A eom mak pebsamam pacckaszvlearo, 60m makx
Haoo coéopumys”’. Nevertheless, this new narrative had not appeared until the 2000s, at which

point a new factor influenced veterans’ alliances: the state.

Veterans’ Self-Identity in 1980-1990: The Nihilistic Heroism of Brothers in Arms
How did veterans themselves relate to the changes that they had to go through? How did

the state rhetoric and societal attitude influence their self-identity? On 15 February 1989, the

116 Galbas, “Our Pain and Our Glory”, p. 108.
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last Soviet soldiers left Afghanistan through the "Bridge of Friendship" between Afghanistan
and the USSR. During the withdrawal of troops, more than 100,000 soldiers'!” came back to
the Soviet Union, where they felt like outsiders, and tried to build a new civilian life amidst the
fear and hatred of their compatriots. My informant Ahmed from Makhachkala described the
contrast between the war and civilian life as a contrast between justice and injustice:

“Tam [na eoune] cnpasednusocmv moi oenaewv. 160 Komanoa Oenaem, HOPMATbHbLE
myancuru. A 30ech [6 MUPHOU JHCU3HU] Mbl He coenaellb cCnpagedIusocmy. 30ech eCmo, Hemy —
mol HOMb. Tam ecmv mo0u Opyeue 6 smoiu ncusnu. Komopvie mebe noaumuxy oenarom.
Koneuno, unocoa s3nuwca. Koneuno, ceou 2opckue nonamus unoz20a 3aovieaeus ™.

Analyzing official Soviet statistics from November 1989 (i.e. nine months after the troops’
final withdrawal), Elena Senyavskaya found out that 3,700 afgantsy were already serving prison
sentences, more than two-thirds were dissatisfied with their jobs and changed them frequently
because of personal conflicts, 60% had drug or alcohol addictions and 75% were divorced or
assessed their family relations as dysfunctional.''®

All the Afghan war veterans whom I interviewed noted that the first years after the end of
the war were the most difficult for them. The beginning of the 1990s was marked by a surge in
the number of suicides, murders, addictions and various criminal incidents among their

colleagues:'"”

"7 R. Braithwaite, Afgantsy: The Russians in Afghanistan, 1979-89. London: Profile Books. 2012, p.
34.

"8 Senyavskaya, Psikhologiya voiny v 20 veke, p. 92.

"9 In my work, I avoid discussing the “Afghan syndrome” in a clinical sense. The topic of PTSD and
its consequences for Afghan veterans has been well researched. See, for example: B. Coalson, “The
Trauma of War: Homecoming after Afghanistan”, Journal of Humanistic Psychology, 1 October 1993.
<https://doi.org/10.1177/00221678930334006>, accessed 21 May 2022; C. Merridale, “The Collective
Mind: Trauma and Shell-Shock in Twentieth-Century Russia”, Journal of Contemporary History, vol. 35,
no. 1, 2000, pp. 39-55; M. Zelenova, E. Lazebnaia, N. Tarabrina, “Psychological Characteristics of Post-
traumatic Stress States in Afghan War Veterans”, Journal of Russian and East European Psychology, vol.
39(3), no. 28, 2014, pp. 3-28. Besides, I assume that social factors are no less important than
psychological ones.



“Mnoeue noeubnu [6 1990x]. Unu camu 6 cebs cmpensinu, i 8ewanucs, Ui NOMaxauu
opye opyay Kupnudom — @-¢pumuw. Ilo 6yxomy. (...) [o cux nop mam y Hux 6 enasax waumansl
becarom.”

This kind of social reintegration difficulty is quite common among ex-servicemen in many
countries.!?® However, I consider that the adaptation of the veterans to postwar life was
hampered also by the negative assessment of the war in the public discourse of the 1990s, and
also by their interiorization of the later official state rhetoric of heroes who honorably fulfilled
their international duty. As American Vietnam war veterans, they expected to receive an
appropriate level of respect, yet society refused to consider afgantsy as heroes, and the state did
not fulfill its obligations — either symbolic or material — towards them. For example, asked
why so many ex-soldiers became alcoholics, veteran Ravshan from Makhachkala explained it
by the loss of prestige of veterans after demobilization:

“Ilpocmo 6 coyuanvholl dHcuznu [eemepan] ne modcem c6oé mecmo naumu. M eéom emy
00uoHo, umo 6 Ageane on OvLI UeN0BEKOM, KOMOPbIU peuwiaem cy0bObl HAPOOd, Ol Opyeux
qooetl. Y Hezo OvLio opyaicue 8 pykax, Ha manke cuoen, Ha BTPax e30un. Hy, xo3aunom sHcuznu
6om OH Obll, MULIUOHBL pYOIel, KOmopvle CMoum MaHK, OH B600UN, KAaK JUYHYIO
COOCMBEHHOCMb: YMO Y200HO OH MO2 C HUM Oeiamsv, Kyod y200HO noexamv. A mym oOH
NEMEHMAPHO HUKMO, C HUM He CUUMAIOMCA, 20Cy0apcmeo 3a0ulilo, HUKAKUX 1beom, Huye2o. M
60m nO 3Mou npuduHe cnusaemcs’ .

As Ravshan contends, serving in the army was prestigious in the late USSR. The veterans
were not ready to accept the lack of public respect and the traditional masculine image of a hero
in camouflage. Besides, the discrepancy between the state rhetoric at the beginning of the war
and at its end and the gap between afgantsy welfare and the privileges of the Great Patriotic war

veterans contributed to afgantsys’ feeling of abandonment and betrayal.
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Ravshan came back from his military service in Afghanistan to his home city of
Makhachkala in 1989, in his early 20s. According to him, the world started to change right
after his return home: “Hromapxu, docunvt e30urom, 6ce cmano8ames Kpymoimu, 002amoviMu. ..
Bce 06opyul, ocobnaxu cmpoam. Kak eom mak, oymaro, sHcuznub nogepHyiacs. M smo camoe...
Xomej, KOHEYHO, UOMU 8 HO2Y cO epemenem. Hatlimu c6oé mecmo 6 smom, ceuuac Komopwiii
oywyrowuu mup nacmynui. Koneuno, novumu Kyoa-mo no npogheccuu pabomamu c8apujuKom
yorce He Moe, ¢ Apeana npuexan 6oegoti conoam... O6uUOHO ObLIO: Mbl BOUHY NPOWEN, a Y meos
HU4e2o0 Hem, mvl 00CMouH donvuezo. M xomenoco dobumuvca. He omcmasams om dmcuznu
xomenocw, éom umo. Eciu 6vin 6b1 6e3 boegozo onvima, 6e3 Ageana, mosircem 6vimv, KaK-mo
no-0py2omy 661 omHocuacs. Xomenoch He OKA3amvCs 8 Huweme Ha OHe MOl HCUSHU, XOMs Obl
Hanuasy oepicamucsi, mol dce boesou conoam. (...) Ho yoaua u eeszenue Oviiu He Ha moell
cmopone”.

Originally a welder by profession, with two years of military service and suffering from
heavy concussion, Ravshan struggled to find a non-manual job in his home city and went to
Moscow. There he tried to open a food stall (“zapéx”) but did not succeed; he came back home
one more time and started to forge metal gates and fences for the new houses of his more
successful and wealthy compatriots. He had been working as a taxi driver for many years
already but still regretted he was not able to make a business career. He is sure that, as a former
death squad member, he was “oorcudan bonvuwezo om srcusnu”.

Like most of my informants, Ravshan refused to accept the idea that the Afghan war was
disgraceful. All of my informants continued to assert the heroism of soldiers and their pride in
participating in the war, and insisted on the necessity of the war and the indispensable role of
the Soviet involvement in it:

“[A 6vin 2opo,] umo umenHo 6b100p NAN HA MeHs, YMO 8 MAKUe CIONHCHble Mecma
OmMnNpasnAm 00CMoUHbIX. B KocmMoc dce omnpasisaom moabko 00CMOUNbBIX, C YIUYbl Hce He

803bMewb  Kocmonasma. Tyoa oce [6 Agpeanucman] nonadarom oOocmotiHvle aH00U,
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cmanosamcs eepoamu. M 30ecs s modice owgyuan cebs, yumo mMHe 60m makas 4ecms eblnaid —
CcaAyHcumy ”.

As historian Jan Claas Behrends argues, the afgantsy developed their own nihilistic
heroism, a sort of nostalgic nationalism, taking pride in their participation in a war that was
ultimately lost.'?! When I interviewed ex-combatants several years after he published his article,
their main narrative still was the same, and their sense of pride had become even stronger.

Yet for all this sense of pride, according to Vadim Volkov, the negative attitude of Soviet
society towards the war in Afghanistan and its public condemnation made veterans feel
disappointed and compelled to separate themselves from society and to unite in a community
of former "brothers in arms".!?? As Serguei Oushakine claims, the appeal to an idealized
community tested by blood and death is a standard response to one's own dislocation from the
mainstream. Such postwar unity of soldiers is common to unsuccessful or unprestigious wars.
For example, studies of American soldiers who participated in the Iraq war similarly indicated
that it was solidarity with one’s comrades, the bond of trust developed in the battlefield, that
motivated the soldiers the most.!'?*

The emotional experience of the war thus separated the "imaginary community" of veterans
from the rest of society but closely connected them with each other. Oushakine uses the term
“community of loss”, one that walled itself off from the outsiders.'?* This term seems very valid
to me, and my fieldwork showed that such veterans’ communities exist in all cities where at
least a few veterans live.

Former servicemen describe their relations as a deep bond, something like a close family

relation: “Omo 6ce cumbuo3 kakou-mo. Imo poocmeenHvle OMHOUIEHUS, 51 C OPAMOM C8OUM,

121 J.C. Behrends, “Some Call Us Heroes, Others Call Us Killers’, Experiencing Violent Spaces:
Soviet Soldiers in the Afghan War”, Nationalities Papers, vol. 43, no.5, 2015, p. 729.
<http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00905992.2015.1048674>, accessed 15 May 2020.
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'3 Oushakine, “Exchange of Sacrifices”, p. 179.
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cKadiceM Mak, MeHbuie GUXHCYCo U 0osepsito, yem uM. (...) Mol 6cto scusnb emecme. Cradicem
makx, Jicen nymanu. Ho smo 6 xopowem cmvicie, Hy bl nousnu. To ecms, 00 makoi cmenenu,
Ymo 6c€ 8 YHUCOH. (...) Bom 0o maxoui cmenenu smom Koinekmus, 5ma 2pynna 6uiia — 3mo ¢
nOIY8300XA, € NONYB3271:04, 0adice Huye2o He Hado 208opumy . During the interviews, many of
my informants used “we” instead of “I”.!*® The narrative of battle brotherhood has been a
constant motive of wartime recollections and figured widely in my informants’ interviews
also.!%6

Throughout the 1990s, the private and public narratives of the war employed by the
veterans were appreciably different from one another. According to historian Michael Galbas,
privately, in their communities and unions, ex-combatants insisted on the necessity of the war,
while publicly they rejected the government’s public attribution of heroic status to them, and
presented themselves as victims of state abuse. This was aimed at convincing state politicians
to take moral responsibility for the veterans and their welfare and prevent the public from
blaming the veterans for participating in the war.'?” Veterans’ memoirs and interviews

128

published in the 1990s, which could be seen as counter-memory, “° often represent stories about

disempowerment, resentment, and victimhood, mixed with financial struggles.'?’

125 That is more common for those of my informants who served in Afghanistan. Those who served in
Chechnya are more individualistic.

126 Strikingly, later official Russian state propaganda adopted this narrative of battle brotherhood and
started using it in commemorative events dedicated to the local wars. I write about this in the Chapter 2.

127 Galbas, “Our Pain and Our Glory”, p. 116.

128 T use Michel Foucault’s term. He defined counter-memory as an individual’s resistance against the
official versions of historical continuity. See: M. Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”, Language,
Counter-Memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, D.F. Bouchard (ed.), Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1977.

129 See, for example, a typical memoir of a former soldier: “Koz0a nonyuun é 6oenxomame
yoocmogepenue Ha Ib20mbl, 80, NOOYMAT, He 3abvlgaiom Hac, Ageanyes, 1beomul kaxue-mo gvioymanu. M
nOCie M020 KAK HCeHUWICS, peuul ROUmMuY Hacuem K8apmupbl 3dsaeieHue nodams, Oymai, be3 npodiem éce
MO, HANUWLY - U NOCMABAM Ha o4epedsb. Ho mue ckazan mecmkom, Ymo 1b2omul Smu nycms mebe
npeooCcmasisAom me, Kmo ux npuoyman. Mewns 63saua 310cms, HO SMOMY HPUOVPKY NOBE3N0, 5 KAK pa3
ObLL Mpe36bill 8 IMO 8PEeMsl, U NOIMOMY NPOSLOMUTL €20 CTI08A U MOUA 8blulel, d NPO cebs nodymai, 0d
KMo mbl makotl, 4mo6 neped mobou npecmvikamscsi, nooasumecs vl ce smotl xamoi”. (V. Krivenko,
‘Kak pozhivaesh', shuravi?’, Art of War. <http://artofwar.ru/k/kriwenko w_j/vkl.shtml>, accessed 17
July, 2020.)



Feelings of a lack of respect and social insecurity caused an increase in the political activity
of veterans. Historian Francoise Dose, who made a study of the involvement of servicemen in
late Soviet politics, claimed that politicization of the armed forces had in any case occurred
since 1989, when officers (only some of whom had war experience) started to go to the State
Duma to present their views to the executive authorities and to influence public opinion, as well
as engage with the beginning of military reform.'** Natalia Danilova argues along similar lines
that veterans went into politics mostly in order to exchange ideological support for “real”
market value.'!

In 1989, 82!32 ex-soldiers were elected to the Congress of People's Deputies of the Soviet
Union.'**Although this was not much in proportionate terms (only 3.3% of all votes), Frangoise
Dose claims that qualitatively it signaled an upheaval. Military men had entered the public
political scene for the first time in Soviet history.!3*

Soon, afgantsy were participating in both new political parties and social organizations of
the “left” and “right”,'* although their own views, according to historian Yaacov Ro’i, were
closer to the nationalistic end of the spectrum, even of those who were members of more left
parties and movements.!3¢
In the mid-1990s, Afghan-veteran and political structures merged. However, it is difficult

to judge whether the afgantsy became better able to lobby for their own interests or were used

by civilian political leaders for their own purposes.'*’
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133 The highest body of state authority in the Soviet Union in 1989-1991.

134 Dose, “The Military in Parliament”, p. 78.

133 Ro’i, “The Varied Reintegration of Afghan War Veterans”, p. 44.

136 Ibid.
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Criminal Activities: Veterans’ “Own Afghan War”

One of my informants, Ahmed, had a typical soldier’s career. After returning from
conscript service in Afghanistan, he went to war in Nagorno-Karabakh (1988-1994) and
Abkhazia (1998), participated in both Chechen campaigns. When I asked whether he would
have chosen another job if he had had a chance, Ahmed answered without hesitation: “Hemy
opyeotul pabomul. Hu cneyuanvonocmu, nuueeo y mebs nemy. (...) Eciu 661 cmoe opyeyio pabomy
coenamov — KOHeuHo, nouien ovl”.

At the end of 1992, over 30,000 veterans were registered as unemployed.'*® My interviews
suggest that, feeling unwanted at home and abandoned by the state, most of the ex-servicemen
found it easier to preserve their military identity and war habitus. This was one reason for their
continuing attachment to the ethos and practices of the (now quite distant) past. Moreover, as
sociologist Vadim Volkov claims, the experience of warfare gave ex-soldiers important
physical and psychological advantages in activities that routinely use violence'®’.
Consequently, ex-soldiers sought employment in power structures, criminal gangs, and the “hot
spots” that erupted throughout the collapsing Soviet Union, from Tajikistan to Transnistria. For
example, Vladimir from Moscow described his friend, also a veteran, who was not able to do
any non-military type of job:

“/la 6om Tons smom sx3emniap, npuexan ko mue [ cepedune 1990x]. On npuexan c Kuesa
u eoeopum: “Bonoow, Hado 20e-mo pabomamv. Boesamv youce nezoe, epode. Tam mens éce
epems nposoyupyrom...” “Hy mol uem 3anumaewvca?” “A mawunvl mym 0OHO 8pems 20HA C
I'epmanuu, nepezonsanu, npooasanu, nepe2ousanu, npooasaiu”. Exan e Ilonvuiy, 6 Ilonvue
Hemy 6anoumul npucmasunu [nucmorem] TT k 6awke, 2ogopsam. “Omoasaii MautuHy, Kio4u

u e3oicail, a mo ceuvac sHcusHu auwuwves”. OHu He 3HAIU, WMo Nonaau, y He2o Kiuuka Pembo

18 Ibid, p. 88-89.
13 Volkov, Silovoe predprinimatel'stvo, p. 100.
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ovia. On omeepmrotl 0ai 0OHOMY 6 21143, 3a0pai nucmoaem, 6cex nepecmpensn u yexai. Bom
npuexan. Imo MOMCHO 2080pUMb, NOMOMY UMO €20 8 JHCUBLIX Yiice ceMb Jem nem. (...) U,
npuexas ciooa, on 2ogopum: “I'0e mym paboma y meb6s?” [A ckazan emy:] “V nac ecmo
puinok. Paboma y mebs 6yoem maxas: 6yoews nomyyams mpu muliyu 00A1aApos8, Oyoeuts y
MeHsL OXPAHHUKOM, OONblue mbl Huye2o Oelamsv He modiceutvb . On noxooun, noeynin. “AH, —
2080pum, — UIU 8 MIOPbMY CA0Y, WU Noedy 20e-HUbYOb 3a6epoyioct soesamn.”’

According to psychologist Mikhail Reshetnikov, Rector of the East European Institute of
Psychoanalysis and a former Afghan veteran, when he studied afgantsy in 1986-1997, up to
40% of those who returned from Afghanistan said that they were ready to fight for any army
that gave them weapons. '

By late 1991, 70,000 veterans had found jobs in the Soviet armed forces; 14,000 had been
recruited into the Ministry of the Interior, and another 20,000-22,000 into the emergency
services, criminal investigation units, the prosecutor’s office and special squads.'*! Yaacov Ro’i
provides examples of afgantsy who did not connect their lives with the army but sought to go
to places where there were other sorts of risk and perils: Chernobyl after the explosion (1986),
the scene of the earthquake in Armenia (1989).!4?

According to data provided by Vadim Volkov, in 1999, more than 50% of former soldiers
(both from the Afghan and Chechen wars) then wished to work in the state or private security

companies that had begun to spread all over the country.'*® As criminologist Federico Varese

confirms, such companies were “staffed mainly by former officers of the KGB, the MVD, the

140°0. Beshlei, A. Glebov, “’Ehto to zhe samoe, chto utilizirovat' atomnuyu stantsiyu’. Mozhno li
vylechit' ‘afganskii sindrom’”, Novoe vremya, 15 February 2019.
<https://www.currenttime.tv/a/29770353.html>, accessed 5 April 2022.

41 Ro’i, “The Varied Reintegration of Afghan War Veterans”, p. 29.

12 Ibid.

143 Volkov, Silovoe predprinimatel'stvo, p. 104.
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GRU, and veterans of the Afghan and Chechen wars”.!** By the mid-1990s the largest of such
organizations, called Herat, included more than 8,000 employees.'*®

Even while doing other types of jobs, many veterans tried to be involved in volunteering
activities connected with policing. Since the end of 1990s, afganets Nikolai from Bryansk took
part in a local Police Assistance Squad: “Mbwi u3 agheanyes y ceds 6 patione cooparu maxou
ompso. Toz0a megajxrcHo [6 cmbicie YposHA KpumuHana] Ovino, KAk pas amuucmuu Owliu
V20Jl108Hble, Y20N08HUKOE BLINYCMUIU HA YAUYY U ux MHoz2o owiro. Ceuuac, MHe Kadxcemcs,
HamHo20 muute. M 6om mbl, HAC 8 ompside ObLIO 80ceMb, Wecmb U3 HUX Obliu ageanysl. A Obin
KOMUCCApOM Ompsoa 6 00xcHOCmU. Bom ewe wecmyb 1em Mbl NOMO2AU HAB0OUMb NOPOOK.
be3 opyoicusa koneuno. A cuumaro, umo mul HydcHble 8ewyu Oenanu”.

After coming back from his fifth war, my informant Ahmed mentioned at the beginning of
this section, managed to open a small security agency in his hometown of Makhachkala. He
implicitly acknowledged a deeper link between military service and his current line of work:
for many years, he has hired only war veterans in his security agency, and attributes this to their
specific life experience and particular type of masculinity:

“Apeanyvl u menmasi. [pyeux He bepy a. Imo yoice 1100u bumuole Ha SMoM Oejie, OHU 3HAIOM
[kak] obwamuvcsa ¢ nodvmu, onu 3uarom ncuxonozuio. C numu npocmo pabomamu. A ux cmeno
ocmasnsar, mo2y yumu. Ilomomy umo 5 3uaro, 4mo 6yoem cnoxkouHo”.

Yet Ahmed himself also stigmatizes the afgantsy, reproducing the narrative about the
unreliability of people with the “Afghan syndrome”. He states that he prefers to hire special
services police officers who had fought in Chechnya and were not traumatized as much as

soldiers in Afghanistan: “Ageanysvt HemHo20 KOHMYMICEHHVIE — MeHmMbL DONee pedbHbie”.

skoksk

4 F. Varese, The Russian Mafia: Private Protection in a New Market Economy, Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001, p. 103.
15 Ibid, p. 105.
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Predictably, numerous veterans turned poacher rather than gamekeeper, becoming
involved in criminal activities.'*® Although none of the major post-Soviet criminal bosses was
an afganets, the new Russian gangs that emerged in the 1990s everywhere in Russian cities had
“a respectable proportion of veteran soldiers”.!*” Strikingly, some of contemporary veteran
organizations emerged in the 1990s as criminal structures. For example, Vadim Volkov
mentioned a union from Saint Petersburg called Afganvet which “was involved in informal
security activities”.!*® According to local journalists, Afganvet illegally controlled a lot of shops
and foot stalls in one of the city’s district.!*” This alliance still exists, owns several trade and
security businesses!*® and unites more than 1,500 ex-soldiers.'!

One of my own informants, Vladimir from Moscow, explicitly recognized his affiliation
with a criminal gang and explained its establishment as grounded in the necessity to confront
other bandits and criminals ensconced in state institutions and agencies:

“Agheanyes oondichvl OviU Yeadicamob u bosmucs. [lowemy? [lomomy umo eracmu we ObLIO.
Haoo 6vino npomueocmosame npecmynnomy mupy, komopwvii 6 Poccuu xooun ¢ mom nepuoo,
Ko20a 6e30e nepecmpenxu, banoumckue pazoopxu. M mvl npuwinu K 861600y, 4mo HAOO CaMum
sawuwamoca. Hac nukmo wne 3awumum. Munuyuu nemy, Hukoeo Hemy. Haodo 6wino

OpP2aHU308b18aMb C80U DOEBblE OPYHCUHBL U 0a8amb omnop banoumanm. (...) Kymkue epemena

146 The topic of ex-servicemen’s involvement in gangs and the affiliation of veteran associations with
criminal structures is well studied. Hence, I am not going to elaborate on this topic in details. See, for
example: M. Galeotti, “Private Security and Public Insecurity: The Rise and Implications of the Russian
Security Industry”, Crime and Justice International, vol. 22, no. 95. November/December 2006, pp. 10-
13.; M. Galeotti, “The Mafiya and the New Russia”, Australian Journal of Politics and History, no. 44/3,
1998, pp. 415-429.; F. Varese, The Russian Mafia: Private Protection in a New Market Economy,
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001; V. Volkov, Silovoe predprinimatel'stvo, 21 vek: ehkonomiko-
sotsiologicheskii analiz, St. Peterburg: European University, 2012; Y. Kostyukovskii, “Kharakteristika
organizovannoi prestupnosti sovremennoi Rossii”, Peterburgskaya sotsiologiya segodnya, no. 3, 2011,
pp. 236-247.; O. Krishtanovskaya, “Nelegal'nye struktury v Rossii”, Sotsiologicheskie issledovaniya, no.
22/8, 1995, pp. 84-106.

7 Galeotti, Afghanistan, p. 111.
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ovuiu. To ecms 6otina Ovlia maxas, Hesuoumas. Tam [6 Agpeanucmane] xomo euden: éom epae,
6om npomusHux. A mym Hu 8paza He 6UOHO, 6Ce YIblOAIOMCS, A NOMOM 8 CHUHY Mehe HOHCOM».

Vladimir’s statement accords with the argument of criminologist Federico Varese, who
claims that Russian mafia gangs of 1990s emerged in the vacuum created by state incapacity to
deliver key political and social goods, such as security, justice and economic stability.
According to Varese, the peculiar Russian transition to the market allowed legal and semi-legal
providers of protection to flourish. Private protection firms responded to market incentives and
offered protection to legitimate and non-legitimate businesses.'? The Afghan gangs emerged
the same way. In his interview, Vladimir states that he and his fellow veterans trusted neither
the state nor other group organizations, and had to build their own unity based on values and
moral norms which ex-military personnel had interiorized during their service.

Slowly, using their state financial benefits, military experience, determination to use force
and social chaos of the 1990s, afgantsy became important actors in the world of violent
entrepreneurship (using Vadim Volkov’s term).'> The Moscow association Herat and St.
Petersburg’s Afganvet, mentioned above, offered illegal protection services or racketeering,
while many other veterans’ enterprises were involved in alcohol and tobacco smuggling.'>*
Presumably, criminal activities helped to distribute economic benefits among the veterans,
tighten social bonds and achieve social mobility.

Until the end of the 1990s, my informant Vladimir was one of the heads of a huge “Afghan
market” in the south-east Moscow district of Kuz’minki. Ex-soldiers provided protection to
both traders and customers of the market. In his interview, Vladimir proudly boasted that
veterans had cleared the market from pick-pocketing and petty theft:

“V nac evigecka: «Pvinox Agheaney», 6ce smo camoe, nopmpem moti Ucum ¢ opoeHami,

Y HaAc 100U O00JHCHbL NPUXooums 0ogepsamo (...) Mbvi @3s1u Ha pabomy OvIBUWUX — O

152 Varese, The Russian mafia, p. 188.
153 Volkov, Silovoe predprinimatel'stvo, p. 120.
'3 Ibid, p. 105
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Kapmomexe npuwiau — me, Kmo cuoei kapmaruuku. Mol um cxazanu: «Bom eawa epynna, 6w
nonyuaeme 3apniamy OOCMOUHYIO, 6awla 3a0a4a Creoyowas — umodvl Ha Haweu
meppumopuu He ObL10 HU 00HO20 KAPMAHHUKAY. (...) OHU 835.1U 8CeX KAPMAHHUKO8, NPOLOHANU
Ha Opy2ou pbinoK. Ha opy2om puiike 80po8cmeo uLio no2onosHo. /la, mvi 3a 6cex He peutum.
(...) Ho na ceoem yuacmre mvt 6om smo coenanu”.

According to Vladimir, part of the market’s profit was used to support the ex-soldiers: “V
Hac NOAGUNUCH, Hanpumep, OobuUue 0eHbeU, PLIHOK NPUHOCUM 0eHbeU, 5 PACHPeOesiio NAYKU
YUMo Mbl OOJINHCHBI NOMPAMUMb HA HAWUX TT00el, HA agheanyes, KOMY-mo NOMOYb, KOMY-Mo,
kmo nysicoaemces 6 nomowu’”’. Nevertheless, according to the contemporaneous government
audit, only between 9 and 24 percent of the union’s income was used for rehabilitation and

reintegration programs. The remainder was spent on the private interests of veterans’ leaders.!

Figure 3. One of the buildings occupied
by afgantsy in 199215

'35 N. Danilova, “The Development of an Exclusive Veterans’ Policy: The Case of Russia”, Armed
Forces and Society, vol. 20, no. 10, 2009, p. 908.

136 The photo is from E. Stoyanov, E. Pankrat'eva, ""Muzhiki, nas budut rasstrelivat' iz tankov': istoriya
afgantsev, kotorye zakhvatili doma na Taganskoi", BezFormata, 11 January 2019.



Besides the protection services, unions resorted to direct acts of force, mostly unarmed.
This includes the incident in 1992 where the Sverdlovsk Regional Branch seized blocks of flats
after they had discovered that the flats they had been promised had been put on sale.'>” As I
was told by my local informants, many of them live in the captured buildings to this day.
Another similar case occurred in the city of Makhachkala in 1996. My informant Ahmed was
among the organizers of the apartment block seizure:

“Tam 6vira cumyayus: Ham cmMoulu OOM, 2080puiu, 3mo ageanckuti oom. Koeoa
NOCMABUIU KAPKAC, OKHA — M020a Yice OHU peutunu omoams 8csakum [Ha npodadicy] (...)
Cobpan ecex peoam: “/lasaul 3axeamum >mom 00M, O0eBAMUIMANCKA ) asmocmanyuu?”’
Kmo-mo ucnyeancs, kmo-mo ne ucnyeancsa. A 2osopro. énepeo. 3axeamunu (...) Tam ewe ecms
08a doma, Kak pasz saxanuusanu [ux cmpoumenvcmeo]”’. A cosopio: “Myocuxu, 00un onpoc
pewunu. /lasatime ewje smu 08a ooma 3axeamum?”’(...) He coenawanucy!”

In 2019, when I was carrying out my fieldwork in Makhachkala, the captured building was
still inhabited by veterans and their families, and widely known as “the Afghan house”.

Nevertheless, such stories with relatively peaceful endings were exceptional. Two seminal
events that brought the business activities of the Afghan unions to an ignominious end took
place on the same day in 1994 and 1996. In 1994, the leader of the prominent Russian
Foundation for Disabled Afghan War Veterans, Mikhail Likhodey, was killed in a bomb
explosion. Two years later, thirteen other veterans, including a new head of the Foundation,
were murdered in another blast during a commemorational gathering at Likhodey’s grave in
Kotlyakov military cemetery. The investigation established that both of the hits were ordered
by a previous chairman of the foundation, Valery Radchikov, whom other veterans accused of
embezzling billions of roubles that never reached disabled veterans. Radchikov and several of

the perpetrators of the murders did not live to see their trial. As my informant Vladimir, who

<https://ekaterinburg.bezformata.com/listnews/afgantcev-kotorie-zahvatili-doma/68472206/?amp=1>,
accessed 20 May 2022.
157 See Introduction.
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participated in the gathering in the cemetery but survived the explosion, told me: “We settled it

ourselves” (“Paszobpanuce camu’).

Figure 4.Vladimir Lebedev’s grave was
designed as a Christian cross inside the
sight of a firearm, homage to Lebedev’s
criminal activities. The grave is located in
Shirokorechenskoe Cemetery in
Yekaterinburg next to the graves of other
Afghan veteran criminal bosses'®

Over time, more and more veterans ended up in prison or were killed in endless fights for
access to resources and gang wars. For example, in 1998, Vladimir Lebedev, the leader of

Sverdlovsk regional branch of RSVA and the main organizer of the Yekaterinburg residential

'8 The photo was made during the Yekaterinburg fieldwork in September 2021.
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buildings occupation, was shot dead by three bullets while walking with his dog. The killer has
never been found. Lebedev’s predecessor Viktor Kasintsev and the head of another local
veterans’ union Yuri Al’tshul’ also were assassinated.!>® The same year, five afgantsy were shot
dead in the local office of RSVA in the city of Togliatti by, presumably, a crime gang which
was fighting with the Afghan one for the local oil delivery market.!® Two years later, a fight
between different afgantsy took place in Veliky Novgorod. The head of the local military union
Legion Valery Ivanov and two of its members were killed; six others were hospitalized with
head injuries and gunshot wounds. As the investigators suspected, Afghan gangs from
Novgorod, Moscow and St. Petersburg were fighting for shares in local drug trafficking or oil
business'®! or for control over the rehabilitation centre for Afghan veterans.'®?

All these events negatively affected the reputation of veterans. Newspapers dubbed their
fight for money, power and group loyalty the veteran’s “own Afghan war”.!®* According to
Serguei Oushakine, by the end of the 1990s, the figure of the afganets had turned into a cliché,
standing for an “uncontrolled, violent, mafia-connected man, tortured by his military past”.!®*

Civilians were afraid to hire them everywhere with the exception of criminal gangs, which,
according to my respondent Bulat from Chelyabinsk, readily accepted veterans because of their
reputation for being devoid of fear and moral constraints. This further marginalized and
radicalized ex-combatants and forced them to withdraw into a circle of brothers-in-arms,

beyond which they expected to face hostility. It appears that the veterans internalized the idea

of themselves as people who were uncontrollable, dangerous and stand out from society; several

19 K. Fiks, “Kriminal'naya karta devyanostykh. Legendarnye prestupleniya Ekaterinburga,” ETV, 10
April 2017. <https://ekburg.tv/articles/gorodskie istorii/2017-03-
10/kriminalnaja_karta devjanostykh legendarnye prestuplenija_ekaterinburga>, accessed 5 October
2020.

160 «“Veterany Afganistana vylezli iz kletki”, Kommersant, 16 April 1998.
<https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/196648>, accessed 5 October 2020.

161 «“Novgorodskogo killera etapirovali po mestu raboty”, Kommersant, no, 143, 11 August 2001.
<https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/278100>, accessed 5 October 2020.

2.5, Topol', “Afganskaya voina na novgorodskoi zemle”, Kommersant, 25 January 2000.
<https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/138174>, accessed 5 October 2020.

16'S. Oushakine, The Patriotism of Despair, p. 168.

1% Ibid.



of my informants talked about themselves in these terms in my interviews. This probably
explains the ease with which some informants told me about their criminal past or mentioned
former comrades-in-arms who belonged to the mafia — they felt no moral discomfort about these
factors.

Finally, in the late 1990s, the diffusion of violence, caused by a power struggle within
veterans’ groups, together with attempts by the state to regain the monopoly of violence, caused
the cancellation of veteran’s massive economic privileges and tax exemptions. According to
Mark Galeotti, the rise and fall of the unions’ business reflected the evolution of Soviet society
as a whole, with its transition from formal groups to independent groupings, co-operatives and
unions'® — and then back.

Bereft of options and of state support, military unions were forced to merge. Only big
players like RSVA of Battle Brotherhood managed to maintain political ties. Moreover, many
veterans who had been part of the Afghan mafia were imprisoned, murdered, or simply fell by
the wayside exhausted. Responding to my question about how former Afghan market
employees were feeling nowadays, my informant Vladimir said: “Cnoxotinsie eépemena

Hacmanu. Y Hac ocHosHvle 100U Ha kiaobuwe. Ha kraoduwe éce cnoxkoiino”.

Veterans’ Unions in 2000s: Respect in Exchange for Loyalty

As Mark Galeotti asserted, the afganets movement’s dynamic reflected the evolution of
Soviet society generally, with its transition from “informal groups” (“HedopmanbHbie TpyIIIIBL”,
i.e. independent groupings), co-operatives and unions in the period of democratization, to a

slow, sullen retrenchment, in the post-Soviet era, of associationism and freedom of assembly.'®

195 Galeotti, Afghanistan, p. 118.
166 Tbid.
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In the 2000s, alongside with the militarization of society, the level of support for the
veterans’ alliances from the governmental officials was also growing. The state considered it
useful to co-opt veterans in order to build a new patriotic narrative and to create the image of a
heroic Soviet struggle with international terrorism.

This process was not one-directional. As Rodric Braithwaite pointed out in his study of
veterans, the goals of the unions ultimately coincided with the goals of the state. Just like the
country's new authorities, who planned to restore a sense of pride in Russia’s 20th century’s
history, heads of unions advocated the development of patriotism and respect for the armed
forces and created an image of the war in Afghanistan as a heroic episode, during which soldiers
performed their military duty and defended the Motherland.!®” Indeed, the narrative of the war
built by veterans’ organizations was reconstituted. Now it closely replicated the official one.
For example, Boris Gromov, in his memoirs, repeated Putin's speech almost word-for-word:

“He cywecmeyem ocHoaHuii 015 ymeepicoeHuss 0 mom, umo 40-s apmus nomepnena
nopasicenue, pasHo KAk u O MmoM, Umo Mbl 00epHCanu 80eHHYI0 nobedy 6 Ageanucmarne.
Cosemckue 6oticka 6 konye 1979 2. becnpensamcmeeHHo 8OULIU 6 CIMPAHY, 8bINOJIHUIU — 8
omauyue om amepuxanyed 60 Bvemmname — ceou 3adauu u OpeaHu308aHHO BEPHYIUCL HA
Poouny” 1%

Frants Klintsevich, the head of the Russian Union of Afghan Veterans and the State Duma
deputy, used the same narrative in most of his interviews throughout the 2000s. He also
actualized military discourse by comparing the war in Afghanistan with the Russian invasion
of North Ossetia in 2008, and later, of Syria in 2016. According to Klintsevitch, all of these
campaigns were caused by the threats to the USSR and then Russia from the global “West”:

“Oma roupponmayus HyscHa Ovlia, npedcoe 6ce2o, 3anady, 4moodvLl mem Camvim

ocnabums Cosemckuti Corw3. (...) Mol mpamuiu ocpommsie cpeocmea Ha 80OpYIHCeHUe, HA

167 Braithwaite, Afgantsy, p. 23.
188 B. Gromov, Ogranichennyi kontingent, 2009.
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XOJOOHYI0 80UHY, NOMOMY 4MO dma yepo3a oviia pearvhou. Onu [3anad] eéceeda npobosanu
Hac Ha 30, U Ce200Hs Mbl MO GUOUM U 8 pe3Vabmame KOH@DAUKMA, KOMOpbili npousoule
meancoy I pysuei u FOoucnoti Ocemueti. dmu Oelicmsusi ObLIU HANPABIEHbI, 8 NEPBYI0 0uepedb,
Ha npoéepky 6oennoii deecnocobnocmu Poccuiickoti @edepayuuy.'®

Now, the Russian (and Soviet — the two were not distinguished) side bore none of the
responsibility for conflict, while enjoying all of the moral benefits for the manner in which it
was conducted — a position shared both by the leadership and by individual soldiers.

Though veterans enjoyed their new status of national heroes and their new self-image, built
on the notion of the heroic and self-sacrificing defence of the country,!” this came at an
appreciable price. The state offered ex-soldiers a higher social status, recognition and public
respect. In return, it demanded their loyalty. Military unions started to lose their independence
as lobbying and advocacy channels. Metaphorically speaking, in the beginning of the 2000s
their heads and the state cut a deal: veterans received welfare and recognition; the state received
their loyalty.

skskok

Natalia Danilova dates the beginning of the convergence of interests of the military unions
and the state to the end of 1990s when high ranking officials and governors became an integral
part of the commemoration ceremonies of the war in Afghanistan.'”’ In 2004, a monument to
the “warrior-internationalists” was erected in the huge Poklonnaya Gora Memorial Complex.'”

Previously, this had been dedicated to the Great Patriotic War alone. The erection of the new

memorial was evidently intended to signal the inclusion of Afghans in the pantheon of "real"

19 «“Dyadtsat' let posle voiny”, Lenta.ru, 2 September, 2008. <https://lenta.ru/conf/afganistan>,
accessed 19 May 2020.

170 Galbas, “Our Pain and Our Glory”, p. 120.

7I'N. Danilova, “Memorial’nayaversiyaAfganskoivoiny”, Pamyat’ o voine 60 let spustya, Rossiya,
Germaniya, Evropa, Moscow: Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2005.
<https://magazines.gorky.media/nz/2005/2/memorialnaya-versiya-afganskoj-vojny-1979-1989-
gody.html>, accessed 21 May 2020.

172 A. Semushkin,”Pamyatnikvoinam-internatsionalistam (Moskva, Poklonnaya gora)”, Pamyatniki v
Rossii website. <https://pamyatniki-v-rossii.ru/pamyatniki/pamjatnik-voinam-internacionalistam-moskva-
poklonnaja-gora/>, accessed 7 October 2020.
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veterans, equal to those of the Second World War. The author of the monument was Salavat
Shcherbakov, also hired by the pro-governmental Russian Military Historic Society for highly
ideological monuments such as sculptures of Vladimir the Great and gunsmith Mikhail
Kalashnikov.!” In 2005, the next important event occurred. "The Committee of World War 11
Veterans passed the symbolic Victory Banner to afgantsy — ‘as their successors’”.!”* In his
interview concerning this ceremony, the head of the one of the largest veterans’ alliances, the
Russian Alliance of Veterans of Afghanistan (Poccuiickuii Coro3 BerepanoB Adranucrana,
RSVA) Frants Klintsevich proudly claimed that, after so many years, Afghan veterans had
finally gained well-deserved recognition: “Koeoa cozdasancs PCBA, "ageanywt” npuwiiu
semepanam BOB nanaxcueamo omunowenus. "Kakue vl 6emepanwl?” — ycaviuanu 6 omeem
u nonyuunu om éopom nosopom”.'> In 2009, a troops’ withdrawal commemoration ceremony,
organized by the two most influential military alliances, took place in the Moscow Kremlin —
the place where previously only the anniversaries of victory in the Second World War had been
celebrated.

At the same time, throughout the decade, small soldiers’ unions were closed down. Large
ones (such as Battle Brotherhood and RSVA) gradually turned into official, state-run
organizations which later became more and more involved in politics — or, at least, in new kinds
of public movements closely affiliated with the state.

In 2007, the majority of regional veterans’ unions supported the electoral campaign of
Vladimir Putin and the pro-government United Russia party. The head of RSVA, Franz
Klintsevich, became United Russia’s State Duma deputy and the deputy chairman of the
Committee for Veterans’ Affairs (the leader of the second huge veteran organization, Battle

Brotherhood, Boris Gromov, had already became the governor of Moscow Region).

173 More about Shcherbakov: K. Leonova, “Uchenik avangardista, lyubimchik ministra”, Meduza, 20
December 2017. <https://meduza.io/feature/2017/12/20/uchenik-avangardista-lyubimchik-ministra>,
accessed 6 October 2020.

174 «Simvolicheskoe Znamya Pobedy teper' khranitsya u veteranovAfganistana — Frants Klintsevich”,
TASS News Agency, 6 May 2013. <https://tass.ru/interviews/1598471>, accessed 19 May 2020.

175 Ibid.
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In 2011, after the pro-Putin’s public All-Russia People’s Front was established, military
unions became among the first organizations to join it.!’® Later, within the framework of the
Front, they conducted patriotic education sessions for schoolchildren,'”” with their army service
propaganda and a new, militarized version of patriotism, which Vladimir Putin, at one of his
meetings with representatives of the Front, called "kpenkuii pynnament 6yaymero."!’s

What were veterans’ motives to participate in all these events? Michael Galbas claims that
veterans’ unions became stakeholders of the new militarism and its values, and identifies two
reasons why they followed the reconstituted official heroic canon: financial guarantees for the
veterans’ welfare; and enhanced social prestige.!” I would argue, on the other hand, that

»180 of their members

although the unions still proclaimed “concern for improving the wellbeing
as one of their main goals, and their funding through the state grant system had steadily grown,
the financial benefits did not reach rank-and-file members of the unions. The fusion of veterans’
organizations and official institutions did not lead to any enhancement of the welfare system.
We must accordingly look for financial benefits not to the overall membership, but to specific
sections of it, or alternatively search for benefits that were not of a financial kind. Soon,
veterans’ wellbeing stopped being considered at all. In 2011, the Battle Brotherhood added to
its statute a clause addressing “the establishment of a system of participation in protecting the

99181

national interests of the state” ®' as the main goal of its work. Since that period, the protection

of veterans’ rights and benefits has become one of the secondary goals.

176 «Obshcherossiiskii narodnyi front. Politicheskoe ob’edinenie na baze partii Edinaya Rossiya”,
Lenta.ru. <https://lenta.ru/lib/14211400>, accessed 20 May 2020.

1771 write more about this in Chapter 4.

178 “Geroi prodolzhayut provodit' uroki muzhestva v rossiiskikh shkolakh”, ONF web-site, 16 January
2013. <https://onf.ru/2013/12/16/geroi-prodolzhayut-uroki-muzhestva-v-rossijskih-shkolah>, accessed
21 May 2020.

17 Galbas, “Our Pain and our Glory”, p. 122.

180 “Istoricheskaya spravka”, Boevoe Bratstvo website. <https://bbratstvo.com/ob-
organizatsii/istoricheskaya-spravka>, accessed 3 July 2020.

181 “Ustav Vserossijskoj obshhestvennoj organizacii veteranov Boevoe bratstvo”, Boevoe Bratsto
website. <https://bbratstvo.com/ob-organizatsii/dokumenty-organizatsii/ustav-vserossijskoj-
obshhestvennoj-organizatsii-veteranov-boevoe-bratstvo-redaktsiya-do-14-iyunya-2016-g>, accessed 21
May 2020.



Perhaps most strikingly, there were leaders of the veterans’ organizations who opposed the
adoption of new veterans’ social benefits. For example, in 2006 Frants Klintsevitch was among
the State Duma deputies who voted for the reduction of state benefits to the women who served
in Afghanistan.'®® In 2008, he voted against the provision of free cars to war invalids.'®?
Presumably, Klintsevitch acted from the standpoint of a governmental official and took into
consideration the state budget, but not the welfare of fellow veterans.

Moreover, governmental recognition did not lead to any positive impact on veterans. All
the negative issues such as disabilities, “Afghan syndrome” (i.e. PTSD among veterans) and
problems with the adaptation of veterans to postwar life, compounded by ageing and the time
that has now elapsed since return,still continued to exist, but were avoided in public discussions.
The official commemoration was not followed by programmes of psychological or physical
rehabilitation.

For example, one of my informants, Ali, came back from Afghanistan with serious
concussion and brain and spine injuries. For many years, he has suffered from headaches and
is not able to leave his home village in mountainous Dagestan. He claims that he has never
received any rehabilitation or medical treatment. He is among the few among my informants
who believe that psychotherapy could help ex-combatants, and wishes he could talk to a
psychologist about his long-standing nightmares: “Ilo nouam écmaewn, manetiwiuii wym — Ha
wmoikax, uwews agmomam. Tax y borvuuncmea’. Unfortunately, psychologists have not been
prepared to work with war veterans in Dagestan. I asked whether Ali had notice any changes in
the social security of veterans or results of veterans’ organizations’ activities in the 2000s. Ali
hesitated and said that “nampuomuueckoe 6ocnumanue opeanuszosanu’”. That was the only

difference that he observed.

182 A. Smolina, “Afganistan. Otkrytoe pis'mo Klintsevichu Frantsu Adamovichu”, 47t of War, 27
March, 2010. <http://artofwar.ru/s/smolina_a/text 0440.shtml>, accessed 23 May 2020.
183 Gosudarstvennaya Duma, Stenogramma zasedanii, vol. 7 (175), 2008, Moscow, 2010, p. 275.
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Nikolai from Bryansk was also critical towards the contemporary unions, affiliated with
the state, and advocated the first once, that had been organized and managed by veterans
themselves. He claimed that in the early 2000s when he created a small veterans’ organization,
“sce [semepanvl] ObLIU CepbesHble, Kpacugble, MOI0Oble. A 6om celiuac s 6CMpeyacy, peosama
me dice, Komopwle Kocmsak ovin. [lonosuna uz nux cnusaemces. [louwemy-mo. [ ...] Moocem dvimo,
9MO U3-3a OMHOWEHUS IMO20, YO Mbl ObLIU HYHCHBI KAK-MO 00Wecmay, a cetuac Mvl HUKOMY
He HydcHbl. Tocoa mosicem 6vimb, ¢ pabomoti ObLIo ecye, ¢ 00bIKHO8eHHOU pabomoll. A cetliuac
00U M0oe20 803pacma, oajice Ha 08a 200a MOJodce MeHs Oyxaiom no-ueprHomy. [...] Ou
[ageaney] cynynca 6 oono mecmo — nem pabomoi, CYHYICs 8 Opy20e — Hem pabombl, CYHYICA
6 mpemve — u mam moadice Hem pabomwl. OH nowien, 8341 OYMLLIKY U ONnAMb Hanuics. M 6cé.
Bcem um moorcno [6wi10 6b1] nomous ™.

Even while expressing regret for what he saw as a negative transformation of the veterans’
community, Nikolai did not complain about the official federal alliances, of which he was also
a member. It seemed that neither he nor most of my other informants expected the veterans’
organizations to take care of the veterans. He regretted the vanishing of the first grassroots

organizations but did not directly connect it with the rise of the new state-run ones.

Veterans’ Self-Identity in 2000-2010: Defenders of the Homeland

How did ex-combatants react at the changes in the official discourses and in the reforms of
the veterans’ unions? Most of my informants welcomed them fully. As Dagestani Ali stated,
for many years local branches of veterans’ unions had not received any money from the central
committee, although they had organized a wide range of patriotic activities out of obligation,
even when nobody had done it at the state level: “A pabomatro 6 wixone 6e3 nuxaxoii 3apniamet,

be3 nuxaxou smotl... A 3naro, umo s 0oaxcen. A ¢ 1991 200a 6 obwecmeennoil sxusnu ceaa’”.
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Although Ali did not receive any salary for this job in the 2000s either, he was pleased to know
his work finally had been appreciated and recognized.

The transformation of veterans’ identity from victims to defenders of the homeland
cemented their loyalty to the government. Most of the veterans acclaimed the new political
course of cultural militarization and patriotism, and took the return of military glorification as
a well-deserved reward and an opportunity to communicate with a wider community or society
in general. Besides, there was now no longer any need to divide the private and public
narratives.

At the same time, veterans discovered that their welfare and place in society depended not
on their achievements in the past, but on service in the present. If earlier, soldiers could blame
the state for what they saw as the unjust symbolic and socio-economic assessment of their
status, by the end of the 2000s they themselves had to choose whether to continue serving and
fighting on the ideological front, and obtain their social benefits as a part of a bigger veterans’
group, or to refuse to participate in veterans’ activities and organizations and to lose their
privileges.

However, ex-servicemen also approved the narrative of battle brotherhood that had become
the core of the state’s perception of the veterans. Indeed, arguably, the official ideological
accentuation of soldiers’ unity made veterans’ groups even more united. The battle brotherhood
was, of course, a mythological construct — both at military bases in Afghanistan and in veterans’
associations back home. Bullying and ill-treatment (or, using the Russian notion,
“nemosmuna’) was part of the everyday reality of the war.!3* For example, in 1987, 33% of the
crimes identified in the 40th Army were connected with different sorts of bullying, and more
than 200 soldiers were seriously injured by their fellows. Most of the afgantsy whom I

interviewed claimed that they faced bullying in Afghanistan frequently themselves, or heard

184 For a detailed discussion of bullying in the Russian army see at F. Daucé, E. Sieca-Kozlowski,
Dedovshchina in the Post-Soviet Military: Hazing of Russian Army Conscripts in a Comparative
Perspective, Stuttgart: ibidem-Verlag, 2006.
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about it from their fellow soldiers. As my informant Ravshan stated, during his service, bullying
was “the rule of life”: “Hy mozoa s omunocuncs k s5momy, umo 3mo npaguio Mou HCU3HU, MO20
Mecma, 20e mbl Haxoouwbcs. Ymo max 30ecv ycmpoeno. Bo ecém Agheanucmane mak
npoUCXooum, 80 8cex 4acmsx. Imo peaibHocms ge30e”.

Like most of my informants, Ravshan gave numerous examples of bullying of soldiers in
military barracks:

“A Kak paz yacovlM CMOAL HOUbIO HA NOCMY U OOUH COLOAM 6eCb HA KAPAUKaAX K 600e
nou3, 8ecb 6 Kposu, e2o, 8uoumo, nooumu. M ewé cosopsam, 6poHedcuiemsvl HaAde8anu Ha
conoam, Ha pA006bIX OPOHeNHCUNem U NPUKIAOOM A8MoMama Ounl, eciu OH NPOSUHUNCA UTU
3acuysHcun amo, xHrecmoko obpawanucs. Camocmpenvt OblIU, HEKOMOPbIe He BblOEPIHCUBATU,
camu 8 cedsi cmpensnu. [...] Ha sviezde oviiu ¢ Kabyne. U mam cmapocuyscawue uzousaiu
00H020 MON100020. [...] H pe3ko makas muwiuna Hacmynuia, i 3a2iauyl myod, 4mo mam
npoucxooum. A OH nedcan yice Ha NONLY, U Ce CMOAM HAO HUM, U Y 8ceX maKue NomepsiHHble
auya. A nooowén Kk Hemy, HOOHANL €20 80M MAK, HA PYKU 0EpPIHCY €20, U OH KAK-MO 80M yice
HeXCUgoll U 8ecb ckamuiacs 6Hus. A nomom oghuyep 3awen... Kopoue, onu e2o 0o cmepmu
uzounu. On ymep. OH, MOJCHO CKA3aMb, HA PYKAX Y MeHsl CKOHYaAcA. A e2o cnucanu Ha 6oegvle
[nomepu]».

However, even while acknowledging the prevalence of bulling, some of my informants
persistently defended the notion of the battle brotherhood. Nikolai, former sapper, and now a
businessman from the city of Bryansk, tried to justify bullying by claiming that violence in
barracks did not affect soldiers’ unity in trenches:

“Tam [6 Agpeanucmane] He moarbKO 8OUHA, MAM euje, HABEPHOE, 80N MO MOBAPUUYECTBO
bonvwyro ponv [uepano]. Ilonumaeme xak, y mac mozoa Oadxce He ObLIO MbICAU O MOM,
O00NYCMUM mam 20e-mo CIyKagumy, yeuibHyms [60 epems 60s]. Koneuno, s cyscy no momy,
KaK Mou Opy3bs NOCMynanu u Kax s cam 6 Ilanscemam 20e-mo. U oedoswuna dvina. Yacmo

sonpoc 3adasanu “Y eac umo, u dedoswurna mam ovina?”’ beina. U ouens sicecmras 6vina. Ho,
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K020a Ha Onepayulo 8bIX0OUIU, OHA 3A0bI8ANACH, ee nNpaKkmuyecku He 6vin0. OHa cMALYANAC
mam. 3adasanu enynvie gonpocwvl. “Toi dHce Moz eMy 8 CHUHY CMPelbHYMb, ecli OH obuoden
meba” — smo yoce 30ecv Ha zpaxcoanke. Bonpoc ne no cywecmsy. He moe. He no-
yenogeuecku .

Yet at the same time as employing the idea of “battle brotherhood”, many of my informants
cast doubt on the contemporary unity of veterans. In both of the places where I conducted the
main parts of my fieldwork, the republic of Dagestan and the Bryansk region, former soldiers
blamed local veterans’ associations for internal conflicts, turf wars, fighting over state funding
and so on. For example, in the city of Bryansk I interviewed two leaders of two local branches
of RSVA. Both of them pretended to be the only leader of the local Afghan community, and
blamed the other for corruption and dividing the local community.

Another local informant, businessman Nikolai, used to be a head of a small veterans’ group
in 2000s. His organization mostly handled the patriotic education of schoolchildren. According
to Nikolai, none of the bigger unions were ready to cooperate with it: “4 npuwen k obnacmuomy
npedcedamenio [ageanckozo corsal, we 0y0y [eco] Hazvleamv, HO MAK Mbl U He HAULIU
nonumanus. To ecmv 6pamcmea Huxaxkozo nem, abconomuo. Bcé na noxasyxy. [...] Bpamcmeo
— 9Mo K020a NOMO2aiom NO-HACMOAWEMY, He cloéamu, a deiom. Bom u ece. A y nac, 6

bpsancke mue, nanpumep, cumyayus ne upasumcsa. Kyua opeanuzayuti u moJiky HUKakozo .

The 2010s. The Veterans as a Pillar of the Regime

The second decade of Putin’s leadership, with its escalating militarization, patriotic
mobilization, and two new military campaigns (in southeast Ukraine and in Syria) has been
marked by a further justification of the war in Afghanistan and the wider use of war veterans

as a pillar of government support.
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The official war discourse has continued to evolve. During his meeting with Afghan
veterans in 2015, Putin no longer criticized the war. The president claimed that Soviet troops
faced “political Islam” and “extremist organizations that were supported from outside”
(“oxcmpemucmcexue opeanuzayuu, KoOmopwvle UCKYCCHMEEHHO NOONUMbBIBAIUCH CO CHIOPOHBL).
“We need to fight them, and we continue doing it” (“C smum npuxooumcs 6opomscs, u mvl
6yoem amo denamy”) concluded the president.'®®

In 2014, Frants Klintsevich (RSVA) started a massive campaign that was aimed at
challenging both the relation of the state and public opinion about the war in Afghanistan was.
He asserted that it had frozen the drug trade and the threat of international terrorism that had
now become “the main problem for all humanity” (“npobrema nomep ooum Ons ecezo
yenosewecmea ). He also claimed that the Soviet Union was the first to “get a strike from jihad”
(“npunsin na cebs yoap oxcuxaoa’), which he claimed was nurtured by the intelligence services
of Western countries, primarily the United States.!%¢

The head of the RSVA also put forward a demand for the revision of the Congress of
People's Deputies of the USSR’s 1989 decree denouncing the war as “politically motivated and
not justified in historical perspective”!®” The offer sounded marginal at first, but quickly gained
political support. The new narrative was announced on different TV shows on state channels.
Members of Battle Brotherhood (another major state-affiliated military union) developed the
legal framework for the revision of the assessment of the Soviet invasion to Afghanistan. On
November 21, 2018, the State Duma duly denounced the decree of the defunct Soviet
government as “inconsistent with the principles of historical justice”. The attitude to the war as
“not justified” was also denounced. From now on, the war was to be considered just. In his

speech on the 30th anniversary of the troops’ withdrawal, the head of Battle Brotherhood, Boris

185 «prezident Vladimir Putin vstretilsya s veteranami voiny v Afganistane”, /TV.ru, 15 February
2015. < https://www.1tv.ru/news/2015-02-15/27203-
prezident vladimir putin_vstretilsya s veteranami_voyny v_afganistane >, accessed 28 May 2020.
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186 «Klintsevich: sovetskie voiska v Afganistane ostanovili narkotorgovlyu”, RIA Novosti, 15 February,

2015.<https://ria.ru/20150215/1047803340.html>, accessed 2 May 2020.
"7 Ibid.
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Gromov, advocating the new assessment, openly drew parallels between the Soviet fight against
“Islamic fundamentalism” in Afghanistan and “the successful Russian campaign in Syria”.!88
Notably, the public attitude towards then also has changed. Once every few years, the
independent Moscow Levada Centre conducts an opinion poll about the attitude towards the
war in Afghanistan. The last such survey was hold in February 2020. Sociologists compared its
results with the data of previous surveys, conducted since 1991. It turned out that over 25 years,
the number of those who considered this war a ‘“state crime” (“rocymapcTBeHHOE
npecrymuienne”) has decreased by one and a half times — from 69 to 44%. At the same time, the
number of those who justified it even more noticeably increased, from 8 to 22%. The number
of participants who were unsure (and perhaps not interested) also rose, from 23 to 34%. The
authors of the survey attributed this to the growing moral indifference of Russian society to
military violence and even with the growing immorality of Russian society.'®’ I take a slightly
different view, and assume that such results were more closely connected with the changes in
public discourses about the war than anything else. Besides, the public was becoming more
aware of veterans of local wars, since it had started seeing them at official events (like Victory

Day and public holidays of all kinds), encoutering them teaching children at schools'® and

reading the numerous interviews about their heroic deeds in the Russian media.

188 “Doklad predsedatelya komiteta po koordinatsi i sovmestnykh deistvii veteranskikh ob"edinenii
geroya Sovetskogo Soyuza Gromova B.V. ‘O khode raboty po podgotovke k 30-letiyu zaversheniya
vypolneniya 40-i armiei zadach v Afganistane”, Boevoe Bratstvo website. <https://bbratstvo.com/doklad-
predsedatelya-komiteta-po-koordinacii-sovmestnyh-deystviy-veteranskih-obedineniy-geroya-sovetskogo-
soyuza-gromova-bv>, accessed 17 August, 2020.

189 "Pamyat' ob Afganskoi voine (1979-1989)", Levada Centre, 25 February 2020.
<https://www.levada.ru/2020/02/25/pamyat-ob-afganskoj-vojne-1979-1989/>, accessed 20 May 2022.

190 T write about veterans’ involvement in “patriotic education” of youth in Chapter 4.
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Figure 5. Opolchentsy from
Yekaterinburg before their departure to
the Ukrainian Donbass!"!

Another important process that emerged simultaneously with the justification of the wars
by the state was the recruitment of ex-combatants in new military campaigns, sometimes
official, but mostly unofficial. This started in 2014, after the war in the Ukrainian Donbass
broke out. Right up to the present, Russian officials have continued to deny that Russian troops
were involved in the invasion of southeast Ukraine that followed the annexation of Crimea.
What they have not denied was the involvement of Russian opolchentsy — volunteers, many
of whom were ex-military men. Since the beginning of the war, veterans’ organizations have
turned into informal recruitment centres for volunteers. During my fieldwork in the city of
Ekaterinburg in 2015, I interviewed Vladimir Efimov, an Afghanistan and Chechnya veteran
and head of the military detachment called "Volunteers of the Urals", which has fought in

Donbass since March 2015. According to the veteran, the detachment, as well as many other

IThe photo was originally published in E. Racheva, “Poezd No. 336. 52 chasa s dobrovol'tsami,
kotorye edut s voiny”, Novaya Gazeta, no. 30, 30 April, 2015. <https://novayagazeta-
vlad.ru/2015/04/29/979/poezd-336.html>, accessed 17 August, 2020.
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units, was formed by the Sverdlovsk Regional Public Fund of the Disabled and Veterans of the
Special Forces. Efimov claimed that the fund started sending people to Donbass from the
summer of 2014.1%2

Apart from the fund, several other Yekaterinburg veteran organizations also sent people to
Donbass. Alexander, an afganets from Bryansk, also told me that in 2014 he was responsible
for sending Bryansk volunteers, some of whom were ex-combatants, to the frontline in
Donbass. These activities violate the Russian law governing mercenaries, but the work of the
military unions has never been checked. When I interviewed my informant, chechenets Alexei,
in 2019, he claimed that veterans’ structures were still hiring mercenaries through former
soldiers: “boesoe bpamcmeo ™ pecuonanbHoe — 3mMo peKpymuH208as KOMIAHUSA, KOMOPAs KaK
pas ua Jlonobac omnpasnsem, 8 YBK Baecnepa. Onu npocmo ecex oepacam Ha césizu. Y meHs
opy3vs [360nsam] 6 mo oice boesoe dpamcmeo: ‘“Ye, ecmv 20e nogoesamwv?” “/lasaiime,
pebsaima, ceéou ankemvl 3anonHaAlUme, pestome nuwume’’. JJoKymenmol pazoarom, KaK moJibKo
HA4anacs 60UHA, OHU Cpa3y myoa nooms2uearm .’

Alexei, a professional mercenary himself, was critical of such methods of hiring his fellow
veterans. He blamed the unions for not providing soldiers with official documents which could
help them in case of disability of injury. That defined his attitude towards the war in general,
and indeed to the country’s leader, whom he accused of using “underhand methods”: “Omo
RNYMUHCKOE 8DEeMs K CONCANEHUIO, K020a MAKUM MAKapom NblMAaiomcs peulams 60npocyl,
umobbl 8pode Kak s HenpuuacmeH. (...) Mue kak-mo sma eouna na /lonbace ne unmepecna
ovina. Jlasce ne moey obowvachums novemy. Cropee 6ce2o, nomomy umo s nonumaio, umo Ilymun
MAKUMU Memooamu nAcKyOHbIMU GOUHY 6edem, ecliu OH nepcst myod, OH 00JIdHCeH OblLl myoa
80licKa 8secmil, 83aMb J00el noo 3auumy .

By contrast, Muscovite Vladimir who, he claimed, was among the Russians participating

in the annexation of Crimea, took great pride in the role of the afgantsy in such historical events.

192 Tbid.
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According to him, their task should be a diplomatic one: to meet Ukrainian war veterans and to
persuade them to defect to Russia. Notably, he called Ukrainian afgantsy “our brothers”: “Ham
mooice opyaicue 0anu, y Hac OblLIo 6ce, Umo NOHPAsULoch, Ho Knunyesuu 631 6ce smo opyaicue,
3aKpbll NOO KIIOY 8 OpydiceliKe, 8bICIMAGUL YaAC08020, U Mbl 00be3XHCANU 8Ce NOOPA30eNeHUs
VKpauHcKue, co ecemu Oecedosanu [He npubezas K eoopydiceHnvim Oeticmsusim] [...] He
[monvko] ¢ eemepanamu, kmo-mo yuuncs 6 akaoemuu, ¢ kem-mo 6 Ageane 6vin. Ymo snavum:
Mol 6yOdem Opye 6 Opyea cmpensimv? bpames mel. VY nac Yxpaunckuii coio3 eemepanos
Apeanucmana. Komanoupwi-agpeanysl, Munucmp 060poHbl y HUX 8 MO 8pemsi modice agheaney
ovLn”.

Later, during my fieldwork in Bryansk and Tver, I found out that similar groups of veterans
from both of these cities had been deployed to Crimea. Several of my informants proudly
claimed they had participated in this mission. In Bryansk, bus driver and Afghan veteran
Alexander told me about six local ex-combatants who had been dispatched to Crimea after the
Moscow office of the RSVA alliance asked veterans from Central Russia to join and help with
the Crimea seizure. Alexander's story sounds ridiculous, funny and tragic at the same time.
Initially, he and six other afgantsy left Bryansk in Alexander’s minibus and went to Moscow
where they planned to take a military plane to Crimea. As it turned out, the planes were already
not allowed to land there. Instead, the veterans were sent by plane to the Russian city of Anapa,
where another local bus driver and afganets drove them to Novorossiysk. There the ex-soldiers
took a warship which brought them to Sevastopol in Crimea. In total, the warship carried 180
passengers. Most of them were veterans from different parts of Russia, others were retired riot
police officers, a group of sportsmen from Chechnya, and members of the notorious Moscow
motor club Night Wolves. According to Alexander, on the way to Sevastopol, they all prepared
themselves for a real war and a real fight, so finally a Chechen war veteran from Bryansk started

panicking and asked permission to go home: “Omo 6vi1a nHoub, Mbl nonpocunu e2o ROKUHYMb
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Hauty komanoy. On: “V mensn oenee nem, myoa-ciooa”. “Toeoa noexaru u monyu”. “Hem, ne
noedy”. Tuna, denez oatime. “Hy, mwl 83pocaviii manvuux”. A ne oan”.
As Alexander proudly told me, in Sevastopol all veterans received weapons but never used

3

them. They were asked to “work with civilians”: “to monitor the situation” and “to fight
provocateurs”. For instance, once they took away cameras from young people (presumably,
journalists) who were filming anti-Russian protests. Another time, they themselves were
captured. Local pro-Russian militia mistook them for anti-Russian militia and surrounded them.

Alexander avoided answering my questions about what exactly veterans were doing there,
but proudly acknowledged that Frants Klintsevich (the head of the veterans’ group in Crimea
as well as the RSVA) “deporcan ceazv u ¢ nonumuyeckum pyxosoocmeom, u ¢ apmeuckum
PyKosoocmeom y Hezo Ovina ceasw”’. As well as alleging Klintsevich was the mediator with the
army high command, he also claimed that the veterans’ intervention had been a success; he and
the group “swinonmnsn ceow onpedenennyio 3adauy (...) Bvinoanun wuxapro 3adauy ceoio.
Tlomomy umo mMHO2uX npedcmasuiu K npasumenbCmeeHHbIM OPOeHAM, He MOIbKO MO, YMo HaM
mam epyyunu ecem medanv 3a eozspawenue Kpvima’ u Onacooapnocmu npesudenma, a
MHo2ue nonyuunu boesvie opoena u meoanu”. When I asked why they received military medals
if there were no military actions in Crimea, Alexander felt embarrassed and explained that
military medals could be given for non-military activities too:

“Bbl notimume, He 8ce20a HA2PAXCOAOM OPOEHOM UNU MeOdablo 3a Mo, Ymo mbvl CE0I0
APONUTL KPOBb, UTU KO20-MO MAM 8 NIeH 6351, Ul Ko2o-mo youn. [...] Haw ompso 63a1 mHozo
CKA008 C OpydHcUeM, OOHAPYHCUNU CXPOHLL C OPYIHCUEM, C OeHb2aMU, C HAPKOMUKAMU, C
e3pviguamkoll. [...] U ¢punancei, u 0oxymenmayus, u 1umepamypa pazuas u npovee-npodee”’

“A kaxasa numepamypa?”

“Iloopvignas numepamypa. Opeanuzayuonuas, aumepamypa noo2omosku. Pazuas.

Pasnoii nanpasnrennocmu dvina Hatioena iumepamypa”.
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When I asked Alexander how he himself explained the reasons for the Crimea annexation,
he said that after the Maidan revolution he expected clashes in Crimea but was not able to
explain to me the reasons for them. Then he suddenly blamed the US for “destabilizing the
situation” but also did not elaborate on this point: “4 yowce 3uan, umo npousowno na Matidane.
A nonuman, umo mo2ym Havamscs 6oesvie Oeticmsus. [ ...] Ho 51 6 mo sce epems nonumai, umo
Mo Oeno npagoe, My CUMyayuio packaiuéarom amepuxocwvl, u eciu, s 3Hai, umo Kpvim
MHO2OHAYUOHANLHBIL, YMO Mam 0OCMAHOBKA euje Kpyye Yem... HYy mo eCib MOodcem noumu
makas pe3us. Taxas pesus modcem navamocs.”

Strikingly, several of my informants claimed that the US was actively participating in the
war in Afghanistan in 1979-1989 (from the Afghani side) and even in the military operations
in Chechnya (on the side of Chechen rebels). Part of them noted that they knew this even at the
time when they were serving in these wars. Others acknowledged that they did not know it
before, but heard of this recently. The number of ex-soldiers thinking this way noticeably grew
since the beginning of my fieldwork. If in 2019 claims like “there were American instructors in
Chechnya” or “the Soviet Union was fighting the US on the territory of Afghanistan” still
sounded marginal, in 2021 I heard them from every second informant. Contemporary
militarized and anti-US and anti-NATO public discourse significantly influenced veterans.
Notably, when I asked Alexander about the reasons for the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, he
used modern clichés currently in circulation for justifying the wars with Ukraine. “opamckuii
Hapoo” and “eciu mvr myoa 6 He gowwnu, myoa 6 0w AMEPUKAHYbLL U NOO OOKOM ) HAC
cmosnu 6vl amepukanckue paxemoi”. His reasoning for the Afghan war and the Crimea
annexation sounded very similarly and replicated the official narratives. Alexander also
mentioned the US one more time, while proving the necessity to establish a War Veterans
Ministry. My informant claimed that it already existed in the USA where it was a “powerful
force” which united the veterans. He complained that Russia was not ready to create such force

because (unlike the US, the enemy) it wants to “sow discord” and “nuzums 6r100xcem ™.
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Apart from unofficial military work, since the end of the 2000s, veterans have repeatedly
participated in pro-government political actions. Typically, they organized rallies or meetings
dedicated to all major political events. For example, just after the end of the Russian-Georgian
war in 2008, a rally was held in Vladikavkaz (the Russian city closest to the Georgian border)
Afgantsy against the war (“Adranus! npotus BoitHbI). During this rally, members of regional
Afghan and Paratroopers unions “condemned the actions of the Georgian army in South Ossetia
and expressed their readiness to support the refugees [from South Ossetia, a disputed territory
between Russia and Georgia]” (“ebsicmynunu ¢ ocyscoenuem oeticmauti pykosoocmsa I pysuu
no omuouwtenuro x FOocnou Ocemuu u vipazunu 20MOBHOCMb OKA3AMb 6CECMOPOHHION
noooepaicky descenyam’), and also “sent an appeal to the Georgian embassy demanding an
end to the aggression” (“obpawenue ¢ mpebosanuem nPeKpamums azpeccuro 8 OMHOULeHUU
FOoxcnoti Ocemuu 6v110 HANPABIEHO 6 npedcmagumenbcmso noconvemead I pyszuuy).'”>

In 2013, after the March of Millions, the major rally of the Russian opposition, the Russian
Union of Afghan Veterans held a meeting which demanded criminal proceedings against the
rally participants (later dozens of cases were initiated, and defendants were given prison
sentences) and to quash the criminal case against the policemen who had beaten the participants
of the rally (as did indeed happen).

In 2014, after the Crimea annexation and the beginning of the military campaign in
southeast Ukraine, rallies “in support of the inhabitants of Crimea, fraternal people of Ukraine
and against the fascist movements that want to seize power” (“‘6 noddepoicky socumeneti Kpvima,
8 NM000epixCcKy Opamckozo Hapooa YKpaunvl u Npomus auucmcKux meyeHutl, Komopwvie

”)194

XOmsm 3axeamumy 61acmo. organized by the RSVA were held in most Russian regions,

193 «y/o Vladikavkaze proshel miting ‘ Afgantsy protiv voiny”, Informatsionnoe agentstvo Yuga, 12
August 2008. <www.yuga.ru/news/131380/>, accessed 17 August, 2020.

194 “Miting v podderzhku Ukrainy”, RSVAweb-site, 13 March 2014. <http://www.rsva-
kstovo.ru/news/archive/details/5a907d01-4697-4b9c-b70f-36fde8066b1a>, accessed 17 August, 2020.
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including small provincial towns like Kstov!®” in Nizhny Novgorod region or Novomoskovsk'?®
in Tula region.

In 2019, after several street political protests in Moscow, the RSVA and other veterans’
groups organized a concert dedicated to the Russian Flag Day (“/lens poccuiickoro ¢uara”).
The patriotic event was held in Sakharov Avenue, a broad and imposing thoroughfare, and
exactly the same place where opposition leaders planned to organize a rally “for fair elections
and in support of political prisoners”.!”” The Moscow city hall rejected the proposal to allow
the opposition to use this location, due to the veterans’ gathering.

All of these events were widely advertised, and covered by local media. Most of them
purported to be grassroots activities organized by local veterans’ groups, but I am certain that
all of them were initiated by the central offices of veterans’ unions together with government
officials. Together with other pro-government organizations, large military unions have turned
into contractors carrying out the ideological orders of the authorities and have received state
funding in return.

However, a few examples of truly grassroots initiatives have emerged. In September 2014,
in the midst of the war in southeast Ukraine, the RSV A branch from the small Bezhitsky district
in the city of Bryansk organized an anti-war rally. Approximately 10 to 15 people gathered in
the Lenin square under signs that read "A second Afghanistan is unacceptable" (“He gomyctum
BTOporo Adranucrana”) and "Soldier-internationalists are against the war with Ukraine"
(“BOMHBI-UHTEPHAIIMOHAIMCTHI IPOTHUB BokHbI ¢ Ykpannoii”).!”® The head of the union and the

organizer of the meeting, afganets Vladimir Barabanov wrote on the website of his alliance:

195 Ibid.

1% “Miting v podderzhku zhitelei Kryma i naroda Ukrainy proidet v subbotui v Novomoskovske”,
Tul'skie novosti, 14 February 2014. <https://newstula.ru/fullnews 123668.html>, accessed 20 August,
2020.

7 F. Rustamova, S. Goryashko, “Veterany-afgantsy i geroi Rossii provedut v subbotu miting na
prospekte Sakharova”, BBC, 19 August, 2019. <https://www.bbc.com/russian/news-49398998>, accessed
20 August, 2020.

198 <y Bryanske proshel piket protiv voiny s Ukrainoi”, Bryansk Today, 5 September 2014.
<https://bryansktoday.ru/article/13076>, accessed 20 August, 2020.
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“Muvl, semepanvl, 6cecoa npomug GOUH, UX HAYUHAIOM NOJUMUKAHbL, A PACNIAYUEAIOMCA
npocmoie aoou. Koeoa 3akanuueanace nawa 8ouna, 61acmes cmMo2ia HAUmMU HydCHvle Cl08d,
noobewas, umo «emopozo Apeanucmana ne 6yoemy. I'ubenv moicsau Hawux pebsm He Ovlia
Obl OeccmbicieHHOU, ecau Obl dma 6ouHa npedomepamuia 0Oyoywue eounvl (...) Hac
Hacmopasicueaem 6OUHCMBEHHAs, 2py0as pumopuxa evicuieco pykogoocmea. I omosnocmy
Mouums 6 copmupe’ 00 ‘Kpoeasvix connel’ paou c60e20 UMUOINCA U MEPPOPUCMO8 U
3AN0NHCHUKOS, U NPABBIX U BUHOBAMBIX, 0asumb 6ce u ecs. Ccopul ¢ coceoamu. Kongpponmayus

¢ Egponoii u Amepuxou. Ilooagnrenue onnosuyuu. Beauxyro cmpamny 00ondcHbl y8axcamo, a He

»» 199

boamwvca

Figure 6. The only anti-war meeting

organized by veterans’ — in Bryansk.2%
Despite the small number of participants, the rally was covered by most of the local media.
Baranov and his supporters planned to organize another anti-war event a week later, but the

new rally was prohibited by the local administration. The city hall claimed that it was the RSVA

199 <O nas”, Bezetskoe otdelenie RSVA web-site. <http://rsvabryansk.ru/o-Hac/>, accessed 20 August,
2020.

290 The photo was originally published in “V Bryanske proshel piket protiv voiny s Ukrainoi”.
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central board which questioned it.?! Later, Baranov tried to challenge this legally contentious
decision in court but lost.

I travelled to Bryansk to meet Vladimir Baranov. In his interview, he said that he was still
proud of his meeting and happy that organized it on the day when the Minsk Agreements were
signed: “Mbwi coenanu xopouree deno, 3a KOMmopoe nomom He cmvlOHo 6ydem. U, uzsunume, me
JKce YKpauHyvl MHe ckaxcym: 2oe mwol 0ol 8 mo epems? Cuden noo ousanom? A s cxaxcy: 5
ObL1 npomus, u 6ce20a ObLL NPOMUS, U HUK020a He 0Y0y 3a 8oUHY. (...) B amom denv kax pas
Munckue coenawenus [noonucanu]. Mvl oueHb 00607bHBI, UMO Mbl KANENbKY, MOMCEm,
HebONbULYI0, MOJcem, 3ano304ayio, 8 MOm NOJONCUMENbHbIL NPOoYecc - a Mbl dM020 U
mpeboganu, 4modvl NPeKpamums 0eHHble 0eUCmsusi — Mol U npoussenu’”.

We met in Vladimir’s flat in Bezhitskiy district. I noticed that the entrance of his apartment
block and the walls in the staircase were covered with paint. I asked what had happened. With
a laugh, Vladimir explained that at night before his protest, someone had covered all the walls
of the building with graffiti saying a fascist and a traitor lives there. The people who wrote the
graffiti started knocking on Vladimir’s door at 6 am but he did not open it, being on his guard
for potential threats: “Kmo-mo nauan 36onums, 6 6 ympa. A ne cman omxpwvieams, NOMOM) 4mo
y MmeHns 3a0ada [Owina] — doexamv 00 mumutea. Mawuny nocmasun é Opyeom mecme.
Packneusanu xaxue mo aucmosku... Hy, mam, xax odviuno, muna, gawiucm, npeoamend
POOUHbL, NPOOAICA YKPAUHCKUM OeHoeposyam — uepes «ey. Hy, mooxcem nonummexnonou.
Moowcem ewe xmo-mo. Hx neimanace notimams [noauyus], nomomy umo OHU NOObe30
uzeaounu. Ilo cymu [nanucannozo y nonuyuu] 6o3pasicenuti He 6wino. Hy, s co cmexom Kk amomy

OMHECCH, NOMOMY Umo... oaoce no4YepKoM KpacueblM Hanucaiu ”,

201 «y/]asti Bryanska zapretili miting protiv voiny s Ukrainoi”, Bryansk Today, 12 September 2014.
<https://bryansktoday.ru/2014091213330/society/Vlasti-Bryanska-zapretili-miting-protiv-voyny-s-
Ukarinoy.html>, accessed 20 August, 2020.
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Conclusion

Figure 7. My informant Vladimir made a
small museum of the Afghan war in the
office of his veterans’ union. It has four
mannequins in military Afghan uniform;
all of them have the face of Vladimir
Putin. As my informant explained,

“notomy uto IlyTun Ham apyr’”.2%2

In this chapter, I have analyzed the discursive, political and social shifts of the late 20 and
early 21% centuries, and the relations between ex-military personnel, society and the state
throughout this period. I have considered the growing rapprochement between veterans’
organizations and state projects, and the trade-off of control and financial support, and also the

changing views of veterans, who have assimilated their own sense of themselves as a

292 The photo was taken during my fieldwork in Moscow in autumn 2019.
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“brotherhood” to slogans about “brotherhood’ in a geopolitical context, and become
increasingly susceptible to patriotic and xenophobic rhetoric.

In the late 1980s and 1990s, in the context of the collapse of the USSR as a political entity,
changes in the economic system and the loss of the state's monopoly on violence, the inglorious
end of the Afghan war gave rise to several important effects. At first, the state disengaged from
interacting with veterans; no politicians wished to be associated with the lost war. In order to
gain the support of the public and ex-servicemen, state officials declared the Soviet-Afghan
campaign meaningless but hailed its participants as “heroes who had carried out their duty to
the last”. However, the ex-soldiers did not accept this rhetoric. In response to this limited
support from the state, they presented themselves as victims, betrayed and abandoned first by
the Soviet state and later by the new Russia. Such a public image was intended to help them
make the state responsible for their wellbeing. At the same time, among themselves, veterans
continued to assert their heroism and pride in participating in the war.

Since the beginning of the first presidential term of Vladimir Putin in 2000, a move to
militarization and patriotic mobilization has started. This process attracted more attention to the
recent military campaigns, and a new discourse of the war in Afghanistan emerged. Vladimir
Putin characterized the Afghan campaign as a “just war”, linked the idea of “international duty”
with the defence of the homeland, and claimed that Soviet soldiers had gone to Afghanistan to
fight international Islamic terrorism. Moreover, if previously the state discourse had focused on
the suffering of the veterans, now it stressed their unity, self-sacrifice and brotherhood. The
commemoration of the war in Afghanistan began to be used as a tool for nation-building, and
its soldiers have become well-respected members of society. However, the Great Patriotic War
remained the main war in the new state discourse.

After the end of the war in Afghanistan, failing to find their way back to a non-militarized
and often hostile society, veterans preserved their military identity and often sought

employment in power structures or “hot spots”. In the 1990s, feeling that the state was not
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coping with its monopoly on violence, the ex-soldiers became important actors in the world of
violent entrepreneurship.

Later, they acclaimed the new official patriotic narrative. Most of the veterans felt
undervalued and humiliated by the state in the 1990s, and hence were highly susceptible to the
offers of participation in different patriotic state activities in the 2000-2010s.

The transformation of the ex-soldiers’ identity from victims of the state to defenders of the
homeland assigned them much more prominence and leverage, cemented their loyalty to the
government and fostered a strong social cohesion within the veterans’ groups.

At the end of the 1980s, ex-soldiers had taken the initiative in creating alliances that
provided an institutional frame for veterans’ self-help, protected their interests in obtaining
social benefits, and helped then to restore and maintain their symbolic status of war heroes.
Later, at the beginning of the 2000s, with the implementation of the new state discourse and
veterans' active participation in state initiatives, the convergence of the interests of the military
unions and the state began. Veterans’ associations started to lose their independenceand
switched from social work to an ideological role. Veterans enjoyed the new status of national
heroes but had to pay for it. One can conclude that veterans’ alliances and the state cut a sort of
deal: veterans received welfare and recognition; the state received their loyalty.

For its part, ex-soldiers’ loyalty became a valuable asset for the state legitimacy. In the
second decade of Putin’s leadership, the escalating militarization of the political system led to
the revision of the public’s attitude to the Afghan war and the use of veterans and their unions
as a central pillar of government support. From the middle of the 2010s, former soldiers have
been used as a tool to organize pro-government rallies and support state initiatives. They have
obtained state permission for a regular and legal show of force. Threatening the political
opposition, suppressing protests (even among their own peers, as the Bryansk case showed) and
showing that any public activities which run counter to the state politic of patriotic mobilization

will be punished, veterans’ organizations have transformed into a new state power structure and
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contributed to the overall institutionalization of violence. By supporting and funding veterans’
unions, the state has achieved a new loyal and united structure of veterans’ communities that

can be used for both propaganda and enforcement goals.
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CHAPTER 2

“My name is Yura the Fascist, I Have Gone through Two Wars, if I Kill You,

I Won’t Get in Any Trouble”. The Consequences of the Chechen Wars:

Routinization of Violence, Militarization of the Political Elites

Figure 1. Moscow Interior Ministry
troops (OMON) in Chechnya in 2000.
Due to the frequent rotation, most of the
troops serving in OMON passed through
Chechnya. Afterwards, soldiers with
combat experience returned to their cities
and continued police work with
civilians.!

In 2014, after the beginning of the war in Ukrainian Donbass, nine veterans of the Chechen
wars, living in the city of Bryansk, went there to fight as members of the volunteer militia.
Before leaving the city, they came to visit their comrade-in-arms, former paratrooper Roman.

He was very sad to know they were leaving: “/{a 6a1un, 2cosopro. A y mens Hoeu [He dguearomcsi].

OHu u max HAcMoabKO nepedumsl, a NOMOM euje 30ecb NONalo, mym nonano [ockonxom/ ... A

! Photo was published on twitter <https://twitter.com/HistoryConflict/status/1130530159914815488>,
accessed 23 May 2022.
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mym no odowedcumuio 6e3 Kocmlisg, a max [xoxcy ¢ kocmoiiem]. A mo ovl ¢ Humu [yexan].
[....] Tax conudapuer mou pebsama. Y o0nozo wpuouueckoe [obpazosanue] u, no-moemy,
aKkoHomuyeckoe. M on noexan mooice, 8 nepsvix psaoax nockaxan’. I asked Roman if these nine
veterans came back from Donbass to Bryansk or settled down there (I used the Russian verb
“ocenu’). Roman misheard: “Cenu? [nonaru 6 mwopomy]. He, seprynuce. Muozue 30ecwv yoice
[6 bpancke] nosace cenu.” It is remarkable that the question he thought I’d asked provoked no
surprise in Roman at all.

I was visiting 47-year-old Roman in the dormitory where he had got a room after coming
back from Chechnya. Dark, dirty and dilapidated, it had as its only decoration a big flag of the
paratrooper’s battalion that Roman served in, with a paratrooper’s blue beret on it. Roman said
he wanted to serve in the army since he was a child. He knew that civilian life was not for him;
in the army with direct orders and discipline he felt in the right place. He served in Nagorno-
Karabakh in 1989-1990 as a conscript, came back to Bryansk and signed a contract to serve in
the No. 101 police battalion in Chechnya: “Mre xomenocs, xomenocwv, xomenocs [ciysxcums].
Ha epasicoanke nodwin — ny, ne moe. Hy, oxpamnoti sanumancs, epyzuuxom. Jasxce epodwl oenan’”.

Roman had in fact came back from Chechnya partially disabled. With a severely injured
leg and shellshock, suffering from insulin-dependent diabetes, he now rarely left his room and
was not able to work. He got a small military pension which he almost entirely sent to his former
wife (whom he had divorced after the war) as child support. He was left with about 5,000 rubles
(60 pounds) per month, and was grateful to his more successful comrades-in-arms, who
occasionally sent him some money. The head of the local War Invalids’ Organization,
Vyacheslav, promised to help Roman with getting some social security or even a flat, but in
return, Roman was supposed to participate more in the “patriotic education” of children or other
events organized by the Invalids’ Organization. I was present during a telephone conversation
in which Vyacheslav, an afganets himself, told Roman that he was not doing enough to earn his

future flat.
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Previously, Roman had had an old push-button mobile phone, but recently his sister had
bought him a smartphone so he could call his comrades-in-arms: “Ymo6 s moe muyom k auyy ¢
oononouanamu pazeosapusams . According to the interview, Roman was entirely focused on
his past. His circle of friends consisted of former combatants only; his dreams were mostly
about the war: “Yawe 6vi6aem [60 che], umo s onsame na Ho2ax, onsimbs 6 popme, cpedu 601iYos
u mexuuxu smot 6ezaro.” While meeting with friends, he talked about nothing but the Chechen
wars, so his current girlfriend called them all “aliens”: “Ona cosopum: 6vi unonianemsne.
Cobpanca mpenep moti, mosapuwy ¢ Kybanu npuexan, kym, opam. ‘Bom b1 cuoume, cosopum,
00UH YYyMb HA MUHe He nodopeaics. B opyeoeo nywika cmpensana’. [...] Hy movl pacckazvieaem,
KMo, Ye2o, KaK u 20e U Kmo K020 omkyoda eelmawjui. ‘Imo 51 He noHumaio. 4é evl cmeemecv?
But 6onvuvie. Bot unonianemsaue xkaxue-mo. Tam yousanu. A evl cmeemecs’”.

Roman’s girlfriend had been his student many years before, when he used to teach sports
classes in a local Young Paratroopers Club. She lived in another dormitory with her son, so the
couple did not have a place to move in together. Roman told me that he wanted just two things
in life: his own flat, so he could settle down with his girlfriend and have more children. And a
new war to fight.

skskok

Despite the fact that the wars in Afghanistan and Chechnya have much in common (the
long duration of the hostilities; the remoteness of them from Central Russia; the hushing up of
the course of military actions; the large number of victims both among the soldiers and civilian
population; the lack of rehabilitation programmes for veterans), the traces they left on society
differed significantly. The fates of the two generations of veterans and military commanders,
and the attitude of society towards them, were also radically dissimilar.

In this chapter I will look at how, at the beginning of the 2000s, the military violence left
the borders of Chechnya, and a wave of brutality against ethnic minorities started. Hatred against

Chechens among former combatants, many of whom served on the police force or the riot



117

police, was manifested in ethnic cleansing in different regions of Russia. The routinisation of
violence also caused a rise in brutality against the Russian population. The mass media and
human rights activists started talking of “chechenisation” of the country.? At the same time, the
official discourse did not discourage ethnic violence, and used the aggression of the Chechen
veterans as a tool for forging the image of the “enemy” in the society. Besides, from the end of
the 1990s, the generals who had been in charge of the wars began to be entrenched in the
establishment. Many of them started political careers, and the new elite with military
backgrounds began (despite their losses on the battlefields) winning the electoral wards.

If in the previous chapter of my thesis, I considered the relations between the state, the
community of afgantsy and their military alliances, here I would like to look at the impact on
society more broadly caused by the two Chechen wars. I argue that as a consequence of this
war, violence was institutionalized and routinized, a case that I shall demonstrate using my
interviews with veterans of the wars in Chechnya, as well as media publications from the era.

The topic of the war in Chechnya is fairly well developed in the historiography? (social and
political processes in contemporary Chechnya are studied much less). There are also a few
publications dedicated to reaction to the war in society;* consequences of this war for the

Russian army (for example, rapid growth of brutality and ethnic tensions)®> or contemporary

2 A. Cherkasov, “Chechenizatsiya Rossii”, EJ, 30 January 2005, <http://www.ej.ru/?a=note&id=55>,
accessed 15 April 2022.

3 See, for example: M. Galeotti, Russia’s Wars in Chechnya. Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2014; A.
Le Huérou, A. Merlin, A. Regamey, E. Sieca-Kozlowski (eds.) Chechnya at War and Beyond.
Routledge, 2014; A. Lieven, Chechnya.: Tombstone of Russian Power, New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1999; O. Orlov, A. Cherkasov, Rossiya — Chechnya: tsep' oshibok i prestuplenii. Moscow:
Zven'ya, 1998; R. Sakwa, Chechnya. From Past to Future, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2005; V. Tishkov, Chechnya: Life in a War-Torn Society, Berkeley: University of California Press,
2004.

* E. Pain. “Vtoraya chechenskaya voina i ee posledstviya”, Regiony Rossii v 1999 godu: Ezhegodnoe
prilozhenie k “Politicheskomu al'manakhu Rossii”. Moscow: Carnegie Moscow Center, 2001.
<http://www.ru-90.ru/content/3-nanH-BTOpas-4eueHCKas-BOHHa-H-ee-TTocIeAcTBHS>, accessed 10 March
2021.

> P. Baev, “Chechnya and the Russian Military: A War Too Far?”, Chechnya. From Past to Future.
Anthem Press, 2005.
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Russian politics: changes in the political system of the country and its foreign politics.®
However, there are very few publications focused on the legacies of the war for Russian society,
for example “the spread of the Chechnya syndrome throughout other regions of Russia™’ in the
2000s or brutality of riot policemen coming back from frontlines to their police units and
continuing using war violence. Human rights activists and journalists called it “chechenisation

of Russia”.® I am trying to partly fill this gap in this chapter.

The First Chechen War: a Story of Individual and Collective Sacrifices

The first military campaign in Chechnya broke out at the very end of 1994. Just as with the
war in Afghanistan, it started abruptly. This time, the state did not seek the support of Russian
society and made almost no effort to prepare an ideological basis for the war or to mobilize the
public.” Just as my Afghan respondents did, Chechen soldiers joined the war without being
aware of its reasons and the scale of military activities. Accordingly, none of them was
motivated either to fight in Chechnya or avoid fighting; none had an image of the enemy figure
before coming to the frontline. According to one of my respondents, a policeman named Sergey
whose brigade had been sent to Grozny at the very beginning of January 1995, he realized what
he was facing only after he was given the task of gathering the corpses of his predecessors —
the police brigade from the town of Maikop, wiped out during the storming of Grozny a few

days before:

% A. Malashenko, D. Trenin, Vremya Yuga: Rossiya v Chechne, Chechnya v Rossii. Moscow: Moscow
Carnegie Centre, 2002; E. Pain, “The Chechen War in the Context of Contemporary Russian Politics”,
Chechnya. From Past to Future, London: Anthem Press, 2005

'S. Markelov, “Russia’s ‘Filtration System”’, Robert Amsterdam personal site, 4 April 2007.
<https://robertamsterdam.com/stanislav_markelov_- russias_filtration_system>, accessed 28 March
2021. This short article is one of very few examples of writing on this topic. Others are written mostly by
journalists and are dedicated to exact cases of police or military violence.

¥ A. Cherkasov, “Chechenizatsiya Rossii”, £J, 30 January 2005, <http://www.ej.ru/?a=note&id=55>,
accessed 15 April 2022.

? More about this: N. Rostova, “Pervaya televizionnaya voina”, Rastsvet rossiiskikh SMI. Ehpokha
El'tsina, 1992-1999, <www.yeltsinmedia.com/articles/Chechnya>, accessed 4 July 2020.
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“Huueco ne uszeecmno He 6vino. Cubluianu, 4mo 60UCKA GGeNlU, YMO MAM Yice echb
nozubwue. [...] To ecmv, Mbl npeOCMAasIANU NPUMEPHO C YeM CIOIKHEMCS, HO He OYMAU, Ymo
00 MaKoll cmeneHu, Ymo Mo apmuiiepus U CUCIMeMa 3a1n08020 02Hs [6ydem ucnoib3o68ana
6 Yeune]. Mot Oymanu, umo mam 6ecnopsoxu’.

However, the war in Chechnya had two crucial differences from the Afghan one. Firstly, it
was never officially classified as a war (although it of course was called this way by the public;
there has been no way of preventing civil society from using the term ‘war’). From the legal
point of view, the first Chechen conflict was considered an operation to “restore constitutional
order”, while the second, begun in 1999, was labelled an “anti-terrorist operation in the North
Caucasus”.

Such undeclared wars are very typical for modern warfare. For example, the USA has not
declared wars since the Second World War.!® According to Charles Dunlap, since the middle
of the twentieth century, declarations of war have largely fallen into disuse. In the interstate level,
it happened due to the introduction of nuclear weapon and the establishment of the United Nations
which largely obviated the need for individual nations to declare a war. For example, the long-
lasting US invasions to Vietnam and Korea have never been declared as wars. Non-international
armed conflicts are usually declared wars only when hostilities reach a certain level of intensity,
which happens very rarely.!! But although it was not unusual and not a violation of international
rules, the unofficial status of the Chechen wars substantially influenced combatants. They were
not covered by the law on veterans.!? Later the same problem arose with the soldiers of the wars
in Georgia in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014. This fact not only deprived veterans of the possibility

of obtaining relevant social benefits, but also left them without symbolic practices and

10°See more about this in R. Virk, “Declared and Undeclared Wars”, Journal on Baltic Security, 2017,
no. 3(1), pp.25-31.

''C. J. Dunlap, “Why Declarations of War Matter”, Harvard National Security Journal, 30 August
2016. <https://harvardnsj.org/2016/08/why-declarations-of-war-matter>, accessed 9 April 2022.

12 The Chechen wars were added to the list of “operations outside Russian borders” as late as 2002.
Only afterwards were veterans finally included in the “On Veterans” law, giving them legal status and
financial compensation.
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commemorative rituals. They were not able to base their individual and collective identities on
their veterans’ status. Moreover, the wars’ lack of official status deprived participants of
possible recognition by society and the state. According to sociologist Elisabeth Sieca-
Kozlowski, the absence of markers showing the nation’s gratitude to the soldiers resulted in the
worsening of their trauma.'?

From the psychological perspective, the “Chechen syndrome” was also more dangerous
than the Afghan one due to the lack of recognition of soldiers as veterans and the more or less
non-existent support for their rehabilitation.'*

The second important point which characterized the Chechen war and differentiated it from
the Afghan one was the attitude towards the soldiers, most of whom were conscripts. Both
media and society struggled to find a significant ideological or political basis for the war that
might justify the casualties. In the absence of any convincing explanations of the war, and after
the collapse in the public mind of the Soviet concept of “military duty” (“sounckuii 0one”), the
conscripts began to be perceived not as aggressors (unlike those who had served in Afghanistan)
but as random victims. Thus, the Russian media described them as “zenensix, Heoocmpensannuvix,
xomopwle cmanu nepévimu xcepmeamu’.”> For example, even prominent war correspondent
Elena Masyuk, known for her anti-war stance, wrote about Russian conscripts as innocent
victims of the state, rather than perpetrators:

“Buoena, xak  oepesre Aniepoli K 4eueHCKOM)Y KOMAHOUpy XauKkany npuxooui pocCUtiCKull
conoam — npocums eoy. A 6 KaKux OKonax, 68 KaKux 3eMIAHKAx 6clo 3UMy npoeeiu conoamol?

He 3P HAM He paspewaiu 3mu 3eMIAHKU CHUMAM®b. Kaxumu onu BEPHYMICAlL C 801/7Hbl, Haulu

3 A. Le Huerou, E. Sieca-Kozlowski, “A ‘Chechen Syndrome’? Russian Veterans of the Chechen
War and the Transposition of War Violence to Society”, War Veterans in Postwar Situations:
Chechnya, Serbia, Turkey and Céte d’Ivoire. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012, p. 35.

4 E. Senyavskaya, Psikhologiya voiny v 20 veke: istoricheskii opyt Rossii, Rossiiskaya
politicheskaya ehntsiklopediya. Moscow, 1999, p. 280.

!> Rostova, “Pervaya televizionnaya voina”.
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napuu? <...> Mbvl nuwem o 8otiHe, NOKA3bIBAEM €€ YHCACHI, A 20CYOAPCMB0, HECMOMPSL HU HA
umo, kax yousano, max u npooonxcaem yousamn”.'¢

As Serguei Oushakine convincingly noted, the war emerged as a story of individual and
collective sacrifice.!” Compassion for the conscripts defined the media discourse and replaced
the missing ideological component of the war. Likewise, Valentina Melnikova, the head of the
Russia-wide NGO, The Union of the Committee of Soldiers' Mothers, told me in an interview,
one of the main factors which determined such an attitude to the war was its free, uncensored
coverage by Russian and foreign media:

“B Yeune 6ce HAUUHALOCL NYOIUYHO U NPOOOIIHCATOCH BCIO NEPBYIO BOUHY nyoauyHo. Bee,
HauuHas ¢ Hoaops 1994 200a, Koe0a ueuenywvl 631U 8 NIeH Pue08y Myuy dSMuUx CoL0aAm u
ckazanu: "llpuesdcatime, 3abupatime cgoux condam, ogpuyepos u nocubuiux, mvt omoaoum". 1
myoa noexanu dcypHaaucmul, myoa noexana Ilamgunosa, myoa noexan ILllexouuxum,
Aoamosuu’®, myoa noexamu pooumenu, dasxce oguyepcxue. U smo ece 6vino nybauuno. M
HOMOM 6ce NoKazvleanu no menesuzopy. Tena 6 I po3nom, 06e ¢ NOJOBUHOU MbICAYU NOUOUIUX,

? ne xomen 06vaA61AMb Nepemupue

Komopuix cobaku enu, nomomy umo smom Keawnun!
08yxuacogoe, ymoobwl pooumenu 3a0paiu mena nO2UOWUX U ce ocmanvHoe. Bce smo 6vi10 no
menesuzopy”.

Strikingly, later, in his memoirs, President Boris Yeltsin mentioned the possibility of
freedom of speech restrictions (“Onu Oviiu ouenv ocmpwie, Ko20a KaxtCcObI AHMUBOEHHbL

penopmasic no menesusopy 60CNPURUMAICA MOUMU NOMOUWHUKAMU KAK npe@ameﬂbcmeo”)zo

16 1. Rudenko, “Prekrasnaya dama v bronezhilete”, Zhurnalist, 1996, cited in: Rostova, “Pervaya
televizionnaya voina”.

'7S. Oushakine, The Patriotism of Despair: Nation, War, and Loss in Russia. Ithaka: Cornell
University Press, 2009, p.134.

'8 Russian politician, former deputy of the State Duma Ella Pamfilova, representative of the
Congress of People's Deputies, prominent journalist Yuri Shchekochikhin and commissioner for Human
Rights in the Russian Federation Sergey Adamovich Kovalyov travelled to Chechnya in 1994 to secure
the release of Russian prisoners of war.

1 Anatoly Kvashnin, at that time first deputy chief of the Russian Armed Forces.

20 B. El'tsin. Prezidentskii marafon. Moscow: AST, 2000.
<http://www.lib.ru/MEMUARY/ELCIN/marafon.txt>, accessed 10 March 2021.
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but claimed that he abandoned this idea, fearing that it would have changed the way the country

developed.
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The attitude to the war became even more negative after mothers of soldiers started going
to Chechnya to bring back their missing sons. Soon, women united into a huge movement,
registered their NGOs and organized the Moscow — Grozny “March of Mother's Compassion”
(1995).2

Local grassroots mothers’ organizations emerged all over Russia, even in small provincial
towns, as Valentina Melnikova described in her interview to me:

“B maneHbkoM 2opoouuike, Kakou-HUby0b npusonicckol odoracmu ecmov ose-mpu [...J,
mam ecmv n100u. Ilomomy umo ece 6 1994-1995 200y noousnuce. [...] Ilomom youce, koeoa
JHCYPHATUCTBL NOKAZANU, YMO MAM NPOUCXOOUM, YMO MAM 34 80UHA U CKOIbKO MAM cUOHem
Jaooetl, K020 myoda Kuoarom u KaKk ¢ HUMU 00pawjaromcs, Hapoo yoce OueHb Oblcmpo
Ccnoxeamuacs u 8 0exkabpe-sHeape ysce 00pawaIucs no No8ooy Yeavlx yacmetl, KOMopbvie

cobupanuce omnpagiame 8 Yeunio”.

2! Rostova, “Pervaya televizionnaya voina”.
22 The history of the Committee of Soldiers Mothers, <https://ksmrus.ru/text/istoriya-ksm-rossii>,
accessed 18 May 2020.
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The Soldiers’ Mothers’ evidence, including photographs of young boys who had been
killed, further contributed to the presentation of soldiers as victims, and, as Natalia Danilova
claims, represented their deaths as family tragedies rather than a phenomenon of national
significance.?® A deputy of the Russian State Duma, speaking out against the war in 1994, called
fighting soldiers “baby-conscripts” (“mansiuu-nosobpanyer”) and “18-year old snot-nosed
boys who do not know how to handle a machine gun yet” (“/8-remnue connusvie nayawi,
KOmopble euje He HAYYUIUCh ¢ asmomamom obpawamocs’).>*

The rise in soldiers’ perceived victimhood increased the level of perceived risk attached to
military service. According to Valentina Melnikova, during the First Chechen War, The
Committee of Soldiers’ Mothers received many requests from women all over the country who
asked what they could do to save their sons from conscription. Some of these women were
mothers of babies and toddlers.

Natalia Danilova has cogently argued that a key factor in reactions to the Chechen War
was that in 1990s Russia earlier ideological values were discredited, but new national values
had not yet crystallized. Pro-government sources struggled to find an ideological justification
for the death of servicemen and fell back on dedication to military duty. However, this
justification was unsuitable for the legitimization of the deaths of conscript soldiers, for whom
military service was the result of a compulsory call, rather than a duty voluntarily complied
with. The deployment of conscripts predetermined the media representation of Russian soldiers
in general as victims of war.?

The process also worked the other way round: On the societal level, the first Chechen war

greatly increased resentment of mass conscription. Partly because of the war, partly due to the

widespread military hazing, draft-dodging became socially acceptable and advice on how to

' N. Danilova, “The Development of an Exclusive Veterans’ Policy: The Case of Russia”, Armed
Forces and Society, vol. 20, no. 10, 2009, p. 905.

2% Stenogramma zasedaniya Gosudarstvennoi Dumy, 13 December, 1994,
<http://transcript.duma.gov.ru/node/3123>, accessed 15 April 2020.

25 Danilova, “Victims and Heroes”, p. 64-65.
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avoid army service began to appear in mass media. Against the background of annual
conscription figures at around 180,000 people, the average number of draft evaders in the mid-
1990s was 20-25,000, while in 1998 it reached 36,000.2°

Parents of conscripts started queuing at the Committees of Soldiers’ Mothers’ doors, asking
for help in finding legal ways of draft evasion. As Alexei Levinson, sociologist and senior
researcher at Russia's leading polling organization, the Levada Centre, claimed, an amazing
phenomenon of mass non-conformism arose: almost half of the adult population of the country
began to recognize failure to comply with the law on universal conscription, a serious criminal
offence, as a reasonable and legitimate form of behaviour.?’

At the same time, the atmosphere in the army drastically changed. According to political
scientist Pavel Baev, army barracks became infested with ethnic tensions and unprecedented
brutality, which reflected the nature of combat operations in Chechnya. The pattern of rotation
of composite units exposed a large proportion of soldiers, most of all those in the ground forces,
to the extreme violence that became typical of that war.?®

The war with its massive use of heavy artillery and many cases of friendly fire, battles in
mountainous terrain and difficult climatic conditions, significantly affected the mental state of
the combatants. In 1996, a Russian military psychiatrist’s study of Russian recruits who
participated in the first Chechen war showed that proportionally, there had been more victims
of psychiatric disorders in Chechnya than in Afghanistan. Of 1,312 soldiers examined, 72%
were found to suffer from psychic disorders such as insomnia, lack of motivation, intense

anxiety, neuro-emotional stress, fatigue and hypochondriacal obsessions.*

2 Malashenko, Trenin, Vremya Yuga, p. 151.

2T A. Levinson. “Armiya kak institut sotsializatsii”, Obshchestvennye nauki i sovremennost', no. 4,
2014, p. 63-70.

2% P.Baev, “Chechnya and the Russian Military: A War Too Far?”, Chechnya. From Past to Future.
London: Anthem Press, 2005, p. 124.

2 T. L. Thomas, C. P. O’Hara, “Combat stress in Chechnya”, Voennyi Meditsinksii Zhurnal. no. 4,
April 1996, p. 37-40.
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The Second Chechen War: Incomprehensible Events

in a Remote Geographic Province

I would like to use the seventh of August 1999 as the starting point of the new decade. On
this day an Islamist group from Chechnya led by warlord Shamil Basayev invaded the republic
of Dagestan,*® and the Second Chechen War (or, officially, the “military operation in the North
Caucasus”) began.

The tide of the Second Chechen War was significantly different from the first one. The all-
out use of tanks and other armoured vehicles was replaced by devastating artillery fire and air
attacks; the scale of destruction of civilian items and the number of civilian casualties
increased.®! Hostilities were succeeded by “zauucmxu’ (“clean-up” operations) on an enormous
scale. Throughout the war, Russian forces massively and repeatedly violated human rights,
practicing illegal detentions, torture, disappearances, summary executions, and collective
massacres of both the civil population and combatants.*> Chechnya became a place where
violence was institutionalized as a method of solving political problems.>?

The wave of violence against the enemy was reflected in an escalation of violence in
military barracks; suicides, murders, and armed group escapes became a common feature of the
army’s life.>

The official discourse on the Second Chechen War also changed substantially. According

to Emil Pain, the Director of the Centre for Ethno-Political Studies in Moscow, after the end

39 H. Womack, “Rebels Stage New Invasion of Dagestan”, The Independent, 6 September 1999,
<https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/rebels-stage-new-invasion-of-dagestan-1116858.html>,
accessed 7 May 2022.

31 E. Pain, “Vtoraya chechenskaya voina i ee posledstviya”, Regiony Rossii v 1999 godu: Ezhegodnoe
prilozhenie k “Politicheskomu al'manakhu Rossii”, Moscow: Moscow Carnegie Centre, 2001.
<http://www.ru-90.ru/content/>-manH-BTOpas-ucucHCKasI-BOWHA-U-EEe-TTOCICACTBIS>, accessed 10 March
2021.

32 Le Huerou, Sieca-Kozlowski, “A ‘Chechen Syndrome”, p. 30.

33 Militsiya mezhdu Rossieiil Chechnei. Veterany konflikta v rossiiskom obshchestve. Moscow:
Demos, 2007, p. 14.

3 Baev, “Chechnya and the Russian Military”, p. 124-125.
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of the first war, the federal authorities considered the loss of the information war as their main
error. Therefore, they set as one of their main goals to shape public perception of the war and
to gain support for military actions against Chechen separatists and the campaign to keep
Chechnya within Russia.*®

Media coverage of the Second Chechen War changed drastically. Putin’s government
learned from the information defeat in the first Chechen war. Political analysts Alexey
Malashenko and Dmitriy Trenin have argued that it adopted the experience of the information
blackout practiced by the United States during the conflict in the Persian Gulf and NATO in
the Kosovo conflict.3

In September 1999, State Duma deputies adopted a decree that limited the ability of
journalists to obtain and publish information from the military zone.’” High-ranking military
officials started working with journalists directly, pursuing the coverage of the war in the way
they wanted. Moreover, the administration established a government public relations office,
The Russian Information Centre (Rosinformtsentr), to shape stories about Chechnya. Former
Press Minister Mikhail Lesin sponsored laws making it more difficult to report on the war.®
The Independent Russian Glasnost Defence Foundation called these state efforts “informational

blockade” and complained about numerous attempts on the part of the federal security services

to persecute and intimidate correspondents reporting on the war.>* As Malashenko and Trenin

3% E. Pain, “Vtoraya chechenskaya voina i ee posledstviya”.

36 Malashenko, Trenin, Vremya yuga, p. 155.

37 “postanovlenie Gosudarstvennoi Dumy Federal'nogo Sobraniya Rossiiskoi Federatsii ‘O situatsii v
Respublike Dagestan, pervoocherednykh merakh po obespecheniyu natsional'noi bezopasnosti RF i
bor'be s terrorizmom’”. 15 September 1999.
<http://pravo.gov.ru/proxy/ips/?docbody=&prevDoc=102152046&backlink=1&&nd=102061736>,
accessed 12 March 2021.

3% More information: “Casualty Sensitivity in a Post-Soviet Context: Russian Views of the Second
Chechen War, 2001-2004”, Political Science Quarterly, vol. 123, no. 1, 2008, p. 44.

3% “Chechenskaya informatsionnaya voina nabiraet oboroty”, Institute for War and Peace Reporting,
28 January 2000. <https://iwpr.net/ru/global-voices/chechenskaya-informacionnaya-voyna-nabiraet-
oboroty>, accessed 14 March 2021.
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demonstrate, the battle for the war coverage limited not only journalists' access to information
from the battlefield, but freedom of speech in the country in general.*’

As a result, the media coverage of the military campaign changed significantly. Analyzing
publications of the official media, Emil Pain notes that the war in them was deliberately
portrayed as mundane, through the use of professional military jargon. For example, according
to media sources, the air force in Chechnya did not bomb villages, and the artillery did not fire
on them either — they "worked on settlements" (“pa6omarom no nocenrenusm™). The city of
Grozny was not “stormed” — "a special operation"*! took place there.*?

Combatants also turned invisible and lost their agency. Newspapers routinely published
news about combat losses but never mentioned the soldiers’ names.** Even the number of
casualties was subject to dispute throughout the 2000s.**

According to Vladimir Panyshkin, the military correspondent of Kommersant newspaper,
during the first Chechen war and the beginning of the second one, corpses of dead soldiers were
sent to their home towns and buried communally by local military authorities, with large
memorial services. After 2001, soldiers were brought to their families and buried privately, one
by one: “Yorcacuwiii 3akon maccoeou ungopmayuu u hopmuposanus 06ujecmeeHHo20 MHEHUs.
3akaoyaemcs 6 mom, umo eudenv 20 conoam — 6eoa, a eubenvb o0Ho2o conoama He beoa. M
ecau 20 paz noxoponums no oOHomy cordamy, mo smo 20 paz He b6eda. Boiina ywina ¢ ena3

007101l, NPO 6OLIHY CMANIO 603MONUCHO 3a6b1mb ~.*°

%0 Malashenko, Trenin, Vremya yuga, p. 116.

*This clichés appeared in Russian official mass media again after the invasion of Ukraine has started.

“2E. Pain, ”Vtoraya chechenskaya voina i ee posledstviya”.

* A typical example: A. Klyuev, “Samye bol'shie poteri v Chechne s nachala goda”, Izvestiya, 18 May
2004. <https://iz.ru/news/290088>, accessed 16 April 2020.

* See, for example: “Bez vesti pogibshie”, Novaya gazeta, no. 66, 8 September 2003,
<https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2003/09/08/17316-bez-vesti-pogibshie>, accessed 16 May 2020; V.
Mykhin, “Dolzhnyiu chet dannykh o gibeli voennosluzhashchikh v goryachikh tochkakh do sikh por
otsutstvuet”, Nezavisimaya gazeta, 10 October 2007,
<http://www.demoscope.ru/weekly/2007/0305/gazeta039.php>, accessed 16 May 2020.

V. Panyushkin, “Vtoraya chechenskaya”, Kommersant Vlast', no. 30, 2 August 2004, p. 69.
<https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/494139>, accessed 16 May 2020.
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In her interview with me, Valentina Melnikova (the head of The Union of the Committee
of Soldiers' Mothers) explained that the censorship crackdown finally led to almost no coverage
being seen on state media:

“Bce, umo mam OvL10, 8b1600UNOCH Uepe3 pedepanbhble Kanaabl 00 KAK020-mMo MOMEHmd,
00 2001 200a. Ilomom npocmo ce 3ax10NHYI0Ch, UHDOPpMAYUsL nepecmana Oblmb OOCMYNHOU
ons noodei. 1'oeopunu, umo 6ouUHA 3aKOHUULACL, Xoms oHa wiaa 0o 2006 200a. Hukmo ue
NOKA3bIBA, He PACCKA3bIBA, He 2080pUT 0 nomepsax”.

Consequently, the military campaign moved to the periphery of the public’s attention.

In 2004, amidst the last military operations and ongoing repressions of civilians, I visited
Chechnya and stayed in the city of Grozny with a local human rights activist, in a house that
her family had rebuilt after the last bombing. My host told me numerous stories about everyday
“clean-up” operations. Driving down dirt roads, along with ruins of destroyed houses, still-
mined wastelands and numerous street stalls with glass jars holding petrol stolen from the local
oil plant, we visited people who recently lost their relatives in military raids or kidnappings.

At the end of the day, the family of my host gathered in the kitchen. A TV set in the corner
showed the evening news on Channel 1 of federal Russian TV. According to the news, a new
ambulance station had opened in Grozny. In the TV footage, the ambulance was driving along
a new road, coming from a brand-new hospital to the cosy little houses of peaceful citizens. A
TV reporter stressed that the peaceful reconstruction of Chechnya was rapidly evolving, and
federal financial aid was growing every month. I asked my host whether she had ever seen such
a nice road anywhere in Grozny. They shrugged and told me not to watch state TV. Nobody in
Chechnya did.

The state rhetoric about the purpose of the war changed gradually. Analyzing it, Emil Pain
claims that in August 1999 the key theme was “the repulsion of the Chechen aggression in
Dagestan”. This “repulsion”, of course, was allegedly supported by the whole of Russian

society. In October came stories about the establishment of a cordon sanitaire — a security zone
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which would separate Chechnya from Russia. In November 1999, the concept of the complete
elimination of terrorists appeared. And only on the first of January Vladimir Putin declared that
the main goal of the military campaign was to keep (preserve) Chechnya as part of Russia. It
was exactly the same goal as set during the First Chechen war. The same war that, according to
polls, 80% of Russian citizens previously had refused to support.*®

After losing the first round of information warfare in 1994-1996, the militaries won the
second round, crucially changing the public attitude towards their activities. The Second
Chechen war was supported by the majority of the population and politicians from all parts of
the political spectrum. According to a survey carried out by the independent research centre
“Russian Public Opinion and Market Research” (ROMIR), if in 1995 only 20.4% of
respondents agreed with the statement that “the military operation in Chechnya is essential to
prevent the disintegration of Russia”, in 1999 already 53.1% of those interviewed agreed with
it. Moreover, 62.5% (versus 3.2% in 1995) choose “to pursue military action (until) all Chechen
resistance is eradicated” as the best solution to the Chechen problem.*’

Consequently, the “just” (in public perception) second Chechen war caused a significant
shift in army-society relations. It restored citizens’ trust towards the army. If, according to the
Public Opinion Foundation poll, in February 1998 43% of informants doubted that the army
was able to provide the security of the country, by May 2000 this amount had already decreased
tenfold — to 4%, while 31% of informants were already confident that army could protect the
country from external threats.* As Malashenko and Trenin show, the army began to be
perceived as a defender of Russian citizens; peace, not supported by military force, began to be

perceived as unreliable.*

% Pain,”Vtoraya chechenskaya voina i ee posledstviya”.

47 From: E. Pain, “The Chechen War in the Context of Contemporary Russian Politics” Chechnya.
From Past to Future. London: Anthem Press, 2005, p. 69.

*8 Malashenko, Trenin, Vremya yuga, p. 164.

* Ibid, p. 164. In recent decades, the relationship towards the army never was better. Ill-treatment in
the Soviet army became a subject of public attention in 1988 when a victim of it murdered seven other
soldiers. During Gorbachov’s Perestroika, the level of ill-treatment was extremely high, and the army was
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The war was also used in order to launch an official patriotic campaign on a broad scale.
In his memoirs, published in 2000, former president Boris Yeltsin for the first time called the
Russian soldier fighting in Chechnya a national symbol of the country:

“C kaxcovim OHem 6 e2nazax moodell @Quaeypa pocCculiCKoe0 B0eHHO20, 4Yelo8eKd,
3auuwaroujeco Cmpany u NOpsOOK Ha ee Meppumopul, 6ce O6oIbuLe OUUUAencs OM HAHOCHOU
2pA3U NONUMUYECKOU KOHBIOHKMYPbl. CMAaHo8Umcs 00eOUuHAWUM, MOWHBIM HAYUOHATIbHBIM
cumeonom. Cmpana yoice ne cmocem 3a6bimo u npedams smux pebsm ™.’

The concept of the soldier as a unifying figure had rarely appeared in official speeches or
media previously, but soon became an integral part of the state discourse used for political and
military mobilization of the citizens. The war in Chechnya as an act of patriotism became one
of the permanent topics in Vladimir Putin’s addresses to the Federal Assembly. In every speech,

the president talked about the war as an action against “pacnad eocyoapcmea”,’!

52

“6occmanosnenue meppumopuanvHou yerocmuocmu Poccuu”;’< “eomosnocmv ompazume

NOMEHYUATBHYIO BHEUHION AZPeCCUl0 U AKMbl MENCOVHAPOOHO20 meppopusma’.™

The status of military personnel fighting in the Second Chechen war also changed. Unlike
their predecessors, soldiers were provided with the legal status of veterans and relevant social
benefits.>* In addition, their service began being more generously remunerated. As Alexey

Malashenko and Dmitriy Trenin argue, the Ministry of Defence tried to equate military salaries

with the allowance of the Russian peacekeepers in the Balkans.> In addition, it boosted the

perceived as a honorable prison. See: L. Polokhov. "Istoriya dedovshchiny: 'Delo Sakalauskasa", Vue
zakona, no. 4, 1997. <http://polocxov.ru/?p=246>

>0 B. El'tsin, Prezidentskii marafon.

> Poslanie Federal'nomu Sobraniyu Rossiiskoi Federatsii, 3April 2021.
<http://kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/21216#sel=25:13:kae,25:26:cZk>, accessed 11 March
2021.

32 Poslanie Federal'nomu Sobraniyu Rossiiskoi Federatsii, 16 May 2003.
<http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/21998>, accessed 11 March 2021.

>3 Poslanie Federal'nomu Sobraniyu Rossiiskoi Federatsii, 10 May 2006.
<http://www.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/23577>, accessed 11 March 2021.

% O vnesenii izmeneniya i dopolnenii v Federal'nyi zakon O veteranakh (s izmeneniyami na 22
avgusta 2004 goda). <http://docs.cntd.ru/document/901833995>, accessed 16 April 2020.

>3 Malashenko, Trenin, Vremya Yuga, p. 150.
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number of contract soldiers dispatched to Chechnya so much so that the Ministry of Defence
soon faced a budget crisis. From 2000, delays in the payment of front-line bonuses started, and
dozens of Chechen veterans began repeatedly picketing and besieging the headquarters of the
North Caucasus® and Volga®’ Military Districts.

Malashenko and Trenin compare the situation with mercenary army revolts in eighteenth-
century Europe, when soldiers recruited from a pool of adventurers and the destitute were
routinely not paid after the ends of wars, and then rioted.®

Besides official status and allowance, soldiers of the war could have expected to obtain a
public endorsement. But they did not. Although the majority of Russian citizens supported the
war and believed in solving the Chechen problem by force, through time, more and more people
preferred to distance themselves from the war and to forget about the endless and disturbing
situation. According to the survey conducted by the Levada Centre in 1999, a third of the
population (33%) included the war in a list of major events that had happened in Russia during
the year. However, in 2000, only 16%, or one-seventh of the respondents, regarded this war as
important.>

According to Serguei Oushakine, for the majority of citizens, the war was symbolically
relegated to a remote geographic province.®® Russian media often used the phrase "the Russian

army’s invasion of Chechnya"®!

which implied that Chechnya was not part of Russia. My
respondent, Chechen war veteran Alexei, also compared peaceful Moscow with Chechnya and

its unseen deaths and suffering. Coming back home, he had been traumatized by the invisibility

of soldiers dying in this war:

36 <y osade-2. Kontraktniki snova piketiruyut shtab Severo-Kavkazskogo voennogo okruga”, Vremya
novostei, 18 October 2000. <http://www.vremya.ru/print/2445 html>, accessed 12 March 2021.

37 “Kontraktniki, sluzhivshie v Chechne, zablokirovali shtab Privolzhskogo voennogo okruga”,
Lenta.ru, 4 October 2000, <https://lenta.ru/news/2000/10/04/samara>, accessed 12 March 2021.

38 Malashenko, Trenin, Vremya Yuga, p. 151.

39<2000 god: razocharovaniya i nadezhdy”, Levada Centre, 25 December, 2000,
<https://www.levada.ru/2000/12/25/2000-god-razocharovaniya-i-nadezhdy>, accessed 16 May 2020.

69 S. Oushakine, The Patriotism of Despair, p. 150.

6! Stenogramma zasedaniya Gosudarstvennoi Dumy, 13 December, 1994,
<http://transcript.duma.gov.ru/node/3123>, accessed 15 April 2020.
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“JIroou 30ecw [6 Mockse] dadice 2ono8y ne 3abusaiom, kmo mam [8 Yeune] cubnem. Tam
2UOHYm 6 OCHOBHOM OepeseHCKue nayauvl. 30ect noanas Mockeéa Kakux-mo YmulpKos,
KOmMopble Yce YY8CMBO Uelo8eyeckoz0 00IuKa mepaom, ypoobl HAmMypaibHvle, 5 Ux No
Opy20oMy HA36aMb He MO2Y, A MAM Oepe8eHCKUe Nayanusbl SUOHYM U 6cemM 00 HUX HAMYPATbHO
no bapabamny”.

Unlike the participants of the first Chechen war, the soldiers of the second one did not
receive a lot of public sympathy. There were few conscripts to arouse compassion; media rarely
published images of soldiers’ suffering or the war’s horror, and veterans’ fight for social
benefits and front-line bonuses was not able to elicit much sympathy among the poor and
disadvantaged Russian population.

Another important difference of the second war was the dehumanization of the enemy. Due
to the numerous terrorist attacks®> on Russian territory and the media discourse which
emphasized the atrocities of the Chechens, a negative image of the enemy became more and
more widespread. It started from top military commanders and penetrated all levels of society.
For example, in 2001, General Gennady Troshev, the commander of the North Caucasian
Military District, wrote in his memoirs that Chechens should not face anything except
repression: “‘/[na 6anoumos, Komopwvie NpAUYMcs 6 Yuenbsax u newepax, Komopwvie 3a 0eHbeu
HOCBIIAIOM MOJI0ObIX NI00el YCMAHABIUBAMs HA 00po2ax (hy2dacvl, HACULOBAMb JHCEHUUH,
yousams cmapukog u oemel, YUBUIUZOBAHHOE 4eN08eHeCmB0 He NPUOYMANO UHbIXMED, KpOoMe
penpeccusnix”.%

“llna nux He cywecmeyem Huyez2o yenogedeckozo’, — in his interview in September

2000,the Joint Force Commander in Chechnya, General Valeriy Baranov, made this comment

52 For the list of major Russian terror attacks in 1990-2000 see, for example, here: “Timeline of
Russian terror attacks”, The Guardian, 24 January
2011.<https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/jan/24/russian-terror-attacks-timeline>, accessed 13
March 2021.

% G. Troshev. Moya voina. Zapiski okopno gogenerala. Moscow: Vagrius, 2001.
<http://www.lib.ru/MEMUARY/CHECHNY A/troshew.txt>, accessed 13 March 2021.
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about the Chechens.®* Later, in 2006, in his article he blamed Chechens for the genocide of
Russians and “goopyosicennoe nacunue, epabesicu, pasdoil, noxuwenue aroel ¢ Yeabio
8bIKYNa, HapkobuzHec, Konmpabanoa opyacus u Hepmenpodykmog”.%

The policy of dehumanization had a visible impact. Sociologists discovered ethnic hostility
directed against the Chechens specifically (rather than Muslims generally, or other ethnic
groups resident in the Caucasus). According to numerous polls, this hostility appeared during
the second Chechen war and persisted after the end of its active phase.®

Since the beginning of the 2000s, Russian culture has been imbued with anti-Chechen
rhetoric. According to the literary critic Anna Brodsky, writing in 2004, anti-Chechen views
were already widespread in Russian mass literature, popular films, television series, Internet
sites, and in all strata of society.%” At the same time, from the beginning of the 2000s, as one of
the strategies of legitimization of the war, the state began to present the combat operation in
Chechnya as a part of the global fight against international terrorism. If during the first war the
state discourse linked Chechens with other separatist movements (for example, in Tatarstan),
and blamed them for an attempt to “break up Russia”,% the second war was positioned within
the world geopolitical situation. Military officials tried to displace the idea of the Chechen war

69 and claimed

as a civil conflict, calling Chechnya “mearcoynapoonviii 6anoumckutl anxnas
that the war was funded by “big foreign money”: “boasuiue denveu, noryuennvie om 6o2amoix

uHOCmMpannvlx nokposumeneii u noopvisuuix yenmpos”.”’ According to Vladimir Putin,

64 Malashenko, Trenin, Vremya Yuga, p. 134

%5V, Baranov, “Ot voennykh deistvii- k vypolneniyu politseiskikh funktsii”, Voenno-promyshlennyi
kur'er, 1 February 2006. <https://vpk-news.ru/articles/4741>, accessed 13 March 2021.

% See for example: “Casualty Sensitivity in a Post-Soviet Context: Russian Views of the Second
Chechen War, 2001-2004”, Political Science Quarterly, vol. 123, no. 1, 2008, pp. 39-68.

67 A. Brodski, “Chechenskaya voina v zerkale sovremennoi rossiiskoi literatury”, Novoe literaturnoe
obozrenie, no. 6, 2004. <https://magazines.gorky.media/nlo/2004/6/chechenskaya-vojna-v-zerkale-
sovremennoj-rossijskoj-literatury.html>, accessed 13 March 2021.

58 This rhetoric, for example, was used by Boris Yeltsin when explaining the main reasons for the first
Chechen war in his memoirs: “Mbsi He Modicem be3yuacmuo HabaOOams, KAk OMEATUBAEMCI KYCOK
Poccuu, smo cmanem nauanom pacnaoa cmpanwt”. (B. El'tsin. Prezidentskii marafon, p. 167.)

% G. Troshev. Moya voina. Zapiski okopnogo generala.

V. Baranov, “Ot voennykh deistvii- k vypolneniyu politseiskikh funktsii”.
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international terrorists were exploiting the conflict to their own ends: “meorcoynapoonvie
meppopucmsl  NOOCMABUNU ~ YEUEHCKUU HApOoO Osl  OOCMUNCEHUs KAKUX-MO  CBOUX
axcmpemucmexux yenei. !

In an extreme (and almost caricature) form, this discourse (more precisely, about the death
of soldiers of the Sixth Company, the myth of which will be discussed below) was presented in
a book about the Second Chechen War , “Illar B 6eccmeptue” ("Step into Immortality"):

“Komnanuu CILA obuapyscuru ¢ Kacnutickom pecuone Hosvle 3anacvl Hepmu. Tyoa
yempemuaucy XuwHuky 3anaoa, cnpogoyupogasuiue 6ouny 6 UYeuwe, 3abpocusuiue Ha
POCCULCKYIO Meppumopuio 0ecsamky muvlcsay HaeMHuxkoé u3 Ageanucmana, Ilaxucmana,
Hopoanuu, apabckux eocyoapcms, Npubaimuiickux pecnyoaux, YxpauHvl ¢ yeivio
pazopobums éenuxyio oepaicasy”.’?

As a result, the war in Chechnya was described as a part of a larger virtuous global fight.
Analyzing the Soldiers’ Mothers’ movement, Serguei Oushakine distinguished between a
“politics of pity” which commemorated fallen soldiers as victims and a “politics of blame”
which accused the “enemy” of causing the death of Russian soldiers, facilitating a discourse of
heroization.” As Oushakine indicates, the first war in Chechnya activated a “politics of pity,”
the second a “politics of blame”. My own evidence confirms this argument.

Paradoxically, the “politics of blame” was not retrospectively applied to the first Chechen
war which remained deeply unpopular and was considered unjust; its casualties were
remembered as victims. Accordingly, in the new discursive universe where the primary purpose

of military action was victory, veterans of the second campaign enjoyed more social recognition

and glorification.

"I “Iz besedy s zhurnalistami po pribytii v Groznyi”, Kremlin.ru, 20 March 2000,
<http://kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/24 187>, accessed 19 May 2020.

72 «yykhodit v svetnovyi variant knigi ‘Shag v bessmertie’ o podvige 6-i roty”, Pskovskaya lenta
novostei, 29 January 2019. <https://pln-pskov.ru/society/334693.html>, accessed 14 March 2021.

> S. Oushakine, “The Politics of Pity: Domesticating Loss in a Russian Province”, American
Anthropologist, no. 108(2), 2006, p. 301.
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The Sixth Company Foundation Myth:

Heroic Self-sacrifice for the Sake of the Community

- B~

TP I

Figure 3.The dpenlng ceremony of the
monument dedicated to the Sixth

Company on the battlefield in Chechnya.

The head of the Chechen Republic,

Ramzan Kadyrov, is in the central right.”

The public discourse of the Second Chechen War differed in another significant way also:

it shifted from victimization of Russian soldiers and veterans to their glorification. If the names

of the soldiers of the first war became known only if they were captured or killed, soldiers of

the second one often became known as heroes.””

™ Photo initially published at "V Argunskom ushchel'e ustanovlen pamyatnik pskovskim
desantnikam", RusTeam Media, 2 March 2017. <https://rus.team/people/evtyukhin-mark-nikolaevich>,
accessed 24 May 2022.

> The glorification of the soldiers of the first Chechen war began much later than the end of it, in the
2000s, when, during the next Chechen campaign, the new state discourse demanded new heroes. The
story was told of the Russian soldier Yevgeny Rodionov, who was killed in Chechnya in 1996 after he
(according to an unconfirmed myth) refused to convert to Islam. In 2003, public figures and priests
proposed to canonize Rodionov as a martyr. Although he was not canonized officially, Rodionov became
a locally revered saint in several church parishes. More about it here: A. Kravetskii, “Svyatye bez
razresheniya. Kogo kanoniziruyut v Rossii”, Kommersant, 26 November 2017.
<https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/3473753>, accessed 15 March 2021.
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At the beginning of the 2000s, a new official state discourse of the Chechen war begun to
emerge. The central figures of it became the paratroopers of the Sixth Company of the 76th
Airborne Division from the city of Pskov. In March 2000, 84 (among a group of 90) soldiers
were killed by Chechen troops. According to the official version, they had a heroic night-time
fight in the highland Shatoysky District of central Chechnya, next to the site designated by
militaries as Height 776, with “a unit of militants who greatly outnumbered them”.”¢

Soon, 22 paratroopers were awarded the highest Russian honorary medal and the title
of Hero of Russia (21 of them posthumously), while the other 68 soldiers (also posthumously)
received the Order of Courage’’. In comparison, only 86 medals of the Hero of the Soviet Union
were awarded for the entire duration of the Afghan war.”® Sociologist Natalia Danilova calls
the death of the paratroopers the “foundation myth” of the fight against terrorism in Chechnya.”
Ten days after the paratroopers’ death, Igor Sergeev, current Russian Minister of Defence,
called them heroes: “Ilanu 6 6010 Kax eepou, 00 KOHYA OCMABAACH BEPHBIMU BOUHCKOMY 002,
Ilpucsice u b6oesomy opamcmsy. (...) Hawu O0obrecmuvie 0ecaHmHUKy NpoOsSGUIL 2ePOU3M,
MYdHCecmeo, CImouKoCmy, 8blCOKULL NPOPECCUOHANTUM, YOePAHCATU 3AHUMAEMbLe NOSUYUU U He
NO3601UIU MEPPOPUCTIAM EbIPEAMBCS U3 OKpYIcenus” .5

Born immediately after the paratroopers’ defeat, the foundation myth of Sixth Company

has been growing and evolving since then. It became the basis for several books, movies and

even a musical.®! In the last 20 years, 75 monuments dedicated to fallen soldiers emerged all

76 “The President Honoured the Memory of Paratroopers from the 6th Company”, Kremlin.ru, 1
March, 2020. <http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/62890>, accessed 15 August 2020.

77 Tbid.

8 Spisok Geroev Sovetskogo Soyuza (Afganskaya voina):
<https://dic.academic.ru/dic.nsf/ruwiki/484705 >, accessed 2 August 2020.

" N. Danilova, “Victims and Heroes”, p. 66.

80 «“Soboleznovanie rodnym i blizkim pogibshikh v Chechne 85 pskovskikh voinov — desantnikov
vyrazil ministr oborony RF marshal Sergeev”, Pravda.ru, 11 March 2000,
<https://www.pravda.ru/news/world/909814-
soboleznovanie rodnym i blizkim pogibshikh v chechne 85>, accessed 19 May 2020.

81 See, for example, TV-series “Yecms umero!” (director Vitaly Buturlin, 2004) and The Storm Gate
(“I'pososvie sopoma”’, Andrey Malyukov, 2006), feature films Breakthrough (“Ilpopwis”, Vitaly Lukin,
2006), Russian Victim (“Pycckas socepmsa”, Elena Lyapicheva, Irina Meletina, Mikhail Dobrynin, 2008),
documentary Height (“Buvicoma”, Svetlana Konstantinova, Murad Kamalov, Russia 1 TV channel, 2020).
Musical The Spirit Warriors (“Bounst dyxa”, 2020). Fiction books: Company. Make it to the Spring.
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over Russia.’? The home cities of the dead paratroopers (including Chelyabinsk, Bryansk,
Rybinsk, Tikhvin, Kirov, Kamyshin and many others) had streets renamed in their honour. Even
the Chechen capital, the city of Grozny, acquired a Street of the 84 Pskov Paratroopers.®

Not only have commemorative events proliferated; the investigation of the deaths of the
Sixth Company has also accelerated over time. The first defendants for this case went to jail 12
years after the battle, and the search for perpetrators continues (to date, 14 people have already
been imprisoned; another 40 are under investigation).

While the myths associated with the Sixth Company myth had been growing steadily over
the years, the twentieth anniversary of the battle in February-March 2020 represented a major
turning point. The commemoration ceremony was transformed into a huge military festival
which showed the scale of changes in the perception of the war over last two decades.

Ironically, some of the memorial ceremonies were held on the battlefield in Chechnya
which had been commemorated with a large cross-shaped monument a few years previously.
Alongside military commanders and relatives of the fallen soldiers, the current Head of the

Chechen Republic, Ramzan Kadyrov, gave a solemn speech. Himself a former Chechen rebel

who defected to the side of the federal Russian troops just six months before the Sixth Company

(“Poma. [loocums 0o eéecnvl”, Andrey Konstantinov, Astrel Publishing, 2012), The Last Parade, The
Company and The Breakthrough (“Ilocreonuii napao”, “Poma”, “IIpopeig”’, Vyacheslav Dyogtev,
published on the Internet), The Step into Immortality (“Illac 6 6eccmepmue”, Oleg Dementyev and
Vladimir Klevtsov. In 2005, the book was included in the state program Patriotic Education of Citizens of
the Russian Federation for 2006-2010.1t went through eight editions, with a total print-run of 49,000
copies. See also: “Vykhodit v svetnovyi variant knigi ‘Shag v bessmertie’ o podvige 6-i roty”,
Pskovskaya lentanovostei, 29 January 2019. <https://pln-pskov.ru/society/334693.html>, accessed 14
March 2021). The list of books and movies dedicated to the Sixth Company includes: “Proshchaite,
muzhiki”: o proizvedeniyakh, posvyashchennykh podvigu 6 roty”, Tsentr Delovoi Informatsii Pskovskoi
Oblasti, 1 March 2020. <http://businesspskov.ru/news/166029.html>, accessed 14 March 2021.

82 V. Nordvik, A. Pavlov, “Poslednyaya rota Sovetskogo Soyuza. Moskovskii biznesmen postavil 75
pamyatnikov pogibshim geroyam 6-i roty, rozhdennym v ischeznuvshei strane”, Rodina, 1 October 2020.
<https://rg.ru/2020/10/13/moskovskij-biznesmen-postavil-75-pamiatnikov-pogibshim-geroiam-6-j-
roty.html>, accessed 14 March 2020.

83 T. Borisov, “Ostalis' v Groznom. V chechenskoi stolitse pereimenovali ulitsu v chest' znamenitoi
6-i roty”, Rossiiskaya Gazeta, 20 February 2008. <https://rg.ru/2008/02/20/groznyi.html>, accessed 15
March 2021.

8 «“Podvig 6-i roty: Putin pochtil pamyat' pskovskikh desantnikov — vse novosti”, Regnum.
<https://regnum.ru/news/polit/2871553.html>, accessed 13 March 2021.
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defeat, Kadyrov called the soldiers heroes who should never be forgotten, and blamed unknown
“international terrorists” for fighting Russia from the territory of Chechnya:

“Mbl nomMHUM msdIceNble 8peMend, K020a MedCOYHAPOOHble MePPOPUCTbL U3 0eCAMKO8
cmpan mupa evibpanu Yeuenckyro Pecnybnuxy 6 kauecmee nnayoapma ons amaku Ha Poccuro,
umu Ovlna nocmasnena 3aoava ocaabums u pazearums Poccuio, namecmu He8OCNOTHUMBbLI
yoap no 3KOHOMUKe, NOOOPEAMb NOIUMUYECKYIO U IKOHOMUUECKYI0 cmabuibHocme. B amoii
bopvbe nocubau molcsuu 00CMOUHbIX 3awumnuuxoe Omeuecmea, cpedu HUx OvLiu OOUYLL
2epoudecKkoll wiecmou pomvl, KOMOpble CMAlU NpUMepom O000IeCmMHO20  CLYHCeHUs
Pooune. Haw oone — nuxozoa ne 3abvieamv umeHna z2epoes. Beunas cnaea beccmepmmot
utecmotl pome, ciasa 6cem, kmo no2ub, sauwuwas Poccuro .3

The same rhetoric of heroism and self-sacrifice was used by President Vladimir Putin, who
participated in the memorial events in the city of Pskov, where the Sixth Company was based.
During his numerous public speeches, he invoked the same themes of military duty, courage,
battle brotherhood, love of the motherland, and allusions to other counter-terrorism campaigns,
which he also used in his speeches about the war in Afghanistan:

“Mbl 6cnomunaem omeadcHvIX 0eCaHmHUK08, OMOAEM Yecmb UX MyAHCecmay U noosuzy.
Onu 6écmanu Ha nymu comeHr O0e8UK08 U NPUHANU CEOE NOCNIEOHee CPAdICEHUe, CE80U NOCTIeOHUL
001, Kak Hacmoswue 2epou, epHbvle IYUUUM MPAOUYUAM 60e6020 bpamcmea, Komopbule Cesmo
xpanam 6ce nokonenus oecanmuuxog”.*®

The official rhetoric of commemorative events was full of comparisons with the battles of

the Great Patriotic War. In his speech, Vladimir Putin emphasized that fallen soldiers were

«docmotinble HacTeOHUKY noKoaeHus, 0obvisuezo Benuxyio Ilobedy ¥’ despite the fact that, as

85 «V Chechne proshel miting, posvyashchennyi 20-letiyu podvigadesantnikov 6-i roty”, TASS, 28
February 2020. <https://tass.ru/v-strane/7862417>, accessed 13 March 2021.

86 «“podvig 6-i roty: Putin pochtil pamyat' pskovskikh desantnikov — vseno vosti”, Regnum.
<ht§ps://regnum.ru/news/polit/Z871553.htrnl>, accessed 13 March 2021.

7 Ibid.
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he stressed, in 2000 there was no wave of patriotism such as occurred during the Great Patriotic
War. 8

In addition, after the commemoration event the president issued a decree on the
establishment of a special programme of social security for the surviving paratroopers from the
Sixth Company and the families of those of them who died.*® Notably, the state offered ex-
soldiers the form of recognition which they craved most, social benefits and welfare.
(According to Serguei Oushakine, veterans endowed the notions of money and debt with strong
moral connotations, so economic benefits were presented as a logical sign of respect.)”

Moscow also widely celebrated the 20™ anniversary of the battle, notably with the musical,
The Spirit Warriors (“Bounwvt dyxa”), “a large-scale and unforgettable show about the war
between good and evil”,”! in which a tank rolled out onto the stage, grenades exploded, and a
chorus line in airborne uniform danced with Kalashnikovs, occasionally shooting into the
ceiling. According to the reviews, the director of the show used “allusions on the military

operation in Syria,”*?

associating it with the war in Chechnya.

The director was not the only one who made such allusions. In his Pskov speech, Vladimir
Putin lined up a sequence of soldiers who fought for Russia in different time periods and
extended the row of never-ending wars into the future:

“IlckogcKue OecaHmHUKU OCMAIUCh 8ePHbL 3a8eMAaM OMY08, 0e008, NPAded08s, 80e8aABUIUX

3a  Poouny 6 camvle pasHvle nepuodvl eé ucmopuu. (...) Taxas oobrecmv u

camonodxcepmeosanue paou Omeuvecmea écez0a oviiu, ecmsv u 6yoym 6 Poccuu ucmunnuvivu

* Ibid.

% Ukaz Prezidenta Rossiiskoi Federatsiiot 11 March 2020 No. 180 “O dopolnitel'nykh merakh
sotsial'noi zashchity nekotorykh kategorii grazhdan Rossiiskoi Federatsii”.
<http://publication.pravo.gov.ru/Document/View/0001202003110061?index=1&rangeSize=>, accessed
13 March 2021.

% S. Oushakine, The Patriotism of Despair, p. 164. More about this in the chapter 1 of this research.

91 v Moskve proshla prem'era obnovlennogo muzykal'nogo spektaklya ‘Voiny dukha’”, 1TV.ru, 1
March 2020. <https://www.1tv.ru/news/2020-03-01/381315-
v_moskve proshla_premiera obnovlennogo muzykalnogo spektaklya voiny duha>, accessed 17 March
2021.

92 “Voiny dukha. Spektakl' o podvige desantnikov”, 1 March 2021.
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XZtllr2yBuc>, accessed 18 March 2021.
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yeHHoCmAMU, KomopbiMu 0opodcum Haut Hapoo . Thus, 20 years after, the battle (which itself
began several hours after Defence Secretary Sergeyev announced that the Second Chechen War
was over,”* and ended with the defeat of the Russian forces) became the main symbol of the
Second Chechen War and of military heroism as such.

During all the commemorative events, the image of the Sixth Company and the story of
the soldiers’ fight were completely detached from the real story of the Second Chechen war.
None of the official speeches or publications explained why the soldiers clashed with the enemy
in that particular place; what role, if any, the battle played in the military campaign; who the
soldiers had fought with, and what were the causes of the war in general. Presumably, this was
intended to hide the lack of clear ideology behind this war. Soldiers were decorated and
glorified not for fighting against something but simply for dying in the place where the
Motherland had sent them.

There is another, quite striking, side to the story of Sixth Company. Although the official
narrative claimed that the paratroopers died in battle were greatly outnumbered by the enemy,
journalists, soldiers and human rights activists who served or worked in Chechnya during the
war offered other versions. According to independent journalists, “a small group of insurgents
snuck up on an unprotected company and killed all of the soldiers”.”

Renat, a veteran of four military campaigns, including the Second Chechen war, elaborated
this version in his interview. According to my respondent, his friend was among those who
came to the place where the Sixth Company had been killed and found bodies of slain Russian
soldiers lying alone. None of the hundreds of Chechens who, according to official information,

had been killed by the Sixth Company, were actually there. Referring to his fellow officer who

% A. Aleksandrov, L. Khairemdinov, “Vechnaya slava i vechnaya pamyat' bessmertnoi 6-i rote”,
Krasnaya zvezda, 2 March 2020. <http://redstar.ru/vechnaya-slava-i-vechnaya-pamyat-bessmertnoj-6-j-
rote/>, accessed 18 March 2021.

% P. Nikolaev, “V Chechne vzyali boevikov iz bandy Basaeva”, Gazeta.ru, 30 November 2020,
<https://www.gazeta.ru/social/2020/11/30/13380355.shtml>, accessed 14 March 2021.

%5 “Fairy Tales of Glorious Battles in Chechnya”, The Moscow Times, 19 March 2008.
<http://oldtmt.vedomosti.ru/sitemap/free/2008/3/article/fairy-tales-of-glorious-battles-in-
chechnya/361103.html>, accessed 1 August 2020.
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was captured by Chechen forces, fought alongside them during the battle with the Sixth
Company and then managed to escape and tell this story, Renat assumes that the paratroopers
were ambushed by 80 Chechens (not 200, as was written in official documents)’® and shot
before most of the soldiers were able to use their arms. Only five or six Chechens were killed,
and the basis for the posthumous awards was the soldiers’ service records rather than their
achievements in this particular battle:

“Ionyuanu eepoes Poccuu. Bom 6ce nocubau, monbko mpoe 8 Hcugvlx ocmaiuceb. A kax
nonyuanu? OHu dce He Guoenu, KAK OHU MAM 60e6aNU, KAK HA 8blcome mam ux yousaiu,
condam. Omkpwiearom auuroe oeno. Condam OmaudHuK, wecms 01a200apHoCcment 8 TUYHOM
dene. Xoba — 00un 8vl2080p, HY JNAOHO, HAOO 2eposi. A eom npanopwjuk, 8 63blCKAHUI,
8b12080P08. A 5MOM NPANOPWUK MONHCEM MAM HA 8bICOME CPAXCAIICA 2epouyecku. A emy oanu
opoeH, 2eposi Poccuu ne 0anu, nomomy 4mo OH no TUYHOMY 0eny pazepuonsi. I1o nuunomy deny
dasanu eepoes Poccuu, no auunomy oeny. Hu no kauecmsy 605, no auunomy oeny”.

The third version of the Sixth Company deaths is one that I heard in an interview with
Alexander Cherkasov, a chairman of the Russian Memorial Human Rights Centre, who worked
in Chechnya, documenting human rights abuses and providing help to victims from the
beginning of the first Chechen war.”” According to Cherkasov, the paratroopers of the Sixth
Company died from friendly fire. Russian troops shelled a hill that they passed and did not
realise that the Six Company soldiers would be there. Most of the paratroopers were hit by
Russian shellfire; others were picked off by Chechens.

A convincing explanation of why the cult of the paratrooperswas created was given to me
by Renat. According to him, paratroopers as the most elite branch of the military forces should

always be above all accusations, and the heroic myth should have concealed the real defeat:

% Prigovor po delu No. 2-11/2016. <http://cynebusiepemenns.pd/25780616/extended>, accessed 18
March 2020.

7 About Cherkasov’s work see, for example: O.Orlov, A.Cherkasov, Rossiya — Chechnya: tsep'
oshibok i prestuplenii. Moscow: Zven'ya, 1998.
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“Ilomomy umo smo BJ/]B, 6o30ywmno-decanmuuix eoticka. Camvie makue. o2oo, BJ/[B,
menvHAwKa, mam, bepem 2onyoou. Opews: «I 0e B/[B — mam nobeda, mam crnasay. U mym pa3z
mebe — decpadayus maxas. (...) A oanrvuie u NAMAMHUK, U 3AMKHUCH, MOJYU, HUKAKUX CYO08,
HUK020 He 0obusams. 21 yenosek oanu eeposi. (...) Ymobvt moavko 3mo ymamo, 3amMsams, 4mo
6ce oOvlnia eepouveckas 6 poma. M no Hum cmanu QuibMbl CHUMAMb PACCKA3bI
pacckazvleams .

Alexander Cherkasov also noted that the way the soldiers died did not influence the myth
about them: “Tem, kmo npudymvieaem mughol, um pearbHOCmMb 0COOEHHO He 8AXHCHA. DMO KAK
mug npo 28 nanghunosyes. B nem nuxomy ne unmepecHvl naHpunosyvl .

The comparison with the myth about Panfilov’s 28 Guardsmen seems very valid here. This
legendary unit of Soviet soldiers was written into the pantheon of national heroism after they
died, supposedly battling German tanks, in the winter of 1941-1942.%® Since the middle of the
2010s, the state (mostly through the Minister of Culture Vladimir Medinsky), created a cult of
Panfilov’s 28. All across Russia, memorials were erected in their memory and streets named
after them; a feature film was released in 2016. Yet the story of the dead heroes was questioned
by historians. In 2015, the state archive published a scan of a declassified document from 1948
in which the chief Soviet military prosecutor informed Soviet politburo member Andrei
Zhdanov that Panfilov’s story was based on a made-up story by a Red Army journalist, and that
six of the posthumously decorated heroes had in fact survived the battle. One of them, Ivan
Dobrobabin, was arrested for “betrayal of the motherland” in 1947. In response of publishing

this archival information, Vladimir Medinsky publicly said that anyone who interferes with the

% The myth about 28 Guardsmen was questioned as early as 1966 by a Soviet journalist Emil’ Kardin
(E.V. Kardin, “Legendy 1 fakty”, Novyi mir, no. 2, 1966, p. 237.). His publication provoked a public
discussion and personal criticism of Leonid Brezhnev (A. Statiev, ““La Garde meurt mais ne se rend pas!’
Once Again on the 28 Panfilov Heroes”, Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History, vol. 13,
no.4, 2012, pp. 769-798.) More about the history of the myth: T. Balmforth, ‘Soviet WWII Legend Of
Panfilov Guardsmen Debunked As ‘Fiction™’, Radio Liberty, 12 July 2015,
<https://www.rferl.org/a/soviet-wwii-panfilov-guardsmen-fiction/27123430.html>, accessed 8 April
2022.
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“sacred legend” of Panfilov’s 28 men is “filthy scum.”®” Sergei Mironenko, head of the Russian
State Archive, lost his position, though he remained in another post with the Russian archive
administration.

In contrast with the Panfilov’s 28 myth, no one publicly tried to denounce the Sixth
Company story, but it is easy to anticipate that such attempt would have also provoked a
conflict. The story of heroic paratroopers had the same function for the Chechen war as
Panfilov’s 28 for the contemporary image of the Great Patriotic War. These narratives lie in the
very basis of the state ideology. As Medinskiy claimed in his interviews, Russia is the country
of heroes with a certain type of resilience (“tun croiikoctu”). The sacrifices of these heroes
"hold the national identity" and "civil and historical unity of the country".!°® Accordingly, these
myths should be considered as parts of nation-building, not history. To quote Medinsky himself,
disputes about them are disputes “not academic but ideological."!’! As a resurgence of Great
Patriotic War mythology (not just Panfilov’s 28, but partisan heroine Zoya
Kosmodemianskaya), the Sixth Company legend had exactly such an ideological function.'%? It
was a traditional story about Russian resilience and heroic self-sacrifice for the sake of the wider
community. In this regard, the discourse of the Second Chechen War corresponds with the state
discourse of the Great Patriotic War. In 20 years, instead of victimized “baby-conscripts” of the

First Chechen wars, their successors became portrayed as heroes who, if necessary, were able

% D. Filipov, “Russia’s Culture Minister Says Anyone Who Questions This Tale of Soviet Bravery Is
‘Filthy Scum™’, The Washington Post, 28 November 2016.
<https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2016/11/28/one-surefire-way-to-be-called-
scum-in-russia-expose-a-heroic-world-war-ii-story-as-a-myth>, accessed 8 April 2022.

190 «“Chto Vladimir Medinskii govoril o podvige 28 panfilovtsev: tsitaty raznykh let”, RTVI, 3
December 2018. <https://rtvi.com/stories/chto-vladimir-medinskiy-govoril-o-podvige-panfilovtsev>,
accessed 8 May 2022.

"1 Ibid.

12 About the creation and development of these myths see, for example: V. Davis. Myth Making in
the Soviet Union and Modern Russia: Remembering World War Il in Brezhnev’s Hero City. London: 1.B.
Tauris, 2018; J.B. Platt. “Zoya Kosmodemianskaya. Between Sacrifice And Extermination”, New
Formations, no. 89-90, 2016, pp. 48-70.
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to mobilize around the government or military leadership, shared the values of battle
brotherhood and were ready to come to the rescue of their comrades.'*

According to sociologist Lev Gudkov, it was the Great Patriotic War that created models
for rituals of group and national solidarity for Russian society. In them, the state used inflated,
exalted situations of heroic feats and self-sacrifice, which allowed “fulfilling the requirements
of the party and government as an internal need of citizens’. Employing myths in this way
denied the intrinsic value of private existence.!** From my evidence, one can say the same about
the Sixth Company.

As Serguei Oushakine assumes, the link between the Great Patriotic War and the Chechen
war that seemed so strikingly out of place in the mid-1990s became the rhetorical norm ten
years later. Images of suffering soldiers of the Second World War were unproblematically
conflated with descriptions of veterans’ experiences in the Chechen war. Such activation of war
trauma generated instant sympathy. This link between the two wars did not relate to the type or
purpose of the conflicts themselves (after all, World War II was a defensive rather than invasive
confrontation). Rather, patriotic values were evoked as a particular state of emotions, as a
repetition of a familiar configuration of painful events.'®’

Besides, as in the Great Patriotic War, the non-heroic, non-victorious side of the war
(soldiers’ deaths and abductions; extrajudicial killings of Chechens and “clean-up” operations
in villages; the fear of terrorist attacks far away from the frontline), has left the public sphere

and gone into a kind of subconscious of society.

193 A large part of the Sixth Company mythologizing is devoted to Major Alexander Dostavalov who,
together with 15 soldiers, arbitrarily, against the order of the commandment, joined his comrades in the
Sixth Company and died together with them. About this: E. Vasil'kova, “Prosti, 6-ya rota. Kak zhili i
pogibali pskovskie desantniki”, Rossiiskaya gazeta, no. 41, 29 February 2020.
<https://rg.ru/2020/02/26/kak-zhili-i-pogibali-pskovskie-desantniki.html>, accessed 12 March 2021.

14 L. Gudkov, “Pamyat o voine i massovaya identichnost' rossiyan”, Neprikosnovennyi zapas,
n0.40, 2005. <https://polit.ru/article/2005/05/08/pamjat/>, accessed 12 March 2021.

195°S. Oushakine, “Exchange of Sacrifices: Symbolizing an Unpopular War in Post-Soviet Russia”,
Fighting Words and Images: Representing War across the Disciplines, Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 2012, p. 193.
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Over time, even the image of the enemy was reduced to a symbolic international terrorist
in a black mask, deprived of his face, name, and nationality. In the musical The Spirit Warriors,
the main paratroopers’ foe calls himself the Dementor, borrowing the title from J. K. Rowling’s
book but not the realities of the year 2000. All the complexity of the real Chechen war
disappears; it is replaced by the image of a fairy tale with a simple separation of good and evil,
friends and foes. In the musical, good triumphs over evil. The audience gave the performance

a standing ovation.'%

-\\\\\

Figure 4. The final scene from the
musical The Spirit Warriors.'"

1% A video from the show can be seen here: “Voiny dukha. Spektakl' o podvige desantnikov”, 1 March
2021. <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XZtlIr2yBuc>, accessed 18 April 2021.

197 The photograph was published in a Live Journal webpage
<httpa://dervishv.livejournal.com/894598.html>, accessed 23 May 2022,
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Post-Conlflict Itineraries of Chechen Veterans:
Social Hopelessness, Public Stigmatization and Permanent War

Paradoxically, the societal support of soldiers in Chechnya did not lead to any change in
attitude towards those who fought in Afghanistan. In public discourse, the last Soviet war
remained unjust.

Nevertheless, the different attitudes towards different groups of veterans did not put a strain
on their relations. In the middle of the 1990s, Chechen veterans followed the path laid out by
their predecessors. Using the Afghan model, as the war was still going on, they quickly started
organizing grassroots unions and organizations for invalids as a basis for their self-help and
communications with the state. Many Chechen alliances either arose on the basis of the Afghan
ones, or reproduced their structure and goals. Serguei Oushakine draws attention to the fact that
veterans soon began to call themselves chechentsy (from “Chechnya”) using the same
toponymic approach as the afgantsy.!'%

Paradoxically, the relatively disenfranchised afgantsy become for the chechentsy a sort of
older and more privileged comrade. Previously, Great Patriotic War veterans had played the
same role for afgantsy themselves, being for them a sort of dedy.!”’ In an interview published
in the official newspaper of the Russian Ministry of Defence, Krasnaya Zvezda, in 2001, one
of the heads of the Battle Brotherhoodorganization pointed out that “Onvim nawux mosapuweii,

soesasuiux 8 Agpeanucmane, 300po6o npuzoouncs. Monoovie eemepanvl Yeunu yuunuco cemy

1% S, Oushakine, The Patriotism of Despair, p. 171.

19" “Grandfathers” (“godfathers™), a slang word for senior conscripts serving their last year of
compulsory military service and violent towards more junior ones. From this word, the notion
‘dedovshina’ [institutionalized bullying or hazing] was derived.
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Yy ceoux cmapuwiux mosapuwel. (...) Bonpoc o nawem conusxcenuu c «agpeanyamuy OvlLn
npaxmuuecku cpasy e npeopeuten”. !0

Over time, afgantsy acquired a patronizing attitude towards Chechens as younger brothers,
and vice versa. To quote my respondent Ahmed, “geuencrue eemepansvi ewé cebs ne noxazanu,
ewé ne cosopsam. (...) Bpems npuoém, mot [agheanyvl] yiioém u uepes nac 6yoym ueuenywt”.

Moreover, the analysis of the Chechen veterans’ interviews shows that they identify
themselves as the younger generation which owes all the best they possess to the older one:

“V nac ageanyvi 6vi1u Ha KOHMpakme, oueHb MHO2O ObLIO agheanyes, ¢ HUMU, KOHEYHO,
20pazoo npowe cayrcums 0vi10. 3Hanu oHu 2opazoo doavute. [...] Moe owywenue, ymo gom
20paz0o bonee Mon00oe NoKoJieHue, KOmopoe CIaio no KOHMpPAKmy npuxooums yice 6 Yeunio,
OHU Yoice He noedym HuKyoa eoegams. Modxcem, s 3a0.1yxHc0ar0cy, HO celyac maxux arooeu
Hemy. Bom cpedu moezo noxonenus, aodeu, komopwie svipocau Ha BB, komopuvle meumanu 6
BJIB cayosicums ewje 8 cogemckoe epeMs, 8om euje 3amec cogemckuu. Bom na nem éce u
oeporcumcs. [...] Bom y mens owywenue, umo, kax 3akonuunacy Qeuns, HuKmo oanvuie yice
He npudem u3 1100etl ¢ MmaKkum OnvIMoM 02POMHLIM KaK agheanybl u yeueHybl ¢ nepeoll 8Mmopou
komnanuu. [locnyxcam, 0obviom ux 2de-mo 6 Cupuu u HUKMO UM HA CMeHY He Npuoem.
Danamos, umobsl examsv Ky0a-mo u 0ellams C8010 JHCU3Hb, Npespauiams 6 npogeccuro noo
Hazeauuem ‘6oUHA’ HUKMO Yoice He cmanem .

As I would argue, the crucial difference between the two generations of veterans lay in the
circumstances of their postwar socialization. Afghan veterans were not just 10-15 years older.
Most of them came home in the very middle of the transition from the Soviet Union to new Russia.
They had little chance to receive a proper education or choose a profession and had to rely on
social benefits provided by the state or military unions. Besides, to judge from my interviews, they

had thoroughly interiorized Soviet discourse, in which the state was the main actor that ensured

10" A, Mikhailov, “Budushchee nachinaetsya segodnya”, Krasnaya zvezda, 15 February 2001,
<http://old.redstar.ru/2001/02/15_02/hist25.html>, accessed 12 July 2020.
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protection and bestowed wellbeing on its citizens. By contrast, veterans of Chechnya grew up in a
country that had already undergone significant transformation, above all in the level of state
support provided. Besides, they had not been so exposed to the narratives about heroic soldiery
before they joined up. They were more individualistic and relied on themselves to a greater extent
than the previous generation. They also had fewer illusions and were less prone to rely on state
institutions. For example, my respondent, Chechen veteran Alexei told me that he never expected
to receive any welfare:

“Mne cosopsam: 0a mul 3HAeUlb, YMO MOICHO 3eMENbHbIU YUACHOK npooums [TIOIyUUTh
OecIuiaTHO OT MECTHBIX Biacteil/. A 2ogopio: uou mnpobusaii, mebe uHmepecHo — uou
npoousail. [...] 3axomam — camu 0adym, He 3axomsm, cam 5 He noudy. Mue Kpome pyK Ho2
HUYe20 He HYJHCHO, OHU eCMb — 51 CaM cebe Ha JHCU3Hb 3apabomaio”.

At the same time, Chechen veterans, just like afgantsy, also had little chance to improve their
qualifications, and had to take any heavy physical jobs that were going. A striking and desperate
picture of the post-war socialization of chechentsy is painted by Arkady Babchenko, a conscript
during the first Chechen campaign, contract soldier during the second, and a writer and
journalist afterwards. According to him, hit by the defeat of the wars — both military and moral
— Chechen veterans failed in their civilian lives as well. If troops in Afghanistan consisted of
conscripts from all levels of Soviet society (including university graduates), who later were able
to use army service as a social lift, during the Chechen wars, when draft-evasion became
commercialized, and a bribe could help a draftee to escape conscription, serving in the army
represented a kind of indentured labour, where the poorest strata of society supported the

richest: “JIuunbiii Homep cman KnetimMom Hu3well Kacmbl, KOMopylo Omnpasision Ha 6otiny”. !

T A. Babchenko, “Voina uchastvuet vo mne”, Novaya Gazeta, no.22, 29 March 2007.
<https://novayagazeta.ru/articles/2007/03/29/34197-voyna-uchastvuet-vo-mne>, accessed 17 March
2021.
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Babchenko argues that most conscripts came from unprivileged families based in remote
Russian regions, often from rural areas. While leaving for the army from nowhere, they returned
to even greater social hopelessness:

“Ceco0nawnss 61acmos co30aia my apmuro, 0 KOmMopou Medmanu KOMMYHUCMbl, —
paboue-kpecmovsanckyio. M cayacam 6 Heul paboue-kpecmosne. [...] Cpedu ecex moux
3HAKOMBIX MOJILKO 4el08eK NAmMb CMAalu CPeOHUM Kiaccom. B unmepneme éemepanckoe
coobuecmeo ueuenyes maxdice noumu He npeocmasneno. 3naeme novemy? Y nux nonpocmy
Hem Komnviomepos. [Ipouepannas epasxcoanckas 60UHA HA C80El MePPUMOPUU CO CEOUMU
epaxncoanamu U HesACHbIMU YeaaAMU, NOMHONCEHHAs HA Kamacmpo@uueckoe Kidcco8oe
paccioenue, 3aeHaia napheu 8 3aparee 0003HAYeHHble PAMKU U blOOPA UM NONPOCMY He
ocmagnsem”.

Nevertheless, despite their underprivileged status and lack of access to facilities such
as IT, the Babchenko’s veterans’ port-war itineraries look in other ways strikingly similar
to the afghantsy ones. Amongthem, too, alcoholism is common: “JIubo 6yxams 6 oxpane,
aubo byxamwv Ha cmpotuixke. M3 mex, Kmo Ovlil cO MHOU 80 8MOPYIO UEUEHCKYIO, CNUNIOCH He

Menbute nonosunvl. Muozuecenu. Ocmanvhvle nepe6u6ai0mc;1 no O)CpCZHCZM”.HZ

* ok
The impact of the Chechen wars was much deeper than its immediate results, and could

not have been more different from the official patriotic myth. According to political scientist

Pavel Baev, the self-perception, as well as the reputation of the army, was indelibly marked by

the degradation arising from the brutal and never-ending war.!''?

The official number of soldiers who passed through Chechnya has never been published.

Some estimates were made by Russian and Western military journalists and experts. The latter

offer a semi-official figure of 91,500 soldiers in 1994-1995 and 80,000 in 1999 —2000.'"*

12 Ibid.

'3 Baev, “Chechnya and the Russian Military”, p. 126.

"4 G. F. Krivosheev, Rossiya i SSSR v voinakh XX veka: Poteri Vooruzhennykh Sil, Moscow: OLMA-
PRESS, 2001, p. 582.
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According to journalists, at the peak, the Russian forces in Chechnya were 100,000 strong,
which would mean that in the course of12 years, between 800,000 and million men had been in
the territory.''> For comparison, in total, during the Afghan war, around 620,000 soldiers
participated.!!¢

Besides soldiers, there were policemen and Interior Ministry troops (“OMOH”)
continuously sent to Chechnya for a term from one to six months. Although this practice lasted
for more than a decade, and involved a huge number of servicemen, I have found only one study
of policemen’s post-war adaptation and the ways through which their service in hot-spots
influenced their later work and law enforcement agencies in general: this was conducted by the
independent Moscow Demos Research Centre.'!” According to the study, during the 2000s,
such military assignments became routine for most policemen. Officially, they want to
Chechnya voluntarily. In practice, policemen were rarely able to refuse.!'® My respondent
Sergey, a former riot police officer, acknowledged that trips were enforced by the directives
and pressure of fellow policemen. Strikingly, the respondent proudly stressed that those
policemen who refused to go to the battlefield became total outsiders:

“Bvibopa-mo 0cobo u Hem: aub0 yxooumsv U3 OpeaHos, Ymo, COOCMEEHHO, HAWl 20PAYO
aobumsiil 3amnoaum Eeopos u coenan, ceiiuac 20e-mo e 30ech HcUEM, 8 IMOM NOObe30e.
bvina 6osmoocnocmes 6 Komanouposky, a on ckaszan. s me noedy. M 6cé, zanouxka Hanpomus

Gamunuu Ecopos — u 6cé. Xooum 300posaemcs, Ho He bonee. He unmepecen mue yenosex”.

115 Babchenko, “Voina uchastvuet vo mne”.

"¢ The only official data can be found here: “Ofitsial'nye dannye o sovetskikh poteryakh v
Afganistane”. Grif sekretnosti snyat. Poteri vooruzhennykh sil SSSR v voinakh, boevykh deistviyakh i
voennykh konfliktakh. Moscow: Voenizdat, 1993.
<https://web.archive.org/web/20010519210510/http://www.hro.org/editions/karta/nr24-25/victim.htm>,
accessed 15 March 2021.At the same time, the official casualty figures for the first war were listed as
5,500 federal police and soldiers during the first war and a further 5,200 during the second. More here: M.
Galeotti, Russia’s Wars in Chechnya. Oxford: Osprey Publishing, “Essential Histories”, 2014.

" Militsiya mezhdu Rossiei i Chechnei. Veterany konflikta v rossiiskom obshchestve, Moscow:
Demos, 2007. The research uses interviews with policemen and their families conducted in five Russian
regions.

"8 Ibid, p. 11.
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After being demobbed, veterans of the Chechen war faced the same problems as the
afgantsy. They came back to a society that was reluctant to deal with the participants of an
unpopular war, and they suffered from psychological traumas and an uncertain future.
According to Tanya Lokshina, a co-author of the program “Veterans of Chechnya” in the
Demos Research Centre, “nobody wants to hire them [chechentsy]; nobody needs them or wants
to deal with them”.!"

My respondent Vitaliy, citizen of the city of Bryansk, who spent a year of his conscription
in the trenches of the Second Chechen war, started his interview with a traumatic story of his
hopeless attempts to be employed in the police:

“I xomen ycmpoumscs 6 munuyuro. Ymo... npenamcemeus oviau yorcacnvle. Ckasxcem max,
5 0enan MeOUYUHCKyro Cnpaexy [0ns nocmynienus Ha pabomy 8 muauyuro] mpu mecaya. A
yuuncsa 8 3nvinke [20poo 6 bpanckoti oonacmu]. Mens cnauana omnpasnsinu 3a 00HOU CHPABKOU
myoa, s ee NPUBO3UL, NOMOM OMAPAGIANU 3d OPY2OU CHNpAKou onams myoa dice. bpamo
npocmo ne xomenu. bvina makas ycmuas, ckaxcem max, ycmanogka, 6 noaukaunuxe MBJ] sce
MEOKOMUCCUIO NPOXOOUNU, YMOObL 8CceX 8emepanos 060oesvlx Oeucmsuil... [Heopamy]. Hxobu
npooeMbl ¢ NCUXUKOU ™.

These huge numbers of men, many of whom had perpetrated acts of extreme violence and
repeated abuses of human rights up to the level of war crimes, came back home to find
themselves officially honoured but publicly stigmatized.'?® Since 2000, the term “Chechen
syndrome” (recalling the Vietnam one) became widely used in the Russian media to describe a
transposition of the violence of the Chechen conflict, and repressive methods in particular, to
other regions of Russia and other categories of the population.'?! The stigma of "those who

passed through Chechnya" limited the upward mobility of veterans and their reintegration into

9 “Interview with Tanya Lokshina, President of the Demos Centre Conducted by Olga Filippova,
Moscow, 11 May 20077, The Journal of Power Institutions in Post-Soviet Societies, no. 6/7, 2007.
<http://journals.openedition.org/pipss/772>, accessed 17 April 2020.

1201t is important to clarify that the myth about the Six Company was created much later and became
widespread already in the end of the 2010s.

121 Le Huerou, Sieca-Kozlowski, “A ‘Chechen Syndrome”?, p. 27.
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civilian life. According to the Demos Centre report, potential employees, fearing that ex-
servicemen were mentally fragile, refused to hire them. Desperate, veterans took jobs in police
and began to travel to hot-spots again.'?> Often, they went deeper into social isolation or
gathered together into enclosed communities.

Private security companies and building sites, mentioned by Babchenko, became one of the
main veterans’ employers. As an example, after his unsuccessful attempt to become a
policeman, Vitaliy, my respondent from Bryansk, found a job in construction, which he was
satisfied with:

“Camoe onmumanvHoe, 20e He HA0O HuYe2o [u3z meOuyuHckux Ookymenmos]. [...] B3zsn
aemomoduns, Kakou Hukaxkou. Hy kax: ompwisancs, paoosancs icuznu, kopoue. Kakas-
HuKakaspaboma, Kakas-wukaxas sapniama oviia’”. Due to a lack of other employment, and,
no less importantly, to attempt to find meaning in their lives, many ex-servicemen became
professional mercenaries. According to my respondents, the first professional soldiers of
fortune had come from the ranks of the afgantsy.'?® After the first Chechen war, their number
grew rapidly. Just as with the afgantsy, most of the chechentsy found it easier to preserve their
military identity and already had a habit of routinely using violence.

From the 1990-2000s, Chechen war veterans could be met with in the French Foreign
legion, and in private paramilitary companies from Canada to South Africa. Former Russian
and Soviet fighters were involved in de-mining areas of armed conflict under UN programs,
worked on the construction of permanent military bases for NATO troops in Afghanistan and
Iraq, and guarded convoys with cargo and foodstuffs.!**

According to my respondent Alexei, a former riot policeman (“omonosgey”), then contract

soldier during the second Chechen war, and now a parachute test pilot in the Moscow Scientific

122 Militsiya mezhdu Rossiei i Chechnei, p. 167.

123 “Bom y nac [¢ OMOHe] Jlexa Yynun nocmosnno [6oesan na pasnwix soiinax]. Kax monvko
Hauan ¢ Apeana, max 0o cux nop. Yenogex — gotina. /[pyeozo nuuezo ne ymeem”. (Interview with
Sergey, Moscow), “Bom 6 Yeune mam 30-40 % agheanyes 6v110” (Interview with Alexei, Moscow)

124 More information: I. Ivanov, A. Vigraizer, “Soldaty Razrukhi”, Snob.
<https://snob.ru/society/armii-po-vyzovu-glava-4>, accessed 15 April 2021.
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Research Institute of Parachute Construction, there are two main types of employment for
former combatants. First and the less prestigious and poorly paid one is a work in private
security companies as security guards or watchmen. The second, more preferable and well-paid
one is a military or paramilitary service in different state or private armies like YBK Baenep
(The Wagner Group): “V ecex uonno'>’-nepexoouwiii nepuoo, éce 6 oxpane pabomanu, ko20a
Hez20e pabomamy, éce npymcs 6 oxpany. [...] Te, koeo i 3Hal0, OHU CIMPEMUNUCL 3AKTIOYUUMb
KOHMPAKm ¢ 6010I0wWumM noopaszoeienuem u nOnacmv Kyoa-mo 6 Op2anu3ayuio munda 60om
amozo YBK Baeuepa. ['0e-mo nauunaemcsi 3amec [gouina], onu ommyoa Y8OAbHAIOMCI U
eoym”’.

The Wagner Group is a Russian paramilitary organization whose contractors have
allegedly taken part in the war in Ukrainian Donbass in 2014 on the side of the separatists of
self-declared Donetsk and Luhansk People's Republics, in the Syrian Civil War, fighting
together with the Syrian government forces, and in many African countries. The Group derived
its name from its alleged founder Dmitry Utkin, a veteran of both Chechen wars.'*® According
to Roman, mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, many of his fellow soldiers have already
died while serving in such paramilitary companies:

“V mens yorce 83600mwi1i nocub ¢ Cupuu, u komarnoup emopoeo 63600a 8 Cupuu. (...) A onu
e Kax, npoweowuti Ageanucmarn, nomom 8 pazeedbame co mHou Ovliu. Hx, eudamo,
omoéupanu kax cneyuanucmos. M eom onu 6 nepswvie onu [6 Cupuu noeubnu], konbacus ovina’”.

According to Alexei, Chechen veterans try to serve in the Russian army as long as they
can. Afterwards, when they are already old for the military service, they have to switch to
private paramilitary companies or, if they are unable to pass a physical examination that

paramilitary companies require, come back to security services:

125 «“YOIT” is an abbreviation from “uacTHOe 0OXpaHHOE IpeANpHUATHE”, a private security enterprise.

126 «pytin Chief's Kisses of Death: ‘Russia's Shadow Army's State-Run Structure Exposed”, The
Bellingcat Investigation Team, 14 August 2020. <https://www.bellingcat.com/news/uk-and-
europe/2020/08/14/pmc-structure-exposed/>, accessed 17 April 2022.
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“MHocue nooanuce, uz-3a mo20, 4Mo y HUX 803PACM, MO eCMb, Yice N0 KOHMPAKMy
cysrcumo Hego3ModiCHO, 6 éaznepwl’?’ nownu u eécio Cuputo éaznepamu npocayscunu. [...J
Taxue denveu nramames ¢ obeux cmopou. u boesuxam UT'HUJI, u nawum 60otiyam YBK Bacuep.
Ho ceuiuac yoice mam denveu maxue He niamsam, mam, KaKk moibko Ooegvle Oelcmaus nouLiu
HA cnao, mam moavko Hepmsnvle mecmopodcoenus oxpausiom. [...] B UBK, kyoa onu ewe
mozym notimu — 6 oxpany? [ ...] Haoce 6 s5mom YBK Bacnepa — eciu ne coaeutvb pu3zo Ha yposHe
30-munemnux, mo mebs ne bepym”.

The main factor why Alexei separated service in the security companies and paramilitary
organizations was the way these jobs were paid. Otherwise, he did not distinguish service in the
Russian army from service in a private paramilitary company like the Wagner Group. As in the
Chechen war itself, the nature of the enemy or the goals of the war or whether victory was
achievable or not did not play a big role for him. The main thing he stressed in his interview
was the meaningfulness of a military career, a sense of belonging to great events and the feeling
of being valuable which it gives:

“V mens 3naxomouii ¢ Pazanu, co 137 noaka, 3apabamueigan on 200 muiwy npubauzumenbHo
6 mecay, ovi1, umo au, pykosooumenem YOIla, no yxooun c 3apniamol 6 200 meicay ¢ YBK
Baznepa, ko2zoa mam nonyuanu npubausumensro 120 muicay, u on 6cé pasro nowen. To ecmo,
He paou deHee. A cosepuieHno MOYHO MO2Y CKA3amb, YUMo KMo e0em NOCMOAHHO — 91O He paou
oenee. [...] [enveu — ctooa npuexan, cnycmunl 6 HUKYOd, KaK U3 RywKu no 60poowam, a 60m
9Mo owyujerue, Ymo mol ObLL NPUYACMEH K MAKUM COOIMUAM, OHO OCMAEMCsl HA 8CI0 MHCU3HD.
[...] Ecmb makou xocmsk noodet, komopwle smum sHcueym. A no cebe 3naro, umo 6om crooa
nepevlll paz s GepHyIca u3 Yeunu...s1 npocmo NOHUMAio, 4mo 51 mym HaxoOUumuvcs He Mozy, He
JHCUMB, He 8 ceMbe, MHe NOCMOAHHO Xxoyemcsi oopamuo. [...] Tam [Ha eoiine] ece no-
Hacmoswemy, mam 0eam noCieOHUll KyCoK Xieba YepHo20 HUKMO HU 30 KeM HUYe20, KOHCep8bl

He cHumaent, oenveu He cdumaem, mam 00U OmKpbsblmbusl, KaK Obl GM()HO, Kmo u3z cebs umo

127 See: “Putin Chief's Kisses of Death”.
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npeocmasnsiem. YmowHUKo8 Ha 60liHe Hemy, NI00U KOMOopvle WKYpbl, myoa 6 noexan 3a
oenveu... mam Hem makux. Bo epems 6oesvix Oeticmeuii yygcmsyeuib cebsi My#CUuHOU, 4mo
mbl  6bINOJHACULL NO-HACMOAWEMY MYNCCKYIO pabomy, uy8cmeyeulb 80K HYHCHOCHD,
HeoOX00UMOCMb, YUMo Mbl NO-HACMOAWeEM) HA ceoem Mmecme. A 30ecb Kakas Obl paboma Hu
OvLIa, wyecmayeulb cedsl... 51 He 3HAIO... YUMo Mol 3AHUMAUbCS KAKOU-MO epyHOOU... "

Arkady Babchenko also went to the second Chechen war voluntarily, and later in an
interview explained it as a return to the place which was more familiar him then the world of
civilians: “4 ne 6o38pawancs na 6oliny Kaxk maxosyr. A npocmo yxooun uz 3mozo mupad,
KOMOPYblil MeHs He NPUHSIL, U KOMOPblll 51 He NPUHAL. A He Mo2 30eCh dHcumo, U s noexai myod,

20e mue 6ce Ovi10 nonsmnuo. A 6osepawaincs, nasepnoe, k cebe, ocmaguwemycs mam ">

The Chechen Syndrome: Spread of Violence in Postwar Society

Researchers agree that the experience of “having been through Chechnya” significantly
changed soldiers, and both fostered and legitimized acts of violence.!?’ According to the Demos
Centre report, upon their return, policemen “stop looking for a variety of communication,
feeling comfortable only among those who have similar experiences of a hotspot. [...] It
becomes difficult for them to maintain social connections in a wider context. Policemen move
away from citizens, oppose themselves to society, and find themselves in social isolation.”!*
My interviews confirm that this applies to army veterans also. The military experience
transformed their values structure, formed psychological resistance to violence, created the

1

experience of legal nihilism'*! and "defensive" attitudes towards civilians.!*? In the case of

policemen, the feeling of suspicion they had been taught to harbour towards the Chechen

128 «A . Babchenko: ‘Oruzhie ne voz'mu bol'she nikogda’”, BBC Russian, 7 April 2008.
<http://news.bbc.co.uk/hi/russian/entertainment/newsid_7326000/7326574.stm>, accessed 25 March
2021.

1291 ¢ Huerou, Sieca-Kozlowski, “A ‘Chechen Syndrome™?, p. 26.

130 Militsiya mezhdu Rossiei i Chechnei, p. 30-31.

Bl Ibid, p. 14.

132 Ibid, p. 29
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civilian population was transposed onto the people of their own region, distorting their
relationship with the population.'3?

According to Anne Le Huerou and Elisabeth Sieca-Kozlowski, Russian official discourse
authorized and even encouraged recourse to violence against the whole of the Chechen
population, designated as potential terrorists. This greatly contributed to forging the “image of
the enemy,” both in the military on the frontline and in the whole of Russian society as well.!3*
Inevitably, this military violence was brought back from Chechnya to Russia. One of the most
anticipated of the legacies of the Chechen war became the forging of the “image of the enemy”
and the hatred towards the Chechens, or, often, to all North Caucasus nations, or all Russian
Muslims among soldiers and in Russian society in general.

In contrast with afgantsy, most of whom (according to my interviews) did not hold hard
feelings against their former foe; my respondents who fought in Chechnya were still full of rage
and anger towards their enemies. As soldiers of civil wars generally do, they saw their
opponents as valiant enemies beaten in fair fight, but as traitors from within. In their interview,
they built a narrative of people from North Caucasus who have always been hostile towards
Russians and now, after the end of two wars, are gaining power and influence again:

“Ilnsa meHs yeueHybl HUKO20A C8OUMU He OvLau, mMycyivmane — gpazu. [...] Kaskaz — ona
MeHsl He poOuHa, oHu 015 MeHs He eounoe yenoe [c Poccueii]. Eciu npo Cogemcxuti Coto3 me
JIce ageanyvl Mo2nu cKazams, 4mo Mul ObLIU eOUHOE Yenoe, Mo MO2y MOYHO CKA3AMb, YO NPO
yeyeHyes u UHeyuel MmaKoeo He cKaxiceulb, OHU 0Jis Hac ece2oa dvlau uycue. [ ...] Um cmonvko
enacmu 0anu, 4mo oHu mo2ym c opycuem no Mockee xooums, 00 cux nop”.

Hatred towards Chechens was not limited to words. In the 2000s, many criminal cases,
recorded by lawyers and NGOs, emphasized acts of violence committed in police stations

against Chechens living in Russia outside of Chechnya. In 2005, Svetlana Gannushkina, the

133 E. Sieca-Kozlowski, “Demos Centre, ‘Militsiia mezhdu Rossiei i Chechnei.’ Veterany konflikta
v rossiiskom obshchestve’”, The Journal of Power Institutions in Post-Soviet Societies, no. 9, 2009.
<http://journals.openedition.org/pipss/1960>, accessed 1 March 2021,

134 Le Huerou, Sieca-Kozlowski, “A ‘Chechen Syndrome’”?, p. 30.
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Chair of Russia’s Civic Assistance Committee, describing cases of police violence against
Chechens in Moscow,'** argued that violence towards Chechens is a consequence of the wars,
and all such cases are parts of a campaign against them.'*® In some cases, the policemen
themselves explained this violence by the hatred for all Chechens aroused during the war.!*’

I hypothesize that anti-Chechen sentiment was not limited to actual ethnic Chechens. There
is no statistic for hate crimes in Russia and it is impossible to find out the numbers of crimes
against different ethnic minorities. Nevertheless, I assume negative ethnic stereotypes were
extended not only to all Chechens but also to other ethnicities from the North Caucasus. Two
of the informants of the Demos Centre, riot policemen, claimed that due to their work in
Chechnya they obtained intolerance towards all ethnical minorities living in Russia and now
consider themselves racist.!*®

One of my informants, Vyacheslav, an Afghan war veteran and, notably, a Bryansk
Regional Duma deputy, routinely used the word “wypxa” (a derogatory term used for Russian
ethnical minorities and people from Central Asia) in his interview. When I asked whom he was
referring to, he hesitated and was not able to give a list of particular ethnicities except Chechens
(although it was clear that he had a particular image of “aypka” in his head).'* In his interview,

he also told a story of an ex-combatant called Valeriy who killed a member of an ethnic minority

group and was sentenced to 11 years in jail. According to Vyacheslav, the victim, a market

135 “Paccrazana nam smo Cadaesa Kymupa Illancyounosna, Komopas pacckazvléaem >mom max,
YMo OHA @eHepoM NPUULLA C PLIHKA OOMOU U Y8UOed, YUMo 6CeX YeyeHYes GblCAsUU U3 O0MA HA YIIULY.
Hoem nposepka 0okymenmos. Bce 5mo wiio ¢ yHusICeHuamu, ¢ 0CKOPOIeHUAMU, KACALOCh MOJIbKO JH00el
00HOU HayuoHanbHocmu. Ee 00ub ¢ MANeHbKUMU OembMU MOodice 6bICMASUIL HA YIUYY, He Oau ell
ocmamuvcsi ¢ MaadeHyamu, Komopuie yoic Hukaxk He meppopucmul”. From: “Presledovanie chechentsev v
Rossii”, Radio Svoboda, 15April 200 5. <https://archive.svoboda.org/11/hr/0405/11.041505-1.asp>,
accessed 28 March 2021.

136 Ibid.

137 Le Huerou, Sieca-Kozlowski, “A ‘Chechen Syndrome’?”, p. 28.

138 The quotation from an interview with one of the policemen: “I 6vi6aem momenm — 3mo
omuouienue k Hepycckum. OHO u mak OblI0 KAKoe-mo He CO8CeM, a NOCe KOMAHOUPOBKU 51 YKPENUICS 8
CB0eM He2amueHOM K HUM omuouteHuu. Boobue, ko écem nepyccxum. Pacucmom cmanosmocey”.From
Militsiya mezhdu Rossiei i Chechnei. p. 151.

139 From the interview with Vyacheslav: “Taoxcuxu onu na Kyxusx na écex na Smux, npo Ka3axoe ne
MO2y cKaszamv, Kazaxu ¢ Hamu pedoama [Ha eoenuvie onepayuu 8 Agpeanucmane] xoounu, e 60sUCH
Huuezo. Yeuenyvl Huxo20a 6 scuznu He goeganu. OHu NPImMAanicy, OHU HA KYXHe HCPATU, OHU KaK OblLiu
canozamu...”
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seller, took Valeriy for an alcoholic, asked him to unload a car and offered a glass of spirit for
this job. Valeriy felt offended by this offer and, due to his military experience, killed the seller
with one blow. My informant completely justified the murderer and lamented that police had
started supporting ethnical minorities recently: “Banepa, 11 nem Oanu. I[llén ¢ pabomesi,
HepyccKue Ha pulHKe... HY, eudsam 6 pabouei gopme udem. On emy: «u, HYy KaAK-mo HA36a]
e2o, 51 mebe cmaxkau HAILlo, MawuHy mue pasepysuy. On nosopavusaemcs: «Mpasb, mvi KoMy
eoeopuwv?» Tom .. Hy 6 Haule 8peMs YYPKA ... Mbl UX 20HANU, HOMOM MEHMbl CIMALU 3d HUX —
HONPOOYIL MPOHD... HY OH 00HUM yoapom yenoseka youn.” 1 did not succeed in finding of the
ethnicity the victim, and assumed this it (except for the fact that he was not Russian) was not
important neither for Vyacheslav nor for Valeriy. Later, my informant Roman also used the
word “yypxu” in his interview, and willingly explained that he refers to all ethnic minorities
from the Caucasus and Central Asia in this way: “Yypku — smo He pycckue: mypkmensi,
maodicuku, y3oexu, azepoaudxcanyst u apmane’. After thinking for a while, Roman added that
a Russian man can also be called “aypka” but only if he proves himself to be a bad person. As
for all other ethnicities, Roman considered them bad until they proved the opposite.

skoksk

According to the Demos Centre report, trips to Chechnya were identified as one of the
factors contributing to the development of arbitrary practices in the activities of the police after
chechentsy returned to their home town.'*® Confirmation of this comes from my interviews.
When I asked how Chechen veterans felt after coming home and meeting ethnic Chechens in
their home towns, Alexei explained that they were always sure to mete out “punishment”:

“Haxazvieanu. Onu [OMOHosyvl] npuesosicanu u3 komanouposox uz Yeunu u peanu ux
mym Ha yacmu 60 epems pabomal, u 51 5mo 3acma.. Bozepawanucs u yeneHanpasieHHo uckaiu
9MUX uYeueHyes, HA puIHKAX evlyenaanu. Muvl ux mym He cadcanu, a 6blyenianu Ha

Meponpusimuix, 3a4uCmKu, SGaeprCMGGJZu yeuenyes, KOHd)ﬂI/lebl ObiIU [] To ecmb, 6Bom 2mo

140 Militsiya mezhdu Rossiei i Chechnei, p. 6.
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8pems, K020a cpwléanucv Ha udedenyes. /la u cetiuac Hagepusaxa docmaemcsi [uewenyam],
nOmMoMy 4mo me dice camvie 100U pabomarom [é nonuyuu] u me dHce 3aHUMAIOMCs polHKamu”.

Along with the Chechens, other citizens could also become victims of ex-servicemen’s
aggression. As my respondent, former riot policemen Sergey admitted, after coming back from
Chechnya his colleagues were often not able to control themselves in situations when reflexes
took over:

“Bvicmpenums 6 uenoseka — ouenb msadceno. Bom max éom 6 cnOKoUHOU 0CMAaHOGKe.
Kozoa peghnexcer pabomaiom, mym yowce 6cé asmomamuuecku. Imo mym 0adxce nOMom yice
oco3nanue npuxooum. Hy éom mak éom myoa... Hy He 3natw. Ilayanvl y nac 6 bamanvone
oxpausiu O1a20meopumenbHulll (YOHO, Maxk Hasvleaemvie OmpadomKu OvlLiu 6 ompsioe.
Hanpomue epabunu oomenHuK, Hawu 8bluiIU, 88A3ANUCD, 1€2Koe npocmpenunu [epabumento] .

skeskok

Analyzing the wave of violence caused by the return of riot policemen from the Chechen
campaigns to their police stations, researchers note the role of the state. Firstly, the state-
sponsored propaganda of heroic feats and self-sacrifice (analyzed above) was an important
factor. Secondly, the state did not have an adequate rehabilitation system for policemen and
almost completely stepped away from their re-socialization. In the absence of such a system,
service in the Chechen Republic led to an increase in de-professionalization, and to the social
maladjustment of policemen. That also contributed to their separation from society.'*!

Thirdly, the state participated in creating the image of the enemy (described above) and if
not actively encouraging violence against Chechens, did not make any effort to prevent it.
Thirdly, the large majority of soldiers who committed crimes against the civilian population of
Chechnya went unpunished. Although many such cases brought before the European Court of

Human Rights have all condemned the Russian state, the latter has never prosecuted any military

141 Thid.
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officers responsible for the offences.'** In 2005, Yuri Dzhibladze, president of the Moscow-
based Centre for the Development of Democracy and Human Rights, argued that this gave a
powerful signal to state agencies and forces that they are immune from prosecution whatever
they do.'*

The violence was routinized and soon left the borders of Chechnya. At the beginning of the
2000s, mass media often turned to the Chechen experience in describing police violence in
other Russian regions. The most prominent examples happened in the cities of
Blagoveshchensk, Krasnoyarsk, Bezhetsk and several others, where large numbers of local
citizens were beaten up and tortured in police custody.

The mass beating of peaceful citizens in the city of Blagoveshchensk in the Republic of
Bashkortostan became not the first but the most brutal in a series of cases of police brutality in
Russian cities, and the most striking example of the spread of the Chechnya syndrome
throughout Russia.

In December 2004, a fight broke out between residents and the police. Three men were
detained as responsible for the attack on policemen. After that, the Ministry of Internal Affairs
of Bashkiria began what Russian journalists would later call “3aumctku” (“a clean-up
operation”), using the terminology of the Chechen war. Local police officers and 17 riot
policemen chased, detained and beat residents (including the disabled, women and adolescents)
for four days. According to the detainees’ lawyer Stanislav Markelov, the beating lasted four
days, had an unmotivated character, extended to the entire city and nearby villages, and
involved a very large number of victims (officially 342, realistically over a thousand) and
significant police forces, including some that had previously served in Chechnya.'** For

example, Oleg Sokolov, one of the riot police commanders, had worked in the riot police for

142 e Huerou, Sieca-Kozlowski, “A ‘Chechen Syndrome’?”, p. 36.

143 J. Corwin, “Russia: Police Brutality Shows Traces Of Chechnya”, Radio Liberty, 20 June 2005.
<https://www.rferl.org/a/1059380.html>, accessed 24 March 2021.

1443, Markelov, “Russia’s ‘Filtration System’”, Robert Amsterdam personal site, 4 April
2007 .<https://robertamsterdam.com/stanislav_markelov - russias_filtration system>, accessed 28 March
2021.



161
18 years and had made 11 trips to Chechnya and Dagestan, where he had received three
contusions and three medals of valour.'

Later the General Prosecutor's Office of the Russian Federation opened a criminal case on
exceeding official authority by police officers. As late as 2010, ten policemen (including Oleg
Sokolov) were found guilty but were given suspended sentences. Before the court verdict, they
continued to work in the police.!*®

After the story of the "Bashkir clean-up operation" was widely spread in local and federal
media. Many of them published terrifying details, including a description of gang rape of local
women (this allegation was not confirmed) or teenagers who were forced to shout "I love the
police" during torture (that was found to be true).'*” The level of fear and hatred for the police
was so high that the audience was ready to believe in the most frightening rumours.

Later, the republican riot police (OMON) responded by suing the Bashkir opposition
newspaper Zerkalo, which was the first to report on the Blagoveshchensk events. A vivid detail:
the riot police did not appear in court, as they were on a new trip to Chechnya.

Stanislav Markelov emphasized that a punitive mechanism known as “filtration”, which
has been widely encountered in Chechnya, was officially used during this “mopping up
operation” in Bashkiria too.'*® Exactly as in Chechnya, the police operation included the
creation of a “filtration point” where detainees were abused and beaten. Markelov points out
that the Blagoveshchensk case revealed the existence of the secret order of the MVD [Ministry
of Internal Affairs] of Russia No. 870 of 10 September 2002 “O coBepIIeHCTBOBAHUU

noaroroBku OB/l u BB MBJI Poccuu x AeHCTBHUSM MpH Ype3BbIYAHHBIX 00CTOATENbCTBAX

(On improving the preparation of the Internal Affairs Directorate and Internal Troops of the

145 T, Maiorova, “Ehra bespredela: Pochemu o sobytiyakh dekabrya 2004 goda v Bashkirii sporyat do
sikh por”, Mkset.Ru, 12 December 2019. <https://mkset.ru/news/politics/12-12-2019/era-bespredela-
pocl:emu-o-sobytiyah-dekabrya-2004-goda-v-bashkirii-sporyat-do-sih-p0r>, accessed 1 April 2021.

14 Ibid.

7 A. Papp, “Militseiskaya ‘zachistka’ v Blagoveshchenske”, Informatsionno-analiticheskii tsentr
‘Sova’, 11 February 2005. <https://www.sova-center.ru/democracy/publications/2005/02/d3864>,
accessed 1 April 2021.

18 Markelov. “Russia’s ‘Filtration System’”.
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Ministry of Internal Affairs of Russia for action in emergency situations) which provided a legal
basis for the creation of “filtration points” and “police mopping-up operations”.'* According
to Markelov, the order officially entrenched the concept of “filtration point” and the concept of
an “extraordinary circumstance” (these concepts were nonexistent in Russian law) which
included all events that substantially impacted the lives of people, society, and the state, and
allowed the police to apply practically any unauthorized unlawful methods, without bearing
any liability whatsoever for this.!>

The Blagoveshchensk case was just one of several police “clean-ups”. In March 2005, a
similar operation took place in Krasnoyarsk, where police patrols during an hour and a half
detained everyone who passed by them on the street, and later explained their actions as
preventing a skinheads’ gathering. In February 2005, in the village of Rozhdestveno in the Tver
Region, massed police officers brutally beat school graduates who were gathered in the rural
cultural centre to celebrate the anniversary of their graduation anniversary. As local journalists
later established, there was no legal reason for this. One of policemen had a personal conflict
with one of the graduates, decided to ambush him at the gathering, did not find him and took
revenge by detaining and beating his peers.!!

In the town of Bezhetsk, also in the Tver Region, two “clean-up” operations took place. In
November 2004, policemen of different police units detained, beat and tortured workers of the
local market and random visitors. In four months, in March 2005, after a clash between residents
and officers of the State Drug Control Service in a local cafe, the latter, with the participation
of different police units, carried out a “clean-up”, detained all the visitors of the cafe, and took

them to the local police department, where they were subjected to beatings, torture, public

49T could not find the text of the order in open sources but tracked down numerous references to it in
the educational literature of police schools. The last time it was mentioned it 2010.

150 Markelov. “Russia’s ‘Filtration System’”.

151 A. Papp, “Massovyi proizvol sotrudnikov pravookhranitel'nykh organov: Bezhetsk, Krasnoyarsk,
Rozhdestveno, Tabory”, Informatsionno-analiticheskii tsentr “Sova”, 11 May 2005. <https://www.sova-

center.ru/democracy/publications/2005/05/d4543>, accessed 1 April 2021.
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searches and humiliation. 12 people were detained officially, and at least 50 became victims of
police violence. !>

Strikingly, in both cases, the victims testified about the Chechen War past of one of the
main perpetrators, who had referenced his military experience when intimidating the detainees:
“Mens svizvian ciedosamens [Llywnvioun. On npeocmasuncs compyonuxom PYBOII: ‘Mens
308ym FOpa-gawucm, s npowen 0ge 6otinbl, MHe mebs youms HU4e20 He CIOoum, MHe 3d Mo
Huyezo ne 6yoem ™ 13

In July 2005, victims of police violence from 12 regions organized a movement against
torture, clean-up and filtering, Beaten Russia ("Poccus uzoumas"). Their founders began their
official statement of the new movement by linking the growth of police violence and the war in
Chechnya:

“Kapamenvuvii onbim Yeunu okazancs nepenecen 621yoe Poccuu. U nokamunuce 60Hbl
"unempayuii”, ogpuyuanvro nazvieaemvix "npoghunaxmuueckumu meponpusmusimu”. (...) Mot
MOJIbKO HAYUHAEeM CONPOMUBTIAMbCS, MAK Jice, KaK u Bbvl, He umeem cpedcme, 4acmo He ymeem
nocmyname uiu Oetcmeo8ams SpamMomHo, HO pa3 HA HAC NEPBLIX BHYMPU POCCULICKO20 PecUOHA
cmanu ompadameleams GAPUAHMbL YEYEHCKO20 YMUPOMBOPEHUs, mo Mbl Oepem Ha ceosi
CMeNoCmb UHUYUUPOSaMb Mo Ogudicenue camosauumpl”.'>*

Despite the publicity the cases of mass beatings received in the media, almost all who were
responsible for them went unpunished or received suspended sentences, confirming Yuri

Dzhibladze’s argument that state agencies and forces were immune from prosecution whatever

they did.

skoksk

"2 Ibid.

153 From the Radio Liberty interview with Maxim Sidorenko, one of the victims of Bezhetsk beating:
“Rossiiskie pravozashchitniki trebuyut prekratit' militseiskii proizvol”, Radio Svoboda, 24 March 2005.
<https://archive.svoboda.org/1l/hr/0305/11.032405-2.asp>, accessed 28 March 2021.

154 «“Obrashchenie Dvizheniya bor'by s pytkami, zachistkami i fil'tratsiyami ‘Rossiya izbitaya™”,
Grani.ru, 28 July 2005. <https://graniru.org/Politics/Russia/Regions/m.101374.html>, accessed 2 April
2021. From March 2014, Grani.ru website was officially blocked in Russia so the whole information on
the movement was not accessible for the citizens since then.
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Several other important consequences of the Chechen wars for Russian society should be
noted here. Firstly, military political analysts claim that the wars enhanced the influence of the
soldiers; high officials from the Interior Ministry and security services entered the political life
of the country.'>> Many former Chechen War commanders entered politics, were promoted as
leaders of Russian regions (General Vladimir Shamanov was elected governor of Ulyanovsk
region in 2001), became presidential plenipotentiaries in the federal districts (General Viktor
Kazantsev and General Konstantin Pulikovsky) or, in the case of General Gennady Troshev, a
presidential advisor. According to data from the research on the Russian elite, conducted from
1989 to 2002 by the Institute of Sociology of the Russian Academy of Sciences, during this
period the share of military personnel in power increased seven times, and twelve times among
those in highest authority. In total, the number of army members amongst the political elite has
risen two and a quarter times — from 11.2% in Yeltsin’s era to 25.1% in two first years in Putin’s
first term. Notably, the percentage of people with academic degrees among the political elite
fell by at the same time by more than half (from 52.2% to 20.9%).'>¢ In 2002, Russian
sociologist Olga Kryshtanovskaya called the new political elite a “militocracy”, claimed that,
after 2000, a military uniform had become an advantage for any political candidate and
governors with army background were “fashionable”. Kryshtanovskaya predicted that the
future Russian polity would pay more attention to issues of defence, security and the state of
the army, a prognosis that has turned out to be accurate.'>’

These changes in the structure of the elite reflected the shift in societal attitudes to the army.
As Emil Pain argued, the wars caused the growth of traditionalism. This doctrine regards the

state as supreme. It has strengthened the general desire for a “strong hand”, and makes only

135 Pain, “The Chechen War in the Context of Contemporary Russian Politics”, p. 74.

156 Quoted it: O. Kryshtanovskaya, “Rezhim Putina; liberal’naya militokratiya?”, Pro et Contra,
Volume 7, no. 4, 2002, pp. 161-162.

7 Ibid, pp. 162, 177.
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three institutions— the leader, the church, and the armed forces — fully trusted, while the
government, the parliament or courts are not trusted at all.!*®

Another result was that after the two Chechen campaigns, veterans started to discuss every
new military conflict as part of the same perpetual warfare which had been going since the
Great Patriotic War; as episodes in a never-ending struggle. During the next few decades, this
rhetoric of permanent war became even more noticeable. It equalized the Great Patriotic War
with the local wars in Afghanistan and Chechnya, and later in South Ossetia and Syria. The

participants of these wars were likewise assigned to this sequence. Thus, the most important

consequence of the Chechen wars was that the concept of perpetual war was further entrenched.

138 Pain, “The Chechen War in the Context of Contemporary Russian Politics”, p. 75.
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Conclusion

frevon
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Figure 5. "March of Maternal
Compassion" from Moscow to Grozny.
The march was organized by the parents
of Russian soldiers who had been killed
in action, captured, or were missing
presumed dead. March 1995.1%°
In this part of my research, I have attempted to study social and discursive shifts during
and after the two military campaigns in Chechnya, the post-conflict itineraries of the veterans
of these wars and their relations with the afgantsy.
None of the Chechen campaigns has been ever termed a war. Hence, returning chechentsy
never gained veterans’ social security or status and were not covered by the law on veterans.
However, attitudes to the soldiers of the first campaign were very different from attitudes to

participants of the second campaign. The former were perceived not as aggressors (unlike those

who had served in Afghanistan) but random victims. Compassion towards them defined the

159 Voronka vremeni website, <http://voronka-vremeni.memohrc.org/node/28>, accessed 23 May
2022.
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Russian media discourse and compensated for the missing ideological component of the war.
The media narrative of the first became a narrative of personal deaths, despair and sacrifices.

In contrast, the second war in Chechnya began with the media blaming soldiers for human
rights violations and killings of civilians but soon, accompanied by an informational blockade
and supported by the majority of the population, became a story of military feats and heroism.
The state presented the war as a part of the wider and just global fight against international
terrorism, and the public discourse shifted from victimization of Russian soldiers and veterans
to their glorification. The state also launched an official military patriotic campaign. The central
figures of the new official state discourse of the Chechen war became the paratroopers of the
Sixth Company of the 76th Airborne Division, killed in Chechnya. At the beginning of the
2000s, they have become the main symbol of this war and of military heroism as such.

Nevertheless, after returning home, veterans of both wars in Chechnya faced social
stigmatization, and the unwillingness of civilians to deal with people potentially suffering from
psychological traumas and prone to violence. Thus, they felt the same sense of disrespect and
abandonment by the state as the Afghan veterans had previously.

Due to a lack of upward mobility, veterans became professional mercenaries or went to
serve in police or private paramilitary organizations. At the same time, in Russia, the
homecoming of a huge number of veterans, together with the new state discourse, resulted in
the dehumanization of the Chechens and creation of a distorted image of the enemy. Acts of
violence against former enemies (or any enemies, or simply ordinary members of the public)
were committed by the police outside Chechnya and, later, the same methods of police beatings,
torture and “clean-up” operations started appearing in police stations and on police operations
all over Russia.

In the 2000s, this was followed by militarization of the Russian elites. In particular,
numerous military generals who were veterans of the Chechen wars entered political life, some

rising to high government posts. Official discourse connected Soviet and Russian soldiers of
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different wars and built an image of a never-ending war, which would be continued into the
future.The military domination of Russian society was thus connected with the rise of

aggressive patriotism on the political scene.
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CHAPTER 3

“Boys Should Prepare Themselves for Becoming Soldiers,

Girls — for Becoming Combat Nurses”: Military Service and Masculinity

Figure 1.Festival “B apmuu ciayXuTh
nmouetHo!” ("It is honourable to serve in
the army!") in the city of Orel in 2015.!

Bulat, the sixty years old head of the Union of War Invalids from Chelyabinsk, came to his
interview with me bringing Elena, a calm, beautiful woman in her forties. He introduced her as
his assistant. After a couple of hours he became more relaxed and clarified that “mer ¢ Enenoti
Ha ee c8a0bbe no3Haxomuaucs. M eom xax crodcunocs: 0gaoyams nem opyxcum. Tenepw yorce,
MOJICHO cKazamy, Jncusem [emecme]”.

Bulat was deployed to Afghanistan in 1982 as a conscript and was invalided out of the
army after four serious injuries. Lean, gray-haired, dark-skinned, walking with a visible limp,

Bulat looked shady and charismatic simultaneously. In the interview, he told me how he had

! The photograph was originally published on the Orel Cultural Centre website
<https://www.ogck.ru/video-foto/v-armii-slujit-pochetno/>, accessed 22 May 2022.
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organized a mafia gang and engaged in racketeering in the 1990s; served a prison sentence for
extortion in the 2000s; started a legal business, became an assistant deputy, then the head of the
veteran organization and an enthusiastic teacher of school “patriotic lessons” in 2010s. During
the entire interview, Elena did not take her big brown eyes with long lashes off Bulat. Gradually,
I found out that Elena had been a housewife for her entire married life. Then she had divorced.
She thought she never could be able to go to work; she did not even know how to use a
computer. But Bulat said that she was capable of learning it, and so she did. Elena has been
assisting him for three years already and learned everything he wanted her to learn. She had
never been interested in Afghanistan, or wars, or “patriotism”.? But now her daughter was
learning Afghan soldiers’ songs and singing them at patriotic festivals, according to Elena, to
great acclaim. Elena’s son is now a student at a technical college in Bulat's hometown,
Mamadysh, in Tatarstan, 800 kilometers from Chelyabinsk. He often calls Elena at night, cries
and asks her to allow him to come home, but Bulat says it will be better for him to stay there,
and that living on his own in a dormitory will make him a man. Elena says that she trusts Bulat.
As a man, he knows what is best.

Elena’s case seems to be extreme, but during my fieldwork I met a lot of wives of ex-
combatants whom, most often, were silent and seemed to be following their husbands’ will. If
in the first two chapters of this thesis I tried to analyze the relationship between the army
military and society, in this part of my research I shall focus on how, through wars, the
militaristic rhetoric and patriotic mobilization of the 2010s, the state has shaped the image of a
“real man” and a “real woman”. I am interested not only in the military ethos (which has been
relatively stable and independent of social change) but also in what remains after the end of the
war at the level of social conventions and norms. Within the framework of this thesis, I will not

be able to consider all the effects of wars on different aspects of public life (for example, the

evolution of the image of the enemy or changes in the concept of civil and military duty deserve

2 This term is widely used in Russia, as here, to refer to official militaristic propaganda.
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separate chapters). However, I shall look in this chapter at changes in gender roles and the
concept of masculinity which allow me to demonstrate the all-encompassing influence of the
army and the spread of a military ethos in civil society.

The Soviet state played a significant role in the framing and constitution of images of men
and women, and relations between them.® Throughout its existence, the USSR formed and
changed gender roles in accordance with the higher aim of serving the needs of the state. *
Gender researcher Sarah Ashwin claims that from its creation and in order to consolidate its
rule, the new Soviet state promoted and institutionalized a distinctive “gender order”; she
describes Soviet-era gender relations as a triangular set in which the primary relationship of
individual men and women was with the state rather than each other. Women’s role was to
work, produce future generations of workers and run a household. Men had to manage and build
the communist system. Meanwhile, the state was assumed responsible for the fulfillment of the
traditional masculine roles of father and provider, becoming, an effect, a universal patriarch to
which both men and women were subject. In this way, masculinity became socialized and
embodied in the Soviet state, the masculinity of individual men being officially defined by their
position in the service of that state. Women were liberated from the patriarchal family and
transferred from private dependence on men to the “protection” of the Soviet state.

Sociologist Ellen Jones also claims that the Bolshevik revolution involved a major

transformation in gender roles and championed women’s legal and social equality. Marxist

3 A. Gileva, ""Dlya muzhchin ogromnaya problema, chto zhenshchiny opredelyayut teper' svoyu zhizn'
sami”: sotsiolog Irina Tartakovskaya — ob ehvolyutsii gendernykh standartov v Rossii', Nozh, 9
December 2021. <https://knife.media/new-masculinity>, accessed 24 December 2022.

4 For more about the Soviet and post-Soviet ‘gender order’ see: L. Attwood, The New Soviet Man and
Woman: Sex-role Socialization in the USSR, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 1990; M. Buckley,
Women and Ideology in the Soviet Union, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1989; M. Eichler,
“Gender and Nation in the Soviet/Russian Transformation”, Gendering the Nation-State. Canadian and
Comparative Perspectives, Vancouver: UBC Press, 2008, pp. 46-59; S. Ashwin, ed., Gender, State and
Society in Soviet and Post-Soviet Russia, London: Routledge, 2000.

> S. Ashwin, “Introduction”, Gender, State and Society in Soviet and Post-Soviet Russia, London:
Routledge, 2000.
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theory linked females’ exploration with the capitalist economic system. Besides, the
modernization of the country could not be accomplished without female participation.®

Gender roles were repeatedly changed throughout the existence of the Soviet state. The
first alteration of significance was Stalin’s declaration in 1930 that “the woman question has
been solved”, followed by the closure of the Party women’s sections and, six years later, the
tightening of legislation relating to divorce and abortion. In 1943, single-sex education was
introduced at secondary level, and in 1944, legislation on marriage and divorce was tightened.
Some of these measures were reversed in the 1950s and 1960s.” The next major shift, now in
the other direction, occurred in the 1970s. Sociologist Lynne Attwood argues that because of a
necessity to change the country's demography and to obtain larger numbers of children who
would become future workers and soldiers, the Soviet government started promoting a more
conservative gender approach and traditional family values. Women, who previously were
primarily perceived as workers, now had their roles as mothers and housewives boosted.
Practical measures aimed at encouraging women to have more children were introduced under
Brezhnev (entitlement to a year’s maternity leave on part pay from 1981) and extended by
Gorbachev at the next Party congress.®

An important element of building the state concept of gender relations was that the ideology
of militarism linked men with the military’ and gave them the role of protectors, both of their
families and the state in general. Women extended protection mainly at an individual or family

level, and in terms of social relations were dependent on the protection of men. !’

% E. Jones, Red Army and Society, Boston: Allen and Unwin, 1985, p. 100.

" Buckley, Women and Ideology in the Soviet Union.

¥ Attwood, The New Soviet Man and Woman, p. 9.

° M. Eichler, Militarizing Men. Gender, Conscription, and War in Post-Soviet Russia. Stanford,
California: Stanford University Press, 2012, p. 2, 110.

12 The Soviet and post-Soviet discourse linked wars and protection, and the most common cliché for
soldiers was “zawumnux omeuecmea”. From 2021, this term appeared in the revised Russian
Constitution: “Poccuiickass @edepayusi ymum namsame sauumnuxos Omeuecmsa”. (“Konstitutsiya
Rossiiskoi Federatsii” (prinyata vsenarodnym golosovaniem 12.12.1993 s izmeneniyami, odobrennymi v
khode obshcherossiiskogo golosovaniya 1.07.2020). Stat’ya 67/1.
<http://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc LAW 28399/95c44edbe33a9a2¢1d5b4030c70b6e046060
b0e8/>, accessed 6 April, 2022.)
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At the same time, militarized masculinity fundamentally shaped the experience and identity
of those who served. What it meant to be a warrior or a mother of a warrior lay at the heart of
the state’s conscription policy. Political scientist Maya Eichler notes that Soviet policymakers
considered obligatory male military service not only fundamental to reproducing the country’s
military might but also a key element in the construction of Soviet identity. They perceived the
army as the primary institution of male socialization and a “school of the nation” that would
create “prototypes of the new ‘Soviet man’” and mould young men into patriotic and loyal
citizens.!! Veterans of the Great Patriotic War were perceived as heroes, symbols of masculinity
and role models for every young man; front-line brotherhood during this war became a
benchmark of human relations.!?

Perestroika, the collapse of the USSR and the transition to a market economy in the 1990s
gave rise to new forms of hegemonic masculinity, which quickly arose and disappeared. For
example, some sociologists have discussed the masculinity of the new Russian businessman or
a mafia godfather.”3 All the same, militarized gender norms have survived and revived in the
new Russia. As Maya Eichler points out, the state’s monopoly of organized violence was
undermined, but new private security firms flourished, hiring large numbers of former soldiers.
Movies and other cultural production also celebrated violent masculinity.'*

In Putin's Russia, a major army reform together with a new wave of patriotic mobilization
and military mobilization were early steps towards authoritarianism.'> Because of the lack of

other easily available sources of legitimation, militarism together with nationalism and

" Eichler, Militarizing Men, p. 491.

121. Kon, Muzhchina v menyayushchemsya mire, Moscow: Vremya, 2009.
<https://bookap.info/vozrast/kon _muzhchina v_menyayushchemsya mire/>, accessed 23 December
2021.

13 1. Tartakovskaya, “Maskulinnost': chto ehto znachit segodnya?”’, Colta.ru, 18 December 2019.
<https://www.colta.ru/articles/specials/23230-maskulinnost-dlya-chaynikov-lektsiya-1-zachem-izuchat-
maskulinnost>, accessed 18 November 2021.

' Eichler, Militarizing Men, p. 492.

' I have discussed this topic at more length in Chapter 1.
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patriotism became central to political leaders’ attempts to gain, or strengthen their grip on,
power.'®

In this chapter, using oral interviews with former combatants, I shall study how local wars
transformed Russian definitions of masculinity and shaped gender roles. I am interested in how
the wars in Afghanistan and Chechnya changed the perception of a “real man” and the question
of what the basic characteristics and traits of a “real man” may be for veterans. Are the concept
of hegemonic masculinity and the late Soviet discourse of the crisis of masculinity manifested
in interviews with veterans of recent military conflicts? Is military service still considered to be
an initiation into masculinity and a rite of passage? How is the concept of the battle brotherhood
connected with the concept of masculinity?

Using analyses of material derived from my interviews, I shall aim to demonstrate that a
master narrative of war service as a way of manifesting masculinity and fulfilling men’s
fundamental destiny was used by my informants for hiding the ideological vacuum of the wars
in which they participated. Further, I shall argue that even after demobilization, ex-servicemen
preserved the same militarized perception of masculinity as an inherent part of their identities
and status within the society.

skoksk

Following the consensus in contemporary gender studies theory, I perceive gender as “an
actively constructed social accomplishment”,!” and use the term “hegemonic masculinity”,
introduced by the sociologist Raewyn Connell, who defines it as the configuration of gender

practice which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the

subordination of women.'®

18 Eichler, Militarizing Men, p. 11.

'7F. I. Barrett, “Hegemonic Masculinity: The US Navy”, The Masculinities Reader. Cambridge:
Polity Press, 2001, p. 77.

18 R.W. Connell, Masculinities. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995, p. 77.
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Besides the classical research on masculinity,! in this chapter, I will refer to studies on
late- and post-Soviet gender norms written by Russian sociologists Igor Kon, Anna Temkina,
Elena Zdravomyslova and Irina Tartakovskaya, and devoted to the transformations of various
models of masculinity in Russia.’’ However, all these works were written in 1990-2000 and
they do not specifically focus on the militarized masculinity that I am interested at. Another
useful work that, without being focused precisely on gender roles, illuminates these in
interesting ways is Aleksey Levinson's article “Armiya kak institut sotsializatsii” (“The Army
as an Institute of Socialisation”).?! It analyzes the role of the army as an institution of
socialization and traces changes to this socialization process in the second part of the twentieth
century, claiming that they went in parallel with changes in the role of the family.

Alongside this, I address a number of studies written on more narrow topics and analyzing
connections between gender, army and masculinity. Mostly, there are different case studies on
the American military. For example, useful for my purposes is a book written by anthropologist
Kenneth MacLeish, Making War at Fort Hood, focused on the routinization of violence and
dynamics of family life of soldiers living in a big US military installation,?* and also an article

about the construction of hegemonic masculinity in the US Navy, written by Frank Barrett.*?

¥ For example, R.W. Connell, Gender and Power. Cambridge: Polity, 1987; R.W. Connell,
Masculinities. Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995; M. Kimmel, Angry White Men. American Masculinity
at the End of the Era, New York: Nation Books, 2013; E. Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the
Closet, Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1990.

20 See, for example, 1. S. Kon, Muzhchina v menyayushchemsya mire, Moscow: Vremya, 2009; E.
Zdravomyslova, A. Temkina, “The Crisis of Masculinity in Late Soviet Discourse”, Russian Studies in
History, vol. 51, no. 2, 2012, pp. 13-34; E. Zdravomyslova, A. Temkina, 12 lektsii po gendernoi
sotsiologii, St. Petersburg: Izdatel'stvo Evropeiskogo Universiteta, 2015; E. Zdravomyslova, A. Temkina,
“Sovetskii ehtakraticheskii gendernyi poryadok™, Sotsial'naya istoriya. Zhenskaya i gendernaya istoriya.
Moscow: ROSSPEN, 2003, pp. 436-463; 1. Tartakovskaya, “Maskulinnost’: Chto ehto znachit
segodnya?”, Colta.ru, 18 December 2019. <https://www.colta.ru/articles/specials/23230-maskulinnost-
dlya-chaynikov-lektsiya-1-zachem-izuchat-maskulinnost>, accessed 18 November 2022; 1.
Tartakovskaya, “Pamyat' ob uchastii v voennykh deistviyakh kak resurs konstruirovaniya maskulinnosti”,
Sposoby byt' muzhchinoi: transformatsii maskulinnosti v XXI veke, Moscow: Heinrich B61l Foundation,
2013; I. Tartakovskaya, “Sovetskaya gegemonnaya maskulinnost’ i opyt uchastiya v afganskoi voine”,
Puti Rossii: novye yazyki sotsial'nogo opisaniya, Moscow: NLO, 2014., p. 338 — 360.

2 A.G. Levinson, “Armiya kak institut sotsializatsii”, Obshchestvennye nauki i sovremennost”, no. 4,
2004.

22 K. T. MacLeish, Making War at Fort Hood: Life and Uncertainty in a Military Community.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013.

23 Barrett, “Hegemonic Masculinity: The US Navy”, pp. 77-99.
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Another type of research that I found useful is focused on experiences of actual military
conflicts. Most such studies either refer to the experience of a specific war, such as Gender and
the Great War by Susan Grazel and Tammy Proctor (which analyzes shifts in hegemonic
masculinity during the First World War),?* or create a theory of new wars, as, for example,
Masculinity and New War by David Duriesmith, which recognizes fundamental differences
from traditional combat patterns in the recent military campaigns (which are often based on
violence against the civilian population), but claims that the concept of masculinity behind them
has not changed.?

I also make use of studies focused on the connection between gender and the military in
the USSR and post-Soviet Russia. The most important for me are the works written by political
scientist Maya Eichler, whose articles®® and the book Militarizing Men®' are focused on the link
between military service and male identity in post-Soviet Russia and, precisely, on the
militarized masculinity shaped by the Chechen wars. One of the chapters of Eichler’s book is
dedicated to veterans of the Chechen wars and is particularly useful to my research.

True, in some respects Eichler’s book now seems over-optimistic, as in her use of the term
“post-military society”, relating to how the post-Soviet liberal economic transformation shaped
state-society relations and undermined societal acceptance of men’s obligatory military service
and of its link to patriotism.?® Eichler’s book was published in 2012, before the annexation of
Crimea, the wars in Ukrainian Donbass and Syria and the whole new wave of a military

mobilization in Russia which rapidly changed the relations between society and the army and,

S, Grayzel, T. Proctor, Gender and the Great War, N.Y: Oxford University Press, 2017.

> D. Duriesmith, Masculinity and New War: the Gendered Dynamics of Contemporary Armed
Conflict, London; N.Y.: Routledge, 2017.

26 M. Eichler, “Gender and Nation in the Soviet/Russian Transformation”, Gendering the Nation-
State. Canadian and Comparative Perspectives, Vancouver: UBC Press, 2008, pp. 46-59; Eichler,
“Russia's Post-Communist Transformation”, International Feminist Journal of Politics, no. 8(4), 2006,
pp. 486-511; Eichler, “Russian Veterans of the Chechen Wars. A Feminist Analysis of Militarized
Masculinities”, Feminism and International Relations. Conversations about the Past, Present and Future,
London, N.Y.: Routledge, 2011, pp. 123-140.

27 M. Eichler, Militarizing Men. Gender, Conscription, and War in Post-Soviet Russia. Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2012.

28 Eichler, Militarizing Men, p. 80.
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sadly, showed the erroneousness of this conclusion. All the same, some of the individual
insights in Eichler’s work retain their value.

Among more recent works I cite an article by historian Magali Delaloye “Heal and Serve”
that analyzes how medical doctors working on Soviet military bases in Afghanistan constructed
their macho presentation of self in a war situation and how they managed their position within
the military community.?

I have also found useful articles by sociologists working on Russian veterans’
communities. For example, Fedor Nikolai and Aleksandr Mordvinov analyze the concept of
courage in oral interviews with veterans of local wars.** Natalia Danilova surveys memoirs and
literary texts of veterans to establish different types of social practices that represent different
types of masculinity (for example, Danilova distinguishes between the masculinity expected of
soldiers and that expected of officers).?!

While drawing on some arguments expressed by earlier writers, I differ from work in the
field to date in that I attempt to study changes in the concept of masculinity and gender norms
shaped by the army, using my interviews with the veterans of the local wars. My interviews
were conducted during fieldwork that is much more recent than previous studies in the field, in
2019-2021, a period shaped by the significant upsurge in militarization that followed the
annexation of Crimea in 2014, and a prelude to the invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022.
At the same time, it points to the continuing viability of some rather traditional elements in
military masculinity.

Unlike discussions to date, I try to trace the attitude of military personnel towards women,

and study how soldiers build their identity in the context of comparisons to civilians. One

¥ M. Delaloye, “Heal and Serve. Soviet Military Doctors ‘Doing Masculinity’ during the Afghan War
(1979-1989)”, Aspasia, vol. 15,2021, pp. 120-139.

30 F. Nikolai, A. Mordvinov, “Kontsept ‘muzhestvo’ v vospominaniyakh veteranov lokal'nykh voin: na
styke ustnoi istorii i fenomenologii frontovogo opyta”, Noveishaya istoriya Rossii, 2019, vol. 9., no. 2.,
pp. 515-525.

*I'N. Danilova, “Srochniki, pidzhaki, professionaly: muzhestvennosti uchastnikov postsovetskikh
voin”, Zhurnal sotsiologii i sotsial'noi antropologii, 2005, vol. VIII, no. 2, p. 110-126.
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important point is the pervasiveness of a contrast with women as "others". I also try to look at

self-perception of female civilian employees on military bases.

The “Crisis of Masculinity” Discourse and the Image of a Father

As Russian gender sociologists argue, the “crisis of masculinity” was a discursive fact,
generally recognized in late Soviet critical discourse and reproduced both in academic and
journalistic publications. The discussion about it was started by demographer Boris Urlanis in
a favourite media source of the late Soviet intelligentsia, Literaturnaya Gazeta, in 1968 .3? Later,
this discourse was widely used by sociologists.*

This discourse was based on a theory of male victimization. According to it, the generation
of men that grew up after the Great Patriotic War considered themselves losers in comparison
with the normative models of hegemonic masculinity; as passive victims, rather than active
social agents capable of creating their own destiny. Alongside hypotheses based on historically
specific features came assertions related to physiological generalizations: men biologically
were less viable than women (for instance, their life expectancy was 10 years shorter), and the
modernization and development of technology brought more threats to them.**

Researchers connect the origin of the crisis of masculinity discourse with the fact that
during the late Soviet period men found themselves in a more vulnerable position than
emancipated, socially protected women. The Soviet gender policy, as Irina Tartakovskaya
notes, was aimed at supporting women and made them dependent more on the state (which
provided them with social benefits, places for their children and jobs) than their husbands.*

The prevailing discourse emphasized that, when set alongside the emancipated Soviet woman,

32 B. Urlanis, “Beregite muzhchin!”, Literaturnaya Gazeta, M., 24 July, 1968.
<https://www.academia.edu/42736019/bopuc_VYpnanuc beperute myxuuH >, accessed 5 April 2022.

33 See, for example A. Kharchev, M. Matskovskiy, Sovremennaya sem'va i ee problemy. Sotsial'no-
demograficheskoe issledovanie, Moscow: Statistika, 1978.

3* Urlanis, “Beregite muzhchin!”

33 1. Tartakovskaya, “Pamyat' ob uchastii v voennykh deistviyakh kak resurs konstruirovaniya
maskulinnosti”, Sposoby byt' muzhchinoi: transformatsii maskulinnosti v XXI veke, Moscow: Heinrich
Boll Foundation, 2013, p. 99.
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a man found it complicated to operate as a member of the stronger sex. He was dependent,
downtrodden, and manipulated (i.e. derogated), whereas Soviet mothers and wives occupied a
position of strength. Women’s power was viewed as a threat to true masculinity, and the
responsibility for masculinity’s failure to measure up was laid on mothers and wives.>

At the same time, as sociologist Igor Kon argued in the late 1990s, social and political life
was controlled by the “maternal care of the party”, which left little space for individual initiative

and independence on men’s part.’’

The impossibility of fulfilling traditional male roles,
connected with lack of political freedom, was implicitly considered the cause of the destruction
of true masculinity.*® Igor Kon deduces that the only institution that allowed men to build this
was the army. Soviet men were able to become “real men” only while they were “serving the
Motherland”, which meant unconditional and selfless participation in the implementation of
state projects.’” Therefore, militarized masculinity became crucially important during this time.
As Irina Tartakovskaya notes, for many of the veterans, the army was a resource for male self-
affirmation. However, there is important to consider factors of class here. The discourse of the
“crisis of masculinity” was most of all evident among intelligentsia social circles. At the time
when it became widespread, the draft-dodging was common and relatively easy for conscripts.
The majority of the soldiers consisted of young men from lower social classes. I assume that
for them, it was more a question of reinforcement of traditional working-class perceptions of
male identity by attitudes in the military.

skosksk

Researchers of the crisis of masculinity discourse have identified several models of

hegemonic masculinity that were replicated by Soviet cinema, literature and media and

recognized as normative. One is the image of a patriarchal Russian peasant (a key character in

3% E. Zdravomyslova, A. Temkina, “The Crisis of Masculinity in Late Soviet Discourse”, Russian
Studies in History, 2012, no. 51 (2), p. 26.

37 Kon, Muzhchina v menyayushchemsya mire.

38 E. Zdravomyslova, A. Temkina, 12 Lektsii po gendernoi sotsiologii, St. Petersburg: Izdatel'stvo
Evropeiskogo Universiteta, 2015, <https://postnauka.ru/longreads/55082>, accessed 17 December 2021.

3% Kon, Muzhchina v menyayushchemsya mire.
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so-called “village prose” of the 1970s); others include a nobleman (for example, a follower of
the code of noble honour of the Decembrists); an independent free man of the West (a cowboy,
a hero of Erich Maria Remarque or Ernest Hemingway; and a father, a participant in heroic
industrialization and the Great Patriotic War.*’ The last image was reconstructed by sociologist
Yuri Levada in his concept of a “Simple Soviet Man”.*! As Elena Zdravomyslova and Anna
Temkina write, the value orientation of a simple Soviet man may be called state paternalism.
Service to the state was his basic duty. His life path was that of a soldier-liberator and a builder
of the mighty Soviet nation. The life of a Soviet man of the preceding generation was full of
meaning. His vocation as a man was to serve his motherland, and this service was well rewarded
by his heroization*? (not to mention the monetary and status benefits which veterans started
obtaining in this period).*?

This image is particularly interesting for my research. While interviewing veterans of the
Afghan war, I noticed that a significant number of my informants appealed to the image of a
father who fought in the Great Patriotic War as their role model. For example, Aleksandr from
the city of Bryansk, who fought in Afghanistan in 1983-1986, made a very typical argument.
He said that he went to war voluntarily due to his desire to replicate his father's military
experience:

“s 6 npunyune nacmpoen ovLn na Agpeanucman. ¥ mens omey 6oesan. Ay omya no3oHui
pebenok, y mens omey ewje 8 Punckyio goegan. Tonvko omey, on npowien ¢ 39 2coda gpunckyio,
Ipubanmuxa, 3anaonas Yxpauna — éom smu meppumopuu npucoeounsiiucs 39-40ou 200.
(...) Hy kax 6v1 5 6ocnuman 6vin Ha Knueax 06 OmeuecmeeHHOU BolHe, 51 04YeHb MHO20 8
oemcmee yuman. He cmonvko umo-mo no aumepamype [m. e. no wKoabHOU npocpamme], a s

ceoe ywumaio. IIponapmuzan, nporemuuxos”.

40 Zdravomyslova, Temkina, “The Crisis of Masculinity”, p. 21.

*1'Yu. Levada, Sovetskii prostoi chelovek. Opyt sotsial ‘nogo portreta na rubezhe 1990-kh, Moscow:
Mirovoi okean, 1993.

42 Zdravomyslova, Temkina, “The Crisis of Masculinity”, p. 22.

* See M. Edele, Soviet Veterans of the Second World War: A Popular Movement in an Authoritarian
Society, 1941-1991. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2008.
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Later in the interview, Aleksandr came back to his father’s image and claimed that the war

in Afghanistan was in some ways similar to the one where his father fought:
“Hawa 6otina uem-mo Ovlia noxoxica Ha 0UHY my, 0 KOMOPOU, Npo KOMOpPYo MHe omey
pacckasvisan. Ilapmuzanckas. K npumepy, omey-mo 6vin Ha nepedogou, a Ovlia dce y HAC
ouenb cepvesnasn 8ouna napmuzanckas. QueHb maxkas... mam ece OoIvbULe HA NAPMUZAHCKYIO
BOUHY OblLIO, MAM He 6ce20a Mvl 8 JUYO BCMpeyaeubes ¢ NPOMUSHUKOM. 4mo 6w ¢ HuM
BCMPEMUMbCSL €20 HYICHO GblIAGIUBAMb NO 20paAM 0e2amb UlU Cudemv KaApaeaHsl
gvlHcUOams .

Similarly, another informant, Vladimir from Bryansk, explained his urge to serve using the
collective image of fathers: “Omuywi 6oesanu. bvin npumep omyos, mozoa ve nNPUHAMO ObLIO OM
apmuu xocums”. 1 assume that Vladimir is aware of the practice of ducking out of military
service that became common in the Brezhnev era, and relates to his father as one who did not
try to evade conscription.

According to Roman, a Chechen war veteran from Bryansk, he never planned any other
career than the military one due to his family history: “ eoobwe xomen cmams goennvim. Ilo
OMmuUMy — s NANOU HA3bl8Al, OH MeHA eocnumai. Xomenocs Oblmb dMUM CAMbIM MOHNCE
soennbiM, on uz baky, apmunnepucm 6win, 3awuwan. babywxa ovina senumuuyen. Ilo omyy y
MeHs [0ed] kasanep eeopeuesckux kpecmog”.

It is typical that the participants of the Chechen wars appeal to the images of fathers,
grandfathers (they were mentioned by my younger informants, mostly Chechen veterans, who
were born by children of the Great Patriotic war generation), or, rarely, Afghan veterans.
Aleksei, for example, a veteran of the Chechen wars, places in a single line his blood relative —
his grandfather, the Great Patriotic War veteran, and Afghan veterans, claiming that they all are
his role models: “/4I] xomen 60esoco onvima, s xomen, Kak Mo 0ed, y4acmeosams 8 8oliHe,
KaK cmapuiue Mou mosapuwju ageanysl, npoyyecmeosams Ha cebe 8OUHY, NOHAMb YMO MO

maxkoe u nonyuums 6oesoui onvim . In his interview, Aleksei repeatedly mentioned afgantsyas
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the best warriors and, generally, the ideal of a man: “Ageanysi, onu 3narom yewny xKycxy xieoa.

2

U mpenamp a3vikom cogepuieHHo mouno ne 6yoym ”; “Bom y meHs owyweHnue, umo oanvute,
KaK 3aKoHuunacy Yeuws, HUKMO Oanbuie yice He Npuoem u3 aoetl ¢ MAaxkum OnblmoM
02POMHBIM KaK ageanyvl u ueuenywvl ¢ nepsoti-emopou komnanuu’. In Aleksei’s narrative,
afgantsy take the place of collective fathers for future generations of soldiers, and he laments
that children are worse soldiers and not able to defend their fathers’ glory.

According to Aleksei, people who fought with him were not driven by money. Fighting
was the ultimate men’s job for them. He does not divide military service and fighting in actual
wars. Any service for him should be active service:

“Ilo Konmpaxkmy cuyscunu me e apeanysl, Hy 60M Mo eCMb Moe NOKOIeHUe, KOmopbie
svipocau Ha eemepanax Benuxoii omeuecmeennol 60UHbl. JIUUHO MHe XOmMenochL cxooumsy
myoa, Kyoa xooui Mo 0eo. (...) Xomen 60e6020 onvima, si Xomei, Kak Mot 0eo, y4acmeos8ams
8 60liHe, KaK cmapuiue Mou mogapuwu ageanysl, NPOUYECmMeo8ams Ha cebe GOUHY, NOHAMb
4mo 3mo maxoe u noay4ums 60esoti onvim. (...) Bo epems boesvix deticmautl uyscmayeuib cebs
MYHCUUHOTU, YMO Mbl BLINOIHAEULL NO HACMOAWEMY MYIHCCKYI0 pabomy, 4yecmeyeulb c80io
HYJHCHOCMb, HeoOX00UMOCmb, Ymo msl NO Hacmoswemy Ha ceoem mecme. (...) Jloobot,
KAXNCOBLU HACMOAWUL MYIHCUUHA OOJIICEH UMemb onbim 00esblx delicmauil”.

I posit that the appeal to the image of a father as a discursive cliché is aimed at legitimizing
men’s participation in wars and, more importantly, at giving meaning to senseless, lost and
publicly criticized military campaigns. Due to the resort to the image of a father as a real
masculine man, the concept of war is transformed: from a fight with a real enemy and an
ultimate goal (victory), it becomes an endless process.

Significantly, some of my Chechen informants, like Aleksei, born in 1973, had internalized
a discourse that had been developed before they were born. This supports my claim that late
Soviet hegemonic masculinity, which viewed male self-affirmation through the prism of public

service, primarily in the military, is now part of contemporary state discourse in the Russian
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Federation, disseminated to soldiers during their obligatory military service and invoked by

state media and by veterans during school lessons of patriotic education.
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Relation to the Military Service: a Job, a Habit and a Duty

Figure 2. A rally in the city of
Khasavyurt (Dagestan) dedicated to
Magomed Nurbagandov, a policeman
allegedly killed by Islamic
fundamentalists. According to the official
story, prior to his execution, the terrorists
ordered him to shoot a video urging his
fellow policemen to leave their jobs.
Instead, Nurbagandov allegedly said
"Work, brothers!" The phrase has become
a meme. Banners and graffiti with it can
be found in many Russian cities.**

Strikingly, in the interviews of my informants, the war appears not as an extreme
circumstance but as everyday life. “Paboma” (“work™) is the most frequent noun that ex-
soldiers used while talking about their military service.** Vladimir, a former pilot in

Afghanistan, called the war an “everyday job” (“nosceonesnas paboma ). Ahmed, who fought

* The photo was originally published in "Aktsiya: 'Rabotaite, brat'ya!', Druzhba, 12 October 2016,
<http://www.orgdrujba.ru/aktsiya-rabotayte-bratya/>, accessed 24.05.2022.

> Researchers Fedor Nikolai and Aleksandr Mordvinov also claim that the metaphor of ‘men's work’
[Myxckas pabota] in relation to military operations is widespread among veterans’ narratives but more
common in interviews with soldiers who served on the North Caucasus than among afgantsy, which is
connected with the nature of hostilities there. My interviews show that the word “work™ is equally often
used by all informants (F. Nikolai, A. Mordvinov, “Kontsept ‘muzhestvo’ v vospominaniyakh veteranov
lokal'nykh voin: na styke ustnoi istorii i fenomenologii frontovogo opyta”, Noveishaya istoriya Rossii,
vol. 9, no. 2, 2019, p. 517.)
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in five different wars, claimed that he got used to the war: “Eciu mor na eoiine, moi k gotine
npugvikaewb, oHa mebe kaxk paboma uoem”. Aleksandr, a veteran of both Chechen wars
repeatedly called them “msorckusi mpyo” or “nacmoswas mysscckas paboma” and placed
military service in a row with other professions that he and his colleagues were doing, including
work in security, at the Parachute Research Institute and in PMCs in Syria.

At the same time, the lack of a clear ideology or an understanding of how the end of the
war should look and why war was declared, make ex-soldiers see the goal of their service not
in the military victory, but in the survival of themselves and their peers, as well as in “work”,
i.e. going through the extreme circumstances of the war with the least possible physical and
emotional harm. War is also perceived as valuable in itself, a struggle for developing their
masculine characteristics, holding the male rite of passage. It all makes the image of the enemy
and the number of victims unimportant.

skeskok

The connection between hegemonic masculinity and military service is noticeable in most
of my interviews and the ways in which my informants contrapose military and civil
masculinity. Many deny the existence of the latter and call army service the only real form of
male initiation. As my interviews showed, service to the motherland, which results in “a feat”
(“noosuc’), “heroism”, or simply “maturing”, is discursively placed by the informants higher
than personal success, private (for example, entrepreneurial) activity or financial well-being.
Many of the informants criticized men that did not go through compulsory military service,
including my informant Sergei from Tver: “Ymo nepeoii, umo eémopoii douepu ckasan: eciu
gblOepeme MON00020 UeN06eKa, KOMOpPblll 8 apMUuU He CLYHCUI— 0adice Modceme cO MHOU He
3Hakomumyv. Imo kamezopuieckoe moe makoe éom”. According to Ali from Dagestan, army
service should be obligatory for every man: “He notumu 6 apmuio, He npoumu 3mom
NPOMENHCYMOK MYHCUUHDBL... []6a 200a apmelicKux on [MON000U yenoeex] 0onxcen nonyyums. A

oasice no noxooke 3HAN, KMO He CIYIHCUIL, oaoice Y 63POCIIbLX. Ileoacozu eCcnmb, Komopble He
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CYHCUNU — ) HUX OMHOUleHUe Kakoe-mo, 3naeme, sxcenckoe. Henasuocy. Cro-cro... K camomy
cebe, k okpyocaowum... Hem nonamus opyscovl 6pamckou maxotl, nievo 83aumosbipyyKi,
83AUMON000EPIHCKU .

Another informant from Dagestan, Akhmed, also said, that, while giving school lessons of
“patriotic education”, he always talked to children about the necessity to do military service,
and explained it not by the need to defend the country or fight the enemy, but by the need to go
through initiation into manhood: “Cmapaewncs 6 wxonrax 2o6opums: mvl MyxHCcuuna, Ha meos
cMompum mamv, omey, ceam, opam. Ha mebs cmompsam Kax Ha Myscuuny, 3auumuuxa. ¥ moi
0oadicer 8 000l cumyayuu nOCMOmMpems, OYeHUmMb CUMYayuio Kpy2om U cOeiams 4mo
00/1CeH KAK MYAHCUUHA, 3auumumo ux .

Moreover, when I asked: “Could you visually distinguish a combat veteran from a civilian
or a soldier who never participated in wars?” almost all informants answered positively.
According to Ravshan from Makhachkala, former soldiers behave as if they still have epaulettes
on their shoulders: “Ecmb nexomopwie... 5 umero 86udy, me 100U, KOmMopbvie Yy8Cmeyiom
NO20Hbl HA NAeYax, makue pebama, Ha KOMopbiX CMOMPUULL-00WAeUbCA— OHU eué HOCAM
amu noeonwl. Taxux nodel s sudcy, kak ceos”. Many informants specified that it is often not
the appearance of the veterans that matters, but the way they talk, behave, communicate with
others. I conclude that what the informants meant were the manifestations of militarized
masculinity.

Counterintuitively, the masculine appearance turned out to be unimportant to veterans.
None of my informants, except for two who had to keep fit due to their sports-related careers,
were concerned about how they looked. On the contrary, caring for their health, physical shape,
muscle mass or a healthy lifestyle was considered by them as manifestations of unmanly
behaviour. My informants spoke about it ironically. On the other hand, they willingly shared
stories of their feasts with comrades-in-arms, boasting about the amount of alcohol they could

drink and hashish they could smoke. Given that the late Soviet discourse of hegemonic
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masculinity assumed self-destructive practices expressed in what were officially called
“harmful habits” (excessive drinking and alcoholism, smoking, “gluttony”),* I claim that my
informants considered it all as an integral part of masculine behaviour. The image of a “real
man” does not imply attention to his health and body, which became only an instrument for

fulfilling basic male duties, including military service.

Basic Men’s Traits: Heroism, Courage, Subordination
and Loyalty to Brothers in Arms

What are other traits which a “real man” should have? Firstly, in my interview, the image
of the father-warrior is associated with heroism, which is manifested in forgetting oneself for
the sake of a higher goal, readiness to give up one's personal fate and personal happiness for
the sake of the fatherland or even to sacrifice one's life. As my informant Ravshan said, the
ultimate goal of a soldier is to become a hero that is why an opportunity to serve in the army is
an honour for a man.

According to Irina Tartakovskaya, the main feature of Soviet masculinity was the constant
readiness to give one's life for the motherland or for the values supported by the official
ideology. That said, in late Soviet and post-Soviet times, self-sacrifice was not only associated
with soldiers. “Civilian life” was supposed to be conducted in a spirit as close to military
mobilization as possible, and the metaphor of the armed struggle was widespread in Soviet
texts, for instance, when newspaper reports described the battle for the harvest”,*” or, for
example, the construction of the Baikal-Amur Mainline. Noticeably, this sort of militarized

parlance has disappeared from post-Soviet discursive reality generally, while is still widely used

by veterans. In my interviews, I heard it frequently.

46 Zdravomyslova, Temkina, “The Crisis of Masculinity”, p. 16.
7 Ibid, p. 114.
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Analyzing interviews of veterans of the war in Afghanistan, Fedor Nikolai and Aleksandr
Mordvinov noted the hierarchy of masculinity among military personnel. The masculinity of
officers and soldiers, on the one hand, opposes (lack of) masculinity of civilian staff. On the
other hand, the concept of heroism, a “feat” as an extraordinary event, contrasts with “courage”
which refers to the sphere of ordinary life.*®

In my interviews, I also identified an opposition between heroism as the final goal and
courage as an everyday requirement for a “real man”. At the same time, my informants
displayed uncertainty about what behaviour deserved the status of a hero. For example, Rinat,
a veteran of three military campaigns from the city of Odintsovo, claimed that a soldier must
become a hero, and the title of Hero of Russia was the most honourable for any military man.
At the same time, he condemned the decoration of soldiers who had showed heroism in
situations of direct risk that could have been avoided:

“Eeo npedcmasnsem x opoeny ‘Tepoii Poccuu’. Oguyep, pacckasicu, kak muvl 6oesan?
Pacckasicu 3a ceoti noosue? A on Huyeco He modcem, maxk Kax nuuezo e 3uaem. On gen
[conoam], eco amaxosanu, on cam no Oypocmu NONAil, HeNpasuUIbHO el CONOAm 8 20pax,
Hapeaicsi Ha 00egukos, ecmynui 6 00U, ux noounu (...),nomepsan 08yx No2UOWIUX, Mpoe
panenvix. U noeubwum — ‘I'epoti Poccuu’. Hnu scusomy ‘I'epost Poccuu’. A ecau s cam npouten
0e3 nomepsb, HOPMANLHO... [5 He nonyyy Hazpady] A ecmo 100U, KOMOpPbie MOM Hce MAPULPYm
8 9MOM dice Mecme npoudym, noay4iam no bawike om NPOMUEHUKA — U cpazy 2epou”.

Besides the heroism, the topic of the responsibility of a commander for the lives of his
subordinates is emphasized here. In my interviews, high officers and military commanders
frequently discussed the importance of saving the lives of soldiers and the emotional traumas
which they received by the deaths of those whom they were responsible for.

This is related to the significance that my informants accorded to enlightened paternalism

as an ideal of masculinity. Besides appealing to the image of the father who fought in the Great

8 Nikolai, Mordvinov, “Kontsept “muzhestvo” v vospominaniyakh veteranov”, p. 517.
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Patriotic War, officers often presented themselves as symbolic fathers to soldiers,*
demonstrating thereby their (high) place in the hierarchy of masculinity. At the same time, as
sociologist Natalia Danilova has argued, military commanders make a choice between two main
values: the preservation of soldiers’ lives and the fulfillment of orders.>® This choice becomes
even more relevant in cases of wars without a clearly defined ideology and an enemy image,
such as the campaigns in Afghanistan and Chechnya. Danilova believes that this leads to a crisis
of military responsibility and, thus, to a crisis of masculinity. The officers find the way out of
it by transferring the responsibility for human losses to those who issued the order. Thus, the
career officer turns out to be institutionally subordinate to higher military command,’! but also
morally superior (more protective of his own subordinates), and a better example of
masculinity.

skeskok

Counterintuitively, in my informants’ narratives, the most masculine man was not the one
who leads and commands but the one who is ready to submit and follow orders. My informants
glorified discipline and obedience and repeatedly came back to the topic of good soldiers who
could become good military commanders only after passing themselves through all of the steps
of the military hierarchy. According to Sergei, a professional soldier who served in Chechnya
as an officer, every man who wants to be in charge should learn to be obedient first:

“Kax eoeopun cenepanuccumyc Cysopog, umodvl ymemsv KOMAHO08AMb, HeoOX00UMO
ymMemb nooyuHAmMbCA. Yenosek, KOMopuvlil He HAYYULCS 8 NePeNoMHbILL MoMenm smom, 18 nem,
NOOYUHAMBCS, OH He CIAHem HUKo20a 8eaukum pykogooumenem. On ne nonumaem. Y nac éce

B0€HHblE, KOMY oadce npedﬂaeaﬂu bonvuiue 60Jzofcnocmu, OHU 6C€ HAaYUuHAIU C MANEeHbKUX.

# 1t is interesting to trace the origins of the image of an officer as a “father to soldiers”, which has
often appeared in Russian literature. “Ciryra mapro, oren conmatam” (Servant to the Tsar, father for
soldiers), from the poem “Borodino” by Mikhail Lermontov, is one of the most obvious examples.

> Danilova, “Srochniki, pidzhaki, professionally”, p. 122.

> bid, p. 122.
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Ilomomy umo on xouem nouams pabomy, 4mob nomom, K020a o1 cmarnem [pyKosooumenem],
OH NOMHUI, KAKY10 3a0a4y OH [no0uuHenHbll] Modcem 8binoIHumy .

One of Sergei’s examples related to the difference between soldiers of the first and the
second Chechen wars. He claimed that officers’ work during the first war was much more
efficient than during the second. Soldiers of the first war were conscripted; they were young,
obedient and did not question orders of the commandment. They were not motivated to fight at
first but easily believed that they must avenge fallen comrades soon. During the second war in
Chechnya, contract soldiers were used. As Sergei said, they were driven by money only, knew
their rights, did not agree to do anything which was not in their instructions and were not
obedient at all. According to Sergei, they were not only bad soldiers but also not “real men”.

In his study published in 1993, the sociologist Yuri Levada noted™? the late Soviet and post-
Soviet principle of “hierarchical egalitarianism”— the acceptance of a vertical hierarchy and
the idea that the features, virtues and rights of a person depend on his place in the “hierarchy of
domination”.>® As Levada claimed, a typical Soviet person did not think of himself outside the
comprehensive state structure and had a state-paternalistic orientation.>* Analyzing the notion
of courage, Igor Kon divided physical and civil courage. He claimed that in Soviet and post-
Soviet Russia, the latter was much rarer than the former.>® Talking about courage as an inherent
trait of masculinity, all my informants were indeed referring to an ability to do physically risky
things facing an enemy rather than to confront military hierarchy or the state.

skoksk

As researchers of Soviet hegemonic masculinity note, a readiness to submit to strict
subordination is often coupled with an ethos of comradeship and the capacity for friendship

among men. Alongside a strict vertical hierarchy, soldiers build a horizontal one. Friendship

32 Levada's book is often criticized in the recent works of Russian sociologists but I would like to cite
it as an example of the construction of a post-Soviet discourse about the Soviet man.

33 Levada, Sovetskii prostoi chelovek. p.18-19.

> Ibid, p. 15

> Kon, Muzhchina v menyayushchemsya mire.
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with other men (especially comrades-in-arms) is necessary in order to build a masculine world.
According to Igor Kon, “belonging to a collective male body psychologically compensates a
man for his personal weakness and lack of independence. Regardless of who am I on my own,
in a group of my fellow men I am strong and invincible”.>® In their interviews, my male
informants consistently described scenes of male friendship and mutual assistance; told me
anecdotes about adventures with their comrades-in-arms. Notably, military brotherhood is a
homosocial structure, where only men are allowed.’’

According to Igor Kon, the cult of male military friendship is rooted in the Great Patriotic
War. Shaping the image of the veteran (widely called “@ponmosux’”) as a symbol of
masculinity, Soviet literature started to cultivate the motive of front-line brotherhood as a
benchmark of human relations. No other type of relationship could stand comparison with it.>®
My informants often compare friendship, and relationships in general, in the civilian life and
on the frontline, every time giving preference to the latter. For example, Nikolai, an Afghan
veteran from Bryansk, complains that he misses the battle brotherhood that he no longer
observes among the veterans in his city: “Tam [6 Apeanucmane] ne monvko 6oiina, mam eue,
HaeepHoe, oM Mo mMogapuuecmeo bonvutyio ponv [uepano]. (...) Ilonumaeme kax, y nac
mozoa dasice He ObLI0 MbLCIU O MOM, OONYCIUM MAM 20e-mo CIYKA8UMb, yeuioHyms. Koneuno,
5 CYIUCY NO MOMY, KAK MOU OPY3bs NOCMYNAU U Kak s cam 6 Ilanoice mam 2oe-mo (...) [Cetinac
6ce] bpamcmea HUKaKo2o Hem, s 29mo2o He yguoen. bpamcmeo — amo kozoa nomozarom no-
Hacmosawemy, He cnogamu, a oenom. A ynac, 6 bpaucke, mne cumyayus ne npagumcs’”.

Inna Tartakovskaya notes that, because of the nature of the Afghan war, which made it
impossible to talk about any, even local, victories, the main victorious narratives in the officers'
memories were dedicated to rescues of their fellow soldiers.’ The same narratives of saving

comrades in battles or scouting missions or dealing with everyday difficulties together are very

> Ibid.

37 On homosociality, see Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet, passim.
> Ibid.

> Tartakovskaya, “Sovetskaya gegemonnaya maskulinnost”, p. 351.
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common in my interviews as well. For example, one subject of my interview with Vladimir,
the leader of a small union of afgantsyin Moscow, related to his fellow officer Oleg, a helicopter
pilot in Afghanistan. Oleg risked his life and died while trying to save a crew of another
helicopter, downed by the enemy. Referring to the Great Patriotic War, Vladimir explained that
all pilots felt obliged to save their peers even if it required them to risk their own lives: “V nac
ObLIU  makue 3aKOHbL. eciu y mebs mosapuwa counu — euje ¢ BoUHbl Benuxoil
OmeuecmgenHoll, Ko20a Jemuuxku caouiucs Ha Opioxo Ha ceoux HAKax u 3abupaiu ceoux
condam — mul 00JiceH 0ba3amenvHo cnacmu ceoe2o mosapuwa”. At the end of this story,
while telling me how, shot down in the mountains, Oleg had left a last audio message on a flight
recorder to his six-year-old son, asking him to take care of his mother, Vladimir burst into tears.
He had already told the same story to journalists (I found many of his interviews online) and to
schoolchildren in Moscow schools, where he had been invited to conduct “lessons of courage”.
For Vladimir, this narrative epitomized the military masculine ideal, incorporating all the
different sides of manly behaviour: heroic death, everyday courage, loyalty to brothers in arms,
strict subordination, the officer as a father to soldiers (Oleg died while saving another officer
who was downed while saving a wounded soldier) and the Great Patriotic War as a model of

relationships between men.
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Violence, Emotional Hardness and Devaluation of “Others”
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Figure 3. Graffiti “While a soldier is
alive, he fights” in St. Petersburg.®

Clearly, violence is crucial, at the very least, for the personal survival of soldiers during a
war. An ability to carry out acts of violence becomes the second important feature of a “real
man”. Sociologist Morris Janowitz calls soldiers ‘“professionals in violence”.®! Natalia
Danilova claims that the process of learning survival skills, and, hence, committing violence,
is represented among soldiers as a process of socialization and maturation of a “real man”.%?
However meaningless or ideologically empty it may seem, war transfers violence into an
integral daily practice or an essential condition for doing a soldier’s (“real man’s”) job, and
does not, or at least should not, cause any ethical reflections.

Usually, when recalling military service, my informants voluntarily brought up the topic

of violence they observed or committed. Many of them deliberately emphasized their ability to

50 The person on the graffiti is Mikhail Tolstykh (Givi), one of the leaders of separatists in the Donbass
war. The photo was published on Twitter <https://twitter.com/nardrujina/status/879072447508750342>,
accessed 23 May 2022.

1 M. Janowitz, The Professional Soldier, New York: Free Press, 1960, p. 3.

62 Danilova, “Srochniki, pidzhaki, professionally”, p. 113.
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commit violence. For example, Aman, a Chechen war officer, who now lives in the mountains
outside a village of Leninaul in Dagestan, met me in the doorway of his house and, without
waiting for my questions, told me that the main thing he learned in the army was that one should
never leave prisoners alive: “Xouews ocmamucs sHcusbim — HAOO OblMb GUULECKU 20MO8 HA
6ce. Koeo-mo orcanemo ne cmoum. (...) A 6onpoc 3adaean pykogooumento, NOIKOBHUKY, [3auem]
5 0epy ux [ueuenckux 60eeuxog 6 nien], koeoa modxcro 6wi10 3asarums’. Irina Tartakovskaya
argues that because violence is inextricably linked to the militarized hegemonic masculinity,
veterans feel the necessity to constantly reproduce narratives about committing it.*> Even when
I asked my informants nothing about their army service, and suggested they might tell me about
their lives after coming home, many of them started their monologues with numerous, usually
brutal and heroic, stories about military achievements and successful war operations.

In the interviews, the army appears not only as an overtly conservative male institution,
placing masculinity and femininity in opposition, but also as an institution that cultivates, as
anthropologist Kenneth MacLeish writes, physical and emotional hardness as one of the key
traits distinguishing soldiers from civilians’ feminized “softness” and sentimentality. This
hardness is associated with men and manly practices, traits, and dispositions, including physical
discipline, mastery over one’s sensitivity to pain and discomfort, and the suppression of care
and empathy, so as to become able to command and inflict violence.**

My informants often tried to exhibit their masculinity by claiming their readiness to commit
violence or participate in future wars. Often, these discursive patterns had the air of folklore.
For example, military recollections of Bulat from Chelyabinsk (he was mentioned above with
his girlfriend Elena) were mixed with stories of him protecting Elenas woman’s honour from

numerous offenders, who dared to make obscene comments about her appearance or to catcall

% Tartakovskaya, “Pamyat' ob uchastii v voennykh deistviyakh”, p. 103.
8 MacLeish, Making War at Fort Hood, p. 18.
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Elena. The stories about Bulat physically chasing and fighting the offenders were very similar
to his stories about chasing and fighting enemies in Afghanistan.

In many interviews, when I asked my informants about their attitude towards war in
Ukrainian Donbass in 2014-2015, they started their answers with the excuse that they were not
able to participate in it because of their poor health conditions or family obligations. In several
interviews I deliberately pressured my informants, blaming them for not fighting in a war that
they called just and significant. Their reactions showed such strong feelings of guilt and self-
humiliation that I had to change the topic of my questions. It was clear that my informants were
afraid they might be suspected of an unwillingness to fight, which they considered unmanly.
For preserving both military identity and masculinity, they needed to display their courage,
toughness and perseverance permanently. It is also clear that insecurity about non-military
occupations and leading a life without war was a likely hazard of a peacetime existence.

skeskok

One of the important consequences of the perception of a soldier as a strong, aggressive,
fearless and emotionally hard hero is a denial of the impact of wars on fighters’ psyche. Most
of my informants deny the existence of post-traumatic stress disorder or any other combat-
related problems and do not think that they have ever needed counseling. Many informants
claim that only weak men cannot cope with war recollections (and, therefore, become alcoholics
and die young) while real men are capable of handling their psychological problems. Very few
of my informants acknowledge that they would have been happy to talk to psychologists about
their mental issues. During my fieldwork, I met only one psychotherapist professionally
working with war veterans. Natalia, an employee of The Centre for Social Services for Combat
Veterans in Nizhniy Tagil, confirmed that during five years of her work in the centre, it has
always been difficult for her to persuade veterans to visit her. Not more than 10% of them
believe that psychologists can help them. Usually, Natalia started working with veterans’ wives

and daughters, who, in their turn, persuaded their husbands or fathers to go to therapy too.
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The rigid image of a real masculine man does not allow veterans to ask for help even though
the results of various medical studies indicate that as many as two-thirds of service personnel
that fought in Chechnya may have experienced combat-related psychological problems,
including psychological stress reactions, pathological psychological reactions, post-traumatic
stress disorder.%

skeskok

I would like to identify dogmatism and intolerance as other basic traits in representatives
of hegemonic masculinity. According to Zdravomyslova and Temkina, dogmatism and
intolerance, positively viewed as fidelity to one’s principles, were also typical to the image of
the father and derived from his basic functions as a soldierly defender.®® In my interviews I
often came across hatred towards “others”: gays, foreigners, draft-dodgers. For example,
Andrei, the head of a military union from Nizhny Tagil, told me that during a festival of war
songs, The Afghan Wind (“Agpeanckuii semep”’), which Andrei’s union organized, one of the
singers looked like an LGBT+ person. Andrei called participation of this person a provocation,
the only possible reaction to which could be physical retaliation against the provocateur.
According Andrei, beating of a person that looks different, and at the same time wants to
penetrate the veterans’ environment, was the only possible option: “/Jo mozo abcypo. Mt mam
yymo He younu. Bvixooum 6 cmpuneax, 8 10CUHAX, ¢ AUYAMU, U3BUHU MEHs, 8OM C MAKUMU.
Myotcuuna. Bonocwr gom maxue... Bom mym konvyo, gom mym xonvyo, Mis... I ony6oii kakou-
mo eviwien. M smo ewje cblH pykogooumens Kako2o-mo nesueckoeo xopd, KOmopbiii Kaxcovli
pa3 npunuman y Hac yyacmue. Hy, y mensa mym maxou 6éom cvin. Hy moi eco 3auem na naw
Gecmusansy? Mol emy HO30pu 8bi0epHem, U3BUHU MeHs. Bom napHu npocmo-Hanpocmo uliioym
3a KYIUCHl, 8bI0EPHYM eMy, U3 6cex mecm nogvloepeusaiom ecé. [lonsmuo, 8bi nomom 6yoeme

3asaenerue nucamo. Ho 6vl nac 3auem npoesoyupyeme 6om maxkumu 661/1/;61]!/11/!?”

% Ibid, p. 122.
66 Zdravomyslova, Temkina, “The Crisis of Masculinity”, p. 23.
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My interviews contained many descriptions of different sorts of violence and aggression.
Muscovite Aleksei told me about his hatred towards Chechens; towards people who
communicate or have businesses with Chechens; towards draft-dodgers; towards a younger
generation of soldiers that do not respect veterans enough. Finally, he explained his hatred by
how differently life in a peaceful city feels after coming back from the frontline and seeing
“mutants” everywhere, a trauma that lasted for several years: “[Ilocre gozepawenus ¢ gotinbi]
3axo0uub 8 Mempo — mebe Xouemcs Npuodywums nepeoco nonasuiecocs. Ilomomy umo
BUOUUD, MYM JIIOOU NPOCMO ... 8UOULUL, OOHU MYMAHMbL KPY2OM, HOPMAIbHBLIX JIH00eU OYEeHb
mano... Bom smo owywenue nocmosnno. Ilomom na mem Hayumaem cxoOums 60m >ma
ocmpoma. [...] Jlem name, nHagepHoe, [nocie komopulx] ocmpo maxk He ocnpunumaemcs’ .
Many of the informants normalize such feelings of hatred and rage and describe them as the
only possible feelings for a soldier.

Who can become an object of hatred? Maya Eichler notes that the exaggerated ideals of
manhood that are inculcated through military training often rely on the devaluation of
(gendered, racial, and/or homosexual) “others”. “The other” is central not only to the

construction, but also to the reproduction, of militarized masculinity.®’

87 Eichler, Militarizing Men, p. 115.
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Women at War

Fiure 4. My informantsA Umizhat (on the
left) and Eva (on the right) during their
work in Afghanistan 1986.%

The most obvious “other” for a militarized man is a woman. According to gender
researchers, as a normative model, masculinity is formed exclusively in juxtaposition to the
model of “femininity” and in contraposition to it.*> The notion of anti-femininity lies at the
heart of contemporary and historical conceptions of manhood, so that masculinity is defined
more by what one is not rather than what one is.”® Below in this section, I will examine how the
image of women, both as civilian employees on the frontline and as wives waiting at home, fits
within the framework of the concept of hegemonic masculinity. Neither the USSR nor post-

Soviet Russia (unlike some other countries, for example, Israel) made women undergo

obligatory military service. Almost no women participated as soldiers in the military campaigns

58 This copy of the archival photo was made during my fieldwork in Russia in autumn 2019. Both
Umizhat and Eva allowed me to use this photo in my thesis.

% Temkina, Zdravomyslova, “The Crisis of Masculinity in Late Soviet Discourse”, p. 26.

0 M. Kimmel, “Masculinity as Homophobia: Fear, Shame, and Silence in the Construction of Gender
Identity”, Theorizing Masculinities, Thousand Oakes: Sage, 1994, p. 126.
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in Afghanistan and Chechnya. Hence, the juxtaposition of male and female soldiers is not a
factor of significance for my research, and I shall not focus upon it.”!

As I mentioned above, all veterans’ unions have always been homosocial structures. In
2009, Russian State Duma deputies, including the head of The Russian Union of Afghanistan
Veterans Franz Klintsevich,’* voted to deprive civilian workers who served in Afghanistan of
social benefits. This was de facto a negation of women’s importance for the veteran movement:
90% of civilian employees of Soviet military bases were women.” By analogy with afgantsy,
they were called afganki. The decision of the State Duma predictably aroused their indignation.
In their complaints and open letters, women wrote about themselves as a part of the Afghan
military brotherhood, and called male soldiers “little brothers” ("opamuwxu): “/lo 2006 2o0a
Jabeomul y Hac ovinu. [a, konetiku. Ho onu Ovliu, u emecme ¢ HUMU YY8CMBOBANIOCH YBANCEHUE
co cmopousl ecocydapcmea, u 6 oywax "agheanok" muen ocomék wyecmea cobCmMEEHHOU
HYHCHOCIU U CONPUYACTNIHOCMU K 8EUKOMY, NOMOMY YMO — YUMo epexd maums? — y MHO2UX
BOUHA OCMANACH CAMbIM C8EMIILIM HCUSHEHHBIM NEPUOOOM U CAMBIM APKUM 80CHOMUHAHUEM.
U, kozc0a Hac 6viKUHyIu, Kax nepepaboOmamHvlii WNAK, Yy ‘ageanok’ 6upeancs Kpuk
neooymenus: ‘Bpamuwiku, 3a umo ce évl nac npedanu?

In their interviews, women also referred to the topic of military fraternity and identified

themselves as a part of it. For example, Eva from Makhachkala, who worked in Afghanistan

for three years (1986-1989) as a waitress and then as a head of a soldier's canteen, noted that

" In her book about Red Army and society, Ellen Jones finds an ingenious (although I do not think
comprehensive) explanation of why Soviet females were excluded from the military service, claiming that
it relates precisely to the role of army service as a rite of passage for adolescent males. A typical Soviet
male, she asserts, was socialized in an environment dominated, qualitatively and quantitatively, by
females (since most kindergarten staff and teachers were women). The conscript tour was the first
sustained contract of young men with an all-male environment; Soviet military officials stressed the
importance of providing male role models and instilling masculinity. Use of servicewomen would have
undermined the all-male environment and weakened a key aspect of the armed forces’ socialization role.
(Jones, Red Army and Society, p. 103.)

72 For more on how Franz Klintsevich advocated laws against veterans' benefits, see Chapter 1.

> A. Smolina, “Kak predali ‘afganok’”, Art of War, <http://artofwar.ru/s/smolina_a/text 0270-
1.shtml>, accessed 16 January 2022.

7 Ibid.
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all bad recollections of the war had vanished from her consciousness, while the memory of
friendship has stayed: “3a6si6aemcs nioxoe u nioxoe cmupaemcs. A 6om xKax OpysicuIu, Kax
ovLiu 6mecme — smo 8ce s 3uaro”. Eva internalized the same idea of the “combat brotherhood”
as male soldiers, and built her identity based on it. At the same time, Eva did not realize that
she was not included in this brotherhood by male soldiers.

In 2019, during my fieldwork in Dagestan, I observed a protest action by local veterans of
the Afghan war. More than a dozen former conscripts placed tents in a Veterans’ Park in
Makhachkala and went on a hunger strike, protesting against non-receipt of social benefits
(mostly free housing and pensions) which ex-soldiers were entitled to according to the law on
veterans. I asked the participants of the hunger strike if they would like afganki to join their
protest. Male veterans categorically refused and claimed that women have never been soldiers
and, hence, were not entitled to any social benefits. Later, in an interview, one of the participants
of the protest, a veteran called Ahmed, made a distinction between female civilians and male
soldiers, stating that women went to war not to fight, but to earn money, and could not be
included in the “military brotherhood”: “Onu 6viiu kax epascoanckue a10ou, ne oennsvie. Y nac
K020a ObLIU 8CAKUE ONEPAYUU, CEPBUC, OCHENHCHBII ... BCAKUE 8ely NPUHOCUNU, OMOABALU IMUM
orcenwunam. He mo umo, ne smo... onepayus kozoa, Ha 80UHY udeM, 8 KuuLiake 8 a06om
cnyuae deHveu bepem, y K020 KaKdas 3HaKkoMas eCmo, 0moaJ, Oxcuncvl omoan. OHu modice mam
acusym [6 Agpeanucmane] ... u ynaxosanmnvie edym [6 Cosemckuii coro3z]”.

In my interviews, ex-soldiers adopted positions of hegemonic masculinity to present
women as a special sort of people. Instead of lofty aspirations for battle brotherhood or revenge
for the killing of comrades-in-arms, women strive to earn money, satisfy their sexual needs or
find a partner, runs the logic.

Representation of women as camp followers’ can be seen in several of my interviews. For
example, Ahmed, mentioned above, made it clear that women who worked in Afghanistan

always had affairs with officers, and blamed them for low moral character: “Kenwunv: ecmo
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ocenuyunvl. Tam [na eotine] mooice ona, 6 11060OM clyyae, HCeHWUHA OCMACMCI HCEHUJUHOIL.
Omo 08a, cozdannvie bocom cyuecmea, KOHeUHO, MO 2IYNO ObLIO Obl, MAK 4Mo 5 He 3HAIO,
oaoice ecau 20e-mo Kak-mo... 3mo uxxee. Imo npupooa, He Mbl makue. Jmo 068a cywecmsa,
Komopbwle, 8 110bom cyuae, npumsaeusaromcs. Tem bonee, myxca ecau nemy. Y smozo dscenvi
nem. (...) Taxoe He nioxo, He cuumaro, He xopowiui. Mm 8uonee, Kax n00SIM, Kak dcums. A
Mo, YUMo Kax OHa eedem cebsi — Mo e€ HCU3Hb .

Historian Magali Delaloye claims that the view of women as promiscuous, even prostitutes,
alongside being predominant in society, in collective memory, or among members of the army,
was internalized by the women themselves. Even Svetlana Alexievich, in her book about the
war in Afghanistan, Zinky Boys [“lluakoBeie manbuuku’], a searching critique of official
military myths, takes this representation on trust.”

Another example of a woman who internalized a negative relation to afganki was Umizhat,
my informant from the Dagestani town of Kaspiisk, who came to Shendang (Afghanistan) in
1984 to work as a nurse in a Soviet military hospital. Telling me about housing conditions of
female workers, she routinely mentioned that other nurses did not want to stay in a dorm with
her because Umizhat was against them bringing men to stay over. Talking about these other
girls sleeping with men in a common room, she roundly condemned them: “Omo ne xkpacuso,
KOHeuHo. Bom mym Kkpoeambv, Kak 6 cmapumy, [Medxcoy Kposamsamu] 3aHasecku nosecui,
30ecb 00Ha [dcenwunal, mam opyaas. Imo dce UHMUM, MO dce HeKpacugeo [npuerauiamso
MYJAICUUH 6 KOMHANY, 20€ JCUgym opyaue JceHuunvl]. dmo ckomemeo .’

Throughout her interview, Umizhat repeatedly returned to the topic of affairs of female
workers in Afghanistan. In one of the leitmotifs of her interview, she blamed them for sleeping
with soldiers: “[JKenwunvr exaru 6 Ageanucman] u sapabamvieams, u NO3HAKOMUMBCA,

MysHcuurn mMHo2o. A mam oceHwunvl 6 Ageanucmane smo oviiu 61:20b”. In another, she

> Delaloye, “Heal and Serve”, p. 123.

"8 It is hard to say whether, if Umizhat had not been Daghestani (i.e., a member of a traditional culture
with Muslim roots), she would have been so censorious about other women, but whichever way, her
interview provides important insights into gender relations in the Soviet army.
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complained that female workers were (presumably, mistakenly) perceived as prostitutes. She
specifically mentioned that back then she still was “0degouxa” (a little girl, i.e. a virgin) and was
not able to accept the behaviour of other women, routinely meeting men. Umizhat mentioned
that Ali, a conscript from Dagestan (he also was among my informants and suggested I talk to
Umizhat) heard about a nurse from his hometown, serving on the same military base, but
avoided meeting her, assuming that she was as promiscuous as other female workers. He
considered it especially shameful for a girl from a conservative Islamic region: “Ilomom ou
NPU3HAICA: 51, 2060pUM, OOSNCA, UMO OHA 6CMPEYAEMCs [C MydHCUUHAMU], NPOCMONe XoUem
NO30pUmMbCsl, Muna mozo, eawa [oazecmanxaj eyisem. /{ns nac smo nosop”.

The perception of afganki as promiscuous women followed them even after they came back
to the Soviet Union. Both Umizhat and Eva claimed that they were afraid to mention their work
in Afghanistan in their home cities, expecting public condemnation.

Strikingly, after coming back home, Umizhat never got married and has no children. As
both she and Eva (the two women are friends now) explained, it was considered to be a big
failure for a Dagestan woman. According to Umizhat, she was not able to understand why no
one wanted to marry her but then a fortune-teller told her that it was a spell on her: “Tak mne
ckazanu: ecmv Ha mebs nopua. [...] Mama mue 6cecoa 2oeopuna: mul Hesepylowull, a meos
cenasunu. Mama cuumana, a s 60oodwe ne epro maxum eewjam. Ho, oxasvieaemcs, coenanu
mame nopuy, kozoa ona Ovlia bepemennas mHoiw. bepemennoii dcenwune, MHe 0OBACHULU.
Kozoa s poounace, menepv nonyuuna [nopuy] uepes mamepurckoe monoko. Hy umo e, smo
602y yeooHo, umo denams .

Umizhat explained that the fortune teller lifted the curse when she was 58, so it was already
too late for her to get married or have children. The woman said that for her, not having a family
or loved ones, the job in Afghanistan is still the most important thing which she is constantly

going back to in her thoughts. She remembered every single detail of her service and her
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military “brothers”, some of whom, like Ali, she was still friends with. She even wrote poems

about her time in Afghanistan, and proudly read them aloud to me.

4
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Figure 5. Umizhat’s poem about
afgantsy.”’

Later, in my interview, I asked Eva what she thought about Umizhat’s unlucky feminine

destiny, and she found a perfectly reasonable explanation of the magical spell. In a military

" The photo of Eva’s notebook with the poem was taken during my fieldwork in autumn 2019. The
poem was written in the 1990s and says: “Xoodum no 3emne poonoti/ Cxronus 20108y cedyio/ CkpomHblii
munwiii Mol Agpeaney/ 30eco e2o ne nonumarom/ On yyaucoii cpedu ceoux./ He caviuman on mo cnacubo/ U
NOKIOHA OH He dicoan/ Hacmo caviwum 3a cnunou/ Ymo ou drcepmea uyxcoii oinvl/ Yyoicoll, He HYIHCHOU
Ham eotinsl./ A udy xyoa npuxasicym/ A conoam ceoeti cmpanwl/ A 6oey, s nampuom/ A nomom s
epasicoanun./ Mot agearney motl poonoil/ [{ns mens evl 0soiine 2epou/ I'oopro éam cnacubo s/
Toxnansiocs st u sam/ Moii agheaney motl eepoii/ Moii 0opozoil u poouoil.”
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base, Umizhat had a romance with a married Russian officer. The relationships did not last after
the lovers came back to the Soviet Union. For many years, Umizhat was lamenting her lost
love. Besides, she felt guilty and ashamed of her lost virginity, and was afraid to mention her
service due to the negative attitude towards afganki at the Soviet Union. Therefore, it was partly
the generally negative societal attitude to this women, partly internalization of it by Umizhat
which did not allow her to have a family. According to Eva, now Umizhat is obsessed with her
service in Afghanistan and has drinking problems (which is very rare for women in Dagestan).

skeskok

The story of Eva herself was very different and much more assertive. A former school
teacher, she went to Afghanistan to escape her abusive husband who was soon to be released
from jail. Eva would not have been allowed to go abroad while being married to a prisoner, so
she asked her husband for a divorce motivating it by a necessity to travel to Afghanistan to earn
money for their family. The husband agreed, which he would have never done in different
circumstances. Eva did indeed send him part of her Afghan salary but never saw him again.
Just like Umizhat, she had a romance with a married officer whom she called the love of her
life. After coming back to the Soviet Union, she got married and divorced repeatedly; at a stage
when she was single, she adopted a child, and now lives alone, earning a living as a bartender
and in a low-class bar in Makhachkala’s outskirt. She does not hesitate to mention her war
experience to the bar’s clients, who love listening to her stories before the real drinking starts.
I argue that for Eva, her service in Afghanistan was a way to escape traditional late-Soviet
gender roles and, by losing her reputation as a decent feminine woman, obtain more freedom
and independence. In her case, the negative societal attitude to afganki became liberating.

All the same, just like Umizhat or most of my male informants, Eva is still nostalgic for
Afghanistan and would like to pass through this experience again: “ cama ne mozy noname...

A 6cecoa 2c080prO. ecliu Obl 51 ObLIA MOTIOJICE U ONSAMDb nompe606aﬂ00b, 5 0b1 noexana. A ne mocey
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06vacHUmb 2mo. Bce 3abvieaemcs, ece cmupaemcs, a smo Hem. (...) Ilnoxoe cmupaemcs. A

9MO K020a 8CNOMUHAI — NAayy .

Women at Home

Figure 6. Winners in the nomination
"Fellow Soldiers" (“Omnomnomuane™) of

the festival of war songs "Afghan Wind"

in the city of Nizhny Tagil in the Urals’
In their interviews, my informants talk about women rarely. As I mentioned above, females

are excluded from the community of brothers in arms and are not part of the power hierarchy.
Sometimes they appear in the narratives of informants as girlfriends and wives waiting at home.
However, they are not perceived as equal partners. Men do not take women’s opinions into
account when they choose life strategies — for example, whether to join the army or not. For

example, to my question about how his family reacted to the decision to sign an enlistment

contract and go to Chechnya, my informant Roman from Bryansk replied: “4 myorcuuna unu

"8 The performers are a married couple. The photograph was initially published at "Festival' 'Afganskii
veter', posvyashchennyi 30-letiyu vyvoda Sovetskikh voisk iz Respubliki Afganistan", Tagil'skii rabochii,
19 February 2019 <https://tagilka.ru/media/detail/index.php?ID=73659>, accessed 23 May 2022.
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kmo?”, meaning that of course he had not asked the opinion of his wife. Roman had come back
from the war heavily injured but soon signed a new contract and went to the frontline again.
Explaining this, Roman acknowledged that his ties with comrades in arms were more significant
for him than family ones: “/liodeii ne 6vino, menamo [condam 6 Heune] mexomy 6wvino, a
0MObIXamMb-mo HA0o 6blN0 KoMy-mo. A mozoa 6 me epemena dceHamulii Obll, pebeHoK OblL...
Hy s xak-mo... 1 3a ceoeeo bamio [komanoupa] 6onvute nepexcusan [uem 3a cemvio] .

According to my interviews, women are excluded not only from the community of brothers
in arms and decision-making but from conversations about wars in general. My informants
claimed that any information connected with military operations, fights or military traumas
should not reach women. At the end of their interviews, many ex-soldiers told me they had
never shared with their wives what they shared with me or, like Nikolai from Bryansk, that they
have never told women anything except military jokes: “Illymku pacckazviean 6oavute, uem
npasdy”’. Yevgeny from Yekaterinburg acknowledged that he was writing home from service
as a conscript in Afghanistan but never mentioned anything about the military campaign not
because of the secrecy but just because he was writing to women: “7Tam cniowrnas aupuxa,
cniowHble Kakue-mo makue... /[ymaews, 20e mam... Ymo sxrcenwyunam nucamso o 8otite, 3a4em
9MO HYIHCHO .

Women are not expected to participate in meetings of former combatants. According to
Sergei from Tver (one who criticized contract soldiers for the lack of obedience), whenever his
fellow ex-soldiers are coming to visit, his wife leaves to visit her parents. Sergei was proud that
she has never opposed his friends’ visits, or asked questions about their parties, or slammed the
door while seeing one of his brothers-in-arms as his first wife did. That would mean the end of
the relationship: “Ooun paz xnonwem — 6ydem nememv ¢ nAMO20 3Madzica Oanvule, 4em

nmuya”.”

7 Unfortunately, I do not have enough data to study domestic violence in ex-combatants’ families.
During my fieldwork, I concentrated on conducting interviews with former militaries while for this topic,
interviews with their family members would be essential. I am considering coming back to the topic of
domestic violence in the future.



207

Just like many other my informants, Sergei divorced after coming home from Chechnya,
where he served in 1995-1999. He explained that 50% of his fellow soldiers did the same. Wives
whom they married before military service, were asking too many questions about what
happened to their husbands during the war and why they woke up screaming at night. They also
tried to stop men from drinking with their brothers in arms: “[JKenst co6opunu:] ‘Ye 6v1 mam
Ha pabome [cobupaemecsy ¢ Opyaumu eemepanamu], cuoenu owvi, 6aun, doma’. Hy ue, doma mak
ooma. Paz — u cobpanuce na xyxue, [...] kKypum, eonpocwi ceou pewaem. M kaxicovie nsamo
MUHYm 80M 5MaA 60mM 08epb HA KYXHIO [Xx10naem u 3axooum dxcenal: ‘Jla onamv 00HO u mo oice,
0a 3a00.16a10, 0a ue 8bl ce 00HO U Mo dce?’ Hy ace, mvl bonbute e Bcmpeuanucs, Kak OvLiu
Ha cyacbe — max u cmanu npoooaxcams [cobupamscs na pabome]. [...] Bac 6oobwe smo
soanyem? Cuoum, cosopum o cayxucbe, o 6oliHe, 0 nayawmax. Ymo mym makozo, Kaxas
KPUMUHANbHAS meMa, Ymo mym Modcem He Hpasumuca? Ewe oadice He svinunu. Bom meneps
notioem U Hadxicpemcsl, 4modwvl 08epvio OobuLe He Xaonanu ™.

After his divorce, Sergei remarried, to a much younger woman who never asked any
questions. According to him, all of his fellow officers did the same and choose a similar type
of women: “Ilepguie [dcenvi] 6vinu 6cecoa nyuwe. [lomomy umo onu RpowLIU ¢ HAMU MO, YMo
amu [emopuvle diceHbl] HUKo20a He npotdym u He npoxoounu. Ho smu... Onu éce monoice. OHu
oUCManyuio cooao0arom u NOHUMArOm, Ymo ecms ONPOCHI, 8 KOMOPbIX OHU He CMbICAAM, U
6006we ne nesym myoa. Imo He ux mema, He ux paszoeopwi”.¥" According to the interviews,
the knowledge wives obtained about their husbands was considered as both an intrusion on the
masculine military world (and a threat) and a kind of power, a danger.

Notably, very few of my male informants who divorced have never remarried. Being single
seemed inappropriate for them. Only a family was considered as a proper social unit. After

divorce, children always stayed with former wives; to leave a child was not considered

% Coming to my informants’ homes, I indeed saw a large number of these young wives. They never
participated in the interviews and did not look interested in their husbands’ war recollections.
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shameful. Women in my informants’ narratives are often devoid of agency and excluded from
the men’s world. They are considered to be the “weaker sex” and a subject of protection. Many
informants claimed that the war against Islamic terrorism on the territory of other countries
(like Afghanistan and Syria) was necessary for the protection of their wives and children at
home. “Femininity” in the interviews is thus systematically opposed to masculinity. Although,
according to the informants, women should not receive information about the war, they also,
like men, live in a world with perpetual war and should be prepared for it. For example, Roman
from Bryansk mentioned that during lessons of “patriotic education” at schools he always told
boys that they should prepare themselves for becoming soldiers, “deguama” (girls, but
stylistically similar to “lasses”) — for becoming combat nurses.

According to Maya Eichler, the late Soviet period saw a retraditionalization of gender roles
that was deepened in the post-Soviet period; women’s roles as biological reproducers were of
primary importance.®! I would argue that my informants interiorized these new gender roles
and preserved them in unchanged form up to the present.

skoksk

However, despite the subordinate position in a world of militarized men, a woman is also
able to become a hero. As Maya Eichler notes, a mother's militarization is evident in the pride
and social recognition she gains from her son's army service.* As my informants said, a
woman’s duty is to allow her son or husband to go to war (or better purposefully send him) and
let him achieve the manliness that military experience brings. In other words, she should be
ready to sacrifice her son.

According to my interviews, men not only go to wars without asking their wives’ opinions
but also themselves make the decision to send their sons to the army. Some of them later proudly

noted that their wives supported them; others criticized women for the lack of courage and

81 Eichler, Russia’s Post-Communist Transformation, p. 495.
82 Eichler, Militarizing Men, p. 7.
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patriotism. In any case, the main female image in my interviews is a crying woman, waiting for
her son or husband to come home from a frontline.

For example, afganets Yevgeny whom I interviewed in Yekaterinburg met his future wife
before he was drafted into the army in 1985. He proudly told me that she waited at first for him
to come back from the war, then for their two sons. Just like their father, they both went to serve
in the Air Force: “Kozcoa y nac nepawiii yxoous cvik cryscums, s LOMHIO, HCeHd N01200d peseid.
Y mac nepeuviti nowen na nonmopa 2ooa nonan, émopoiu yce Ha 200 nonan. Oua noneooa
Moaunace — monumea 3a eouna — u pegena’”. Both of the sons were conscripted for the
Chechen war. According to Yevgeny, this had a positive effect on his wife “as a woman”. For
instance, it strengthened her belief in God: “/[ns owcenwunvl, mue xadxcemcs, >3mo onvim
xopowiuti, nouumaeme? Bom owua owcoem. Buympennss paboma udem, noumumaeme,
MOIUMBEHHDBII ONBIM HAYUHAem 803HUKaAMb. Tym mMHO20 8ce2o makoeo. Ilonumaeme, Hcu3Hb
— oHa mak ycmpoena. Yenosexy ce none3no’’.

Yevgeny also called military service of children a sacrifice to the state: “Mwur k 9momy
omuocumca mpaouyuonno. Cembs omoasana cvlHa, HY KAK Obl CKA3AMb, 6 HCEPMEY
eocyoapcmay. Ha owcepmeennoe cnyscenue 2ocyoapcmsy. Imo ocepmea. [losmomy eom kax
b6yoem, max u 6yoem”. After the army service, one of Yevgeny’s sons became Special Forces
officer, later a policeman: “Ceiiuac on onep, 6anoumoe nosum. Hy, upasumcs emy 3mo.
Ilycmy”. My question whether his wife tried to discourage their sons from army service,
surprised Yevgeny. He explained that a woman does not have a voice. “Hem, nem, nem. ¥ nac

HopManbHoe Myxcckoe socnumanue’, said he.

Military Service as a Rite of Passage and an Intergenerational Link
Significantly, the father-warrior, whose image was described above, can be both a symbolic
construct and a real person. Due to the universal conscription in the Soviet Union and Russia,

and, I assume, an urge of young people to pass the male initiation and confirm their manhood,
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military service in Russia is often dynastic and becomes a means of connection between men
from different generations. By the 1980s, army service had lost its high status among young
people from educated families and intelligentsia circles, although the army remained prestigious
in other strata of Soviet society. By the 1990s, military service had become one of the few paths
to social mobility possible for young people with unprivileged backgrounds.®® That also
strengthened its dynastic character.

The idea of the army as a rite of passage is still popular. Many of my informants (mostly
veterans of the Afghan war) told me that they were proud of their sons who served in the army
too. Several of them claimed that fathers influenced their sons' decisions to choose contract
service and go to Chechnya. Afganets Nikolai from Bryantsk told me that his son went to the
army following his father’s example: “Bocnumuisancs ¢ maxoti cemve, y mens. I[losmomy on
cayacun, kKoneyno. Ecmecmeenno. Hopmanvno omcnyocun. Bee uemko. Hy, demu mou mak
pocau, cmoavko aem. Onu dce eudenu nanky evicmynalowum [o eoune] na mumunzax u 6
wikone”.

Sergei, a former riot police officer and veteran of the Chechen war from Moscow, also told
me that all his male relatives (except for one of them, whom Sergei clearly did not respect) had
been through military service. Sergei proudly claimed that although his older son did not stay
in the army after completing] his mandatory service, he connected his life with “real men'’s
stuff”’. After the interview, Sergei took me to his son's room, the entire space of which, including
the walls and ceiling, was covered with rifles and guns. Sergei’s son was playing paintball and
collecting paintball weapons. Sergei was extremely proud of his son, shooting and chasing foes
on a paintball arena almost in the same way as Sergei did in Chechnya.

Despite the fact that many of my informants identified themselves as parts of military
dynasties, I would say that in recent years the attitude to the dynastic character of the army

service has altered, from the bottom up at any rate. Many of my interviewees expressed regrets

83 1 have addressed this point more fully in Chapter 2.
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that they had not been able to convince their grandchildren (or, in the case of Chechen veterans,
their children) to serve. Most of them, like Aleksei from Moscow, explained it by the “too
comfortable” modern life and their mothers’ bad influence:

“Ileimatocy 6ocnumuieams, HO KO20a NAYAH BOCHUMbIBACMCS, NOCMOAHHO C MAMeEPbIO
HAXo00Umcs, mo 3mo nepezHyms ouenb msaxceno. Onu 601bute K Mamepu maAHYmMcs Ho-1000M).
Hem makozo, umobul onu npsam xomenu [6 apmuro]. Hy u, 6 npunyune, nem unmepeca K apmuu
¥ monooexcu. Hukmo He xouem 6 apmuto uOmu, HUKMo He XOYem 80e8amb, UHmMepeca Hem K
soenHol mexuuxke. [ ...] Xoms s 6e30e ¢ cobotl mackaa, no 60eHHbIM MY3esM, NbIMAACA NPUSUMD
eMy u3o 6cex Cuil, umoodvl OH cnopmom 3anumanca. [...] YV memns cetiuac emopoii cvin 60
Braoumupe — emy 11 nem. B cysoposckoe yuunuue s e2o neimaics [omoams], nuxak. A ezo
803Ul HA 0eHb OMKPLIMbIX 06epeli — Hukak. Ho, onamu oace, modcem, onu y mens 8 Mockee
3axcpanucs onamo dnce. He xomam. B pecuonax, s eusxcy, nayauvi-mo nonpowe, Um 3a padocms
CYBOPOBCKOE yuunuuje, moibKo 603MONCHOCIU Hem. A mym Ha mebe — 8O3MONCHOCTb eCilb,
He xomam. M cmapwuti ne xomen. U 6 apmuio ne xomsam”.

During his interview, Aleksei repeatedly returned to the topic of the unwillingness of his
three children to serve. He looked very concerned about it. I interviewed him in the city park
not far from a playground where Aleksei’s wife was playing with his four-year-old daughter.
At the end of the interview, Aleksei looked worriedly at his daughter, complimented her
stubborn streak and expressed a hope that he would be able to make at least her, the youngest,
a soldier, and convince her to follow her father’s footsteps. In my interviews, it was the only
reference to a woman who could potentially become a warrior. I assume that the cause of
preserving the dynasty was, for Aleksei, more important than the traditional attitude towards

women as the “weaker sex”.
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ks

Figure 7. Valentina Melnikova (in the
middle) at a rally against compulsary
military service. Moscow, 1990.34

Valentina Melnikova, the head of the Union of Committees of Soldiers' Mothers, identified
a pattern: fathers who passed through army service were often traumatized by it, and later
wanted their children to face army violence too: “Omuysi, Komopwix noromanu 6 apmuu no
NPU3bIBY — OHU OYEHb CUTLHO XOMAM, YMOObl UX CHIHOBbS MOHCE IMO 0eN0 Nepexcuu. Imo
He AGIAeMcsi CIONPOYEHMHbIM, HO MO ABNIAEMCs NOOAGIAIOWUM OOTbUWUHCIBOM U MaKue
ucmopuu 00 cux nop nosmopsiromcsi. [...J] ‘A cuyscun u on nyckati nocayscum’”’

Melnikova did not explain the causes of this pattern. From what I was able to observe,
however, my informants not only considered the army to be the main method of male initiation

and socialization, but also related to bullying of recruits as an integral part of it, and perceived

this as a way to strengthen the masculinity of a young man.

$Photo was made by Igor Stomakhin and published on his Facebook
<https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=5088331787871235&set=pcb.5088338721203875>, accessed
23 May 2022.

% I shall write more about hazing and military violence in the next chapter.
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This general tolerance of bullying is evidenced by the fact that since 1989 it has been the
female-only Committee of Soldiers' Mothers that has disseminated information about violence
in the military and has helped a large number of young people to avoid conscription. According
to Maya Eichler, Russian men (whether sons or fathers) cannot speak out publicly against
military service. It is socially less acceptable for them than for women, and likely to be seen as
unmanly.®® At the same time, the activities of the Committees of Soldiers’ Mothers not only
brought public attention to the situation within the armed forces but also challenged prevailing
notions of the patriotic role of the mother of a hero.®’

skeskok

The constant confirmation (or reconstruction) of militarized hegemonic masculinity is not
just a self-generated phenomenon from within groups of serving soldiers and veterans, but is
shaped by certain external factors. As Irina Tartakovskaya notes, the main source of
legitimation of militarized masculinity is the militarized state.®® I would also argue that
militarized hegemonic masculinity started to spread widely in society in the early 2010s
together with the patriotic mobilization of Russian society. At the same time, the state discourse
of the wars in Afghanistan and Chechnya began to change. From inglorious failures, these
campaigns have become, in retrospect, just and victorious.* The view on them changed under
the influence of modern political and military events. Former soldiers adopted this new
discourse and began to use it to build their new identity and new masculinity.

Irina Tartakovskaya introduces the concept of “imperial masculinity” as one of the variants
of hegemonic masculinity, alternative to an individualistic model of masculinity with its high
degree of independence and autonomy. Imperial masculinity implies endowing a masculine

person with special functions, important on a global scale. It is possible only in a state whose

8 Eichler, Militarizing Men, p. 2.

87 Eichler, “Russia's Post-Communist Transformation”, pp. 492, 495.

8 Tartakovskaya, “Pamyat' ob uchastii v voennykh deistviyakh”, p. 112
% For more about this, see my Chapter 1.
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ideological and cultural apparatus produces an imperial discourse of its “special mission”.”°

Such an imperialist discourse has indeed been increasingly evident in the Russian Federation
during the last twenty years. For example, Vladimir Putin repeatedly described the Soviet Union
collapse as “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe” of the twentieth century (2005);°! “the biggest
disasters of the twentieth century” when “25 million Russian people ended up abroad
overnight” (2017);”? tragedy and "collapse of historical Russia" (2021).”® The narratives of my
informants follow the logic of this official discourse, often imperial indeed. Trying to maintain
a military identity in civilian life, the ex-soldiers use this discourse as a basis for building their
memories. | believe that by doing this, they simultaneously preserve their military identity and

successfully overcome the crisis of masculinity declared during the youth of most of them.

Conclusion

The Russian army is an institution that not only influences public discourses but also
claims, as sociologist Aleksei Levinson puts it, to produce a special type of person.”* As a result,
the army has always influenced the definition of masculinity and the idea of a “real man” that
circulates in society at large.

During the last Soviet years, military service was considered a rite of passage from
boyhood to manhood, and masculinity was directly linked to the military (as well as with
patriotism and forgetfulness of the individual needs for the sake of the common good). At the
same time, men were not able to express themselves in the public sphere, and the army remained

the only place for the implementation of the male role. In this period, the discourse of the crisis

% Tartakovskaya, “Pamyat' ob uchastii v voennykh deistviyakh”, p. 112.

ol “y]adimir Putin: ‘Raspad SSSR — krupneishaya geopoliticheskaya katastrofa veka"’, J4 REGNUM,
25 April 2005. <https://regnum.ru/news/economy/444083.html>, accessed 7 April 2022.

92 “Pytin ob"yasnil, pochemu schitaet raspad SSSR krupneishei katastrofoi XX veka”, RIA Novosti, 13
June 2017. <https://ria.ru/20170613/1496353896.html>, accessed 7 April 2022.

% “Putin nazval raspad SSSR tragedieii “raspadom istoricheskoi Rossii”’, RBK, 12 December 2021,
<https://www.rbc.ru/politics/12/12/2021/61b5e7b79a7947689a33f5fe>, accessed 7 April 2022.

% Levinson, “Armiya kak institute sotsializatsii”, p. 65.
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of masculinity spread widely, but the army was somehow exempted from the general view of
social malaise.

Perestroika and the economic transition offered other, apart from militarized, models of
masculinity. The unpopular first war in Chechnya raised awareness of bullying among
conscripts, caused large-scale draft-dodging, and undermined the prestige of the army.
However, army service preserved its central role in forming male identity. As Maya Eichler
stated, in the context of the economic and ideological crisis of the post-communist order,
militarism together with nationalism and patriotism became central to political leaders’ attempts
to gain, or strengthen their grip on power.”

The militaristic rhetoric and patriotic mobilization of the 2010s caused a rise of militaristic
masculinity. I believe that my informants have not changed their views on the gender norms
which they internalized during their army service; indeed, in the new conditions, these norms
have only become more tenacious.

As I have argued here, it is above all the image of a father-warrior that underpins military
views of male identity. This image appeared in the late Soviet period as a symbol of masculinity
and a standard of human relations. Veterans consider military service the only proper method
of male initiation, and firmly believe the soldier is the only real man. In this context, I posit that
the war is considered not as a campaign against a real enemy but as a struggle for soldiers’
symbolic capital, identity and the assertion of masculinity.

A real masculine man, in the view of veterans, must have a number of features. He is
obliged to show heroism, sacrifice himself for the sake of the highest goal (usually set by the
state) and be ready to give his life for the Motherland or for the values, supported by the official
ideology. He must be ready to obey orders and follow the military hierarchy, as well as be loyal
to his comrades in arms. He perceives the war as everyday life, the only purpose of which is

the survival and preservation of himself and his peers. Violence becomes for him a legitimate

% Eichler, Militarizing Men, p. 11.
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and integral daily practice, devoid of moral reflections. He must have physical and emotional
hardness, as well as intolerance towards the “other”. Often he is not the first bearer of
militarized masculinity in the family and follows the path of older generations who were also
in the army. He expects that his children and grandchildren will also become bearers of
militarized masculinity.

At the same time, the model of masculinity is formed in contraposition to a model of
“femininity”. Veterans’ unions are homosocial structures; women are perceived as “others”, or
as a special type of human, inferior to men, promiscuous and not included in battle brotherhood
even if women are serving in the same military bases. At home, they are a “weaker sex”, a
subject of protection. The opinion of female family members does not influence men’s
decisions — for example, about joining the army. The main way in which a woman can obtain
pride and social recognition is to send her son into the army or, in other words, to sacrifice him.
If she protests about the inhumanity of military conditions and war, she forfeits this right to
higher status.

Ex-soldiers try to preserve their military identity in civilian life and use it as a basis around
which they build their memories. At the same time, this type of identity cannot exist
independently; it needs external legitimation, which in turn is provided by the militarized

Russian state.



217

CHAPTER 4

Living on a Mental Frontline.

The Use of War Veterans in Russian Patriotic Education

Figure 1. The New Year celebration in the

Winged Guard museum. Participants are

releasing Santa Claus after a terrorist attack’

Santa Claus comes to the steps of the Museum of the Airborne Forces, Winged Guard
(“Kpvinamas 2eapous”) in the city of Yekaterinburg. He waves his hand and wishes everyone a
happy New Year. Several dozens of children, crowding around, cheerfully wave back. Suddenly,
several shots are heard, and two men in camouflage and black masks and with smoking pistols

appear. They grab Santa Claus, hurriedly tie him up, and take him away. Over the next hour,

children, under the guidance of "paratrooper Stepochkin"? have to locate Santa Claus and free him

! The photograph was originally published in R. Lyalin, "V Ekaterinburge edva ne otmenili
novogodnyuyu skazku pro to, kak Deda Moroza pokhishchayut terroristy", Komsomol'skaya pravda, 24
November 2015, <https://www.ural.kp.ru/daily/26462/3332072/>, accessed 20 May 2022.

% The name belongs to the main character of an animation movie filmed in 2004 for children but
regularly shown at the official Conscripts Days for potential soldiers ("V Syktyvkare proshel ‘Den'
prizyvnika’, 30 October 2006, /A REGNUM, <https://regnum.ru/news/polit/730614.html>, accessed 14
May 2022.)
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from the terrorists, completing several paramilitary tasks. They need to pass a minefield, find an
ammunition depot and practice throwing knives. In the end, the terrorists give up and let Santa
Claus go back to the children. This New Year celebration, organized by the Museum of the
Airborne Forces has taken place every winter for more than ten years. The title of the festival
echoes the motto of the airborne troops: “Save Santa Claus! By Us Alone” (“Cnacmu J/leoa
Moposa! Huxmo kpome nac”). In an interview, paratrooper Gennady Kunyavsky, who played the
role of the paratrooper Stepochkin, explained to a reporter that the goal of the festival was to teach
children patriotism and to show that “Russian paratroopers always come to help."*

Absurd as this event was, it was not at all exceptional. Last autumn, when I visited the
Museum of the Airborne Forces, it offered a game for schoolchildren called “Pack a Backpack for
a Marine” (“Co0epu prox3ak gecantauka’). Participants were asked to choose what exactly (a box
of cookies or a parachute) should be put in the backpack of a plush hippopotamus in an airborne
vest. The museum also organized excursions for children, shoots in a laser shooting range and a
tour to a tank range. In the Museum of Local History in the city of Odintsovo near Moscow,
children are allowed to try on military uniforms and hold different types of weapons. The Museum
of the Memory of Soldiers-Internationalists in Chelyabinsk collaborates with the majority of local
schools in organizing tours for schoolchildren of all ages. The museum director complained to me
that the part of the exposition that consisted of cartridge cases and models of different types of
arms had to be replenished after every such tour: children steal cartridges and bullets from the

exposition.

3 Lyalin, "V Ekaterinburge edva ne otmenili novogodnyuyu skazku”. Below the text of the article,
there is a remarkable video of the fest.
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Figure 2. A hippopotamus-paratrooper
inside a model of an airborne troops plane in
the Winged Guard museum.*

Paramilitary entertainment for children and adolescents is not limited to museum tours. The
list of activities is long and includes, for instance, a lecture about the dangers of extremism in the
children’s military-patriotic camp “3sezda” ("The Star") in the Altay region. A “lesson of
courage” and a workshop on assembling Kalashnikov's in the Children's Hospital in Simferopol.
The opening of a children’s camp for future border police, Angels of the Frontier (“Amnremns
rpanuilsr’), near Khabarovsk. A drawing competition called What is a Feat of Valour? (“Uto Takoe
noasur)?” Since 2000, when new president Vladimir Putin signed into law the first Russian
Patriotic Education Programme, children and adolescents in Russia have been involved in a wide
variety of paramilitary events. Many of them have been held by veterans of local wars.

In this chapter, I intend to examine the role of ex-combatants in the “patriotic education” of

children. This term became particularly common at the beginning of the 2000s. I will show that

* The photo was taken during my fieldwork in Yekaterinburg in autumn 2021.
> All events mentioned above, were organized by different branches of the All-Russian Public
Organization of Veterans Battle Brotherhood, <https://bbratstvo.com>, accessed 12 May 2022.
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“patriotic” mostly stands for “military”, and that “patriotic education” means offering a range of
different paramilitary activities or propaganda of army service. I argue that in the past two decades,
alliances of veterans have become the main actors of the state programmes of patriotic education,
and I intend to look at how exactly their participation evolved and how it changed the way
veterans’ unions have been working. Alongside this, I want to examine the work of the
organizations that were established in Russia and abroad in the 2000s specifically for “patriotic”
work and consisting of ex-combatants mostly.

In the second part of this chapter, I analyze the main rhetorical moves and leitmotifs of the
patriotic education campaign, and try to understand what the “distortion of history”, “patriotism”
or “spiritual values” mean in this particular socio-political context.

skeskok

The topic of state patriotic education and how it is anchored to the Russian army has been the
subject of academic interest since the beginning of the 2000s. However, most of the extensive
Russian language bibliography regards patriotic education as an unambiguously positive
phenomenon, and Russian universities publish articles with titles such as “How to Teach Children
to Love the Motherland: Discursive Practices of the Patriotic Education of Youth” (“Kak nayyumo
n06ums Poouny? JJuckypcusnvle npakmuxy Rampuomu4ecko2o ocnumarus monooemxcu’).’

Nevertheless, there are a few researchers who have addressed this topic more academically.
For example, Valerie Sperling saw a nationalistic component in patriotic education, and even in
the 2000s, warned about the danger that it would start serving the goals of politicians who wanted
to mobilize the population for military goals.” Douglas Blum, on the other hand, claimed that

patriotic education emphasized the state, as well as the primacy of obligations over rights, and was

% E. Omel'chenko, “Kak nauchit' Iyubit” Rodinu? Diskursivnye praktiki patrioticheskogo vospitaniya
molodezhi”, S chego nachinaetsya Rodina: molodezh' v labirintakh patriotizma, Ulyanovsk: Ul’yanovsk
State University, 2012.

"V. Sperling, “Making the Public Patriotic: Militarism and Anti-militarism in Russia”, M. Laruelle
(ed), Russian Nationalism the National Reassertion in Russia, Abingdon: Routledge, 2009, pp. 218-271;
V.Sperling, “The Last Refuge of a Scoundrel: Patriotism, Militarism and The Russian National Idea”,
Nations and Nationalism, vol. 9, no. 2, 2003, pp. 235-253.
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seeking to limit grassroots democratization and freedom of expression.® In order to examine the
validity of these contentions, I use media publications about patriotic education, from reports about
exact “patriotic” events to investigations of the financial side of “services for the rising of love for
the Fatherland” (“ycaye no eocnumanuio nwobsu k Omuuzne”).’ The extensive campaign of
“patriotic education” in Russia deserves much more attention than it has received. This became

especially clear on 24 February 2022.

“To Use Spiritual Potential in Order to Preserve the Continuity of Glorious Combat
Traditions”. State Programmes of Patriotic Education

Youth has always been at the centre of militarized educational practices in twentieth- and
twenty-first century Russia and the USSR.!? Sergey Oushakine sees the roots of the militarization
of youth and "pedagogical fantasies of war-oriented patriotism" in the militarized communes and
colonies of the late 1920s and early 1930s associated with the famous Soviet educator Anton
Makarenko. According to Oushakine, back then a militarized daily routine and a strong emphasis
on uniform were used as a way of providing homeless, abandoned, and often criminal children
with a definite performative backbone.!!

Political scientist Valerie Sperling links the modern approach toward patriotic education with
Soviet militarized patriotism, linking it to the enormous propaganda campaign of the late 1930s

focused on the need to prepare for a future inevitable war with capitalist states, and the perceived

¥ D.W. Blum, “Official Patriotism in Russia. Its Essence and Implications’, PONARS Policy Memo
No. 420 2006. <https://www.ponarseurasia.org/official-patriotism-in-russia-its-essence-and-
implications/>, accessed 26 April 2022.

? C. Ezhov, “Brat'ya po grantam. Kak Boevoe bratstvo vypolnyaet goszakaz na patriotism”,
Sobesednik, 8 November 2018. < https://sobesednik.ru/politika/20181108-bratya-po-grantam-kak-
boevoe-bratstvo-vypolnyaet-goszakaz-na-patriotizm>, accessed 29 April 2022,

1% About educational practices relating to patriotism in Imperial Russia see, for example, R. Wortman,
Scenarios of Power: Myth and Ceremony in Russian Monarchy from Peter the Great to the Abdication of
Nicholas 11. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006. About such practices in the Soviet Union, O.
Kucherenko, Little Soldiers: How Soviet Children Went to War, 1941-1945, Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2011.

'S, Oushakine, Patriotism of Despair: Nation, War, and Loss in Russia, Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 2009, p. 189.
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need to have a youth population eager and ready to defend the state. Due to this, the Soviet
population underwent a thoroughgoing series of military-patriotic education initiatives aimed at
"Soviet youth". Sperling argues that, as well as the period before World War II, they were
especially intensive after 1970, when the state felt the necessity to make citizens more loyal and
consolidated.'?

In the same time, the use of veterans for patriotic education started as early as 1960, and was
active throughout the Brezhnev period. According to Lucy Dunlop, Soviet authorities in general
and the Komsomol in particular were by that time more than keen to involve veterans and have
them tell their stories as part of the patriotic education programme for young people. In marked
contrast to the future-oriented discourse of the early Soviet period, propaganda of the Brezhnev
era involved a great deal of looking back along the ‘roads of glory trodden by our fathers and
grandfathers’, with constant admonitions to children and youth to prove themselves worthy of the
heroic older generation. Veterans of war were wheeled out for all sorts of public occasions: to give
talks in schools, to assist at Soviet rites of passage such as entry into the Pioneers and Komsomol,
school leaving ceremonies and entry into a new work collective.!® Exactly as in the 2010s, Great
Patriotic War veterans tended to receive positive coverage only if they continued to contribute to
society by engagement in some kind of socially useful work like training up a new generation of
patriots dedicated to the cause of the Soviet people.'*

The attitude towards patriotic education started changing only during perestroika. The wide-
ranging reforms of school education during this time and later in Yeltsin’s period as leader of the
new Russian state were associated with a transformation of the institutional and ideological
character of vospitanie (the public socialization of children). The children’s Communist movement
(Pioneers, Young Communist League) became increasingly irrelevant under Gorbachev and then

lost their relevance completely after Russia became a multi-party state. Communist ideology had

12 Sperling, “Making the Public Patriotic”, p. 220.

13 L. Dunlop, Discourses of Heroism in Brezhnev’s USSR, DPhil thesis, Oxford University, Oxford,
2017, p. 100.

" Ibid., p. 92.
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vanished from the schoolroom; the emphasis was now on the modernization and liberalization of
school education (for instance, compulsory textbooks disappeared and the content of extra-
curricular activities was largely in the hands of individual schools and teachers). The state lost its
monopoly on school education and out-of-school activities for children, and the latter were mainly
associated with leisure activities of the kind that had been increasingly important in the Pioneer
movement during the Brezhnev years also'®>. However, soon after Vladimir Putin came to power,
a major revival of attention to the system of “patriotic education” of Russian citizens began, and
quickly became a continuous trend. While this important political shift has attracted some attention
from commentators, particularly political scientists, the discussion has not paid close attention to
the detail of the programmes and has simplified the reasons for their emergence. Accordingly, I
shall briefly revisit those two questions here.

skeskok

The first State Programme, “Patriotic Education of the Citizens of the Russian Federation
(2001-2005)", was established by the Russian government in February 2001. The main goal of the
programme was “Ha ocHoge popMupo8aHus NAMpPUOMUYECKUX Yy8Cme U CO3HAHUs obecnedums
peutenue 3a0a4 N0 KOHCOIUOAYUU 00uecmaa, no0OepHCAHUIO 0OUeCm8eHHOU U IKOHOMUYECKOU
cmabunbHoCmu, Ynpouenuio eouncmed u Opyxicowvl Hapooos Poccuiickoii @edepayuu”.'® To
achieve this goal, the programmes hould foster "¢opmuposanue y epasxcoan Poccuiickoii
Deodepayuu OyXo06HO-NAMPUOMUYECKUX YEHHOCMEU, NPOYeCcCUOHANbHBIX Kauyecme U YMeHull,
Yyecmea GepHOCMU KOHCMUMYYUOHHOMY U BOUHCKOMY 0012y, d MAKdice 20MOBHOCMU K UX
NPOSGNIEHUI0 6 PAa3IUYHbIX Ccepax dCcUsHU odujecmed, O0cobOeHHO 6 npoyecce BOEHHOU U

2ocyoapcmeennoii cayxcowvr”.!’

15 See about this: Y. Krawatzek, “The Soviet Union during Perestroika: Youth amidst Authoritarian
Regime Breakdown”, Youth in Regime Crisis: Comparative Perspectives from Russia to Weimar
Germany, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018; L. Dunlop, Discourses of heroism in Brezhnev's USSR
(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Oxford, 2017.)

16 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie grazhdan Rossiiskoi Federatsii na 2001-2005 gg.
<http://base.garant.ru/1584972>, accessed 12 May 2022.

"7 Ibid.


http://base.garant.ru/1584972
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New programmes of patriotic education have been issued every five years (the periodization
also harks back to the Soviet period and pyatiletki). The basic principles have remained unchanged,
but the goals and priorities of patriotic education have been modified all the time, alongside
changes in the state politics. As Douglas Blum pointed out, the programme can be used as an
insight into the dominant discourse in Russian political life, which is distinguished by the
connections it draws between social order, spirituality, a seamless national history, and the primacy
of the state.!®

The crucial feature of the first programme (as well as the next ones) was its militaristic
character. The list of activities aimed at generating a rise in the level of patriotism included public
celebrations of victories of the Russian army (including those of the pre-revolutionary period),
paramilitary training camps for children and adolescents; school military lessons and meetings
with war veterans; campaigns to discover Second World War burial places; publication of
biographies of famous military commanders. For example, the love of the Motherland, according
to the state programme, should be fostered by the celebration of the 125" anniversary of the
Russian prison system in 2004, or the conference “The Fatherland. The Army. The Church"
(«OteuectBo. Apmus. LlepkoBb»), held in Moscow in 2003. Some of these activities, particularly
those related to the Second World War, echoed work with children in the Soviet period, but others
(e.g. the prison system anniversary) were new.

As Anatoli Rapoport noted, the fact that militarism was already considered an inseparable
component of patriotic education ("The phrase that commonly was used in the Soviet Union for
patriotic education was military-patriotic education”) ensured the smooth integration of the
programmes. The military rationale of the patriotic education campaign did not need to be
explicitly explained or clarified; the mutually shared codes “patriotism” or “patriotic education”

were normally decoded “correctly” by educators (even if some of them could have opposed

'8 Blum, “Official Patriotism in Russia”, p. 3.
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them).!” Constructing a continuity between present and past in terms of the unquestioned
integration of military values into socialization strategies was an elementary exercise.

What prompted the Russian government to establish such an expensive programme exactly at
the beginning of the 2000s? The explanation in the document itself was very brief:
“OkoHomuueckas Oe3unmezpayus, CoyuarbHas ouggepenyuayus obwecmsea, 0e8arbLEaAYUs
OYXOBHbIX YeHHOCmell OKA3alu He2amusHoe GuAHue Ha obwecmeennoe cosnauue. (...) B
00WeCmBeHHOM —CO3HAHUU NOAYYUNU WUPOKOe PACHpOCmpanenue pasHooyuiue, 320U3M,
UHOUBUOYANUIM, YUHUZM, HEMOMUBUPOBAHHAS APECCUBHOCb, HEYBANCUMENbHOe OMHOUEHUe K
2ocy0apcmey u coyuanvHulM uncmumymam. Ilpoaensemcs ycmouuugas meHOeHyus naoenus
npecmudica 60eHHOIL U 20Cy0apCmeenHot cyucovl. >

According to Vladimir Putin, patriotism, traditions and cultural memory were the only things
that were able to unite Russia. Announcing the first patriotic progamme, he claimed that “ne
HYJICHO CReyuanbHo uckamv HayuoHaivHylo uodeio. OHa cama ydice 6vispesaem 6 Hauiem
obwecmese.”?!

There certainly were other unmentioned background factors of establishing the progamme.
Valerie Sperling offers the most obvious explanation: the new government decided to inculcate
the patriotic sentiment that had been diminished during the 1990s in order to increase the number
of Russian youth willing to serve in the army.?? The promotion of patriotism became the central
idea of the whole presidency of Vladimir Putin. Sperling reminds us how, at the very beginning of
his presidency, in October 2000, Putin reflected on Russia’s “basic values” and defined them as

“patriotism, love of one’s motherland, one’s home, and one’s people, religious and cultural values

— everything that forms the foundation of our life”. Sperling rightly asserts that despite Putin did

1 A. Rapoport, “Patriotic Education in Russia: Stylistic move or the Sign of Substantive Counter-
Reform?” The Educational Forum, 73(2), 2009, p. 150.

20 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie grazhdan Rossiiskoi Federatsii na 2001-2005 gg.
<http://base.garant.ru/1584972>, accessed 12 May 2022.

21'V. Putin, Poslanie Federal'nomu Sobraniyu Rossiiskoi Federatsii, 2000.
<http://kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/21480>, accessed 12 July 2019.

22 Sperling, “Making the Public Patriotic”, p. 226.
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not mention the military in that speech, it became the common denominator between Soviet and
Russian patriotism.** I claim that soon, right at the beginning of the 2000s, the government turned
to the long-established Soviet tradition of militarizing official rhetoric and appealing to the combat
experience in the educational process.

Douglas Blum takes a broader view and claims that the appeal to militarized patriotism meant
not only the enhancement of traditional military power but also an attempt to promote a
thoroughgoing reconstruction and reinvigoration of national identity.**

While I agree with these two perspectives, which continued to be valid later on also, I would
argue that there were other equally important factors of a deeper social kind in play. One of them
was the legacy of the recent local conflicts. Many victims of the first Chechen war were not yet
mourned and buried (in 2000-2001 alone, the organization Human Rights Watch found eight burial
places of unidentified Russian soldiers),”> yet the second military campaign in Chechnya had
already begun.

A further important element was raising political and social anxiety about the perceived threat
from Islamic radicalism, which was spreading from the North Caucasus to other parts of Russia.
A series of terrorist attacks in Moscow and other Russian cities sharpened the sense of threat.
Added to this, the level of crime and drug addiction remained high, and society struggled with
feelings of insecurity. In 1999-2000 the polls detected an unexpectedly high level of nationalism,
and new strongly nationalistic movements started to emerge.?® During a press conference in 1999,
Vladimir Putin was asked about the bombing of Grozny and replied that the terrorists would be

mercilessly pursued and killed. The President permitted himself a emotional expression about

3Sperling, “The Last Refuge of a Scoundrel”, p. 249.

24 Blum, “Official Patriotism in Russia”, p.1.

25 See, for example “The ‘Dirty War’ In Chechnya: Forced Disappearances, Torture, and Summary
Executions, Human Rights Watch, March 2001. <www.hrw.org/reports/2001/chechnya/index.htm?>,
accessed 12 May 2022.

26 About the history of Russian nationalistic movements see, for example, A. Verkhovskii, “Russkii
farsh. Kak poyavilis' [ kuda idut rossiiskie natsionalisty”, Lenta.ru, 20 April 2016.
<https://lenta.ru/articles/2016/04/20/nationalism/>, accessed 20 July 2019..
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“rubbing out terrorists in the latrines™: “Eciu moul ux 6 myaneme notimaem, mo, uzguHume, u 6
copmupe ux 3amouum’” which indicated that anti-Chechen violence had become legitimate.?’

Malaise within the armed forces was also widespread. The army (still consisting mostly of
conscripts) was in deep crisis. According to the Ministry of Defence, the number of conscripts had
decreased from 27% in 1994 to 9.5% in 2004 — the lowest figures in the whole history of the
Russian and Soviet army.?® Conditions among active servicemen were also a serious problem. The
level of bullying (“0edoswuna’) was exceptionally high, and so was the rate of draft evasion. The
status of the military as a social group was constantly dropping. In 1998, a poll of the independent
sociological Levada Centre showed that 84% of Russian citizens did not want their relatives to
serve in the army. In 2002 the same answer was given by 72% of respondents.?’

Under these circumstances, the appearance of a programme that was aimed at “xoncorudayus
obwecmea, noooepicarue 00UEeCMBeHHOU U IKOHOMUYECKOU CMAOUIbHOCMY, YNpOYeHue
eouncmea u Opyacovl Hapooos™™ looked very ambitious in terms of implementation, but at the
very least conveyed to the post-Soviet public that the government was concerned about social
anomie and determined to take radical steps to address this.

The creation of the programme was one of the first attempts of the new Russian government
to unite citizens around sources of patriotic pride, to reconstruct national identity and to create a
new state ideology that would fill the space left by the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of
Communist rhetoric, and to protect this space from being filled up by other, independent
nongovernmental agents. As Anatoli Rapoport argues, the creation of the programme was aimed

at replacing the half-hearted liberal reforms of the 1990s by patriotic sentiments.*!

%" The video from the press-conference can be found on YouTube
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-2f-Q4K J70>, accessed 21 May 2022.

28 “Genshtab rezko - v 2-2,5 raza — uvelichivaet kolichestvo prizyvnikov”, Nezavisimaya gazeta, 22
July 2004. < http://www.ng.ru/politics/2004-07-22/1 genshtab.html> , accessed 4 July 2019.

%9 “Rossiyane ne khotyat, chtoby ikh blizkikh prizyvali v armiyu”, Levada Centre, 21-24 January
2005. <http://www.levada.ru/2005/02/08/rossiyane-ne-hotyat-chtoby-ih-blizkih-prizyvali-v-armiyu/>,
accessed 16 June 2019.

39 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie na 2001-2005 gg.

31 Rapoport, “Patriotic Education in Russia”, p. 147.
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In 2004, shortly after the establishment of the programme, an opinion poll showed that 89%
of respondents agreed with the necessity of paying greater attention to the patriotic education of
youth, and 62% were nostalgic about the Soviet system of patriotic education and wanted it to
return.’? It is therefore reasonable to presume that the interest in establishing the new concept of
patriotism came not just from the authorities, but from the public, which was also acutely aware
of the gap in state ideology.

skeskok

Initially, the creation of patriots was not ranked as a high priority from the budgetary point of
view. The declared amount of funding for the first programme was 177.95 million rubles from the
federal and regional budgets®* (which was approximately equal to the annual budget of the remote
and marginal Belgorod region at that time).>*

However, soon the programmes were positioned as affairs of state importance. In 15 years,
their budget increased 10 times, almost doubling every five years (none of the Russian regions had
received such an increase in financing). The programme of 2006-2010 had a budget of 497.8
million rubles;*® in 2011-2015 it was already 777.2 million rubles.>® The main increase occurred
in 2015, after the beginning of the military campaign in Eastern Ukraine and the Russian
involvement in the Syrian war. The programme 2016-2020 obtained a budget of 1,6 trillion,*” an

amount approximately equal to the annual budget of the city of Moscow in the same period.*®

32 "Patrioticheskoe vospitanie”, Baza dannykh Fonda obshchestvennoe mnenie, 5 February 2004.
<https://bd.fom.ru/report/cat/power/pow_arm/dd040530>, accessed 14 July 2019. This poll was
conducted by an organization, closely affiliated with the state, so the results of it should not be fully
trusted. Although, they look very plausible.

* Tbid.

3* O federal'nom byudzhetena 2000 god, 1999. <http://docs.cntd.ru/document/901751145>, accessed 1
July 2019.

33 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie grazhdan Rossiiskoi Federatsiina 2006-2010 gg.
<http://base.garant.ru/188373>, accessed 20 July 2019.

3¢ Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie grazhdan Rossiiskoi Federatsii na 2011-2015 gg.
<http://archives.ru/programs/patriot_2015.shtml>, accessed 20 July 2019.

37 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie grazhdan Rossiiskoi Federatsiina 2016-2020 gg.
<http://ivo.garant.ru/#/document/71296398/http://archives.ru/programs/patriot 2015.shtml>, accessed 20
July 2019.

3% Byudzhet Moskvy <https://budget.mos.ru/budget proj>, accessed 7 July 2019.
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The second Programme (2006-2010) mainly repeated the first one, but also claimed that the
system of patriotic education had now “generally emerged”, and had “noszsoruna dobumscs
HEKOMopo20 USMEeHeHUs MOHATbHOCMU pPAOA JIeKMPOHHbIX U NeYAMHbIX CPeOCm8 MACCO80U
ungopmayuu u 6 oceeweHuu npodrem nampuomuyeckoeo eocnumanusn’. However, the
programme admitted that “nampuomusm ewe ne cman 6 noanoil mepe 0d6veduHsIOUWEN OCHOBOU
obwecmesa. >’

The level of militarization of the programmes was rising gradually. The third one already had
anew goal — establishment of a positive attitude to military service: “popmuposanue nozumuenozo
OMHOWEHUs. 00WecmB8a K 80€HHOU CYicOe U NOJONCUMETbHOU MOMUBAYUU ) MOJIOObIX JH00el
OMHOCUMENLHO NPOXOHCOCHUS 60EHHOUL CLYHcObl no Konmpakmy u no npusvisy”’.** Among the
events listed in the programme, several new activities appeared, e.g. commemorating the twentieth
anniversary of Soviet troops’ withdrawal from Afghanistan (this event had to "inculcate a feeling
of respect for participants in those events") and the tenth anniversary of the heroic feat of the Sixth
Company that had perished in the Chechen Republic.*!

By the mid-2000s, the state budget for military activities had increased still further, and new
youth military-patriotic clubs started to emerge. In 2005 the Youth Democratic Anti-Fascist
Movement "Hamm™ (“Ours") was established; in 2008 The Federal Agency for Youth Affairs
(Pocmononexs) appeared. Both of them quickly became some of the main contractors of the new
federal programmes. In 2009 the Voluntary Society of Cooperation with the Army, Air Force and
Navy (known by its Russian acronym DOSAAF), a famous Soviet military organization, preparing
high school students for the army, was re-established and quickly reached approximately 10,000

branches, covering almost all of Russia’s regions.*?

39 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie na2006-2010 gg.

0 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitaniena 2011-2015 gg.

1 Tbid. I write about the myth of the Six Company in Chapter 2.

#21. Rozhdestvensky, “Russia’s Littlest Soldiers: How the Government Teaches Kids to Love the
Motherland and to Fight for It”, Meduza, 16 July 2015, <https://meduza.io/en/feature/2015/07/16/russia-
s-littlest-soldiers>, accessed 13 July 2019.
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Figure 3. Rally Our Victory (“Hama
nobena”) organized by the then just founded
“Hamm” movement in May 2005.* The rally
gathered 60,000 young people and 1,000
veterans of the GPW. In his speech, the head
of the movement claimed that the new
generation was taking the country from the
veterans and swore that no new invaders or
neo-fascists would enter the country. One of
the GPW veterans wished that girls gathered
at the rally might give birth to at least four
children, and that boys should be ready to
protect the Motherland.**

In the early 2010s, after the adoption of the third Programme of Patriotic Education, the
importance of patriotism as an ideological concept grew still further, and became one of the key
concepts of Russian state rhetoric. In 2012, in his annual address to the Federal Assembly of the
Russian Federation, Vladimir Putin stated that he saw patriotism as a “consolidating policy base”.
In a talk with the leaders of various patriotic groups, he also claimed that to talk about the patriotic

education of youth means to talk about the most important things: “o yennocmsx, o npascmeennvix

OCHO6AX, HA KOMOPbIXMbl MOMNCEM U O0JIICHDL cmpoumbv HAULY JHCU3Hb, 60CNUMbIEANTb demeﬁ,

# . The photo was made by Kommersant newspaper, published here
<https://lenta.ru/articles/2015/02/25/nashilOyears/?t> , accessed 22.05.2022.

* Yu. Suprunenko, "Veterany — molodym: 'Segodnya my peredaem vam Rossiyu...", Yoki.ru, 16 May
2005. <https://www.yoki.ru/social/16-05-2005/1464-nashi-0/?ysclid=13ho6qusau>, accessed 22.05.2022.
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pazeusams 00WECmeo, 8 KOHeUHOM umoee YKpeniams uawty cmpauy. [...] Ham HyocHol
oeticmeumensHo JHrcusvle Gopmul pabomoi 1o 80CNUMAHUIO nampuomusma
U 2paXicOaHCMEEHHOCMU, — d  3HAYUM,  ONUPANWUecs HA 0OWECMBEHHYI0  UHUYUAMUBY,
Ha ClyJceHue  MpAaOUYUOHHBIX — penucull,  Ha 0esamenbHOCMb  MOJOOENCHBIX U B0EHHO-
nampuomuueckux opanuzayui.”*

The fourth programme (2016-2020) is characterized by an even greater amount of paramilitary
events and even more militarized concept of patriotism.*® For the first time since the
implementation of the programmes, patriotism was given a definition; it was “readiness for a future
war”. The programme notes the need to increase the motivation of young people to serve the
Fatherland; strengthen the prestige of the armed forces’ service; improve the practice of patronage
of military units over educational organizations; to shape the moral, psychological and physical
readiness of young people to defend the Fatherland, loyalty to the constitutional and military duty
in peacetime and wartime.*” It is important to note that wartime is mentioned in the programmes
for the first time. The programme does not mention the Russian military campaign in Syria but
points out the tension with the West: the establishment of the Russian patriotic consciousness is
happening “6 C10JICHBIX VCIO6UAX IKOHOMUUECKO20 U 2€ONOIUMUYECKO20 coneprudecmea.”
Sociologist Iskander Yasaveev notes that the programme 2016-2020, unlike the previous, does not

mention labour activity and labour in general.* Service to the motherland can only be performed

with a gun.*

skoksk

> Vstrecha s predstavitelyami obshchestvennosti po voprosam patrioticheskogo vospitaniya
molodezhi, 2012. <http://kremlin.ru/events/president/news/16470>, accessed 24 May 2019.

% The only value-building entity that can compare with the military is “traditional religions”, which
primarily refers to Russian Orthodoxy.

4; Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitaniena 2016-2020 gg.

* Ibid.

¥ 1.G. Yasaveev, "Leitmotivy vlastnoi ritoriki v otnoshenii rossiiskoi molodezhi",
Sotsiologicheskoe obozrenie, vol. 15, no.3, 2016, pp. 56.

3% The 2016-2020 Programme was not replaced by a new one. Instead, in 2021, the federal project
Patriotic Education of Citizens of the Russian Federation an integral part of the state project “Education”,
was implemented in Russia. Unfortunately, a detailed description of the new project has not been
published but from the published brief draft bill it seems that it continues the same line of thought.
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Obviously, the main subject of the patriots’ production was the state. The state was also their
sponsor. Besides the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Culture, its main agents in the
implementation of the programme were the Ministry of Defence and the Russian State Military
Historical and Cultural Centre under the Government of the Russian Federation.’! Regional
authorities were required to develop their own local programmes, based on the federal one.

All of the four documents were aimed at encompassing all organizations that can exercise
influence on Russian citizens of all ages, from government agencies to schools, NGOs, religious
denominations (above all Orthodoxy), Russian Cossack communities:>? “Coszdanue maxoii
cucmembl npeonoazaem KOHCOAUOAYUuo 0esimeIbHOCMU OP2aH08 20CYOAPCMBEHHOU 81ACTU 8CeX
VPOBHelU, HAYUHbIX U 00PA308AMENbHBIX YUPEHCOCHUN, BEMEPAHCKUX, MOTIOOEHCHBIX, OPYUX
06UecmeenHbIX U peuuo3HbIX op2anuzayutl”>

As sociologists Ekaterina Khodzhaeva and Irina Meyer point out, against the backdrop of a
general ideological confrontation with the West, patriotic education appears as a matter in which
only trusted organizations loyal to the Russian authorities should be involved. Thus, in 2016, a bill
on amendments to the federal law “On Public Organizations” was introduced to the State Duma
prohibiting organizations involved in “patriotic education” from receiving foreign funding.>*

Veterans' unions were considered perfectly loyal and trustworthy. They were involved in the

fulfilment of the state programmes from the very beginning and had to play a crucial part in it. In

the very first programme, the participation of veterans’ alliances was mentioned several times.

>! Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie na2001-2005 gg.

32 Under Cossacks in official documents are meant not Cossacks in the ethnic sense but a militias in
approximations of Cossack uniform. Laruelle estimates Cossack troops working under the state umbrella
represent about 100,000 people (M. Laruelle, Is Russia Fascist? Unraveling Propaganda East and West,
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2021, p. 154.) Since the 2000s, Cossasks have been used for policing
oppositional activities, e.g. supposedly blasphemous exhibitions and performances. According to
evidences of journalists, Cossacks militias served alongside the Russian military during the Russian
invasion of Georgia in 2008, the takeover of Crimea and in military actions in Ukrainian
Donbass in 2014 (See about it for example S. Shuster, “Meet the Cossack 'Wolves' Doing
Russia's Dirty Work in Ukraine”, The Time, 12 May 2014. <https://time.com/95898/wolves-
hunglred—ukraine—russia—cossack/>, accessed 22 May 2022.)

>3 Ibid.

% E, Khodzhaeva, 1. Meyer, “Mobilizing Patriotism in Russia: Federal Programs of Patriotic
Education”, Russian Analytical Digest, no. 207, 2017. < https://doi.org/10.3929/ethz-b-000200136,
accessed 15 July 2019.
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They had to be involved in the work with young people for the sake of “nosnee ucnonvzosams ux
onvim u OYXO8HbIll NOMEHYUAN 8 YeNsaX COXPAHEHUS U NPeeMCMBEeHHOCMU CIA8HbIX D0eblX U
mpyooewvix mpaduyuii."> In the next programme (2006-2010), it was emphasized that this work
had been successful, and the activities of veteran organizations were termed precise and fit for
purpose.’

At the end of the 2010s, the demand for the participation of veterans in patriotic education
began to grow, and the argumentabout the need to increase the activity of veteran alliances in
working with young people was repeated several times in the programme for 2016-2020. The new
motives of propaganda of military service and the raising of its prestige ( “ykpenienue npecmuoica
cayorcovl 8 Boopyoicennvix Cunax Poccuiickou @edepayuu u npasooxpanumensHuvlx opeanax’)
have merged.”’

It is important to note that none of the four documents mentions the association of veterans of
a particular war. It thus supports my hypothesis>® that the state placed the veterans in the same
category, seeing those who fought in Afghanistan as younger brothers of those who fought in
World War II and defiantly not distinguishing their achievements.

skskok

All four Programmes (2001-2020) stated that their audience was “sce coyuanvHvie u
603pacmmuble 2pynnvl U cembli Kax ocHoeHble sveliku obuecmsa”.>® However, most of the activities
listed in the documents had children and adolescents as the main audience. The first and fourth of
the programmes indicated that the work of veterans was expected to be aimed primarily at young
people. Veterans’ organizations also named youth as their primary target. This bears out the
contention of sociologist Elena Omelchenko, who has argued that, after the collapse of the Soviet

Union and the abrupt changes in the socio-political climate, the discursive practices of producing

>3 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie na2001-2005 gg.
%6 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitaniena 2006-2010 gg.
37 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie na2016-2020 gg.
8 See Chapter 2.

% Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie na 2001-2005 gg.
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patriotic sentiments began to focus on young people again.®® Omelchenko calls this process “the
objectification and unification of youth as a group that needs to be controlled, regulated and
morally retrieved” ( “obvexmusayus u ynugurxayus monooesxicu, Kaxk epynnvl, HysHcoaoweics 6
Koumporne, pe2ynuposanuu u mopaibrom ucnpasrenuu’)® According to her, one can use
information about patriotic innovations (the creation of new political organizations for young
people, new public holidays, the commercialization of patriotic feeling) as a lens for perceiving
how the authorities are trying to rebuild the nation and transform its inhabitants from “Soviet
people” into Russians.®? In what follows, I shall apply this insight to the special case of veterans.

skeskok

The outcomes of the implementation of the programme sound ambitious and involve all
spheres of life: from the "socio-ideological front", where the programme should "obecneuums
O0VYX0B8HO-HpPABCMBEHHOEe — eOUHCMB0  00Wecmed,  CHUMCeHUue CmeneHu  U0eol02UtecKo2o
npomugocmosinus’’: to socio-economic relations, where it should contribute to the development of
the national economy; and to the realm of defence capability, where the programme should
provoke the desire of young people to serve in the armed forces, the readiness of citizens to defend
the Fatherland and “coxpanamo u pazsusame ezo crasnvie 6oeevie u mpyooevie mpaouyuu”.%
Sociologists Ekaterina Khodzhaeva and Irina Meyer claim that the programmes formulated
virtually immeasurable indicators that reflected the process of the programmes’ implementation
rather than their result. Their effectiveness was unclear. Hence, it could be easily simulated and
even falsified.® However, the programme 2016-2020 claims that since 2001 the total number of
patriotic associations and clubs in the country has reached 22,000, defence and sports camps —
approximately 2,000, youth training centres for military service had been established in 78 regions

of the Russian Federation (out of 85), and in total 21.6% of Russian youth had already participated

5 Omel'chenko, “Kak nauchit' lyubit' Rodinu?”, p. 270.

! Tbid., p. 275.

62 Ibid.

% Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie na2001-2005 gg.
64 Khodzhaeva, Meyer, “Mobilizing Patriotism in Russia”.
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in the patriotic education events. While not representing anything like a majority of the intended
age group, this is a substantial proportion of it and clearly the intention is to broaden the catchment

still further.

R
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Figure 4. Members of Yunarmiya practice
assembling rifles at the Youth Pre-
Recruitment training center in the city of

Noginsk in Moscow region.®

“From a Position of Responsibility for the Future of Russia”.
The Involvement of Veterans’ Unions in the State Programmes
How have the veterans’ unions reacted to the new tasks and how did the implementation of
the programmes influence them? In what follows, I propose to study the development of several
well known and influential veterans’ alliances that have been actively involved in the patriotic
education programmes: the Russian Alliance of Veterans of Afghanistan (Poccuiickuii Coro3

Berepanos Adranucrana, RSVA), and The All-Russia Public Organization of Veterans Battle

55 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitaniena 2016-2020 gg.

5 The photograph by Sergey Ponomarev was initially published at A. Troianovski, I. Nechepurenko,
V. Hopkins, “How the Kremlin Is Militarizing Russian Society”, The New York Times, 21 December
2021. <www.nytimes.com/2021/12/21/world/europe/russia-military-putin-kremlin.html>, accessed 23
May 2022.
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Brotherhood (“boeBoe 6patcTBo’). These are among the most colourful, significant and in the same
time characteristic examples of such organizations. I intend to consider the changes that the
veterans’ unions went through after the adoption of the state patriotic programmes, and to trace
how the participation in the state initiatives has become one of the main forms of the unions’
activities.

“B uem enaeuviti umoe Haweu 20-nemueti desmenvrHocmu? (...) Mol cmanu peanbHbiMU
napmuepamu 20cy0apcmed, cnoCoOHbIMU NOJHOYEHHO pabomams emecme ¢ HUM paou 3aujumel
Hayuonanvuvix unmepecos .’ This is a verbatim quotation from the speech of the chairman of the
All-Russia Public Organization of Veterans, Battle Brotherhood, Boris Gromov, at a meeting of
the union’s Central Council in December 2017. The Battle Brotherhood is one of the largest and
most influential Russian veterans’ organizations. According to official information, it has more
than 105,000members from across the Russian regions.®® If this figure is correct, it means that,
given overall numbers of 750,000,% almost one in every seven former Afghan soldiers is a
member.

In 1987-1989, the chairman of the union, Boris Gromov, was the head of the 40" Army — the
entire contingent of Soviet troops in Afghanistan — and later he had a political career which
included the post of the Deputy Minister of Defence (1992-1995) and, more unusually for a
military veteran, the governor of Moscow region (2000-2012). According to him, the organization

has involved "nooasnsawwee Oonvuwuncmeo gemepanog 6oegvix Oeticmsuti 8 Agpeanucmane 6

7 Boris Gromov: Boevoe bratstvo stalo real'nym partnerom gosudarstva v zashchite natsional'nykh
interesov, Antimaidan.ru, 22. December 2017, <https://antimaidan.ru/article/12346>, accessed 15 July
2019.

68 Privetstvie k uchastnikam V S"ezda Vserossiisko i obshchestvennoi organizatsii veteranov Boevoe
Bratstvo ot Prezidenta Rossii, Boevoe bratstvo website. <https://bbratstvo.com/ob-
organizatsii/dokumenty-organizatsii/materialy-5-sezda-organizatsii/privetstviya-k-uchastnikam-v-sezda-
vserossijskoj-obshhestvennoj-organizatsii-veteranov-boevoe-bratstvo/14271-2)>, accessed 15 July 2019.

% For the number of Russian militaries in Afghanistan, see <https://bbratstvo.com/2018/02/24/doklad-
borisa-gromova-na-zasedanii-komiteta-po-koordinacii-sovmestnoy-deyatelnosti-veteranskih-obedineniy>,
accessed 15 July 2019.
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AKMUGHYI0 00WeCmeeHHO-NOIUMUYECKYIO U Nampuomu4eckylo xcusHs ", itsmembers "yuacmeyiom
6 peanuzayuu 25-mu c60uUx npoeKmos, excemecsuHo npoeodsm 0o 1500 meponpusmuii."’

Battle Brotherhood was established in 1997. If the original aim of the organization, as well as
other military unions of that time, was to mourn the fallen and help families of the victims, in the
beginning of the 2000s the union claimed a new aim: to increase the social and political activity
of veterans, the effectiveness of their participation in military-patriotic work, and the preparation
of young people for the defence of the Fatherland.”! The organization explained these changes
referring to the changes in socio-economic situation in Russia, the strengthening of its geopolitical
position and the growth of the new threats to national security.’” In other words, it gave an account
of causality that closely resembled the rationale for the transformation of government campaigns.

The final shift from the discourse of grief to the discourse of glory occurred at the fourth
congress of Battle Brotherhood in January 2011 (after the release of the third Programme of
patriotic education) when the organization finally abandoned commemorative and social work,
and switched from “ysxosemepanckou coyuanvrotl npodoremamuxu” to activities that, in its
approach, were “3nauumel 013 wWUpoOKUX c0e6 poccuticko2o 0bujecmaa, maxkux KaKk Nampuomu3m,
ChloYeHue ux 60Kpye HAYUOHANbHOU uodeu coodelicmeus pazgumuio Poccuu kax cunvbhozo
coyuanvrozo 2ocyoapcmea’”.”® From now on its main goal was to protect not the veterans, but
Russia's national interests.”*

Tellingly, in 2007, when Battle Brotherhood began to reduce all activities not directly related

to patriotic work and created a branch organization The All-Russian Association of the Families

of the Fallen Defenders of the Fatherland (“O6mepoccuiickast oO1iecTBeHHasI OpraHu3aIs ceMei

" “Doklad Predsedatelya Komiteta po koordinatsii sovmestnykh deistvii veteranskikh obedinenii
Geroya Sovetskogo Soyuza Gromova B.V.”, Boevoe bratstvo website. <https://bbratstvo.com/doklad-
predsedatelya-komiteta-po-koordinacii-sovmestnyh-deystviy-veteranskih-obedineniy-geroya-sovetskogo-
soyuza-gromova-bv>, accessed 1 July 2019.

! Istoricheskaya spravka, Boevoe bratstvo website < https://bbratstvo.com/ob-
organizatsii/istoricheskaya-spravka>, accessed 3 July 2019.

2 Ibid.

7 Ibid.

1 address this topic in Chapter 1.
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noruOmux 3amuTHUKOB OTeuectBa”). This alliance, which now has 33 offices throughout the
country,” was supposed to assist families of fallen soldiers and participate in the elaboration of
the federal law regarding their status. In reality, the association has been used for involving
relatives of the dead soldiers in the same “patriotic” activities. In June 2019 alone, they took part
in the festival of the Russian Federal Penitentiary Service in Chelyabinsk region;’® presented
awards to members of the state youth organization “fOnapmus” [Young Army] ("for their help in
holding the patriotic events") in Vladikavkaz;’’ held a meeting with the students of the North

Caucasian Military School”®

and were present at the opening ceremony of the military-patriotic
game "SI — marpuot" in the Krasnoyarsk State University.”

Organizations that, in theory, should have been independent, in practice turned out to be
subordinate to the main military alliances. For example, the head of the Bryansk branch of the
organization, Maria, the widow of an officer who died in Afghanistan, refused to talk to me until
she was given an order to do so by the head of the local military union. She began the interview
by saying that her organization is grateful to the head of the union and the local city administration.

2005 also saw the start of the process of merging of small regional veterans’ alliances and
Battle Brotherhood. Various military unions from the former USSR (for example, The Public
Association of Afghanistan Veterans of Azerbaijan or The Association of Soldiers-Veterans of
Uzbekistan) also became members of the Battle Brotherhood. The membership in the All-Russian

organization gave then new (federal) funding and new statute. Its first paragraph stated that that

the unions must participate in protecting national interests in accordance with the law of the

7> See the website of the organization, www.ooospzo.com/deyatelnost

76 <www.000spzo.com/single-post/2019/06/20/MaccoBoe-KyIbTypHO-CIIOPTHBHOE-MEPOIPUSTHE-
MPOIILIO-HA-BEIOMCTBEHHO-0a3e-0Tnbixa-« M ckpan-pacnonoxenHoii-ua-o3epe-Kym-Kyne>, accessed 15
July 2019.

T <www.000spzo.com/single-post/2019/06/20/Mars-I'eposi-Poccun-narpaauna-ronapmeiiies-
rpaMoTaMHU-H-0J1aroapcTBEHHBIMU-TTUCEMaMIr>, accessed 15 July 2019.

8 <www.000spzo.com/single-post/2019/06/12/Bctpeua-c-mamoii-I'eposi-Poccun>, accessed 15 July
2019.

" <www.000spzo.com/single-post/2019/06/03/B-KpacHospckoM-Cubupckom-DenepaasHOM-
YHUBEPCUTETE-COCTOSIIaCh-BOCHHO-TTATpUOTHYECKas-Urpa-uMeHu-1 epos-Poccun-Onera-Tubexuna-«5-—
-matpuoT»>, accessed 15 July 2019.
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Russian Federation, and only the second one claimed the protection of war veterans and their
families.®® By 2011, the consolidation of the union was declared complete. According to its

81 regional

website, “noinokposusie, deecnocobnbie, agmopumemmule U y3Hasaemvle 8 oouecmee
branches had emerged in all 85 Russian regions. In total, the organization now had 951 local and
623 primary branches. The next step began: Battle Brotherhood initiated the creation of a new
“agpgpexmuenoco 0OHOBIEHHO20 UHCMUMYMA 00WECMBA, ACCOYUUPOBAHHO20 8 0OWYIO CUCEMY
yuacmus 6 obecneuenuu nayuonanvnoi 6esonacrnocmu Poccuu’ ¥

Like most of the organizations involved in patriotic education and affiliated with the state, the
union has secured extensive funding through the state grant system. The amount of grants that the
alliance received has been steadily increasing. In 2015, it obtained 13 million rubles, in 2017 —24
million,® in 2018— 51 millions.** This stands alongside a crackdown on NGOs that are allegedly

receiving funding from foreign sources, which had more and more difficulty operating over the

given period.*®

80 Ustav Vserossiisko i obshchestvennoi organizatsii veteranov Boevoe bratstvo, Boevoe bratstvo
website. <https://bbratstvo.com/ob-organizatsii/dokumenty-organizatsii/ustav-vserossijskoj-
obshhestvennoj-organizatsii-veteranov-boevoe-bratstvo-redaktsiya-do-14-iyunya-2016-g>, accessed 16
June 2019.

81 Istoriches kayaspravka, Boevoe bratstvo website.

% Ibid.

83 “Prezident podderzhal patriotov materialno. Kremlevskie granty poluchat ‘Boevoe bratstvo’,
‘Russkie mototsiklisty’ i molodezh' Edinoi Rossii”, Vedomosti, 23 November 2017.
<www.vedomosti.ru/politics/articles/2017/11/23/742766-prezident-patriotov>, accessed 1 July 2019.

8 S Ezhov, “Brat'ya po grantam. Kak Boevoe bratstvo vypolnyaet goszakaz na patriotism”,
Sobesednik, 8 November 2018, <https://sobesednik.ru/politika/20181108-bratya-po-grantam-kak-boevoe-
bratstvo-vypolnyaet-goszakaz-na-patriotizm>, accessed 1 July 2019.

% 1n 2012, Russia passed a law on “foreign agents”, under which the work of non-profit organizations
that receive foreign funding and are engaged in political activities (interpreted very broadly) become
subjects to numerous restrictions. They must state their status on all printed materials; report their income
and expenses to the governmental authorities, and can be fined or shut down for violating these rules. In
recent years, all prominent Russian NGOs, including the Memorial Human Rights Centre, the Centre of
Independent Sociological Research, the Levada Centre and others, as well as more than 40 mass media,
have come under this law. 16 of the “foreign agents” were closed by courts, and 56 were forced to stop
their activities themselves. Since 2020, the law has been expanded to individuals. See about the law, for
example, M. Russell, “'Foreign agents' and 'undesirables' Russian civil society in danger of extinction?”,
European Parliamentary Research Service, March 2022,
<https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2022)729297>, accessed 22 May
2022.
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The Fifth Congress of the renewed Battle Brotherhood in 2016 became a milestone for the
new state institution. It took place in the Central Museum of the Great Patriotic War on Poklonnaya
Gora Memorial Complex — the most important site of memory® of the Second World War in
Russia. The congress was opened by a talk about patriotic education and “npomugoodeiicmsue
mexnonoauam yeemmuvix peeonoyuii’ — a term that made explicit the post-Soviet geopolitical
promptings behind state support for the veterans’ associations. In his opening statement, Boris
Gromov also stressed that the veterans’ alliances have to prepare future patriots “s ycrogusx
UHopMayuonHotl 610Kadbl aHmMupocculickoli nponazanovr” 38

For the first time, the members of Battle Brotherhood proclaimed the establishment of a
system of participation in protecting the national interests of the state®” as the main goal of their
work. It was added to the union’s statute, which had formerly specified only the protection of
veterans’ rights. Participation in “patriotic” events was officially declared “the fundamental duty”
for all the wunion’s members: “cucmemamuueckoe uenopupoganue >3moti 3adayu 0Oe3
V8aNCUMENbHBIX NPULUH NP0y CMAMPUBAIOMCS MEPbl NOBLIUEHHOU OMEEMCMBEHHOCIU KAACO020
3a 6e30esmenbHOCHIb U NACCUBHOCTb 60N 00 UCKTI0UeHUs U3 pados. ",

The resolution of the congress stated that over the past years the “patriotic potential” of the
organization’s members had been widely reclaimed. Battle Brotherhood annually led up to three
thousand patriotic and military memorial events and activities, aimed at supporting presidential
domestic and foreign policy ("moanep:kka BHEIIHEH 1 BHyTpEeHHEH MOMUTUKHU npe3uaeHTa") and

counteracting the effects of political opposition ("mpoTuBojeiicTBHE AECTPYKTUBHOU

onmo3zurmu"). In 2015 alone, the union coordinated 10 public events (including a rally to mark the

8 Using Pierre Nora’s term (P. Nora, Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past, New York,
Columbia University Press, 1996).

87 Istoricheskaya spravka, Boevoe bratstvo website.

88 V Moskve proshel V Sezd Vserossiiskoi organizatsii Boevoe bratstvo. <YouTube <
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k5JETWo6wiE>, accessed 6 July 2019.

% Ustav Vserossiiskoi obshchestvennoi organizatsii veteranov Boevoe bratstvo,
<https://bbratstvo.com/ob-organizatsii/dokumenty-organizatsii/ustav-vserossijskoj-obshhestvennoj-
organizatsii-veteranov-boevoe-bratstvo-redaktsiya-do-14-iyunya-2016-g>, accessed 16 June 2019.

% Istoricheskaya spravka, Boevoe bratstvo website.
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first anniversary of the annexation of Crimea) and 30 paramilitary camps for 3,500 young people.
As the congress’s resolution stated, every third member of the union (out of 105,000) took an
active part in the social and political life of the country and sought to promote the dissemination
of patriotic feeling (“gpopmuposanue 6 cmpane nampuomuuecrkozo donvumncmesa").”!

Among the future goals were listed collaboration with the authorities to aid the preservation
of civic order and the protection of the constitutional system of political and social stability in
society; implementation of actions that would support the domestic and foreign policy of the
president; improvement of the system of participation in youth patriotic education; “protection of
the heroic history of the Fatherland”, “opposition to the falsification of history”.”> The protection
of ex-combatants’ rights was not mentioned at all.

Thus, it took Battle Brotherhood less than 19 years to transform from a civil rights
organization to a political institution affiliated with the state and working on entrenchment of the
norm for the public representation of historical memory (the only true and acceptable norm of
historical representation, from the state’s perspective) and the boosting of a collective identity
centred on the idea of the “winning nation”. Added to this, we can see an especially rapid
transformation of funding and goals since 2014.

Moreover, the organization has also started working on the development of guidelines for
other veterans’ alliances. In 2014-2016 it published, for example, the book, The Volunteer
Movement in Russia: Past and Present,” mainly dedicated to "the modern phase of development
of the Russian volunteer movement, associated with the humanitarian catastrophe in the

n9s

Donbass".”* Publishing of such "scientific-theoretical frameworks for patriotic education"’® was

claimed in the programmes as one of the most important goals.

! Tbid.

?2 Ibid.

% The book can be accessed through the website E-Library
<https://elibrary.ru/item.asp?id=26363491&>, accessed 21 May 2022.

* Ibid.

%Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie na2001-2005 gg.
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Figure 5. “Kpectrmplii xoa-cruiaB” in
Khakassia. War veterans, Cossacks and
clergy together with local children took an
icon of the Virgin to 56 villages. In the end,
they were welcomed by members of the
military-sports Centre "Patriot" who showed
their skills in hand-to-hand combat and
demonstrated "their readiness to serve in the
army and defend the Fatherland."*®

Alongside Battle Brotherhood, similar transformations affected the other veteran unions.

Founded in 1991, more sizable than Battle Brotherhood (about half a million members®’) but less

active (79 branches), the Russian Alliance of Veterans of Afghanistan (Poccwmiickuii Coro3

Berepanos A¢ranucrana, RSVA), initially also focused on lobbying for benefits on behalf of the

families of war victims,”® but in the late-2000s fully concentrated on “pre-draft training” in draft

% «“Krestnyi khod — splav po reke Tom"™, CHOU "Pravoslavnaya gimnaziya" website.
<http://www.luka-nk.ru/profilaktika/suitsid/41-vazhnoe/345-krestnyj-khod-splav-po-reke-tom>, accessed
22 May 2022. The photo was first published in <htttps://estafetapokolenij.ru/news/840/>, accessed 22

May 2022.

%7 Rossiiskii Soyuz veteranov Afganistana, <https://ru.wikipedia.org/?0ldid=97870139>, accessed 16

June 2019.

% See website: <http://rsva.ru/o-soyuze>, accessed 15 July 2019.
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boards and a conscription advertisement campaign® exactly in accordance with the first two
Patriotic Education Programmes. RSVA has been carrying out an event for children and
adolescents called “B apmuu cinyxuth mouetHo!” (It is an Honour to Serve in the Military!) that
included school lessons called “Cnyxy Poccun!” (“I Serve Russia!”), competitions for the best
essay on a topic “Ectb Takas npodeccus — poauny 3ammmiars’ (“There is such a Profession —
to Defend the Motherland!”), meetings with veterans of the war in Afghanistan.!?’ Alongside this,
since the late 2000s, all veteran organizations have participated in numerous political.'%!

RSVA became one of the many partners of DOSAAF, the former Soviet paramilitary
organization re-established in modern Russia in 2009. Its 10,000 plus branches cover almost all
the Russian regions. Members of DOSAAF go through different types of military training; learn
to march in formation, shoot from different types of weapons and so on. Predictably, many of
DOSAAF’s instructors are members of veterans’ organizations. For instance, the head of RSVA
Franz Klintsevich is the head of DOSAAF’s Commission on Patriotic, Spiritual and Moral
Education. This interpenetration of the veterans’ alliances and state institutions became a
characteristic feature of recent years.

Since the mid-2010s, the activities of RSVA (as well as Battle Brotherhood) have expanded
from the mobilization of draftees to work with society in general. Members of the organization
have conducted lessons in schools, organized concerts of military songs, set up paramilitary camps
and competitions for children, created clubs for young paratroopers. By the end of the 2010s, the
actions of unions had attained a socially overarching status. Their audience included preschoolers,
schoolchildren, conscripts, military officers, parents of dead soldiers, and the public at large.

Geographically, their work covered the whole territory of Russia.

% See: “Permskaya kraevaya organizatsiya Obshcherossiiskoi obshchestvennoi organizatsii ‘Rossiiskii
Soyuz veteranov Afganistana’”, <www.permgaspi.ru/tematicheskie-bloki/velikaya-otechestvennaya-
vojna-1941-1945-gg-2/dokumenty-rsva.html>

10 For example, see: “V den' VDV Komi prisoedinitsya k vserossiiskoi aktsii ‘V armii sluzhit —
pochetno’, Informatsionnoe agentstvo Komiinform, 24 July 2006, <https://komiinform.ru/news/37585>,
accessed 1 June 2019.

191 T address this in more details in Chapter 1.
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In the course of just two months, May and June 2019, RSVA held, for example, a round of
the military game “3apauna” (Summer Lightning) in the deep forest of Tula Region (17 teams of
schoolchildren stormed the fortified positions of the alleged enemy, shot and ran through an

obstacle course),'??

and a festival of patriotic songs, “boeBas Beicota” (Battle Heights), near Ufa
(the programme included a concert by Checkpoint band and “a field kitchen with traditional
soldiers’ porridge”).!%® Veterans also took part in a “sacred rafting” along the river Tom' in
Khakassia. Clergymen and veterans from Novokuznetsk sailed 650 km with the icon of the Virgin
Mary, making stops in 60 villages and praying "for reviving spiritual traditions, love for the
Fatherland, and patriotic education of the younger generation".'%*

The most notable story about the patriotic education of youth was told to me in the city of
Nizhniy Tagil. The local RSVA union was called by a kindergarten director and asked if some of
the veterans could come there and talk about patriotism with toddlers. Andrei, the head of the
union, was confused and tried to discourage the director by explaining that he considers this age
too early to talk about wars. The director insisted and explained that the kindergarten was obliged
by the local authorities to organize any “patriotic” events. Finally, Andrei found a solution. He
asked a former afganets who had later got ordained as an Orthodox priest to give a patriotic class
in this kindergarten. In his interview, Andrei proudly explained that the priest managed to talk to

children both about God and about war. The combination of the two topics struck Andrei as ideally

patriotic.

102 <y Yasnogorskom raione proshla voenno-sportivnaya igra ‘Zarnitsa-2019”, Tul'skie novosti, 10
June, 2016 < https://newstula.ru/fn_454186.html>, accessed 17 June 2019. Zarnitsa was first introduced
in 1967 and was widely promoted through the Pioneer movement. The goal of the game was to “develop
children’s ability to survive and contribute to a possible future war effort” (L. Dunlop, Discourses of
heroism in Brezhnev's USSR. DPhil thesis, University of Oxford, Oxford, 2017, p. 110.

103 «y Ufe sostoyalsya V festival' veteranskoi pesni ‘Boevaya vysota™, Gorodskoi portal Ufacity.info
30 May 2019. < https://ufacity.info/press/news/327097.html>, accessed 16 June 2019.

104 <K restnyi khod-splav”, Kemerovskii Soyuz veteranov Afganistana. <www.rsva42.ru>, accessed 16
June 2019.



245
Q EroaoHsa
8 f\\w

L4

Figure 6. Concert of the Winged Guard
band at Russian military base in Syria,
August 2020. The band consists of

afgantsyand performs Afghan war songs'®

A Hurdy-gurdy as a Weapon of Mental Warfare.
Patriotic Education of Youth from War Veterans’ Perspective

After the beginning of the war in the south-east of Ukraine, veterans' alliances started working
as recruitment centres for mobilizing pro-Russian militias to fight in Donbass and, from 2015, in
Syria.!% “Patriotic education” has moved forward with the Russian troops: the unions began to
coordinate “patriotic” activities in Syria. For instance, in February 2016, the RSVA organized a
musical tour of a veterans’ band called Rosfov (it was founded by two veterans of the war in
Afghanistan)!’’ to the Russian military base Khmeimim. One of the chairmen of RSVA

commented to journalists that two generations of soldiers would find a common language: "9mo

0yoem He npocmo  8vICMYNJeHue neped NYOMUKOU, a cmpeua 08YX  NOKOJeHUll

195 Screenshot from the NTV channel video initially published here: “Moskovskie artisty dali kontsert
dlya voennykh na aviabaze Khmeimim”, N7V, 23 August 2020. <https://www.ntv.ru/video/1901361/>,
accessed 23.05.2022.

196 1 discuss this in Chapter 1.

197 Official site of the band: <https:/gruppa-rostov.ru/>, accessed 15 July 2019.
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‘unmepnayuonanucmos’. Oonu npoutiu Agearn, smopwie npoxoosm Cupuro. [1ogeps, um 6ydem o
uem nozogopumsy”.'%

My informant Yevgeny, an afganets from Yekaterinburg, was one of those who went to Syria
to give concerts to Russian troops. After demobilization, Yevgeny became a professional musician
and an enthusiast of old folk musical instruments. He brought a hurdy-gurdy to the military base,
which he saw as a “weapon” for raising the soldiers' morale: “/I dasno yoce x my3vixanvrvim
UHCMPYMEHMAM OMHOWLYCb KAK modce K opyycuto. B menmanvuotl 6oline - smo opyoicue, Ha
camom-mo Oene." In addition to the concert, Yevgeny and his peers told the Russian soldiers about
Afghanistan: “To ecmb ¢ HapoOHbIMU UHCMDYMEHMAMU 3HAKOMUM, HPO CEOU BOUHbBL
pacckasviéaem, npo eadxchocms. Mm noboe snumanue xopouwio. [...] Koeoa ¢ Cupuro npuexan na
0azy, 2y mens owyugenue owiio, kak oyomo s 6 Kabyne. [Ipupoda, dyx maxoti sice, moivKko 8UOHO
umo apmust coscem opyeas. To ecmv mam BTP ¢ nasopomamu, naramxu smu Haoyeuvie. Kpymo
npocmo." According to Yevgeny, it was important for him to grasp this similarity between the
wars, and to understand that the Syrian campaign repeats the Afghan one. Notably, in talking about
their similarities, he used modern clichés taken from the guidelines for patriotic education
programs in relation to these wars: “/[na nawezo napooa u ona naweu apmuu 6ce2oa uoes 6ce-
maku eaxcua. M bopvba c meppopusmom - 5mo He nycmole Cl06d, U 3auuma Onsamos-maxiu IHCHbIX
pybesicell Hautell poOuHbl.”

skskok

Now Yevgeny is one of those who teach "lessons of courage" in the schools of Yekaterinburg
on a permanent basis. In his interview, Yevgeny noted that he and other local afgantsy started
teaching "lessons of courage" in the late 1990s. At that time, it was a grassroots initiative of the

schools; nowadays he and his peers are invited through the federal programme. According

to Yevgeny, he gives patriotic education lessons to schoolchildren of all ages, and, just as in Syria,

1% A. Anokhin, “Voina neob’yavlennykh geroev: reportazh zhurnalista ‘ Amurskoi pravdy’ s rossiiskoi
voennoi bazy v Sirii”, Amurskaya pravda, 4 February, 16
<https://www.ampravda.ru/2016/02/04/064070.html>, accessed 16 June 2019.
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brings musical instruments with him: “Omo, kax 6wl cxazams, KoHyepmoi-becedvl, mo ecmv
meopuecKue 6emepamnbl, eCmb U ah2anybl, eCmb U Ye4eHybl, C 2UMAPamu, co CMUXamu-necHAMU,
X00UM U pacckasvleaem npo cayiceHue pooune. Yepez meopuecmeo, uepes necHio Jezue
00Cmyuamucs, NOMOMY Ymo 0emu Jyduie OCNPUHUMAIOm 5mo &ce. (...) Bom y mens npoepamma
ecmb "3anoseouvie 3gyku Ypana', smo 6v1 maxas wapoouwas mema. Ho mooce 6 sounckyio
NI0CKOCMb, PO POOUHY, NPO 3auUmy, npo Mo, KaK GUMA3U HAuu Mo ece oeranu.”

According to Yevgeny, he does not encourage children to join up in the armed forces, but
talks about his own experience of military service and his childhood desire to become a
paratrooper: “Hukaxou aeumayuu, nuue2o. A npocmo pacckazviéaio npo cebs, npo ceoii nymo,
KAK Mbl MAaIbYUWKAMU POCIU, KAK MeYma NosAGUNAcb Yy MeHs 6 NAMOM Kldacce Cmamb
oecanmnukam. IIpo smo necnio norw. (...) [lomomy umo uepe3 necmio necue 00CmMy4amuvcs 00
MO100020 cepoya.”

Yevgeny and his peers are especially busy on the first of September (the beginning of the
school year, when the "lessons of courage" are usually offered), on Victory Day (9th of May) and
all of February. The authorities of Yekaterinburg and many other Russian cities have declared
February The Defender of the Fatherland Month ("Mecsunuk3amuTaukaoTeuecta’). As
Yevgeny and other local ex-soldiers told me, from the end of January and until mid-March, they
participate in events for children and adults almost every day. Yvgeny regretted that veterans were

not paid, but claimed he was ready to work for free: “Ecms npobnemst ¢ ¢punancuposanuem

nampuomuxu. Ilosmomy mul Ha udeonrozuu”.
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, ST e LT
Figure 7."3anoBennbie 3Byku Ypana', a
class that my informant Yevgeny taught to
children with disabilities at the Centre for
Social Assistance to Families at the city of
Nizhnyaya Tura in the Ural. Yevgeny
demonstrated Russian folk instruments
(here, he is holding his hurdy-gurdy), and
wore a blue beret — part of the Soviet
paratrooper uniform. The class was a part of
a big project organized by a veterans’
organization.'”

How do veterans feel about the necessity of participating in mostly unpaid work? I would
argue that they perceive it as part of their military service and at the same time the most honourable
part of it. In their narratives, taking part in school classes, talking to children, and even organizing
paramilitary camps, sounds like carrying out a military order. Therefore, Afghan war veterans
consider it natural that in fulfiling this duty they replace veterans of the Great Patriotic War who,

quoting Yevgeny, "have begun to wither on the vine" ("nauanu yssaoams"). Similarly, the veterans

are not reflective of the need for patriotic education as such.

199 nZapovednye zvuki Urala", Tsentre sotsial'noi pomoshchi sem'e i detyam official website, 6
February 2020.
<https://zabotal39.msp.midural.ru/news/zapovednye-zvuki-urala-47948/?>, accessed 23 May 2022.
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In rare cases they, like Nikolai from Bryansk, regretted that the city administration which
involved veterans in patriotic education, was not also engaged in social work with them:
"[lampuomusm HydiceH, be3 nampuomusma Cmpamy He 6blmsAHelub, HO Mbl NOXOOUU MecAYy [no
WKoNaM], a 6bl [YUHOBHUKU] NOMOM XOMb pa3 NO360HUME IMOMY 6eMePany ¢ aOMUHUCMPAYUU
unu ¢ kakux-mo mam. 'Kak evl ocuseme?' O nac ecnomunarom moavko mozoa [Ko20a HyHCHO
nposecmu ypoku 8 wkonaxj."

Back in the early 2000s, several of my respondents voluntarily founded children's paramilitary
clubs. They felt responsible to work with children and did not question the need for that work. Ali,
a Dagestani from the village of Leninaul, opened both a children's club for village children and a
museum of the local wars at a local school. In his interview, he regretted that because there are
few veterans in the village, local children receive too little attention and information. His neighbor,
Karam, complained that modern children think too much about money and careers, and not about
serving the Motherland. During the "lessons of courage," students sometimes asked him what
social benefits he as a veteran received for his service. I knew that Karam obtained nothing and
was very frustrated by this fact; later he went on hunger strike, demanding his social benefits. So,
I asked, what did Karam tell children in such cases? He admitted that he would lie to them,
knowing that his goal was to persuade them to serve.

Participation in government programmes allows veterans to maintain a military ethos and,
even decades after the war that they fought in, to preserve a soldier's identity. This identity
transcends any other personal or social identity, at any rate in the long term. Notably, some
afgantsy told me that at the moment, Chechen war veterans are rarely involved in the
implementation of programmes of patriotic education. However, when they retire and lose the
opportunity to think about their career, they will remember their military experience and come to
schools: they will simply have no choice.

The only person that disagreed with this position was afganets Vladimir from Bryansk, who,

as I discussed in Chapter 1, was exceptional because he organized an anti-war rally there. He
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hadnot preserved his military identity and had a negative attitude towards the militarization of
society. He resented the practice of bringing veterans to schools as if they were priests (“xax
nonog”), and he also doubted that they had anything to tell children about: "Ymo éemeparnsr Cupuu
0y0ym pacckasvleams s He 3HAI0, YeCMHO 2080ps."

skeskok

Another important issue is how the involvement of veterans in patriotic education looks from
the state perspective and how state actors relate to it. As far as my fieldwork shows, in many
Russian regions people responsible for patriotic education, usually combine two roles: heads of
military unions and state officials, so they can fully control both the process of “patriotic” work
and its actors. For example, my informant, afganets Vyacheslav, living in the southern Russian
city of Bryansk, works as the head of a local War Invalids’ Organization and as a Bryansk Regional
Duma deputy, responsible for activities connected with collective memory, commemoration of
wars (Bryansk veterans’ already built a war monument and a chapel) and patriotic education. In
his interview, Vyacheslav complained about how inactive some veterans were, and that it was
impossible to start new projects with such an undisciplined audience. He also explained that he
often threaten members of his organization to deprive them of veterans’ social benefits if they are
not active enough.

Vyacheslav himself frequently attends schools with “lessons of courage” or gives talks about
the war in Afghanistan. Oksana Kozlova, a headteacher in the Kolyudovskaya secondary school,
responsible for the patriotic education of students and a school’s Museum of Local Wars, told me
that Vyacheslav gives perfect talks while most other veterans do not know how to communicate
to a young audience. Usually, Oksana asks children to perform while meeting veterans, not vice
versa. Students recite military poems, sing military songs or make Power Pont presentations and
tell veterans about the local wars. However, Oksana lamented, even this simple scenario is often

broken: “Yecmno eam crasicy: 6vieaem max, ymo uH020a KIACCHBIL PYKOBOOUMeNb NPUXOOUm U
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acaunyemcs. Oxcana Huxonaesna, mol comosunuce ¢ 0embmu, a ()edymka 6 Ha060p0m ece.

Ckaszan: He HAOo [éawiux evlcmynieHull], 1yuuie s am pacckaicy.”’

Figure 8. onment ) to  Soldier-
Internationalists in Bryansk, erected on the
initiative of war veterans in 1993.'1°

The fact that the majority of veterans are not able to cope with the patriotic education of
children was told to me by all the performers of patriotic education whom I interviewed, including
the former soldiers themselves. Mikhail Svintsov, the head of the Bryansk Movement of Young
Patriots (a local paramilitary course for schoolchildren, an analogue of the Yunarmia, created to
prepare children for the army) complained that most often draftees of local wars (especially the
wars in Chechnya) were uneducated peasants with no public-speaking abilities. While Afghan
veterans served in the army for too long and do not distinguish children from soldiers: “Kozoa
yenogexk 25 nem npociysHcui 8 apmuu, npopadbomai ¢ cordamam, y He2o nooxoo KO 8cem KAK K

conoamam. Dmo mooice 6vbl3bleaem HeKomopble mpy()Hocmu. HOmOMy umo eciu y6pamb

Mamepuvie C1068a U3 pedu, OCMAHYmMcs OOHU NPeonocu. Imo HeCcKOIbKo Meuiaem pabome’”.

19 Photo initially published on the Government of the Bryansk region’s twitter
<https://twitter.com/bryanskoblru/status/1114104187426607106/photo/3>, accessed 24 May 2022.
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Mikhail suggested that the same problems existed with the veterans of the Great Patriotic War,
but, as he claimed, they were systematically prepared for public speaking about the war. Mikhail
called it “6s11 uncmumym nodzomoexu eemepanog.”

The words of my informants (both former soldiers and educators) left the impression that
veterans are not required to talk about their own combat experience, but to pronounce a certain
text based on the State programs and touching on certain topics, such as patriotism, loyalty to the
motherland and comrades, the need to study well at school, serve in the army and lead a healthy
lifestyle. As my informant Karam from Leninaul summarized, children should be called to serve
in the army by all means: “T'ogopume, umo um Hado ciyxrcume 8 apmuu, 8 APMUIO HAOO UOMU.
Bom smo mbl 2o6opum. Ymo apmus - 3mo xopowlas wiKoana OJis JHCUSHU MOJI00020 UeN08eKd.
Kaoicowvii manvuux oondicen ce2o0ns Obims OMCTYHCUBUUM 8 APMUL, 80N IO 8CE Mbl 2080PUM.
U npo desouex nanomunaem. Mol 2060pum, 3a 6ac 0e80YKU He 8bITIOYI 3aMYHC, eCllU 8bl He bydeme
CAYHCUMD 6 apmuu”’.

Notably, Dagestan also has its regional agenda, which I have not encountered in other regions.
Ravshan from Makhachkala told me that he, on the contrary, was convincing children not to go to
war, given the pro-Islamic sentiments in this Caucasian republic and the large number of
Dagestanis who went to fight for ISIS: “/4 2oeopro demsam umo | 6otina — smo camoe makoe
cmpawHoe: epa3b, CMepmy, — MAM HUYe20 X0pouie2o Hem, HUKaKou pomanmuku. Tvl cmapaeuivbcs
Monooedxncu 00vACHUMb, YmMoObl UX He MAHYI0 myod. 3a pOMAHMUKOU 4moObl He MAHYIUCH, 8
Cuputo umobuvl — ¢ pacnpocmépmuimMu pykamuy mam meos 6Cmpemsam UciamcKoe eocyoapcmeo’”.

From my interviews, I got the impression that the most important criterion for the narrative of
patriotic education was that it should be positive and focused on victory. Mikhail complained that
there was only one witness of the Great Patriotic War left in Bryansk, an elderly woman who had
been taken to Germany right after the occupation of the city in October 1941. Instead of a
victorious narrative about the feats of Soviet soldiers, she, according to Mikhail, “paccraszvieaem

yarcacwl 6 konynaecepe”. However, Mikhail came up with an elegant way out. The woman had an
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older sister who was in the Bryansk partisan movement. Mikhail asked the woman to tell the
children about her sister's experience instead of her own. However, she messed everything up
again and began to tell “xax maoceno 6vi10 napmusanam.” As a result, the last witness to the war
was prevented from telling the story of the war.

Besides, the narrative of the patriotic lessons must have topical relevance. Oksana claimed
that she always tries to make the topics of the lessons relevant, so she tells the children about the
Sixth Company who died in Chechnya (I have written about the myth of the Six Company in
Chapter 2), about the war in Syria, “occusnvio scusem cospemennou.” When I asked if he was
highlighting the war in Donbass while talking to the Young Patriots, Mikhail proudly told me that
he was able to base his talks on his own experience. In 2014, he took a leave in the Bryansk House
of Culture, where his Movement is based, and went to the fight in Uktraine as a part of the pro-
Russian militia. He claimed that this experience gave him a more autoritative voice for working
with children.

Oksana (which has no military experience) is worried that children may receive from media a
perception of the wars different from the one they get in a classroom. For example, sometimes her
students read that the war in Afghanistan was not nesessary. In such cases, Oksana explains them
that the war was needed to protect Russia: “Mbsi He cosopum, umo mwsl 68enu oticka, 01 Mo2o
YmooObL KO20-MO KOIOMUMb, d Mbl UMEHHO C YENblo MUp 6 OAHHOU Cmpane, KOMopas 2paHuyum c
nHaweti Poccueti. On adcen u 015 Hac 4moObl, U3BUHUME 30 BbIPAJICEHUE, 80EHHbLE OEUCMEUs He
nepewiiu Ha uawy cmpauy. Iloomomy Odemu smo nowumarom npexpacvo. Ho mwi Haxooum
B03MOJCHOCIMU CKA3AMb U MASKO CMASUUMb HEKOMOpble MOMEHMbl MAKo20 UCMOPUYECKO20
¢axma.”

Oksana also suggested a solution of how to increase the level of patriotism of children. For
example, implement censorship: “Eciu 6»1 onu, maobopom 0wl yopanu 0Ovl co CMOPOHbL

mejiesuzopa, UHmMepHenia HEKomopble MOMEHNbl, HaM 06110 Obl npoue. Hcmopultecmt npasujibHo
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npenodasams pebeHKy mo, 4mo oeucmseumenvHo ecmo. (...) A [0 3moeo] nHaoo ocpanuuums
B03MOACHOCMU NONAOAHUS 8 Cemb unmepHem.

The lessons of patriotic education at Oksana's school begin in the fourth grade, when children
are about 10 years old ("msr cmapaemcs ¢ semepanamu opyscums ¢ yemgepmoeo xknacca’). How
do parents react to what their children are taught at school? According to Oksana, even though the
children are very busy with patriotic education (the school prepares lessons for all anniversaries
of military events, holds a Patriotic Song Festival every February, and takes children to memorial
services for fallen soldiers on memorial days), parents have never complained. They do not mind
even if lessons or memorial services are held on weekends or instead of the educational process.

In addition to the problems with veterans, Oksana emphasized an issue with children who do
not want to serve. She said the school needs to work with them. In particular, by sending them to
military training: “Ecmb makue demu, ckaxcem omkpoeenHo. Ilpuznaemcs, u y nac ecmv maxue
demu. Ho ux eounuyept. [...] Hy, pabomaem ¢ maxumu demovmu, pabomaem. [Ipumepom pabomaenm,
onsams maku, npueiauiaem emepanos, pabomaem mem, umo 6600uM oemelil Ha yyedHvle cOOpbl,
Ha sKkcKypcuu”.

According to Mikhail, there are no pacifists in his movement, but there is a problem of gender
imbalance. There are mostly girls who want to join the Young Patriots Movement. Mikhail
explained this by the fact that boys grow up later than girls: “B nocreonee epemsa nowna maxas
HEeMHOJICKO Hexopoulas meHOeHyus, ckaxcem max. Bece 6onvue cmanosumces oeeouex. Hy nouemy,
OHU OOJlee akmugHble, IyduLe 8 IMOM 803pacme OymMaiom u ryyuie pazeuma namame. [ ...J] To ecmo

UMEHHO 6 9mOM eo3pacme, oa. To ecmo, cKkasxcem, eciu mMbl 603bMeM Oecamuiil knacc. Ilomom

pebama [manvuuxu] nauunarom oymams, onepedicas oesouek. U na ecio scusnovy.’!!

skoksk

"1'T address gender stereotypes connected with the army in Chapter 3.
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The establishment of the patriotic programmes has also generated another consequence, not
immediately evident. Ex-servicemen have created around a dozen alliances specifically for
running patriotic projects.

The largest of them, Vympel Military Patriotic Centre, was organized as early as 1993 by
veterans of the security services, most of whom fought in Afghanistan and Chechnya. Since 1997,
the centrehas organized summer camps for children and adolescents.!!? There they are prepared
for military service and undergo "kyiemypnuiii, HpascmeenHwlll u ncuxoarocuyeckuti mpenutne” and
"emecme ¢ gemepanamiL 06CyHCOarom Mecmo noosu2a 6 JHcusHu yenogexa"' >

Vympel receives some of its funding through state grants affiliated with the programme of
patriotic education. Some of its activities (like participation in most of the camps) are commercial.
Over the years, Vympel has organized 300 military-patriotic camps.!!* Most of the classes there
were taught by current armed forces personnel or war veterans.

The turning point in the history of Vympel was reached when the centre began to participate
systematically in the implementation of state programmes of patriotic education. At the beginning
of the 2010s, it had partnerships with more than 140 veterans' organizations all over Russia''® and

turned into a vast training centre for patriotic education instructors. In the summer of 2019 alone,

Vympelset up five camps in different regions of Russia. For example, the camp “Antiterror. The

12 Here is a description of the camp from mass media: “Edjwceonesro, ympom u eeuepom, nposooumcsi
nocmpoenue. Ilocne nogepru 1uuno2o cocmasa ucnoansemes 2umu Poccuu. Jlononnumensho, pasz 6 06a-
mpu OHsl, BMECMO 3aHAMULL OP2AHUYIOMCS MOPICECMEEHHbIE 6CMPeUl ¢ emepanamu Benuxotl
Omeyecmeennoll 80tiHblL, boesbix Oeticmeuii 6 Agpeanucmane u Yeune (...) Ha mopocecmeennvix
8CmMpeuax 6ech 1azepb 6Mecme ¢ 20CMAMU UCHONHIem poccutickull eumn. Tlocne 3akpvimus nazeps
NPAKMuUYecKy 6Cce NOMHAM CN08A 2UMHA Hauzycmb. (...)Ha namulil Oenv Hauunaemcs usyyenue
CEPbE3HBIX NPEOMEMO8: 3acadbl, boesas cmpenvoa. [lemetl yuam nonb308amubcsi 60EGbLM OPYICUEM.
Obpawenue ¢ HUM CUTLHO GTIUSIEI HA MUPOBO33PEHUe U ncuxoaocuto oemell. Pebenok cpazy cmanosumcs
83pociiee U, 00HANCObL NOCMOMPEs HA MUULCHb Yepe3 NPope3b Npuyed, 1ecmeyem ceos 3auumHnuKom
Poounwr.” (V. Davydov, “Detskii spetsnaz”, Informatsionno-analiticheskaya sluzhba Russkaya narodnaya
liniya, 23 March 2007. <http://ruskline.ru/monitoring smi/2007/03/23/detskij specnaz/>, accessed 11
June 2019.)

113 See the report of the Vympel organization <http://vpc-vympel.ru/analiticheskaya-spravka-otchet -
za-2015-g />, accessed 15 July 2019.Vympel does not publish the number of participants of the camps but
reported that in 2015 there were more than 2,000 of them (ibid).

14 Information from the site of the organization <http://vpc-vympel.ru/antiterror-vector-of-courage/>,
accessed 15 July 2019.

115 See analytical report of the organization <http://vpc-vympel.ru/analiticheskaya-spravka-otchet- za-
2015-g />, accessed 15 July 2019.
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Vector of Courage" for adolescents 14-18 years old, held near Volgograd, is characterized by
“cmpozas oucyuniuna u 20MOBHOCMb HeCmu msadicenvle uzuyeckue Hazpy3Ku. Imo HacCmoAuasl
npogepka Ha cuny oyxa, oo, evioepoicky”’. The camp is held on the territory of a military unit,
and children are taught “oceoboocoams 30anus u paznuunvie mpancnopmuvle cpeocmsea om
meppopucmos, — 0be3opydcueams U  00e308UNHCUBAMb  NPOMUSHUKA,  3AWUWAMBCA  NpU
nanadenuu.”''® In all of the camps, adolescents have to follow a strict daily regime, are not allowed
to use mobile phones, and cannot call parents earlier than on the third day of training.

Now Vympel’s members give methodological workshops throughout the country where they
prepare trainers for paramilitary camps. The organization even opened its own publishing house.
For example, in 2014, it published the handbook Spiritual, Moral, Heroic and Patriotic Education
in the Educational Process of Patriotic Associations.'"”

Thus, the implementation of The Patriotic Education Programme has not only encouraged
some of the veterans’ unions to make a shift from protecting rights of veterans to the promotion of
patriotism, but has also created a specific "patriotic" infrastructure that also consists mostly of war
veterans.

Notable also is the participation of war veterans in activities that not only foster patriotism
and knowledge of the military past, and promotion of a maximally positive image of the armed
forces, but that also seek to inculcate military skills and ‘readiness for battle’ in children and young
people. The immediate parallel here is less the late Soviet period than the 1930s (the “Ready for

Labour and Defence” movement), though without the “fitness for work™ element that existed at

that era.

116 For the description of the camp see <http://vpc-vympel.ru/antiterror-vector-of-courage/>, accessed
17 July 2019.

"7 “Dukhovno-nravstvennoe i geroiko-patrioticheskoe vospitanie v obrazovatel'nom protsesse
patrioticheskikh ob"edinenii”, Voenno-patrioticheskii tsentr ‘Vympel’, no. 2, 2015. <https://www.xn--
blaajydqc7c5b.xn--plai/metodicheskie-rekomendatsii/dukhovno-patrioticheskoe-i-geroiko-
patrioticheskoe-vospitanie-v-obrazovatelnom-protsesse-patrioticheskikh-obedinenij>, accessed 23 May
2022.
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skeksk

Perhaps most strikingly, Russian programmes of patriotic education are not limited by the
borders of Russia. Since 2009, paramilitary youth camps have been organized by Russian ex-
servicemen in Belarus. Serbia, Latvia, and the USA.

In August 2016, the Serbian authorities shut down the military camp Zlatibor in a remote part
of Western Serbia. The camp was organized by Veterans of the Yugoslav War Society, Russian
Cossack Military Union Banner (“PatHoe o0benunenue ‘Crtars’”’) and Russian Union E.N.O.T.
Corps. All of these groups were composed of war veterans, most of whom had been mercenaries
in Serbian military units during the Yugoslav wars and later fought in the south-east of Ukraine.''®
Military education is prohibited in Serbia, and the country’s president Alexander Vucic,
commenting on the closure, stated that “military exercises for children — that’s not [how we see]
Serbia of the future”.''® Despite this, in summer 2019, veterans of the Yugoslav War Society and
Styag opened three other camps. !

Paramilitary camps, similar to Russian ones and led by Russian Cossacks and ex-servicemen,
were also working in Washington, Oregon, and California.'”! In 2018, the state parliament of
Latvia banned citizens from taking part in Russian patriotic youth camps (after numerous such

cases).!??

18 K. Avramov, “Patriotic Youth Camps: Recruiting Next Generation ‘Russian World® Supporters”,
The Globe Post, 8 October, 2018, < https://theglobepost.com/2018/10/08/patriotic-russian-youth-
camps/>, accessed 7 June 2019.

19 <y Serbii zakryli lager', gde detei obuchali rossiiskie voennye instruktory”, Korrespondent.net, 17
August 2018 <https://korrespondent.net/world/4001884-v-serbyy-zakryly-laher-hde-detei-obuchaly-
rossyiskye-voennye-ynstruktory>, accessed 9 June 2019.

120y nipyskeme yuecHHKa Opy’KaHHX Cykoba Ha IIpocTopy OupIiee Jyrociasuje
<http://www.uosyu.org.rs/poziv-za-ucesce-na-drugom-omladinskom-patriotskom-kampu-zlatibor-2019/>,
accessed 18 July 2019.

12 R. Gurzhiev, “Zachem Kremlyu voenizirovannye otryady na territorii SSHA?”, Slavic News in
California, 25 August 2017, <https://www.slavicsac.com/2017/08/25/russian-special-forces-usa/>,
accessed 9 June 2019.

122 «Seim Latvii zapretil detyam uchastvovat v rossiiskikh voennykh lageryakh”, RI4 Novosti, 3 May
2018 <https://ria.ru/20180503/1519816075.html>, accessed 17 June 2019.
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Figure 9. Combat Karate demonstration at
Community Outreach Academy,
Sacramento, California.'??

According to political scientist Sergey Sukhankin, the idea of holding “youth patriotic camps”
represents a two-tier “hybrid” strategy for Moscow based on proselytizing to youths (fostering
pro-Russian and anti-Western feelings) and conveying skills and knowledge relevant to subversive
actions as a part of non-linear military operations.'?* Most of western commentators connect the
appearance of these camps with Russian state patriotic programmes and see them as elements in a
broader structure that is part of modern Russian mobilization policies.'?

However, the information from the camps' organizers gives the impression that most of the

camps are working independently from the Russian state, using horizontal connections with local

military unions. Or, alternatively, Russia hides its involvement in the camps’ work being afraid of

' Gurzhiev, “Zachem Kremlyu voenizirovannye otryady na territorii SSHA”.

124 S, Sukhankin, “Russian PMCs, War Veterans Running ‘Patriotic’ Youth Camps in the Balkans”,
Eurasia Daily Monitor, vol. 15, no. 151, 2018. <https://jamestown.org/program/russian-pmcs-war-
veterans-running-patriotic-youth-camps-in-the-balkans-part-one/>, accessed 8 June 2019.

125 K. Avramov, “Patriotic Youth Camps”.
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the other countries reaction. One also can hypothesize that the camps work as commercial
enterprises, receiving money from the parents of trainees, and use the Russian patriotic

programmes as a “brand name” that allows them to offer similar “patriotic” services.

“To Brush aside False Rhetoric”.
The Leitmotifs and Terminology of the Patriotic Education Campaign

Documents that govern patriotic education in Russia are usually written with a double
readership in mind. According to sociologist Elena Omelchenko, to external observers, the notions
from the documents seem to be made up of repetitive clichés, while people, working from inside
the official discourse are capable to read and recognizing the real meanings behind the used
phrases.'?® I would likewise argue that the texts of the Patriotic Education Programmes, as well as
documents produced by veterans’ unions, share the same rhetorical moves, concepts and
leitmotivs, and actualize the same problems (as well as leaving the same problems undiscussed).
Below I will analyze some of official documents of veterans’ organizations, such as statutes,
handbooks, public talks of their leaders and newsfeeds from their official sites. I want to find out
which rhetorical moves are used more frequently than others, and how they are interpreted. I
assume that in some cases veterans use state rhetoric in their own interests, and sometimes redefine

concepts, offered by the state, so the clichés received new meanings.
Alongside this, I want to trace the main features of the state discourse associated with the war.
For example, to show how the heroic discourse that had been used previously during the official
ceremonies dedicated to the Second World War, has slowly spread to commemorations of all wars
waged by Russia from the invasion to Afghanistan and on. I also claim that the language that is
used to foster and describe veterans’ ceremonials for converting the past, is tightly connected with

the State patriotic programmes.

126 Omel'chenko, “Kaknauchit' lyubit' Rodinu?”, p. 276.
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- Patriotism

“Patriotism” is the most frequently used term in any documents or handbooks of veterans’
alliances. The documents imply that every citizen must be a patriot or strive to become a patriot.
Veterans claim that growing patriots is the main goal of the classes they lead in school. Online
materials are extremely optimistic about the success of this operation. For example, a brochure
produced by the school patriotic club Young Contingent, established by the Primorsky
organization of war veterans, Contingent (based in the city of Vladivostok), claims that children
who took part in veteran-led sessions became patriots from the moment they came into contact
with these military heroes: “Ilampuomuueckuii kn1y6 «FOHblL KOHMUHSEHM» HAYAL pabomy ¢
00UHHAOYamu- u OseHaoyamuiemuumy peoamamu. 3a 08e Hedeau 00 00pPA308aHuUs KIyOA Mbl
HAYanu pacckasvl8ams 0emsam 0 mom, Kmo makoi HACMoAWUIl 2epoli, KaK Y Karico020 paoom eCimb
2epoii, npocmampuganu pomozpaguu Mopckux nexomunyes. B pezyromame (...) éce 16 uenosex
menepb nacmosuue nampuomst.” '’

Elena Omelchenko noted that the notion of patriotism which prevails in today’s Russia
replicates the patterns characteristic of Soviet education, according to which any Soviet citizen
was a patriot by default. Within this framework, any judgments that could be seen as even slightly
non-patriotic were evaluated as anti-Soviet. Perestroika made debates about patriotism legitimate
again. But the time period between the beginning of Perestroika and Putin’s presidency turned to
be not enough time to erode moralizing attitudes and shake the fixed idea of the a priori duty of
every citizen to be a patriot of his homeland.'*® In the state programmes of the 2010s, this idea
came back. The actors of the programmes, i.e. the veterans, sensed this return of patriotism too.
My informant Evgeniy, a head of a small union, “Soldiers of Russia”, based in the city of

Yekaterinburg, explained that in the 1990s, “patriotism” was a dirty word, and while meeting with

127 «Patriotic Club "Young Contingent" website, <http://www.dvkontingent.ru/patrioticheskij-klub-
yunyj-kontingent.-licej-vgues./>, accessed 6 June 2019.
128 Omel'chenko, “Kaknauchit' lyubit' Rodinu?”, p. 272.
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children he felt the lack of their interest towards it. He was happy to record that nowadays it has
changed:

“B 90 e 200b1 - Mbl nepedicUIu SMo - CL080 NAMPUOM’ ObLIO PY2amenbHbIM, SMO CJLOO Helb3s
OvL10 npousnocumsv. M Mvl msdiceno nepescusany, 3mo s nomuio. A 6cro dcusHb ¢ dembmu
scmpeyancs, beceovl 8csiKue, MeopyecKue seyepa, KoHyepmol U max oanee. A nomuro smu nycmoie
enaza oemeti 6 90-e 2oovl. [...] Ceco0us, nanpumep, 632150 MONOOEHCU - OH HANOJHEH, OHU
uHmMepecyomcs, OHU CRPAUBAlom, onu meos eiazamu eosm. A moaoa ouu 6 nycmomy cMompenu.
Omo 6vL10 nomepsaunoe [nokoaenue], nomomy umo He OvLIO UdeoiocUlU, He ObLI0 CMPAHbL U
HEeNnOHAMHO, KaK JHcums.”

The notion of patriotism in the state patriotic education programmes is quite explicit and has
not been changed since 2001: "Yyscmea eepnocmu ceoemy Omeuecmgy, 20mMOBHOCMU K
BbINOJHEHUIO 2PAIHCOAHCKO20 00120 U KOHCMUMYYUOHHBIX 00A3aHHOCMEU No 3auume UHMEPecos
Poouner. "%’ The term “Bepnocts” (“loyalty”) is mentioned in the programmes several times. It
implies loyalty to the state and to the government.

Analyzing the notions of patriotism in the approach of the veterans' organizations, I would
like to use the classical dichotomy of "constructive" and "blind" patriotism, developed by Robert
T. Schatz, Ervin Staub and Howard Lavine.!*® The authors distinguished between these two types
of patriotism, and hypothesized that "patriotism based in unconditional positive evaluation and
unquestioning allegiance" (blind patriotism) "could be empirically distinguished from patriotism
based in constructive criticism and critical loyalty"'3! (constructive patriotism). They linked the
blind version of patriotism with nationalism, feelings of national vulnerability, a need to resist
ostensible threats and fears that external forces threaten both national security and national

culture.'*?

129 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie na2001-2005 gg.

BOR . T. Schatz, E. Staub and H. Lavine, “On the Varieties of National Attachment: Blind versus
Constructive Patriotism”, Political Psychology, vol. 20, no. 1, 1999, pp. 151-174.

B! bid., P. 153.

2 Ibid., P. 155.
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I would contend that the readiness to protect the state “in peacetime and wartime”,'** and to

express unconditional loyalty to the state, as mentioned in all the Programmes, constitutes a typical
example of “blind” patriotism. It expresses a strongly militarized ethos, requiring obedience and
even self-sacrifice to the state; it implies fear of real or imaginary external threats; and, as Anna
Sanina points out, does not give Russian citizens the ability to develop the critical thinking and
thus the skills to make decisions based on a clear understanding and awareness of one’s own
actions.'

At the same time, according to Elena Omelchenko, the notion of patriotism in modern Russia
is ideologically over-determined. The use of this term is disputed by almost all leaders of both
loyal and opposition parties, but with radically different meanings and in widely varying contexts.
The term is overloaded with imperial connotations, saturated with Soviet memory, and put under
the weight of nationalistic sentiments.!?

One important constituent in the “overloading” is that the documents of veterans’ unions
related to patriotic education, while citing the state programmes, do not offer a clear definition of
patriotism. All notions seem to be embraced: “/{1a nampuomuuecxkozo éocnumanus Heo6x00uMo
gocnumuléams creoyroujue 0yX08HO-HPAGCHGEHHbIE KAYeCmed: NAMPUOMU3M, 4el08eKontodue,
munocepoue, mepnumocms...” 3¢ These qualities are very different from the military commitment
to duty advocated elsewhere. Not surprisingly, in the circumstances, the definitions on the whole
emphasize less the qualities of patriotism itself than the importance of its practical application:
“Ilampuomusm ecmo 8addcHeluwull MOOUTUZAYUOHHBL pecypC 00wecmaa (CoyuanrbHoll epynnl,
9mMHOCA,  JUYHOCMU),  HANPAGNEHHbIL HA  peuleHue  BadCHEeUWUX  CMpamecuiecKux,

2€0NONUMUYECKUX, HAYUOHATLHBIX, KVIbmypHvlx u Opyeux npobaem”.” But even here (with

133 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie na2001-2005 gg.

134 A. Sanina, Patriotism and Patriotic Education in Contemporary Russia, Russian Social Science
Review, vol. 59, no. 5, 2018, pp. 476.

135 Omel'chenko, “Kak nauchit' lyubit' Rodinu?”, p. 268.

136 Dukhovno-nravstvennoe i geroiko-patrioticheskoe vospitanie v obrazovatelnom protsesse
patr;'oticheskikh ob"edinenii, Moscow: VPC “Vympel”, 2014.

7 Ibid.
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patriotism represented as purely instrumental, a contribution to “problem solving”), there is a clear
fault-line between different strata of rhetoric.

The conflicts become all the more obvious when the documents indicate what they do not
consider to be patriotism. Here is the description of such anti-patriotic phenomena from the
DOSAAF handbook:

“Tak Ha3vieaemblil  ‘COBPEMEHHbIL’  NAMPUOMU3M, KAK OH  HO3UYUOHUDYEMmCs 6
0eMOKpAMu4ecKu-mo0epHUUPOBAHHOM eapuanme, ‘npoceewjennulii’, ‘2yMannbIll’,
‘coyuanvHulil’, ‘epanxcoanckuil’, ‘nubepanvHulil’, ‘Hogwvitl’. O ycmpawsem HeoOX00UMOoCmb
3awumel Omeuecmea u 60eHHOU CYHCObL 8 CMbICIIE CYIHCObL 8 PeabHOU ApMULU, UCHOPUPYS UHblE
Y2po3bl, HanpasieHuvle NPomus HAYUOHANbHBLIX UHmMepecoé u Gesonacnocmu Poccuiickol
@eoepayuu. K coocanenuro, Ooadxce |[...] nampuomuueckoe ocnumauue [...] He umeem
docmamounol  8oeHHOU  cocmasasiowen. [...] Buoicwas ¢gopma nampuomusma < —
camoomeepicennas 6opvba c epazamu Omeuecmsa. '8

Ultimately, it seems that “to be a patriot” for ideologists of veterans’ alliance means to live as
if a war has ready to begin or already started. Yet, while remaining “blind” and based on uncritical
loyalty to the state, this type of patriotism is slightly different from the state one. It is much more
militarized and does not regulate citizens’ behaviour in peacetime. If the programmes of patriotic
education are aimed at regulating everyday life and transforming the consciousness of young
people, the veterans' goal, I would conclude, is mainly or exclusively to prepare them to take part
in an actual war. Such a vision of patriotism allows veterans to identify themselves as people who
have truly proven their loyalty and love to the Motherland. Notably, in interviews with me none
of them was able to give a clear definition of patriotism. Vladimir from Moscow, involved into the
“patriotic education” of children in the Ryazanskiy district of the capital where he lives, explained

that his “patriotic” work includes military camps where he prepares children for military service,

8 v, 1. Lutovinov. Metodicheskie rekomendatsii po organizatsii patrioticheskogo vospitaniya,
Moscow: ANO SPO SOTIS, 2018.
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telling them about different battles of the Great Patriotic War and about the search for the corpses
of fallen soldiers; “Iloxaswiearom, umo maxoe Opysicoa u nOOdepIHcKa MosapuUd, B03UM PDA3HbIE
mam cobvimusi Benukoti omewecmeennoil 60tinbl nokasvieaem, kak smo owvino. [...] Ouens demu
3aunmepecosanbl 3Mo pabomou HAWUX NOUCKOBbIX OMps008, 20e O0emu BOCCMAHABIUBAIOM
umena oodell, Komopwvie 3uaeme, ux 0agno Hem, a eom ums éoccmanosunu.”’ Other informants
also tried to define patriotism by listing actions that they involved children in. It included the firing
of different types of weapons, paramilitary trainings, lectures about the war experience of veterans
themselves and all sorts of propaganda about the importance of military service. Dagestani Ali
from the village of Leninaul, who is making a “patriotic club” in a local school, explained that his
main goal was to prepare “sounos, zawyumnuxog”. He proudly claimed that after his club all the
children were ready to serve in the Russian army which he stated as “Owviiu Hacmoawumu
nampuomamu.”’

Along with the notion of patriotism, most of the documents use the concept of “national idea”,
invoked, for example, as “gaxmop cniouenus nayuonanrvHo2o npocmparcmea Poccutickozo
2ocyoapcmea 6 OyxoeHoM npocmpancmee npagociasus’” .’

As the sociologist Iskander Yasaveev points out, since the beginning of the 2010s, Vladimir
Putin has repeatedly called patriotism the Russian national idea. At the beginning of the 2000s,
Putin said that economic growth was the national idea. Thus, the militarization of patriotism has
been accompanied by its presentation as a national idea, and by the refusal any longer to claim the

competitiveness of the country as the national idea.'*® In 20 years, patriotism has shrunk into a

synonym of militarism and a readiness to fight the ‘fascist’ enemy whenever that may be needed.

- Heroic History and the Succession of the Feat of Arms

% Dukhovno-nravstvennoe i geroiko-patrioticheskoe vospitanie, p. 54.
10 Yasaveev, "Leitmotivy vlastnoi ritoriki”, pp. 56.
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The patriotic education handbook published by the centre Vympel, has a chapter “The history
of the great victories of the Russian army and navy”. It is divided into two paragraphs: "The great
victories of the Russian army" and "The great victories of the Russian navy".'*! All wars (and,
more broadly, any events from Russian history) mentioned in the unions’ documents are described
as “heroic” and “righteous”. For example, here is a list of topics for the children’s essays
competition, organized by Vympel: “I'epouneckas ucmopus cmpauvl, ciasa pyccKou apmuil;
n06e0bl Pyccko20 OpYAHCUSsL; NPEeMCMEEHHOCTb PamHo20 noosuza.” '+

“The continuity of the feat”!*} became an important leitmotiv in many veterans’ documents.
In 2018, Battle Brotherhood’s chairman Boris Gromov proclaimed the necessary to recall
"eepousm u MyxHcecmeo 6cex HAWUX COOMEYECMEEHHUKOS, NPUHUMABWUX yuacmue 8 22
JIOKANIbHBIX BOUHAX U BOOPYICEHHBIX KOHMIUKMAX, CBAZAHHBIX C 3AUUMOL HAYUOHATLHBIX

unmepecoé CCCP u Poccuu”.** The same narrative about heroic deeds of all Russian veterans is

repeated in most of the union’s documents.

Y Dukhovno-nravstvennoe i geroiko-patrioticheskoe vospitanie, p. 52.

142 Polozhenie o konkurse tvorcheskii rabot “Doroga k obelisku”, <http://vpc-vympel.ru/polozhenie-o-
konkurse-tvorcheskih-rabot-doroga-k-obelisku/>, accessed 2 June 2019.

143 The notion of “nozsur ” is particularly important. Unlike the English counterpart, it means not only
the result or achievement but also the heroic deed itself, often in a hopeless situation.

144 Boris Gromov’s speech at the Committee for the Coordination of Joint Activities of Veteran
Associations: <https://bbratstvo.com/2018/02/24/doklad-borisa-gromova-na-zasedanii-komiteta-po-
koordinacii-sovmestnoy-deyatelnosti-veteranskih-obedineniy>, accessed 8 June 2019.
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Figure 10. A souvenir with soil from the
Donetsk Airport (below) in the main
exposition of Moscow Museum of Afghan
War History.'#

Strikingly, in talking about the past, veterans’ (both my informants in their interviews and the
leaders of the unions in their official speeches) routinely resort to leitmotifs and clichés from
contemporary official discourse. For example, explaining the negative assessment of the Afghan
war in 1990s, Gromov uses the modern terms “international terrorist threat”, “the shameful and
tacit criminal collusion of liberals and the West”. The campaign itself Gromov calls “the first war
against radical Islam” and “the pre-emptive reaction of the USSR leadership to [...] international

terrorism”. The Taliban movement is branded “a terrorist group controlled by the CIA”.1#¢ In

general, Gromov explains the war as a confrontation between the USSR and the States, the results

45 In 2014, the Donetsk airport became a place of a major battle between Ukraine and pro-Russia
militia. The photo was made during my fieldwork in Moscow in 2019.
%8 Ibid.
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of which were incorrectly explained to the people by “pro-American liberals-dissidents”, because
“in those years the authorities [...] could not explain to the people in a simple and clear language
of geopolitics, that without us the Americans would be there [in Afghanistan] with their military
bases “and that “Our 40th army was fighting with extremists not for loyal Kabul but for the safe
future of our country”.! It is pertinent to compare this quotation with the contemporary official
discourse of fighting ISIS in Syria “only in the national interests of the Russian Federation”.!*3

One of the most striking details about the memorial events organized by military unions is
that the sites of memory and commemoration practice precisely connected with one military
conflict are often used to commemorate another. Thus, for example, the fight for the rights of the
Russian population in Chechnya can be linked to the fight for the rights of the Russian population
in Donbass, or the Soviet invasion to Afghanistan with the Russian invasion to Syria. In Vympel’s
documents it is called “mpeemcmeennocmv pammnozo noosuea" (“succession of the feat of
arms”).!%

I assume that this motive of martial succession is borrowed from the first state programme of
the patriotic education. That recommended a wider use of veterans’ “onwvim u Oyxoemwiil
nomenyuan” for “preservation and succession of glorious military and labour traditions”.!>

Evidently, the Great Patriotic War, the site of memory with a very high “commemorative
density”,'”! became the most vivid example of building historical continuity. Any events
connected with it are presented at public discourse as heroic, victorious and righteous. Allusions
to this war permeate all ‘patriotic education” materials connected with any wars waged by Russia.

For example, asnatch of a song from Leonid Bykov’s 1973 movie about Soviet airmen in the

Second World War (“Kmo ckazan, umo naoo é6pocums necrnu na eotine? Ilocne 605 cepoye

7 Ibid.

148 “Tyanov o voennoioperatsii v Sirii: Rech' o natsional'nykhinteresakh”, RIA Novosti, 20 September
2015 <https://ria.ru/20150930/1293017839.html>, accessed 12 June 2019.

199 Polozhenie o konkursetvorcheskiirabot “Doroga k obelisku .

150 Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie na2001-2005 gg.

151 Using the term offered by Yael Zerubavel (Y. Zerubavel, Collective Memory And The Making of
Israeli National Tradition, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1995.)
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npocum my3viku 80sotine!”) is used by a member of Rostov band in the description of the band’s
performance at the Russian military base in Syria, organized by Battle Brotherhood. The author
rhetorically asks what the difference between the Second World War pilots singing this song in
the old Soviet movie, and contemporary military pilots, and answers that the only difference is
“eeomempus kpviia [camonemos] 0a macwmab pakemuo-60m6060u nacpysxku. OcmanvHoe Kaxk
noo konupky. Ta srce 6otina, me dxce n0ou. M nosaou Mockea, kmo 661 mam Hu 20860pu, Ymo Sma
sotna ne nawa’”.">?

The link between the Syrian campaign and the Second World War is also emphasized in the
lyrics of Rostov’s songs: “Kmo-mo mun 30ece nonameixan yepes kpati/ Ilo cmoponam cmompu, ne
sesaii. / A cocedcmey maxomy ne pao. Beov 20poo Paxka — kax y nac Cmanunzpao .’

There are not the only rhetorical moves that are used for the building of “succession of the
feats” and never-ending heroic history. Sites of memory connected with famous military
campaigns are widely used in commemorating other, less popular, wars. For example, in May
2019, the Smolensk Branch of RSVA organized an event called “Angels of Donbasss" dedicated
to the children killed since 2014 in the DNR (“6 nawsamos o Oemsx, nocubuiux 8 60eHHbIX
Oeticmsusx & [loneykou HapooHotl pecnyoauxe’); it was held near the “eternal flame” — a symbol
dedicated to the Great Patriotic War.'>*

Similarly, on Victory Day, 2017, in Krasnodar, veterans of the Afghan war marched in a
military parade, dressed in uniforms from the time of the Great Patriotic War. As Dmitry Lebedev,

the head of the regional branch of the RSV A later commented, “amynuyus, 3naxu paziuuus — ece

noonunnoe. A eemepatvl Benuxoti OmeuecmeeHHOU GOUHbL CO Cle3aMU HA 21a3aX 6CMAOm,

152 A. Anokhin, “Rossiiskie artisty zazhgli v Sirii”, Amurskaya Pravda, 2 November 2016,
<www.ampravda.ru/2016/02/11/064267.html>, accessed 1 June 2019.

153 The music video on the band’s website <https://gruppa-rostov.ru/video/39-gruppa-rostov-premera-
pesni-nebo-sirii.html>, accessed 1 June 2019.

154 «“Smolenskaya oblast' prisoedinilas' k aktsii ‘Angely Donbasssa”’, Rabochiy Put’, 1 June 2019.
<https://www.rabochy-put.ru/news/116100-smolenskaya-oblast-prisoedinilas-k-aktsii-angely-Donbasssa
Jhtml>, accessed 1 June 2019.
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YmMobbl NONPUBEMCME06aMb 60UHOE- ‘agheanyes’ — c60uxX 00CMOLHbIX HacleOHukos. > Dmitry
Lebedev also told journalists that he had passed to the local military museum an identity card once
belonging to Alexander Mironenko, a soldier who had blown himself up with a grenade in
Afghanistan. Mironenko’s death was exactly like one in the more recent Syrian conflict; he had
acted just like Roman Filipov ( “maxoice, kax smo coenan 6 Cupuu niemuux Poman @urunos’) That
was what made his example so powerful: “Ilpedcmaenseme cuny 6o030eticmeus maxKux
9KCNOHAMOB HA MON00eJICH, Ha ux cosnanue? "

In sum, the events held by the military unions, and the documents they publish, are aimed at
nullifying the differences between military campaigns. Coming into schools, veterans can talk at
random about the capture of Berlin, Chechen Khankala, Ukrainian Debaltsevo, or Syrian Palmyra.
All these stories will fit into the same heroic narrative and perform exactly the same structural
function — of reinforcing the continuity of Russian military life and military heroism.

Significantly, some of the veterans’ unions (for instance, Vympel, which took its name from
a special unit of the Federal Security Service) emphasize the affiliation of their members and
paramilitary training instructors, not with the exact war, but with the exact type of troops or special
forces. The documents of the veterans' unions give the impression that the war is permanent; the
only thing which is important (for both veterans and participants of “patriotic” activities) is not
when the peace will come but in what type military forces they will spend this war.

We also see here an inversion of memory. Instead of explaining modern geopolitical events
using the frame of their past experience, veterans adopt modern political clichés for explaining
their war past. By interiorizing the state discourse, just like by relating to wars and a way to obtain
masculinity and go through male initiation (which I look at in Chapter 3) veterans avoid thinking

of the meaninglessness of the wars they have fought at and their own traumatic experience.

135 “Dmitrii Lebedev: ‘My gordimsya nashimi voinami, ikh besprimernymi podvigami!””’, Kubanskie
novosti, 26 February, 2018, <https: //kubnews.ru/obshchestvo/2018/02/26/dmitriy-lebedev/>, accessed 6
June 2019.

¢ Ibid.
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Added to this, the appearance of the narrative of heroic history in ex-servicemen’s public talks
and documents corresponds with state discourse and shows unions’ loyalty. It becomes another

route by which veterans’ interests converge with those of the state.

— Distortion of History

Along with creating heroic discourses that echo motifs in state programmes, veterans’
alliances appeal to another standard element in the programmes: the complaint that “falsification
of history” [anscudukanus] or “distortion of history” [uckaxenue] is underway and that it is
essential to fight this (for example, this is one of the statutory goals of Battle Brotherhood).!>” The
need to "brush aside false rhetoric" (“ommecmun xcusyro pumopuxy”)'>® is one of the main
leitmotivs of all the unions. The allegations of distortion are not necessarily connected with the
history of wars that veterans took part in. For example, in April 2019, the Russian Union of Afghan
Veterans published an open letter to Vladimir Putin about the inadmissibility of falsification of the
“Katyn case”. The letter states that the representation of Soviet NK'VD forces as the perpetrators
of the massacre of Polish officers in Katyn "is one of the most sophisticated and dangerous tools
of the informational hybrid war against the Russian Federation, actively used by the authorities of
today’s Poland and our enemies abroad.” RSVA claimed that the real perpetrators of the shooting
were the German occupiers, and not the NKVD.'*® Veterans called members of the public in Russia
to "obveounums ceou ycunus O 60CCMAHOBNEHU UCTOPUYECKOU NPAgobl, NOYMUMb NAMSMb
naguiux 6 6010 Npomus awusma, He OONYCMUMb NEPENUCLIBAHU U Ganbcuurkayuu ucmopuu

Bmopoti mupoeoii eoiinbl."'*°

157 Ustav Vserossiiskoi obshchestvennoi organizatsii veteranov Boevoe bratstvo,
<https://bbratstvo.com/ob-organizatsii/dokumenty-organizatsii/ustav-vserossijskoj-obshhestvennoj-
organizatsii-veteranov-boevoe-bratstvo-redaktsiya-do-14-iyunya-2016-g>, accessed 16 June 2019.

138 Boris Gromov’s speech at the Committee for the Coordination of Joint Activities of Veteran
Associations.

139 This version has no support in contemporary evidence, but is widespread in Russian conservative
circles and neatly reproduces the official Soviet explanation of the mass murder until the glasnost era.

160 <K rupneishaya politicheskaya provokatsiya XX veka”, RSVA Website,
<http://rsva.ru/archive/3832-krupnejshaya-politicheskaya-provokatsiya-khkh-veka>, accessed 24 May
2019.
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However, most of the accusations in spreading “false rhetoric” are levelled against those who
engage in criticism of the war in Afghanistan. “30-zemmusaa deamenrvnocmv no coxpamenuio
UCMOpU4ecKou Namamu u HeOOnYwjeHuio Qanbcugpukayuy 3Ha4eHus CneyuanrbHol Onepayui

161 that was Gromov’s definition of the activity of the

coBemcKux 8ouck 8 Ageanucmane
veterans’ alliances. It implies that everything beyond the heroic discourse built by the union can

be called false and should be prohibited.!'®?

- Spiritual Values

3

Another term, frequently used in the documents about patriotic education is “values”
[mennoctu], “spiritual” or “historical”. The Patriotic Education Programme 2001-2005 regrets the
modern fragmentation and differentiation of society on economic grounds and the devaluation of
spiritual values, and claims that one of the goals of the patriotic education is the revival of true
“spiritual values" and an establishment of historically-based alternative “patriotic feelings”:
“nampuomuueckux Yyecme U 2pantCOAHCKO20 CO3HAMUSA, OCHOBAHHLIX HA UCMOPUYECKUX
yennocmax u ucmopuueckoii poau Poccuu 6 cyovbax mupa”.'®

The term “spiritual values” has a wide meaning. One of the programme’s paragraphs relates
it to family matters — “opuenmuposams monodesco Ha npasuibHOE PenpPoOyKMuUEHOe NOBEOeHUe
U co30anue cembl HA OCHOBE BO3PONCOEHU MPAOUYUOHHBIX HPABCMEEHHbIX YeHHocmeu~, and
another to the national past, suggesting that a patriotic computer game should be created using
plots from “the heroics of national history” (“repousm HarmonansHoI uctopun’’) to make players
"ocoznams ucmopuuecke yennocmu u pois Poccuu 6 cyovbax mupa".'** “Uennoctu” repeatedly

appears also in Vympel’s handbooks. For example, the authors give a list of basic values: "duty,

honour, patriotism"; moral values: "honesty, loyalty, respect for elders, hard work, patriotism" and

11 Thid.

12 Of course, Gromov’s and other veterans’ rhetoric started sounding different after the beginning of
the full-scale invasion of Ukraine when all anti-war statements became indeed prohibited. The described
views, formerly marginal, became mainstream.

lﬁi Pravitel’stvo RF, Patrioticheskoe vospitanie na2001-2005 gg.

1% Ibid.



272

"supreme values”: “the defence of the Fatherland".'® The Tver branch of Battle Brotherhood holds

school "lessons of courage” called “Values of the 21st Century”. There, the schoolchildren watch
videos about their peers “who performed feats in peacetime”.!6®

In sum, the concept of values is instrumentalized to assert the same militaristic rhetoric and to

build an image of the country preparing for a fight, where the supreme value is to defend it from

its enemies. Strikingly, in the list of values, one will never find listed freedom, individualism or

independence.

! Dukhovno-nravstvennoe i geroiko-patrioticheskoe vospitanie, p. 56.

166 <y Kalyazinskom raione Tverskoe oblastnoe “Boevoe bratstvo” provelo srazu neskol'ko urokov
muzhestva”, Boevoe Bratstvo Website. <https://bbratstvo.com/2019/03/14/v-kalyazinskom-rayone-
tverskoe-oblastnoe-boevoe- bratstvo-provelo-srazu-neskolko-urokov-muzhestva>, accessed 4 July 2019.
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Figure 11. An award ceremony for a
Military-patriotic camp “Serving the
atherland! Yaroslavl - 2019". FSB officers
award participants blue berets, symbols of
the Presidential Regiment of Russia (part of
the FSO troops).'®’

Conclusion

During the 1990s, veterans had little part in patriotic education, which indeed was at a
historically low ebb. However, it took no more than two decades for veterans’ alliances,
established as a means for commemorating the fallen, as well as helping the survivors, to become
one of the central institutions in state memory politics and an integral part of all “patriotic” events

and actions with military associations.

17 The photograph as initially published in Vympel Military Patriotic Centre official website at:
"Podvedeny itogi II Mezhregional'noi voenno-patrioticheskoi smeny 'Sluzhu Otechestvu! Yaroslavl' —
2019"™, Vympel Military Patriotic Centre official website. <https://xn--blaajydqc7c5b.xn--
plai/predydushchie-vyezdy/podvedeny-itogi-ii-mezhregionalnoj-voenno-patrioticheskoj-smeny-sluzhu-
otechestvu-yaroslavl-2019>, accessed 23 May 2022.
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From the early 2000s, which marked the beginning of revival of patriotism-based state
ideology, the start of a rehabilitation of the cult of the Great Patriotic War!®® and the onset of the
intensive militarization of public discourse, the state and the military elites became the main
initiators of veterans’ unions’ reforms. They re-formulated the narratives of the wars in
Afghanistan and Chechnya. The topics of heroism and sacrifice took the place of the themes of
grief and pointless deaths.

At the beginning of the 2010s, after the implementation of the third Patriotic Education
Programme, the organizations switched from social work to ideological work. Many of them
changed their statutes and declared new goals: they moved from taking care of brothers-in-arms
to taking care of patriotic ideology and political order. The role of members of the veterans’ unions
has also been changed. They are now obliged to take part in ideological “patriotic” activities or
leave their organizations.

A kind of memory annexation emerged. On the one side, using the patriotic programmes and
creating new war narratives, the state began to shape the memories of veterans. From the other
side, the veterans’ themselves were encouraged by the state request for promotion of the new
ideology, which gave them a renewed sense of political and social relevance, and internalized the
official memorial narrative.

The state demand for patriotic work has crucially affected the community of war veterans. Yet
the leverage this has granted, in my view, has mainly been to the leaders of the movement, and to
various types of professional gatekeeper and mediator (e.g. officially-approved historians,
schoolteachers, youth workers, military skills trainers). Even if it looks like a form of public
recognition, this work does nothing to solve most veterans’ own problems (e.g. the need for

welfare support, employment and so on.). Since the vast majority of veterans are not involved in

1% A lot of researchers have already studied this topic. See, for example: M. Gabovich, “Pamyatnik i
prazdnik: ehtnografiya Dnya Pobedy”, Neprikosnovennyi zapas, vol. 3, no. 101, 2015.
<http://magazines.russ.ru/nz/2015/3/9g.html>, accessed 8 June 2019.; B. Dubin, “Bremya pobedy. Boris
Dubin o politicheskom upotreblenii simvolov”, Kriticheskaya massa, vol. 2, 2005.
<http://magazines.russ.ru/km/2005/2/du6.html>, accessed 15 June 2019.
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the event organization and other initiatives, patriotic work does nothing to integrate them into
society. Indeed, given the scaling-back of social work with veterans, it is likely that the
transformation of activities has further marginalized veterans, isolated them from the surrounding
society, and united them inside their own closed social groups. Veterans involved in patriotic
activities, internalizing the state’ attitude towards them, connect their lives with military or
paramilitary service, while refraining from building self-identity on a civil basis. Even several
decades after the wars, they continue to live on a mental frontline. Those not involved are simply
left with the aftermath of their experience.

As a corollary, I would contend that the transformation of the veterans’ associations has also
changed the attitude of society towards veterans. War and military service become the only
activities the former soldiers are identified with, and they do not obtain any other opportunities for
future development. At the same time, the ubiquity of military propaganda and incessant presence
of war-related activities have had a significant role in normalizing war and violence. According to
Anne Le Huérou and Elizabeth Sieca-Kozlowski, sociologists studying the consequences of the
war in Chechnya, these programmes diffuse throughout Russian society a culture of violence that
veterans carry within and consider their heritage.'®

Le Huérou and Sieca-Kozlowski also suppose that the patriotic education programmes have
another function for the Russian government, besides the transmission of patriotic values. They
also federate veterans around the central authorities and under the government’s control, "keep
them busy" and channel their potential aggression.!” To some extent patriotic programmes replace
programmes of psychological rehabilitation of military personnel, which are more or less non-
existent in Russia. As my informant Vyacheslav phrased it, until a veteran is invited to speak in

schools, he would not feel himself needed.

1% A. Le Huerou, E. Sieca-Kozlowski, “’Chechen Syndrome’? Russian Veterans of the Chechen War
and the Transposition of War Violence to Society”, War Veterans in Postwar Situations: Chechnya,
Serbia, Turkey, and Cote d’Ivoire. New York; Palgrave Macmillan, 2012, p.41.

170 Ibid., p. 45.
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Conclusion

Figure 1. Orthodox Church of the
Russian Armed Forces.!

In June 2020, the Ministry of Defence opened the Orthodox Church of the Russian Armed
Forces in the Patriot Park complex at Kubinka. The church was dedicated to “The 75th
anniversary of the Great Patriotic War Victory and All the Martial Feats of the Russian
People”.? It is huge, bizarrely symbolic (the diameter of the main dome is 19.45 metres, in
honour of the year 1945), painted in khaki colours, and with an overt propagandistic function.
At first, it was planned to decorate the church with a mosaic of Vladimir Putin, Sergei Shoigu
(the Defence Minister) and Valentina Matvienko; later (after the first idea had been abandoned)
with one of Joseph Stalin. This, too, was abandoned after protests from the Russian Orthodox
Church, but the iconography in the final building remains in many ways more secular than

religious.

! The photo was initially published at S. Walker, “Angels and Artillery: a Cathedral to Russia's New
National Identity”, The Guardian, 20 October 2020.
<https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/oct/20/orthodox-cathedral-of-the-armed-force-russian-
national-identity-military-disneyland>, accessed 22 May 2022.

2 The church’s official website is at <https://hram.mil.ru/>, accessed 10 October 2020.
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I visited the church at a summer weekend in 2021, when it was full of visitors. Groups of
school children had been brought as part of their patriotic education courses; families were
choosing souvenirs in a church shop (military uniform for toddlers, glasses with the Soviet coat
of arms, compasses with a portrait of Stalin, wooden or paper models of tanks or keychains
made from bullets);® children were playing in trenches in a simulated front line next to the
church. Gunshot from a nearby shooting range mixed up with the sounds of a service being
transmitted from loudspeakers.

The interior of the church was also painted in khaki, with the floors made from weapons
and tanks seized from Nazi Germany. Stained glass windows were decorated with Imperial
Russian and Soviet military medals so the light was falling from the church’s dome through
Soviet red stars. The walls of the main hall of the church are covered with mosaics depicting
battle scenes with religious associations: an icon of the Holy Virgin helps Russian troops in the
Great Northern War; the Holy Virgin miraculously appears to Russian troops during the First
World War; a procession with an icon of Our Lady of Kazan takes place in besieged Leningrad.
The three main, biggest mosaics are dedicated to the main events of the Great Patriotic War and
the last one to the local wars of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. This mosaic
depicts soldiers dressed in the uniforms of the Afghan and Chechen wars, with their machine
guns pointed at the ground, their eyes turned to the viewer, and two angels flying over their
heads. Under the mosaic is a list of the wars Russia has participated in over the past 70 years.
The list occupies four lines and includes wars in Korea, Laos, Algeria, Yemen, Vietnam,
"fulfilment of international duty in Afghanistan", "the pacification of Georgia", "fighting
international terrorism in Syria", "the reunification of Crimea and Russia" and many others.

Half of the line at the end of the list was left blank. The space was enough for at least three

3 The full range is on the website <https://patriotp.ru/uslugi/magazin/podarochnaya-
produktsiya/?ysclid=1392nji8hw>, accessed 14 May 2022.



278

more wars. In this church, the possibility of future wars was so evident that the empty line didn't

look like a threat, just sensible forward planning.

Figure 2. A mosaic depicting recent
conflicts.*

*kk

My study has been dedicated to the people depicted on the mosaic, soldiers of the local
wars waged by Russia in recent times. [ have focused on veterans of the wars in Afghanistan
and Chechnya, although some of my informants also took part in other military campaigns with
the Russian Army or as mercenaries. In my study, I have examined the destinies and career
paths of these serving soldiers after the end of the wars; the means they have used to give
meaning to their army past; the myths and resentments they share; and the enduring significance
of military values in civilian life. I have also examined the state’s attitudes to these wars and

the veteran communities and how it has shifted from hostility and fear to instrumentalization of

* The photo was initially published at S. Walker, “Angels and Artillery”.
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the veterans and inscription of them into the work of nation-building, as is shown symbolically
on the wall of the church.

I have argued that from the middle of the 2000s, the Russian state started using the local
wars (together with the Great Patriotic War) to instill patriotic sentiment and reinforce the
militarization of Russian society. For this, it has transformed the official discourses relating to
these wars and collective memory of them; from unnecessary and unwise campaigns ending in
defeat, they have become glorious and just victories. Alongside promoting this historical PR
campaign, the state has started manipulating veterans of these wars, involving them (partly
through the system of governmental funding, partly giving them recognition and respect which
they saw as long overdue) in the system of patriotic education of youth and into a wide variety
of state rallies. From despised and potentially dangerous outcasts suffering from “Afghan
syndrome”, the state has turned veterans into a pillar of the regime. Veterans’ organizations in
their turn have obtained state permission to exercise leverageand been transformed into a new
state power structure.

As 1 have shown, the veterans’ community welcomed these changes. For them, the
narrative of their prominence and heroism, which they had preserved in their groups all these
years, suddenly became canonical. Arguably, the triumph of the soldiers was overshadowed by
the fact that they once again found themselves serving the state. However, military service is
perceived in terms of “duty to the nation”, and, as I have shown, ex-combatants preserved their
military ethos in civilian life. The military identity cannot exist by itself; it needs permanent
external legitimation, which, in this case, was provided by the militarized Russian state. Thus,
communities of the veterans were ready to continue their service, offering to the state their
loyalty, participation in patriotic mobilization and the establishment of a network of support for
government initiatives.

Veterans’ unions that had begun as grassroots ventures also passed through substantial

changes. Some were closed, others merged into big organizations with official state funding.
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At the beginning of the 2010s, they switched from social work (the primary reason why they
were established to begin with) to the promotion of ideology. I claim that by supporting and
funding veterans’ unions, the state has obtained a new loyal and united structure that can be
used for both propaganda and enforcement goals. Conversely, the dependence on military
veterans for the achievement of key state goals has contributed to the overall institutionalization
and routinization of violence, since veterans regard violence as the measure of true manliness
and cannot conceive of a social identity to which violence is not central.

skeskok

In my Introduction, I established key research questions: how exactly did the veterans
become one of the powers supporting the regime? And in what ways do we as a society
experience the shifts in social norms, conventions and public discourses brought about by
former soldiers? In Chapter 1, I addressed this question by highlighting the story of relations
between veterans of the war in Afghanistan, society and the state throughout the 1990s, 2000s
and 2010s. I argued that in the 1990s, the state disengaged from interacting with veterans of the
war in Afghanistan, not willing to be associated with the inglorious invasion waged by the
Soviet authorities. The ex-soldiers were not able to accept this marginalization, and started
presenting themselves as victims, betrayed by the state to which they had always been loyal and
which they considered responsible for their wellbeing. While the state provided no direct
financial support to veterans, it granted them various fiscal concessions, allowing ex-soldiers
to organize small-scale private enterprises. Their participation in business, in the conditions of
1990s “wild capitalism”, ended up with the establishment of different mafia groups, gang wars
and the growing hostility of society.

After President Vladimir Putin came to power, the narrative of the local wars was changed,
and the veterans found themselves involved in the new campaign of militarization. They were
presented as heroes, respected for their self-sacrifice and brotherhood, and defenders of the

homeland.
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Chapter 2 looked at the post-conflict itineraries of the veterans of two Chechen wars and
demonstrated how public discourses of these wars also have evolved. At first, after the end of
these wars, their participants were left in social isolation. As in the case of afgantsy previously,
society was afraid of a potentially violent and traumatized population group, and the veterans
felt themselves in social isolation. Where veterans of the Afghan war had been able to create
enterprises, if often illegal ones, chechentsy became soldiers of fortune, mercenaries or
policemen; many Chechen generals came to power, fostering the militarization of political
elites. Soon, the permeation of the police by veterans led to a rise in the use of violence in
policing; hostile “clean-up” operations started appearing in police stations in many Russian
cities.

When the wave of patriotic mobilization started, narratives of the Chechen wars were
modified. Chechen veterans were told that they were fighting against international terrorism,
and were as united and courageous as their Afghan counterparts. Ex-combatants willingly
interiorized this new discourse.

In Chapter 3, I highlight the consequences of the wars and precisely how military violence
has shifted from the frontline to civilian life. I look at how the local wars have influenced the
definition of masculinity and the idea of a “real man”. I hypothesize that the new militaristic
rhetoric and patriotic mobilization of the 2010s caused a rise in militaristic masculinity. The
army was again accorded the status of a rite of passage from boyhood to manhood, and the
image of a father-warrior, a veteran of the Great Patriotic War, became the ideal image of a
masculine man. This situation has become actualized even more with the outbreak of the war
in Ukraine, and allusions in state Russian propaganda to grandfathers fighting fascism exactly
as contemporary soldiers do.

As my fieldwork showed, ex-combatants consider soldiers the only real men and military
service the only (and the obligatory) method of male initiation. Thereby, the war becomes the

ultimate test of manhood and way of obtaining masculinity. It comes to be understood as an
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everyday situation driven by the need to survive and preserve the life of brothers-in-arms, with
violence as a primary tool and integral daily practice, devoid of moral implications.

In Chapter 4, I return to the topic of how ex-soldiers are instrumentalized by the modern
state and show how they have become a tool for the militarization of society. I look at how,
with the revival of patriotism-based state ideology, veterans’ alliances have become an integral
part of all “patriotic” events and actions. Participation in school “lessons of courage” or
paramilitary camps have given former combatants a renewed sense of political and social
relevance, yet at the same time have further marginalized them, isolating them from society and
preventing them from building new civil identities. Patriotic education also plays a significant

role in normalizing violence and spreading it throughout Russian society.

*kk

Figure 3. A performance by Afghan
veterans in a Yekaterinburg military
hospital for soldiers wounded in Ukraine®

Gradually, from a country with extensive patriotic mobilization and militarization of public

discourses, Russia has evolved into a state waging a full-scale war with the second-largest

> The photograph from “15 aprelya poety, muzykanty Evgenii Buntov i Gennadii Kunyavskii proveli
kontsert pered ranennymi voinami v gospitale TSVO”, RSVA official website, 16 April 2022.
<http://rsva-ural.ru/2022/04/15-aprelja-poehty-muzykanty-evgenijj-buntov-i-gennadijj-kunjavskijj-
proveli-koncert-pered-ranennymi-voinami-v-gospitale-cvo/>, accessed 17 May 2022.
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country in Europe. When I started working on this thesis, a future military campaign did not
look too realistic a prospect, but with each year of my fieldwork, the level of militarization even
of my informants was growing; they were talking about future military threats more
persistently; their hope that their military experience would be needed in future increased.

During the current war, the Russian authorities have taken into account the mistakes of the
first Chechen war. Even though conscripts are actively used in Ukraine,® the authorities rarely
acknowledge this, so as not to cause a negative attitude towards hostilities, as was the case
during the first Chechen war. The number of casualties is carefully concealed; there is evidence
that some bodies have not been brought back to Russia, and when they are, fallen soldiers are
buried in their native towns and villages without big public attention, one by one, as was the
practice during the second Chechen war. Coverage is left to local newspapers and websites, and
bereaved relatives (who are reportedly made to sign non-disclosure agreements) feel totally
isolated. Even the movement of soldiers' mothers has not been able to unite the families of
soldiers. My informant Valentina Melnikova (Committee of Soldiers' Mothers) now laments
about the lack of readiness of soldiers' mothers to publicly protest or to take their sons from the
army, as happened during the Chechen wars.” The crackdown on NGOs in the 2010s is one
disincentive to mobilization; another is the severity of sentences for criticizing the “military
operation” or the conduct of the army.

The beginning of the invasion of Ukraine caused elation in the community of veterans. All
the military alliances mentioned in this thesis supported the new war.® In an official statement

of the RSVA, its head Franz Klintsevich called the invasion to Ukraine the war with the global

6 “Rossiya priznala, chto v Ukraine voyuyut prizyvniki. Vsego chetyre dnya nazad Putin eto otritsal”,
Meduza, 9 March 2022. <https://meduza.io/short/2022/03/09/rossiya-priznala-chto-v-ukraine-voyuyut-
prizyvniki-vsego-chetyre-dnya-nazad-putin-eto-otritsal?ysclid=I3ahkd4614>, accessed 17 May 2022.

7 “Rossiiskaya pravozashchitnitsa: my govorili, chto RF poidet voinoi na Ukrainu, no ni odna s*kina
doch' ne zabrala svoego syna”, Obozrevatel, 25 March 2022,
<https://news.obozrevatel.com/society/rossijskaya-pravozaschitnitsa-myi-govorili-chto-rf-pojdet-vojnoj-
na-ukrainu-no-ni-odna-skina-doch-ne-zabrala-svoego-syina.htm>, accessed 17 May 2022.

¥ See A. Yudina, “Afgantsy i veterani podderzhali deistviya Rossii v situatsii s Donbasssom”, Vzglyad,
24 February 2022. <https://vz.ru/news/2022/2/24/1145448.html?>, accessed 17 May 2022.
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West that he and his comrades had been preparing for over the last 30 years: “30 zem
becnpunyunnozo oomana Poccuu 3anadom 3asepuienvl. 3anad ne xouem npusHaéamsv HAUU
npasa, a Poccua bonvue nukozoa me coenacumcs Ha mo, ymoovl eé MHeHue UZHOPUPOBall,
umoobwl eé 2padicoan cuumanu uo0bMu 6mopozo copma. Mel éepruynu cebe cuny 0epacasyl, ¢
KOMOpOU OYOym cuumamcs, Hpasumcs 3mo uiu He Hpagumcs Komy ovl Hu oviro. Hacmano
spems 6cé nazeamov ceoumu umenamu: CILIA u ux cO0O3HUKU XOMAM YHUUMONCUMb HAULY
cmpany.”’

The head of Battle Brotherhood, Boris Gromov, published an appeal to the community of
Afghan veterans living in Ukraine, in which he rhetorically asked why they closed their eyes to
the fascism of their country and also called the invasion a war with the West: “/ mu1, u 661
npexpacro nonumaem, ymo Yrkpauna ona CLUA, EC u HATO — nycmoe mecmo. Ona 0nsa Hux
npocmo uncmpymenm. M uepe3 Heco OHU 20MOBbl pA3BA3AMbL HOBYIO GOUHY, UMOObI
pazzpomums nac.”'® The head of the Battle Brotherhood directly accused Ukrainian veterans
of condoning fascism and genocide. His speech showed that contemporary Afghan brotherhood
is a nation-building myth, something quite different from “friendship of peoples” back before
1991.

Veterans rushed to take part in mobilization under the “Z” symbol (originally a field marker
for Russian tanks and armoured vehicles, later a nationwide pro-war “brand”). Branches of
RSVA throughout Russia held motor rallies called “Za mup 6e3 Hanmsma”.!! My informant
Yevgeny, who used to sing military songs and play his hurdy-gurdy at a Russian military base

in Syria and at schools in his home city of Yekaterinburg, now plays in hospitals for soldiers

? “Zayavlenie Rossiiskogo Soyuza veteranov Afganistana o situatsii na Donbassse”, RSVA official
website, 24 February 2022. <https://rsva.ru/tpost/1ii600]jo1-zayavlenie-rossiiskogo-soyuza-veteranov>,
accessed 17 May 2022.

12 “Obrashchenie generala Gromova B.V. k tovarishcham’afgantsam’ Ukrainy”, Rossiiskaya gazeta, 7
March 2022. <https://rg.ru/2022/03/07/obrashchenie-generala-gromova-bv-k-tovarishcham-afgancam-
ukrainy.html?>, accessed 17 May 2022.

' “Avtoprobeg ‘Za mir bez natsizma!’: Veterany-‘afgantsy’ Sverdlovskoi oblasti prisoedinilis' k
vserossiiskoi aktsii”’, RSVA official website, 26 April 2022. <http://rsva-ural.ru/2022/04/avtoprobeg-za-
mir-bez-nacizma-veterany-afgancy-sverdlovskojj-oblasti-prisoedinilis-k-vserossijjskojj-akcii/>, accessed
17 May 2022.
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wounded in Ukraine. According to news on the RSVA website, Yevgeny also invites these
soldiers to join veterans' organizations.'? Most likely, military unions again, as in 2014 and
2015, have begun to work as recruitment centres for dispatching soldiers to Ukraine.

While I would not argue that the work of military alliances did much to bring the outbreak
of war closer, I am convinced that they helped create internal support for the invasion, and
contributed to the spread of militarized rhetoric, the militarization of society and the
routinization of violence. Because of the effective propaganda networks already built up by the
alliances, their activities guaranteed the state that the war would receive public support in
Russian society and would be promoted throughout the country.

At the micro-level, the war gave veterans a sense that their experience and knowledge were
finally in demand. The social networks of my informants are filled with news from Russian
official mass media about the war and photographs of them at rallies promoting it. I avoid
asking their opinion directly now, remembering that for them I am a representative of a
university from a NATO country which Russia has officially added to the list of "unfriendly
countries"."

As historian Emily Hoge notes, the story of how the veterans’ movement transformed from
an anti-war movement of disgruntled veterans into the ultranationalist cheerleader for the war
in Ukraine provides important context for understanding the larger political mood in Russia
regarding the invasion. The same feelings of resentment and betrayal that first sparked the
veterans’ movement have also come to shape the ideology of the Russian state.'* The state too
has travelled the path from categorical rejection of war — "Hukozoa 6onvue" — to gleeful

anticipation — "Moowcem nosmopums" — in just two decades.

1215 aprelya poety, muzykanty Evgenii Buntov i Gennadii Kunyavskii proveli kontsert”.

13 “Pravitel'stvo utverdilo perechen' nedruzhestvennykh Rossii stran”, RIA Novosti, 7 March 2022,
<https://ria.ru/20220307/perechen-1777030742.html?>, accessed 17 May 2022.

'Y E. Hoge, “The Legacy of the Soviet Afghan War and Its Role in the Ukrainian Invasion”, LawFare
Blog, 25 April 2022. <https://www.lawfareblog.com/legacy-soviet-afghan-war-and-its-role-ukrainian-
invasion>, accessed 17 May 2022.
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Goals for Future Research

|

Figure 4. The opening of branches of
Russian youth patriotic organizations in
Ukrainian city of Mariupol after its
occupation by the Russian army. Photos
published in the Battle Brotherhood
website depict gloomy women and
children surrounded by young men
dressed in t-shirts and sweatshirts with
the patriotic organizations’ emblems. '3
Like the blank line in the Orthodox Church of the Army, left for a list of current and future
wars, this thesis also leaves many gaps for future research. Within the framework of a single
dissertation, it is impossible to cover all aspects of the military ethos, the veteran movement,
and the violence caused by local wars. Besides, the Russian invasion of Ukraine has raised new
questions. For example, the question of how Russia evolved from a country with extensive
patriotic mobilization and militarization of public discourses into a state waging a full-scale
war, requires extensive future research.

In addition, I see several main directions for future analysis not directly connected with the

current war in Ukraine. Firstly, this should relate to the study of places of memory and manners

15 «y Mariupole otkryty otdeleniya ‘Volonterskoi roty’, ‘Molodoi gvardii' i “Yunarmii’”, Boevoe
Bratstvo website, 11 May 2022. <https://bbratstvo.com/foto/2022/05/11/v-mariupole-otkryty-otdeleniya-
volonterskoy-roty-molodoy-gvardii-i-yunarmii>, accessed 22 May 2022.
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of commemorating the local wars in Russia. Just like the veterans' unions, initiatives to create
memorials originally emerged as grassroots initiatives. For example, the main monuments in
Moscow and Yekaterinburg, “Grieving Mothers” by architect Vadim Sidur and “Black Tulip”
by Andrey Serov, were opened in 1992 and 1995, respectively, on the initiative of the local
Afghan communities. At the same time, veterans' communities opened museums of the Afghan
war in both cities (and in several others, including Tver, Chelyabinsk and Tula). They were all
created and financed by former soldiers; however, in the mid-2000s, veterans were no longer
able to finance museums and passed them to the city administrations. I hypothesize that the
same type of annexation of memory has happened; the original anti-war narrative in the
museums was gradually replaced by the state militaristic one. The design of the museums has
remained the same, but the texts of excursions have changed. It is an interesting question
whether the curators and managers of the museums actually noticed this happening, and indeed,
consciously contributed to it.

In this thesis I have focused exclusively on institutionalized violence in society generally.
But another pressing question is the role of domestic violence in the families of ex-combatants.
An obvious hypothesis is that soldiers who have become accustomed to resorting to violence
during a war, and often later while working in security or paramilitary structures, turn to it in
their private lives too. I was unable to find any research on domestic violence in the families of
Russian military personnel. However, even before the current Russian invasion of Ukraine
started, I had found publications dedicated to an increase in domestic violence in families of
Ukrainian soldiers returning from the zone of the anti-terrorist operation in Donbass.'® I assume
that the level of domestic violence in Russia is no lower (and perhaps the reverse), but the topic

is simply not discussed publicly. It is easy to presume that the current war will cause a surge in

16 See, for example: “Vtoroi front: kak veterany ATO obostrili problem domashnego nasiliya”,
Anticor, 3 May 2018. <https://antikor.com.ua/articles/235627-
vtoroj front kak veterany ato obostrili problemu domashnego nasilija>, accessed 17 May 2022.
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domestic violence, but this development is likely to be understudied, just as happened with
previous wars.!’

During my fieldwork, I could not address this topic specifically. Access to the families of
my informants and permission to interview their family members would have taken far more
time than I had at my disposal. However, even the narratives of my informants regarding their
family life and their perceptions of women (which I look at in Chapter 3) reveal intensely
patriarchal family structures of the kind that would make violence permissible or even laudable.

If more research is needed on the veterans whom I discuss here, it will certainly also be
needed on the new veterans of the Ukraine war. In the first month after the invasion of Ukraine,
the Russian authorities announced that the participants in this war would receive the status of
combat veterans and all the corresponding social benefits.'® The experience of recent local wars
shows that none of the generations of war veterans in fact obtained social benefits easily. In
Chapter 2, I look at how soldiers who fought in Chechnya stormed military enlistment offices
in order to receive combat payments. In her interview with me, the Head of the Committees of
Soldiers' Mothers Valentina Melnikova said that the parents of some soldiers who died in
Chechnya are still suing the Russian state, trying to receive their sons' pensions. This is also an
area where infighting among successive groups of veterans has been a significant factor. My
Afghan informants were negative about the fact that the status of veterans had been assigned to
the soldiers of the Chechen wars, believing that, firstly, this reduced the status of veterans
generally, and secondly, reduced the amount of budget money available for them.

How the status of new veterans will be established; how people whom I study will relate
to the new veterans; and how the attitude of the state and society towards them will change, are

interesting and fruitful topics, the outlines of which can only be tentatively imagined so far. But

'7 Human rights workers and psychologists are already expecting an outbreak of violence in families
of Russian soldiers. See for example: “Chto budet, kogda soldaty vernutsya domoi”, Podcast “Bol'she
vsekh nado”, 21 April 2022. <www.youtube.com/watch?v=3tsDu8HOvbs>, accessed 15 May 2022.

18 «“Federal'nyi zakon ot 26 marta 2022 g. N 69-FZ ‘O vnesenii izmeneniya v Federal'nyi zakon 'O
veteranakh'’, Rossiiskaya gazeta, no. 65(8713), 28 March 2022, <https://rg.ru/2022/03/28/veteran-
dok.html?>, accessed 17 May 2022.
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I hope that my research will provide a framework in which future researchers will be able to
analyze the veterans of this current invasion, and my findings will help to understand the

relations between the state, society and veterans that they uncover.
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List of Informants

Ahmed was born in Makhachkala in 1969. Dagestani, completed secondary education.
Served in Afghanistan in 1987-1989. A former mercenary (fought in military conflicts in
Nagorny Karabakh, Abkhazia, Chechnya). Currently leads a small security agency.

Was interviewed in Leninkent (republic of Dagestan) 11 September 2019.

Aleksandr was born in Bryansk in 1966. Russian, received higher education. Served in
Afghanistan in 1983-1986. In 2000-2011 was leading an NGO Disabled Veterans of Wars and
Military Conflicts. Currently works as a bus driver and runs a small business.

Was interviewed in Bryansk 23 September 2020.

Aleksei was born in Moscow in 1973. Russian, completed secondary education. A former
riot policeman and a serviceman. Since the beginning of the Second Chechen War in 1999 and
until 2007 was serving in Chechnya. Works as a parachute tester in the Scientific Research
Institute of Parachute Construction.

Was interviewed in Moscow 23 August 2019.

Ali born in Leninaul (republic of Dagestan) in 1968. Dagestani, completed secondary
education. Served in Afghanistan in 1986-1988. A former school teacher. Leads a local
veterans’ organization and a school museum of the Afghan war.

Was interviewed in Leninaul 6 and 9 October 2019.

Aman was born in 1970 in Leninaul. Dagestani, received secondary education. Since 1991,
has been serving in the riot police; he participated in both the wars in Chechnya and in the so-

called Dagestan war, an invasion of Islamist groups into Dagestan from Chechnya in 1999.
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Was interviewed in Leninaul 5 September 2019.

Andrei was born in 1970 in Nizhniy Tagil. Russian, received specialized secondary
education. Served in Afghanistan in 1983-1985. Organized and leads a Centre for Social
Services for Combat Veteransin Nizhniy Tagil. Since 2004, leads the Nizhny Tagil branch of
the federal Russian Union of Veterans of Afghanistan.

Was interviewed in Nizhniy Tagil 14 September 2021.

Bulat was born in Mamadysh (Tatarstan) in 1963. Tatar, received higher education. Served
in Afghanistan in 1982-1984 and was invalided out of the army after four serious injuries. Leads
an NGO for disabled veterans of the Afghan war Bulat.

Was interviewed in Chelyabinsk 18 September 2021.

Eva was born in Makhachkala in 1950. Dagestani, received secondary education. Worked
as a waitress and then a canteen manager on a Soviet military base in Afghanistan in 1986-
1989. Currently works as a bartender.

Was interviewed in Makhachkala 15 September 2019.

Mikhail Svintsov was born in Bryansk in 1976. Russian, received higher education. Works
as a head of the Young Patriots Movement. In 2014, was fighting in Ukrainian Donbass as part
of pro-Russian militias.

Was interviewed in Bryansk 23 September 2020.

Nadirbek was born in Leninaul (republic of Dagestan) in 1961. Dagestani, completed
secondary education. Served in Afghanistan in 1979-1981. Worked as a water-bailiff.

Was interviewed in Khasavyurt (republic of Dagestan) 7 October 2019.
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Natalia was born in Nizniy Tagil in 1975. Russian, received higher education. Since 2016,
is working as a psychologist in the Centre forSocial Services for Combat Veterans in Nizhniy
Tagil.

Was interviewed in Nizhniy Tagil 16 September 2021.

Nikolai was born in the town of Pochep (Bryansk region) in 1966. Russian, completed
specialized secondary education. Served in Afghanistan in 1984-1985 and was invalided out
of the army because of a heavy injury. Works as a businessmen.

Was interviewed in Bryansk 24 September 2020.

Oksana Kozlova was born in Bryansk in 1977. Russian, received higher education. Works
as a headteacher, a head of a school museum and a literature and Russian language teacher in
the Kolyudovskaya secondary school.

Was interviewed in Bryansk 24 September 2020.

Ravshan was born in Makhachkala in 1968. Dagestani, completed specialized secondary
education. Served in Afghanistan in 1986-1988. Works as a taxi driver.

Was interviewed in Makhachkala 11 September 2019.

Rinat was born in 1966 in Nizhniy Tagil. Tatar, completed secondary education. Served
in Afghanistan in 1987-1988. As an officer, participated in Soviet military operations during
the Osh riots (Kirgiz SSR, 1990), Black Saturday (a violent crackdown on the civilian
population in Baku, Azerbaijan SSR, 1990). Since 1992, served in Tajikistan during the civil

war and in Chechnya during the second military campaign. Currently a staff member at the
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Odintsovo Local History Museum and the author of the museum’s display dedicated to local
wars.

Was interviewed in Odintsovo 8 October 2020.

Roman was born in Bryansk in 1972. Russian, completed secondary education. Served in
Nagorno Karabakh in 1989-1990. A former mercenary (fought in the both Chechen wars).
Currently retired and practically disabled.

Was interviewed in Bryansk 25 September 2020.

Sergei was born in Moscow in 1961. Russian, received specialized secondary education.
A former riot policeman. Served in Chechnya in 1995. Currently retires, works as a school
guard.

Was interviewed in Moscow 24 August 2019.

Sergei was born in Blagoveshchensk in 1965. Russian, received higher military education.
Since 1995, served in the first and then second Chechen wars. Works as a deputy general
director in a security firm.

Was interviewed in Tver 6 August 2021.

Shamil was born in Makhachkala in 1965. Dagestani, received secondary education.
Served in Afghanistan in 1983-1985. Worked in Interior Ministry Special Forces and took part
in both of the military campaigns in Chechnya.

Was interviewed in Makhachkala 11 September 2019.
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Umizhat was born in Khubar (Republic of Dagestan) in 1957. Avar, received specialized
secondary education. Worked as a surgical nurse in a Soviet military hospital in Afghanistan in
1984-1986. After coming back from the war, continued working as a nurse.

Was interviewed in Kaspiysk (Republic of Dagestan) 13 September 2029.

Vitaliy was born in Bryansk in 1983. Russian, completed specialized secondary education.
Served in Chechnya in 1998-1999. Works as a businessman, participates in numerous activities
of local veterans’ organizations.

Was interviewed in Bryansk 27 September 2020.

Vladimir was born in Moscow in 1955. Russian, completed higher education. Served in
Afghanistan in 1985-1989. Former military pilot. Currently — a businessman and a head of a
veterans’ district organization.

Was interviewed in Moscow 4 October 2019.

Vladimir was born in Bryansk in 1962. Russian, completed high education. After studying
Farsi at an institute of oriental studies, was sent to Afghanistan and served in Kabul and Heart
as a military interpreter in 1986-1988. Senior lieutenant. Currently leads the Bezhitsk district
branch of the Bryansk regional organization of the Union of Afghan Veterans. Works as a
businessman.

Was interviewed in Bryansk 22 September 2020.

Vyacheslav was born in Dolbotovo village (Bryansk region) in 1961. Russian, completed
higher education. Served in Afghanistan in 1979-1981. Works in Bryansk Traffic Department
and serves as a Bryansk Regional Duma deputy and a head of a local War Invalids’

Organization.
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Was interviewed in Bryansk 24 September 2020.

Yevgeny was born in Shalya (Sverdlovsk region) in 1966. Cossack, received higher
education. Served in Afghanistan in 1985-1987. Since 1995, leads a patriotic association
Cultural Centre Soldiers of Russia. A board member of the federal Russian Union of Veterans
of Afghanistan. Published three books of poetry and numerous musical albums. Most of the
poems and songs are dedicated to the war in Afghanistan and patriotism (understood in
accordance with the state discourse). Starring in several movies, including Cargo 300 (1989)
where he plays the main character, an afganets.

Was interviewed in Yekaterinburg 8 September 2021.
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