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Propaganda of Memory vs. Politics of Oblivion:        

On the Possibility of Bearing Witness 
 
Contemporary wars are accompanied not only by struggles over territory but 
also by struggles over regimes of memory. In the Russian context, one can 
observe a paradoxical combination of an intensified propaganda of memory 
and a systematic politics of oblivion. On the one hand, the state actively 
mobilizes the memory of the Great Patriotic War, transforming it into a central 
element of national identity and a symbolic resource for legitimizing the 
present war (“special military operation”). On the other hand, this same 
memorial politics is accompanied by the suppression and linguistic 
transformation of present violence through ideological “necrospeak” — a 
language that normalizes death, masks war through euphemisms, and blurs 
responsibility. As a result, a peculiar configuration of public discourse emerges 
in which the hypertrophy of memory about the past begins to function as a 
mechanism of collective forgetting of the present.  

In this context, the question of the possibility of bearing witness acquires 
particular significance. What is at stake is not a claim to a final or “truthful” 
description of reality, but rather the possibility of a non-prejudiced and 
critically distanced view of what is taking place. In this regard, the strategy 



proposed by Marc Richir as a “skeptical epoche” proves particularly productive: 
witnessing appears as a practice of “highlighting” the unnaturalness of what 
has become familiar. Such testimonies carry the trace of defamiliarization 
(ostranenie) — a gesture in which a world familiar to everyone is at once 
recognized and called into question. They appeal to our own experience while 
at the same time exposing the unnaturalness of what has come to be 
perceived as self-evident (for instance, the normalization of corruption or the 
assumption that “politics is a dirty business”). However, such a practice of 
witnessing also demands a certain effort on the part of the observer: a kind of 
conversion that suspends habitual and clichéd perceptions of the world and 
shifts us into a state of suspension of ready-made meanings — stable concepts 
continuously reproduced by propaganda. In this gap — in this suspension of 
ready-made meanings — a genuinely political space may emerge, distinct from 
the ideological. In this sense, the capacity to “bear one’s century,” as Grigory 
Pomerants once formulated it and as Alexei Navalny embodied in his own way, 
is linked to the possibility of remaining a witness to one’s time without 
accepting the self-evidences imposed by it.  
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