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24 June 2020

Moscow Victory Day Parade to 
commemorate the 75th anniversary of the 

capitulation of Nazi Germany





A highly symbolic re-scheduling

Parade initially scheduled (like every 
year) on 9 May but cancelled due to 

Covid-19 pandemic

9 May (8 May in the West): the day 
Germany capitulated in 1945





24 June 1945

Moscow Victory Parade to celebrate victory over Germany

40 000 soldiers

Supervised by Stalin himself



A certain vision of WWII

“A victory that determined the future 
of the planet for decades to come 

and went down in history 
as the grandest in its scale, significance 

and moral value”

“We will always remember that Nazism 
was crushed by the Soviet people”



A certain vision of WWII

“They liberated European countries from 
the invaders, put an end to the terrible 

tragedy of the Holocaust, and saved 
the people of Germany from Nazism with 

its deadly ideology”

“It is impossible to even imagine what 
would have happened to the world had it 
not been for the Red Army that stood up 

to defend it”



The “Great Patriotic War” 
(1941-1945)

A decisive contribution to the 
Allied victory against the Nazis

27 million dead (16 million 
civilians)



Putin’s agenda

To consolidate his political power

To portray himself as the defender of 
the country against potential 

“aggressors”



9 May

A national holiday since 1965

WWII: a trauma not to be 
commemorated until then

Brezhnev: General Secretary of the 
Communist Party (1964-1982)

Victory Day to glorify a communist 
regime facing increasing economic 

difficulties

Leonid Brezhnev



Growing up under 
Brezhnev

WWII as a powerful myth

President Putin: the use of History 
(WWII) to unify Russians following 
the dissolution of the Soviet Union 

(1991)

9 May: a key date



The hijacking of an emerging 
remembrance movement

The role played by the Western 
allies during WW2 conveniently 

forgotten

Soviet symbols restored





February 2012

Re-election campaign rally

“We are a victorious people – it's in 
our genes, in our genetic code, 

passed down from generation to 
generation”

“The battle for Russia continues! We 
will be victorious!”

(Reference to Napoleon’s invasion of 
Russia – 1812)



February 2012

The West accused of trying to 
destabilize Russia

The term “fascists” widely used by 
Russian diplomats in reference to a 

hostile Europe



Russia as a “besieged 
fortress”

Russia as the equal of the 
U.S.

No foreign meddling 
(internal affairs and Russia’s 

near abroad)



Russia and its “near 
abroad”

Former Soviet Republics: 
Russia’s sphere of influence



Re-writing the History of 
WW2

The West accused of triggering
WW2

“Today, European politicians, and 
Polish leaders in particular, wish
to sweep the Munich Betrayal

under the carpet





The Munich Agreement
(30 September 1938)

“Secret protocols” still not de-
classified signed with Hitler 

against the Soviet Union! (Putin)

Poland not a victim but an 
accomplice of Hitler

“The blame for the tragedy lies 
entirely with the Polish 

leadership”



The Baltic States

“Integrated” to the Soviet Union 
with the consent of their 

elected officials and “according 
to international law”



The Molotov–Ribbentrop 
Pact

23 August 1939

Largely ignored by Putin

“We are going to shut the dirty 
mouth” of those who would want 

“to re-write History”





Non-Aggression Pact

Secret Protocol (made public in 1989): 
agreement on “spheres of influence” in 

Eastern Europe

Poland to be dismembered

Stalin’s objective: to get all the 
territories lost in 1918 back (Treaty of 

Brest-Litovsk)

A pre-existing strategy of conquest not 
compatible with the spirit of the “Great 

Patriotic War”







The European 
Parliament resolution 
of 19 September 2019

on the importance of European 
remembrance for the future of Europe

80th anniversary of outbreak of war in 
Europe (1939)

Soviet Union and Nazi Germany described as 
“two totalitarian regimes”



The Soviet heritage of WW2

The Soviet Union as a “great power” 
following the Allied victory over 

Germany

The Yalta Conference (1945)

A permanent seat (Security Council of 
the UN)





November 1989: fall 
of the Berlin Wall

1989-2007: countless statues of Soviet 
leaders & generals quietly removed (former 

Soviet satellites)



The Bronze Soldier of 
Tallinn
(2007)

Transfer from downtown to the periphery

Massive cyberattack attributed to Russian hackers 



Statue of Marshal Ivan
Konev (Prague)

Konev: a Soviet WW2 military hero who liberated Prague in 
1945

AND

Planned the repression of 1956 Budapest uprising



April 2020: Kremlin accused 
Finland of “genocide”

“Genocide” of 8 000 Soviet 
civilians (including 2 000 children) 

in “concentration camps” 
allegedly equipped with gas 

chambers



An overzealous head of the 
Investigative Committee of 

Russia?

Bastrykin close to Putin

The accusation no longer 
available on the Committee’s 

website!

Alexander Bastrykin



July 2020 Constitutional 
reform

Russia as the sole successor of the
Soviet Union

Former Eastern European Soviet
satellites described as collaborators of

the Nazi regime



Defense Ministry Board 
Meeting

(24 December 2019)

”At the so-called Munich Conference, 
Hitler directly represented the interests 

of Poland”

“We have it all in the documents” (Which 
documents?)

Polish ambassador accused of promising 
to erect a “beautiful monument” to Hitler 
in Warsaw following a plan “to expel Jews 

from Europe to Africa”



Stalin’s era: a necessary evil

Memorial (international human
rights organization founded in 

Russia in 1989)

To establish the truth about the 
crimes of Stalin’s era

Classified as “foreign agent” (2014) 
and accused of “high treason”



The case of Yuri Dmitriev

Head of a local branch of Memorial

Established list of 40 000 deported or 
executed in Karelia under Stalin

Accused of acts of pedophilia 
(unsubstantiated)

Condemned to 13 years in a camp 

Yuri Dmitriev



A rewriting of History to fit 
Putin’s role in restoring Russia’s 

influence

7 November (the anniversary of the 1917 
October Revolution) no longer a national 

holiday (2005)

Replaced by Unity Day held on 4 November 
(celebrated under imperial Russia)



Stalin partially rehabilitated

Stalin: WW2 leader who extended the 
influence of the Soviet Union over Eastern 

Europe

Negative view on Lenin: leader who oversaw a 
major political upheaval

The role played by the Bolsheviks in Russia’s 
WW1 defeat to the Germans

“ We lost to the country (Germany) who lost 
the war” (Putin)



2017

Centennial of October Revolution 
not commemorated

October Revolution = “revolution”

The inauguration of a new 
cathedral in Moscow dedicated to 

Nicolas II and his family



25th anniversary of the failed 
coup of August 1991

The coup that precipitated the dissolution of 
the Soviet Union

NO commemoration



The re-writing of History according 
to Putin

A pilar of Putin’s foreign policy to:

Justify aggressive international actions

Unite the Russian population around a clear 
political vision

Imperial Russia and the Soviet Union as 
models



Novaya 
Gazeta

“War propaganda is a lot more important than peace 
propaganda, because war takes us back to the glory of Russia 

and peace to its weakness”



The Russians and their 
empire

Vladimir Putin and the “art” of 
rewriting History



Putin & the fall of the Soviet Union

“The collapse of the Soviet Union was the 
greatest geo-political catastrophe of the 

century.” 

(Vladimir Putin, 2005)

A praise for the former communist regime?

NO!

Nostalgia for a strong Russia, able to 
negotiate with other great powers

The idea that Russia is nothing without its 
empire



The largest country in the 
world

A triple heritage



The Scandinavian heritage

Kievan Rus’ (Scandinavian 
warriors-tradesmen) 9th-11th

centuries

Domination over East Slavic 
peoples (Ukraine, Belarus & a 

part of Russia)

Kiev as capital (882)



Vladimir I
(958-1015)

The founding father of Kievan Rus’ 
(political system)

988: a fundamental decision

The choice of Christian (Orthodox) 
religion



The Scandinavian heritage

Territorial overstretch + small 
population

=

Gradual political division of 
Kievan Rus’ divided in several 

principalities (Russia of Moscow)



Crimea: a strategic 
position

A bridgehead between Kievan 
Rus’ and Constantinople

Control over maritime road 
leading to Constantinople & 

passage through steppe
Kievan Rus’ (10-14th centuries
Byzantium Empire
Trade road
Nomadic road
Steppe
Ukraine today



The Mongol heritage

The Mongol invasion (1237-1240)

Russian principalities at the 
periphery

The princes of Moscow as 
intermediaries

Superiority over all other regional 
sovereigns



The Grand Duchy of 
Moscow

Territorial expansion

To gather the necessary 
resources to pay the tribute 
(iassak) to the Great Khan



The heritage of Byzantium
1453: the fall of 
Constantinople

The “Third Rome” doctrine: 
Moscow succeeded Rome and 

Byzantium Rome as the true centre 
of Orthodox Christianity & of the 

Roman Empire

The prince of Moscow as “Caesar” 
(Czar)



Ivan IV the Terrible
(1530-1584)

Expansion towards the East (Siberia)

The Russian “Czar” as the successor of 
Genghis Khan

Policy of religious tolerance (Muslims)

Russia as multi-ethnic & pluri-religious
monarchy

Population in 1800: 37 million divided 
into 25 ethnic groups





A mosaic of peoples

1650-1800: Russia as the largest 
continental empire in the world

Multiple languages, cultures and 
religions

A collection of peoples united in their 
political submission to the czars and 

use of Russian language 
(administration)

A flexible mode of government



Peter the Great and the creation of 
St. Petersburg (1703)

1721: victory over Sweden (the end 
of 20 years of war)

Peter the Great as “emperor”: the 
equal of other European monarchs



Catherine the Great
(1729-1796)

The decline of Poland: from Russian 
protectorate to partition

Crimea (annexed in 1783)

Crimea: strategic access to the Azov 
Sea & the Black Sea

1794: the founding of the port of 
Odessa





Alexander I
(1777-1825)

Defeating Napoleon

Russia: a power to reckon with 
(1814)



19th century Russia

Increasingly perceived as a 
dangerous colossus

Expansion in the Caucasus and 
Central Asia: a source of tensions 

with Great Britain



Southern expansion

Access to warm waters

Control over Constantinople and 
the straits

Unacceptable to the British and 
French (military alliance with 

Ottoman Empire)



The Crimean War
(1853-1856)

Russia defeated

Renewed interest for Asia





February 1917:
revolution in Petrograd

The fall of czarism: the 
abdication of Nicolas II





December 1991

The dissolution of the Soviet 
Union

A failed transition to democracy 
(1991-2000)

Russia without its empire: can it 
reinvent itself?



February 2014 annexation of 
Crimea



The “restoration of Russian unity” 
(March 2014)

“We have not annexed Crimea, we 
have offered its population the 
possibility of expressing itself”

Renewing with the empire

Support from Russians

Growing isolation on the global stage



An emerging Moscow-Beijing axis?



China ready to support Russia against Western sanctions
BUT

Russia is seen as a partner, not an ally



Economic balance of power 
favors China

2018: 76.19% of Russian exports to China = oil 
& natural gas

Manufactured good: 5%

China’s exports to Russia: machinery & 
equipment

Conflict in Ukraine + Western sanctions: 
enhanced economic ties between Russia & 

China



Russia: a junior partner


