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Ultra-Russian, Ultra-Besieged: Kaliningrad Oblast, EU Enlargement and
Memory Politics in Russia

Memory politics in Russia has experienced substantial evolution since Vladimir
Putin's comeback to presidential seat in 2012 and the so-called new conservative
project. His campaign programme articles paved the way for redefining official
understanding of Russianness, which particularly affected Kaliningrad Oblast
with its pre-1945 past. The subsequent years witnessed an attempt to holistically
redefine the existing narratives of the past in the semi-exclave and weave them
into the concept of Russia as a unique civilisational centre and the Oblast as its
frontier.

I seek to argue that the foundations of the mentioned process were laid
already in the early to mid-2000s and were linked to the 2004 EU enlargement
with neighbouring Poland and Lithuania joining and the emergence of EU's rede-
fined Neighbourhood Policy. This paper seeks to look at these events to identify
linkages between enlarging the EU and redefining part of its external policies and
Russian memory politics in the particular case of Kaliningrad Oblast.

Ultrarosyjski, ultraoblezony. Obwéd kaliningradzki, rozszerzenie UE
i polityka pamieci w Rosji

Polityka pamieci w Rosji przeszla znaczng ewolucje od trzeciej kadencji prezy-
denckiej Wladimira Putina i ogloszenia tzw. nowego projektu konserwatywnego.
Artykuly opublikowane podczas kampanii wyborczej utorowaly droge do redefi-
nigji oficjalnego rozumienia rosyjskosci, co bylo szczegélnie widoczne w obwodzie
kaliningradzkim z jego nierosyjska przesztoscia przed 1945 r. W kolejnych latach
wiladze na Kremlu podjely probe catosciowego powigzania istniejagcych w péteks-
klawie narracji o przesztosci z koncepcjg Rosji jako centrum cywilizacyjnego.

Staram sie wykazad, ze podwaliny wspomnianego procesu zostaly polozone
juz na poczatku lub w potowie pierwszej dekady XX1 w. i byly powiazane z roz-
szerzeniem UE w 2004 T. o sasiednie Polske i Litwe oraz pojawieniem sie zre-
definiowanej Polityki Sasiedztwa UE. Artykul ma na celu przyjrzenie sie tym
wydarzeniom w celu zidentyfikowania powigzan miedzy rozszerzeniem UE i jej
stosunkami z Rosjg a ewolucja rosyjskiej polityki pamieci, w ktérej wazng role
odgrywa obwdd kaliningradzki.
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Introduction

Kaliningrad Oblast is Russian Federation's westernmost subject. It repre-
sents a small area of approximately 15,000 square kilometres and over
one million inhabitants. It was created in 1945, initially as Kénigsberg
Oblast, as a Soviet war trophy from the northern part of the German prov-
ince of East Prussia in its 1939 borders. Approximately two thirds of the lat-
ter was given to Poland as part of compensation for the loss of eastern ter-
ritories, incorporated into Lithuanian, Belarusian and Ukrainian Soviet
Socialist Republics. Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991,
Kaliningrad Oblast has been separated from the rest of Russia’s territory
by Lithuania, Latvia and Belarus. Since the Oblast has access to the Baltic
Sea, its geopolitical status is that of a semi-exclave.

Although the role of Kaliningrad Oblast in post-Cold War interna-
tional relations in Europe has been analysed and debated for over thirty
years, it has mostly been so from the point of view of hard security and
narrowly understood political relations between Russia and the European
Union. Various descriptions of Russia’s semi-exclave on the Baltic Sea, used
in the last twenty years, envisage this state of play. It suffices to mention
names such as cooperation lab,' bridge,” new Promised Land,* Rootless Russia,*
hostage® and geopolitical hostage® Russida’s island in Europe, a chance and

1 T. Palmowski, Kaliningrad a proces integracji battyckiej, “Geopolitical Studies”
(Polish Academy of Sciences) 2003, vol. 10, p. 111-119.

2 Idem, Kaliningrad - szansa czy zagrozenie dla Europy Battyckiej? Monografia spo-
teczno-gospodarcza, Bernardinum, Gdansk-Pelplin 2013.

3 W.Filipowicz, Kaliningrad - nowa Ziemia Obiecana?, “Opcja na Prawo’ [online], 3 VIII
2010 [accessed: 17 XI 2024]: <http://www.opcjanaprawo.pl/indexphp/komentarze/
item/2169-kaliningrad-nowa-ziemia-obiecana>.

4  R.Misiunas, Rootless Russia: Kaliningrad - Status and Identity, “Diplomacy and
Statecraft” 2004, vol. 15, p. 385-411.

5  R.Lopata, Anatomy of a Hostage. Kaliningrad Anniversary Case, Baltic Defence
College, Tartu 2006.

6  Idem, Geopolitical Hostagde: The Case of Kaliningrad Oblast of the Russian Federation,
[in:] Contemporary Change in Kaliningrad. A Window to Europe?, ed. E. Rindzeiviciute,
Sédertorns Hégskola, Huddinge 2006, p. 35-54.

7  S.Sukhankin, Kaliningrad: Russia’s Island in Europe, “New Eastern Europe” [online],
2912016 [accessed: 17 XI 2024]: <https://web.archive.org/web/20170715071448/http://
www.neweasterneurope.eu/articles-and-commentary/1876-kaliningrad-russia-s-
island-in-europe>.
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a threat to Baltic Europe,® and aircraft carrier.’ It was only after the Local
Border Traffic Agreement between Poland and Russia had been signed
in 2011 and entered into force in 2012 when elements of different nature
were added to the academic analytical mix'®. Overall, however, not much
attention has been given to the growing significance of this minuscule sub-
ject of the Russian Federation in the federal memory policies and their
broader consequences for international security. Due to its complex non-
-Russian pre-1945 past, the Oblast witnessed the emergence of many alter-
native narratives of history, often acting as coping strategies with the chal-
lenging post-1991 economic and social reality. They all gave a particular
flavour to the elusive notion of Russianness during times of external geo-
political ruptures and Russia’s internal instability in the 1990s.

Initially spontaneous and unorganised, by the mid-2000s, a considera-
ble part of the region’s public discourse had been rich in grassroots move-
ments engaged in incorporating the surviving elements of the pre-war
(East Prussian, German) material and spiritual legacy. Its critical point was
the 2011-2013 discussion about changing the name Kaliningrad."" The dis-
cussion coincided with Vladimir Putin coming back to presidential seat and
launching the so-called neo-conservative project. Presented during the elec-
toral campaign as one of the key points in Putin’s agenda, it gradually
took a quasi-ideological shape of Russia being a civilisational entity based

8 T. Palmowski, Kaliningrad - szansa..

9 A.Sakson, Obwéd Kaliningradzki a bezpieczeristwo Polski, ,Przeglad Strategiczny”
2014, N1 7, p. 109-121.

10 M. Zielinski, Cross-Border Co-operation between the Kaliningrad Oblast and Poland
in the Context of Polish-Russian Relations in 2004-2011, “Lithuanian Foreign Policy
Review” 2012, No. 28, p. 11-42; M. Sochanska-Kawiecka et al., Efekty wejscia w Zy-
cie umowy o zasadach malego ruchu granicznedo miedzy Rzqgdem Rzeczypospolitej
Polskiej a Rzqdem Federacji Rosyjskiej ,Maly ruch graniczny. Raporty z badania opi-
nii publicznej wsrod mieszkaricow powiatow objetych Malym Ruchem Granicznym
w Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej i mieszkaricow Obwodu Kaliningradzkiego”, Konsorcjum
Laboratorium: Badan Spotecznych, MANDS Badania Rynku i Opinii, Warszawa
2013; M. Zielinski, National and Regional Identity in Kaliningrad Oblast from the Cross-
Border Perspective, “Lithuanian Foreign Policy Review” 2015, No. 34, p. 109-134.

11 M. Zielinski, Z Kaliningradu na Kénuac6epz - zapotrzebowanie spoleczne czy marzenie
nielicznych? Spoleczna inicjatywa zmiany nazwy miasta, “Sprawy Narodowosciowe”
2013, 11 43, P. 131-141

SPRAWY MIEDZYNARODOWE 2024, T. 77, NR 3/4



Ultra-Russian, Ultra-Besieged: Kaliningrad Oblast, EU Enlargement and Memory Politics...

on moral values superior than the West."* These notions gained on inten-
sity when Russia annexed Crimea and began the war in Donbas, having led
to the emergence of a civilisational discourse in the Huntingtonian under-
standing of the term.”

In this paper, I make an argument that the changing memory pol-
icies of Russian authorities have been influenced by the enlargement
of the European Union and other related events in the last twenty years
more than one is inclined to believe. These, in turn, have had a consider-
able direct and indirect influence over the developments in Kaliningrad
Oblast in corresponding spheres for legal, political and other reasons going
beyond the Russian semi-exclave itself.

In the process of joining the European Union, Lithuania and Poland
adopted the bulk of the Communities’ acquis communautaire and as such
needed to introduce visa requirements for Russian citizens. It further
impaired the freedom of movement both the inhabitants of Kaliningrad
Oblast and their compatriots from mainland Russia. Additional restric-
tions encompassed also tighter customs control, especially that both
nations strived to enter the Schengen Zone as with no delay. At the same
time, the biggest EU enlargement to date contributed to a wave of civil
unrest in a number of post-Soviet countries. The Revolution of Roses
brought down Soviet apparatchik Eduard Shevardnadze already in 2003.
At the turn of 2004 and 2005, Ukraine’s Orange Revolution triggered
the first systemic approach to shake off the post-Soviet legacy of oligar-
chy and institutionalised corruption. Especially in the latter case, poli-
ticians from the new EU member states expressed strong support for
anti-Yanukovych and, for that matter, anti-Kuchma protests."* By com-
ing to Kyiv and talking about alternative development paths, they both
sought to bring hope and to discount their nations’ geopolitical success. For
Russia, on the other hand, such developments were a proof that the West

12 W. Rodkiewicz, J. Rogoza, Potemkin Conservatism. An Ideological Tool of the Kremlin,
Centre for Eastern Studies, Warsaw 2015.

13 S. P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, Simon
& Schuster, London 2011.

14 T. Petrova, Polish Democracy Promotion in Ukraine, “Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace” [online], 16 X 2014 [accessed: 17 XI 2024]: <https://carnegieen
dowment.org/research/2014/10/polish-democracy-promotion-in-ukraine?lang=en>.
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was pursuing aggressive expansionism in what the Kremlin still consid-
ered Russia’s canonical zone of influence.

This paper is divided into four parts, excluding introduction. The first
part provides broader context of the European Union-Russia rela-
tions, together with the role of Kaliningrad Oblast in them, as well as
their influence on the latter. Here, I put emphasis on the parallel pro-
cess of the EU enlargement and forging EU’s new eastern neighbourhood
policy on the one hand and growing assertiveness and aggressiveness
of Russia’s foreign policy. The second part focuses on the changes in offi-
cial Russian memory politics which occurred after Vladimir Putin came
back to presidential seat in 2012. Its core element is the Huntingtonian
notion of the clash of civilisations and its incorporation into the poli-
cies of Russian political and economic elite, which coincided with
their increasingly anti-Western stance, exemplified by the annexation
of Crimea and the invasion of Ukraine. The third part presents the spe-
cific context of Kaliningrad Oblast as a relatively new Russian region, for
seven centuries belonging to the Western (Latin, Roman) civilisational
circle. In this chapter, I seek to identify the interconnectedness between
federal memory policies and its regional, Kaliningrad Oblast-specific
angle. The fourth part summarises the mentioned phenomena and pro-
cesses, seeking to weave them a coherent fabric of interrelation between
the advancement of European integration and the growing instrumental-
isation of Kaliningrad Oblast’s location and weaponisation of its history
by Russia’s federal authorities over the last twenty years.

Sources used in the article are of two basic proveniences. The first
ones are primary sources in the form of official documents and state-
ments: communications, agreements, press articles authored by officials
(such as Vladimir Putin), pointing to concrete policies and policy pro-
posals, predominantly accessible online. The second group are second-
ary sources. Russian course books and documentaries represent a specific
narrative on past events. As such, they often reflect interest of various
stakeholders, such as the Russian political elite. Academic articles and
books, as well as analytical pieces published by think tanks provide rel-
evant context of the EU-Russia, the West-Russia and Poland-Russia
or Lithuania-Russia relations. They also provide information related
to the history of East Prussia and Kaliningrad Oblast and the contempo-
rariness of the latter.

SPRAWY MIEDZYNARODOWE 2024, T. 77, NR 3/4



Ultra-Russian, Ultra-Besieged: Kaliningrad Oblast, EU Enlargement and Memory Politics...

Sources used in this paper were analysed mostly through qualita-
tive content analysis, based on the phenomenon of contested narratives,
an approach present in research pertaining to many areas around the world.
More specifically, I employ the competition of memories concept, put for-
ward by Karolina Cwiek-Rogalska while researching territories in Central
Europe that belonged to Germany or Prussia before 1945.” I argue that
Kaliningrad Oblast, due to its non-Russian pre-1945 history, has been
a particularly fertile ground for refining and practicing new narratives
about Russia’s and Soviet Union’s past for contemporary Russian author-
ities. While doing that, the country’s incumbent elite has not only tight-
ened control over the semi-exclave but it has also used it to set the tone for
history-related activities across the rest of Russia. From this perspective,
Kaliningrad Oblast represents an important case study of EU-Russia rela-
tions and their evolution due to the changing dynamics of official Russian
memory policies since Putin's coming to power signalled the gradual pet-
rification of power structures that emerged in Russia after the collapse
of the Soviet Union. Although largely focussed on hard power, such as con-
trol over security apparatus and access to material resources, these policies
gradually included soft power elements, such as history, to exercise tighter
and more effective control over the society, especially that the institution-
alised oligarchic kleptocracy quickly showed signs of exhausting ways
of economic growth and improving living standards for ordinary Russians.
It thus needed new tools which were partly provided by revising the nar-
ratives about the past and enforcing them countrywide through media,
school curricula and other forms social engineering.

Broader geopolitical context

The early to mid-2000s represented the last years of untainted enthusiasm
about the inevitability of the West's institutional expansions. Finalisation
of accession negotiations resulted in the biggest enlargement to this date.
Eight out of ten new member states had been dominated by commu-
nist forces until late 1980s - early 1990s and had to overcome a number

15 K. Cwiek-Rogalska, The Competition of Memories: The Commemorative Landscape
of Polish Central Pomerania after 1945, “East European Politics and Societies and
Cultures” 2020, vol. 35, issue 1, p. 26-49.
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of initial obstacles related to both political and economic transformation.
Two of them, Poland and Lithuania, have been Kaliningrad Oblast’s neigh-
bours. The strong Euro-Atlantic vector of their foreign policies quickly
became the cause of tensions between both countries and Russia, a part
of which revolved around the latter’s semi-exclave. Initially, Kaliningrad
Oblast became a transit point for Soviet/Russian troops withdrawing from
Germany and Poland. Later on, the Oblasts land accessibility became
a bargaining chip in negotiations with Russia, the non-enlarged European
Union, the two aspiring states and Russia. The Kremlin argued that
the enlargement would impair the ability to travel to and from Kaliningrad
Oblast due to the introduction of visas, which were part of Lithuania's and
Poland’s adoption of acquis communautaire and which came into effect
in 2003. These concerns were recognised by the EU, although they did not
lead to change the overall visa policy.'

The solution to this challenge, agreed upon at the 10™ European
Union-Russia Summit in late 2002, included the introduction of Facil-
itated Transit Document for cars and buses and the Facilitated Railway
Transit Document for those travelling across Lithuania.”” Nevertheless,
both Lithuania and Poland for the next few years remained the grit
on Moscow’s lens as merely fifteen years earlier they had been either part
of the Soviet Union or under its influence. In changed geopolitical circum-
stances, however, the Russian authorities needed to involve in what they
unofficially considered humiliating negotiations with their former vassals.
This approach was visible in the negotiating tactics and style, unusual for
the Kremlin. It prioritised talking to Brussels over Kaliningrad Oblast’s
neighbours’ heads, undermining their agency and sovereignty in this
matter. This stance was envisaged in the 2005 celebrations of founding
Koénigsberg by the Teutonic Knights. The Kremlin use this opportunity
to differentiate between the old and the new EU member states by invit-
ing the president of France and the chancellor of Germany and ignoring

16  EU-Russia Partnership on Kaliningrad, European Commission, Moscow, 12 VII
2002 (MEMO/02/16): <https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/
memo_02_169> [accessed: 17 XI 2024].

17 E.Vinokurov, Kaliningrad Transit and Visa Issues Revisited, Centre for European
Policy Studies, July 2006 (CEPS Commentaries).
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the presidents of Lithuania and Poland - the two states with close cultur-
al and political ties with former East Prussia.’

As the economic situation of Russia improved thanks to overcom-
ing the post-collapse shock and growing oil prices on the global mar-
kets, assertiveness in foreign policy turned into aggressive military
action, first under the veil of proxies in Abkhazia and South Ossetia
in 2008 and Donbas in 2014. These operations coincided with intensive
work on the new EU Neighbourhood Policy which aim was to reshape
the enlarged Union's relations with closest partners, both as a tool
of political leverage and a way of gradually introducing the EU know-
-how in order to initiate or boost democratisation processes. These efforts
resulted in the re-launching the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership and
bringing to life the EU Eastern Partnership in 2009, effectively creating
an approach in which the immediate geographical vicinity of the Union,
with the exception of the Western Balkans and EFTA countries, was
divided into the South and the East.”® Although the latter quickly became
a grouping of countries with contradicting interests when it came to coop-
eration with the EU, the instruments introduced within it contributed
to raising the attractiveness of the political, economic and social devel-
opment model promoted by the European Union. It encompassed deep
structural reforms, aligning the legal system of the countries involved with
that of the Union. In case of Ukraine, the societal determination to pur-
sue this path resulted in a second wave of mass protests in 2013/2014 after
Viktor Yanukovych rejected signing the Association Agreement, pressured
by the Kremlin to adopt the competing Eurasian Economic Union model,
derived in a way that made it incompatible with its Western counterpart,
mostly due to the former not being a genuine economic integration pro-
ject, but a tool of Moscow’s influence.*

18  Press Conference Following the Meeting with Federal Chancellor of Germany Gerhard
Schroeder and President of France Jacques Chirac, “President of Russia” [online], 3 vII
2005 [accessed: 17 XI 2024]: <http:/fen.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/
23075>.

19  P.Perchoc, The European Neighbourhood Policy, European Parliamentary Research
Service, Brussels 2016.

20 D.Allan et. al, Myths and Misconceptions in the Debate on Russia. How They Affect
Western Policy, and What Can Be Done, Chatham House 2021 (Russia and Eurasia
Programme).
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The protests, often referred to as Euromaidan and the Revolution
of Dignity, led to a chain of events: Yanukovych fleeing the country, Russia
launching the operation to seize control of Crimea and annex, as well as
initiating a war in Donbas. It was a major crisis of European post-1945 and
post-1991 security architecture due to the violation of a number of obli-
gations the Russian Federation took on itself both as a sovereign state
and the legal successor of the Soviet Union. The West's response involved
sanctions, introduced already in March 2014, including sanctions against
individuals and entities, as well as economic sanctions. After an eight-
-year-long hiatus, the full-scale invasion of Ukraine led to the biggest cri-
sis of European security architecture after the end of the Second World
War and in a series of confrontational steps taken by Russian authorities
towards its Western neighbours.?! Some of them were experimented with
in Kaliningrad Oblast first.

Post-2012 Russian politics of memory

Vladimir Putin’s comeback to the presidential seat marked the most sub-
stantial change in official Russian memory policies since the dissolu-
tion of the Soviet Union. In seven programme articles, published during
the electoral campaign, Putin outlined his understanding of challenges and
tasks lying in front of the country. Three of them are particularly relevant
for this paper. Putin largely drew from the Huntingtonian clash of civilisa-
tions theory, describing Russia as one of the world's main civilisational cen-
tres. From the point of view of this article, the main traits of such a centre,
as outlined by Putin, were the traditional values he associated with Eastern
Orthodoxy and the moral superiority that followed.

This neoconservative discourse served as a basis for the creation
of the first refined narrative on Russia’s past since the collapse of the Soviet
Union and the bankruptcy of communism as state ideology. Putin drew

21 B.IIytus, Poccus: hayuonanshwlu sonpoc, “HeszaBucumast rasera” [online], 23 I 2012
[accessed: 17 XI 2024]: <https://wwwng.ru/politics/2012-01-23/1_national. htmI>;
idem, Poccust u mensowutics mup, “MockoBckue HoBocT [online], 27 II 2012
[accessed: 17 XI 2024]: <https://web.archive.org/web/20120310083705/http://www.
mn.ru/politics/20120227/312306749.html>; idem, Poccus cocpedomauueaemcs -
8b1308bl, HA KOMopble Mbl donncHbl omeemums, “VIsBectus” [online], 16 I 2012
[accessed: 17 X1 2024]: <https://izru/news/511884>.
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a landscape that fitted the trajectory that had occurred since 1991: from polit-
ical, economic and societal shock through the establishment of new power
structures based on oligarchy to institutionalising corruption in favoura-
ble economic conditions and legitimising the new, self-proclaimed elites.
The authorities needed to forge a narrative that would both help them
explain the status quo and create a favourable ground for finalising the pro-
cesses initiated during Putin’s first two terms in office, followed by a brief
interlude by Dmitry Medvedev. The Russian Federation is thus a political
entity continuing the over thousand-year-old traditions of medieval Kyivan-
-Novgorod Rus/, the Grand Duchy of Muscovy, the Romanov’s Russia and
the Soviet Union. What binds them together, despite the differences embod-
ied by numerous violent political turns, is the spiritual heritage, the glorious
military victories across the centuries and the territorial-cultural expansion
of ethnic Russians (russkiye) connected with ceaseless defending of the arbi-
trarily defined Russian (rossiyskiy) canonical territory.

The broader political significance of this approach was often downplayed
until 2022. The presidential campaign coincided with the last big wave of pro-
tests against election irregularities in autumn of 2011 and spring of 2012
which overshadowed other events at that time. This approach began to shift
due to the developments in Ukraine in the winter of 2013-2014. It was only
when Russia that expressed its objection to the anti-Yanukovych protests
and the desire of a large part of the Ukrainian society to pursue closer rela-
tions with the European Union that the so-called Putin's programme articles
started to make sense in analysing changes in memory and identity politics
that had been initiated in 2012. With the annexation of Crimea and the war
in Donbas, Russian authorities went on an unprecedented campaign of jus-
tifying territorial claims by reverting to the formative period of the Russian
Empire, namely the 18th century. Crimea was meant to be more Russian than
Ukrainian because it had been conquered by Catherine the Great and only
gifted to the Ukrainian SSR by Nikita Khrushchev in 1954.

As Western sanctions started exerting influence on the Russian econ-
omy and overall intensity of Russias political dynamics with the Euro-
-Atlantic community shifting from limited partnership to tensions over
a growing number of issues, official Russian memory policies took an even
more imperialistic and chauvinistic tone. A growing number of media
outlets, commentators and historians embarked on reinterpreting espe-
cially the events of the last hundred years to create a new narrative
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of the dramatic changes that the Russian state had been through since
the outbreak of the February Revolution. The goal was to create a strong
sense of continuity between arbitrarily selected elements of the impe-
rial and Soviet pasts. Despite their belonging to two opposing systems,
they were meant to form an illusion of compatibility and a sense of long-
-term belonging for those identifying with the Russian ethnic and politi-
cal nations. For this purpose, elements present already in the 2000s were
utilised, such as the nebulous idea of Russkiy mir or the Programme for
the Return of Compatriots to Russia, introduced to allow ethnic Russians
to relocate to the Russian Federation from former Soviet republics.*?

Perhaps an even more substantial reason to look at the change in mem-
ory policies in Russia was provided by Putin’s article On the Historical
Unity of Russians and Ukrainians which was published in July 2021. In it,
Putin argues that Ukraine is an artificial concept and owes its existence
to the Soviet period, while essentially being part of the greater Russian
nations, consisting of Russians, Belarusians and Ukrainians (triyediniy
russkiy narod).”® The arguments put forward in the article became sub-
ject to intense analyses after the full-scale invasion of Ukraine began
in February 2022. At the same time, the 2021 article crowned the decade-
-long process of refining the official Russian narrative of its own history
and the history of the neighbouring nations, glorifying the former and
undermining the latter's importance.

Specificity of Kaliningrad Oblast

Post-1991 political, economic and social reality of Kaliningrad Oblast has always
included a strong notion of separation or detachment from the so-called main-
land Russia. It can be understood on different levels. The most objective one is
geography - the lack of land connection between the Oblast and other Russian

22 M. ®enoposa, B MUJ PO 3a58Unl, Umo npozpammol hepeceneHusl 8 PO 80cnonb306a-
JUCH 11 MUANUOHA uenosek, ‘TlapmamenTckast razera’ [online], 28 XII 2023 [accessed:
17 X1 2024]: <https://wwwpnp.ru/social/v-mid-rf-zayavili-chto-programmoy-pere
seleniya-v-rf-vospolzovalis-11-mln-chelovek html>.

23 V. Putin, On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians, “President of Russia’
[online], 12 VII 2021 [accessed: 4 1 2025]: <http:/fen kremlin.ru/events/president/news/
66181>.
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regions, which can only partially be compensated by maritime and aerial con-
nection. It also creates the challenge of transit across Lithuania and Latvia
or Lithuania and Belarus. The other level, more subjective in its essence, is
of geopolitical nature. The collapse of the Soviet Union led to most neighbour-
ing nations shaking off their dependence on Moscow and quickly choosing
to pursue Euro-Atlantic integration. It increased the perceived feeling of iso-
lation among the Kaliningraders. Although the port of Kaliningrad was open
to foreign vessels already in May 1991, the federal authorities did not seem
ready to grant the region a high degree of freedom in shaping its economic and
cross-border cooperation agenda. Ideas such as the free economic (trading, cus-
toms) zone remained largely on paper. The introduced solutions stimulated
smuggling goods to other Russian regions rather than created conditions for
overcoming post-collapse shock despite efforts made by regional politicians.**

Another, perhaps most overlooked, dimension of Kaliningrad Oblast's
subjective isolation has been the broader historical context. The political
transition of 1989-1991 in Central and Eastern Europe can in this regard
be compared to the changes that occurred after the defeat of Germany
in the First World War. At that time, the German province of East Prussia,
part of which constitutes today’s Kaliningrad Oblast, and remnants of West
Prussia were separated from mainland Germany by the newly established
Second Polish Republic. The feeling of separation played an important
role in German political life throughout the whole interwar period, largely
because it fuelled the myth of the invincible Deutsches Heer. East Prussia
was the only part of Germany which experienced military actions during
the war due to the intrusion of the Russian forces in its initial phase in 1914-
1915. Troops led by Paul von Hindenburg and Erich Ludendorff repelled
the invaders, though it came at the cost of severe damage to dozens of vil-
lages and cities. These events contributed to Dolchstofslegende (the stab-in-
-the-back legend), undermining the legitimacy of the Weimar Republic elite
and, ultimately, contributed to Adolf Hitler coming to power.”®

24 0. Maroukus, Ha usnome: coyuanvHo-nonumuueckui ouepk, Axcmoc, Kanuaumurpan
2017.

25 R.Traba, Wschodniopruskosé. Tozsamosé regionalna i narodowa w kulturze politycz-
nej Niemiec, Poznanskie Towarzystwo Przyjaciét Nauk, Poznan 2005; N. Eaton,
German Blood, Slavic Soil: How Nazi Konigsberd Became Soviet Kaliningrad, Cornell
University Press, Ithaca 2017.
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The political Germanness of East Prussia and the eastern rem-
nants of West Prussia that were not incorporated into Polish Pomerania
was reinforced by the pro-German outcome of the July 1920 plebiscite.
The years between the plebiscite and the outbreak of the Second World
War witnessed the mythologisation of East Prussia as an ancient German
land, the beacon of civilisation in the East and the bulwark of Germanness.
Appeals were made to the inhabitants of mainland Germany to visit the cit-
ies of Gdansk (German: Danzig) and Konigsberg. The Teutonic Knights
castle in Marienburg (today’s Malbork in Poland), the material testimony
of the conquest of pagan Prussians, rose to the symbol of German strength
and orderliness in the sea of Slavic and Baltic chaos.*®

The above notions were taken up and used in reverse by the Soviet po-
litical leadership as the Red Army was nearing the 1937 borders of Germany.
East Prussia was the first province that it entered. For this reason, the Soviet
soldiers were encouraged to take their revenge and leave no stone un-
turned. In wartime and immediate post-war publications, East Prussia was
presented as the lair of the fascist beast, the bastion of Prussian milita-
rism, the stronghold of Dog Knights (i.e. Teutonic Knights) and backward
Junkers. This approach dominated in the first years of the Soviet rule over
the Northern part of East Prussia. After the pre-war population either fled
or was resettled until the turn of the 1950s, the Soviet newcomers lived
in the atmosphere of fear before the ominous Prussianness, used as a syno-
nym for Nazism and fascism, as well as allegedly ubiquitous Western spies.”
This authorities-imposed phobia only began to lose its edge when the new
deneration was coming of age. Those people born in Kaliningrad Oblast
who did not remember the war treated the local architectural landscape as
their own, which largely helped them embark on individual and spontane-
ous exploration activities such as digging up bric-a-brac and other remains
of the pre-war time.”® The last decade of the Soviet Union only made it all

26 R.Traba, Wschodniopruskosé..

27 10. Kocrsimos, 3acenenue Kanununepadckoli obnacmu nocne Bmopoii Muposoll otitb,
[in:] I'ymanumaprasn nayka é Poccuu. Copocosckue naypeamu, T. 2, pef. A. P. BstkuH,
MexnyHaponHbiit HayuHbI dona, Mocksa 1996, p. 82-88; idem, Cekpemuas ucmo-
pus Kanununzpadckoii obnacmu, Teppa Bantuka, Kanuuuurpan 20009.

28 O.Sezneva, “We Have Never Been German.” The Economy of Digging in Russian
Kaliningrad, [in:] Practicing Culture, ed. C. Calhoun, R. Sennett, Routledge, London-
New York 2007.
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gain in strength, providing critical mass of a region-wide surge of interest
in reinterpreting the pre-war past under heavily altered geopolitical circum-
stances, especially that the atmosphere of perestroika allowed for critical ap-
proach towards the first post-war, formative years of the Oblast.*

The first two decades of the post-Soviet period were marked with
an unprecedented level of freedom to discuss the relationship between
the East Prussian, German and West European legacy on the one hand
and 45 years of the Soviet rule together with belonging to broader Russian
cultural circle. The deep economic crisis that the Russian Federation suf-
fered from by the end of the 1990s only fuelled these discussions as they
provided a sense of escape to an alternative reality. For many inhabitants
of Kaliningrad Oblast, East Prussia became an unknown paradise lost and
a remedy for all the shortcomings of likhye devyanostye (‘the reckless/poor/
bad 1990s'): poverty, organised crime, unemployment and a feeling of sep-
aration from the rest of the country with limited possibilities to overcome
challenges stemming from it.

This longing, intensified by sentimental tourism of Germans who
were allowed to travel to the Soviet part of the former East Prussia for
the first time since they or their ancestors had fled or had been resettled,
resulted in a genuine grassroots interest in the pre-war past. As such, it
contributed to laying the foundations of a new regional and local iden-
tity in Kaliningrad Oblast. Although it did not seem to pose a genu-
ine challenge to the national one, it was always perceived by the federal
authorities with a considerable level of suspicion. One of the first signs
of the willingness to oppose the East Prussian carnival was strengthening
the presence of the Russian Orthodox Church in the semi-exclave. It took
the form of constructing new khrams, converting old Protestant and
Catholic churches into khrams, as well as leasing the old Teutonic cas-
tle to the Orthodox Church authorities. Although in theory, this decision
was supposed to rescue the buildings concerned from falling into decay, it
turned out to be a way of underlining the Orthodox spiritual and cultural
presence in the region. By a similar token, the construction of the Christ
the Saviour Cathedral was completed in Kaliningrad in 2006, after over
a decade of obstacles related to insufficient financing. It occupies the city’s

29 I0. Koctsinios, 3acenenue..
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Central Victory Square (formerly Hansa Square and Adolf Hitler Square)
and is one of the largest sacral buildings in the whole of Russia. Located
opposite the Second World War Victory Memorial, its lower temple is
dedicated to the memory of the Russian soldiers who died in conflicts
which have taken place on the territory of contemporary Kaliningrad
Oblast since the mid-18th century: the Seven Years' War, the Napoleonic
Wars and the two world wars.

A shift in memory policies began earlier in Kaliningrad Oblast than
in Russia as a whole for region-specific reasons. They later blended with
federal-level policies or, depending on the perspective heavily influenced
the way the Kremlin perceived the potential for protests in the region.
In late 2009 - early 2010, Kaliningraders protested against increasing
the customs on imported cars as most of the vehicles in the region came
from other European countries due to geographical proximity. The deeper
reasons were, of course, more manifold and stemmed from years-long neg-
ligence of the Oblast by the federal authorities*® The third in a series
of gatherings was attended by at least 10,000 people which was a figure
unseen in Russia across the whole decade. Although afterwards the pro-
tests were not that strong in terms of numbers of participants, they led
to the establishment of an anti-governor coalition in the regional Duma
and flash mobs with people carrying, hinting at the Orange Revolution
in Ukraine six years earlier. The 2011 agreement between Poland and
Russia, establishing local border traffic zone, significantly going beyond
the 30-kilometre custom, was a way of letting some steam off.

The 2009-2010 events awoke the old fears of separatism in Kaliningrad
Oblast at the Kremlin. Although they had primarily economic grounds,
there were also other motivations. Some protesters mentioned a sig-
nificantly better way the neighbouring countries’ authorities handled
the global economic crisis. The scale of popular mobilisation over the slo-
dans of a more active use of the region’s prerogatives intertwined with
the emerging feeling of regional identity. This itself was perceived as
a threat and as such was deemed unacceptable in Moscow. For this rea-
son, when the discussion emerged about changing the name Kaliningrad

30 OG6wecmso u 2pascdare 8 2008-2010 22, pen. M. luniman, H. Ilerpos, MockoBckum
uentp Kapuern, Mocksa 2010.
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to stop glorifying the nominal head of the Soviet state Mikhail Kalinin,
responsible for signing death sentences of hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple during the Stalinist period, it was a cause for alarm at the Kremlin.*!
It coincided with the change of memory policies at the federal level
which required a stronger regional angle. This was being forged up until
2014/2015 when the annexation of Crimea brought a new impetus for
reinterpreting the history of Kaliningrad ODblast to fit the new imperial
narrative of Russia across the centuries. The most immediate dimen-
sion of parallels between the two areas was their semi-exclave status and
a shared sense of threat from the outside. The former was only alleviated
in the case of Crimea with the opening of the Kerch Strait Bridge for pas-
senger trains in December 2019 or freight trains in June 2020. The latter
became a cause for solidifying the narrative about Western forces plotting
to separate Kaliningrad from the rest of Russia.

The following years were marked by a media campaign touching such
notions as Konigsbergisation and Germanisation of Kaliningrad Oblast
and opposing plakalshchiki po Kenigsbergu (‘the mourners over Konigsberg').
Commentators and academics, such as Andrey Vypolzov and Vladimir
Shul'gin, were clear about bridging the public discourse on the pre-1945
history of the region with contemporary international politics. They made
accusations of an unhealthy interest in stressing the East Prussian leg-
acy of the region at the expense of the Soviet one and doing it to pur-
sue the interests of foreign powers, most notably the United States and
the European Union.*? Such voices, initially polemic and theoretical, quickly
transformed into concrete steps taken against the organisations and indi-
viduals that fell into the narrative. One of the first organisations to fall
victim of this shift was the German-Russian House in Kaliningrad. With
the application of the so-called law on foreign agents, the House was deemed

31 M. Zielinski, Z Kaliningradu..

32 B.Iynbrun, Inakanswuxu no Kénuecbepey, ‘Tlepedopmar” [online], 8 1 2014
[accessed: 17 XI 2024]: <http://pereformat.ru/2014/01/plakalshiki-po-koenigs
bergu/>; A. Boinonsos, Bawunzmon dan cmapm: meneps y Poccuu 6ydym omuumamso
Kanununepad, “Regnum” [online], 26 III 2016 [accessed: 17 XI 2024]: <https://reg
num.ru/news/2102024.html>; idem, 3a “Kénuacbepeusayueii” Kanununepada cmosm
clIA, “Regnum” [online], 25 VII 2016 [accessed: 17 XI 2024]: <https://regnum.ru/
news/polit/2160463.html>.

SPRAWY MIEDZYNARODOWE 2024, T. 77, NR 3/4



Milosz J. Cordes

a foreign agent and accused of anti-Russian activities based on a statement
of a German diplomat who expressed his view on the annexation of Crimea
and due to its promotion of the work of Agnes Miegel, a pre-war poet and
a proponent of Adolf Hitler.*

Apart from the negative agenda, the federal authorities launched
an ambitious construction project on the October Island. This swampy
terrain was partly meliorated in relation to the 2018 Football World Cup.
Kaliningrad was one of the host cities of this event and as such it needed
a stadium. Along with this venture, it was announced that the surround-
ing area would become a Russian cultural centre with theatres, muse-
ums and other institutions tying Kaliningrad Oblast together with the rest
of the country, such as the Bol'shoy Theatre and the State Tretyakov Gallery.
In numerous statements made by public officials, including Vladimir Putin
and his Plenipotentiary in the Northwestern Federal District, the cen-
tre is meant to strengthen the Russianness of the Oblast. In hindsight,
one could argue it has been a response to the ideas surrounding chang-
ing the name Kaliningrad, including the reconstruction of the historical
downtown of the city, which had been almost completely destroyed, first
during two British air raids in August 1944 and then by the Soviet siege
in February-April 1945.

A case that well illustrates the shifting of the approach even
to the established figures in the cultural life of Kaliningrad Oblast, binding
the pre-war and post-war past together, is Immanuel Kant. His tomb sur-
vived the 1944-1945 destruction of Kénigsberg and was spared by the com-
munist authorities due to the philosopher’s works’ influence over Georg
Hegel and, subsequently, Karl Marx. After 1991, Kant became the Oblast’s
main trademark, contributing to the sense of pride in the European roots
of its inhabitants. As such, it was accepted even by the authorities to such
an extent that Kant became the patron of the local university in 2005
when Putin was visiting the region. A decade later, a small scandal erupted
around the house outside of Chernyakhovsk where Kant had lived for
three years. It was falling into decay and vandalised, however the author-

33 D.Armstrong. Kaliningrad Court Declares German-Russian House a “Foreign Adent”,
“Moscow Times” [online], 24 IV 2016 [accessed: 17 XI 2024]: <https://wwwthe-
moscowtimes.com/2016/04/27/kaliningrad-court-declares-german-russian-house-
a-foreign-agent-a52705>.
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ities were making no efforts to prevent its destruction.** This was all hap-
pening at a time when tensions between Russia, the European Union and
other Western states were already high. In the following years, in a pop-
ular vote on the name for the Kaliningrad Khrabrovo Airport Kant lost
against Empress Elizaveta although the philosopher was leading almost
until the end. While the vote was still underway, Igor Mukhametshin,
the vice-admiral of the Baltic Fleet, called Kant a traitor and described his
works as difficult to understand by anyone.*

A holistic example of the scope of change in memory policies that has
occurred in Kaliningrad Oblast since 2012 is a documentary titled ‘Russian
Prussia’ (Russkaya Prussiya). Screened for the first time in late 2019, it
was advertised as a comprehensive approach to the history of the Oblast,
underlining its thousand-year-long ties with Russia and its declared
predecessors. In reality, however, the movie focuses on the presence
of the Russian and the Soviet army in former East Prussia, starting from
the Seven Years' War. It underlines the skills of the Russian command-
ers, the role of Russia in saving the Hohenzollerns in the mid-18th cen-
tury and Europe as a whole from Napoleon in the 1800s, as well as France
in 1914 by launching an invasion of East Prussia to force the German
army to regroup some troops from the western front. When talking about
the Second World War, the conquest of East Prussia by the Soviet Union
was presented as an act of historical justice. The only way the mentioned
thousand-year-old linkages between East Prussia and Russia were only
mentioned in the last three minutes of the movie through some archae-
ological findings which point at trade relations between the old Prussians
and Novgorod merchants.>®

34 M. Zielinski, Kant’s Future: Debates about the Identity of Kaliningrad Oblast, “Slavic
Review” 2019, vol. 77, No. 4, p. 937-956.

35 “Ilucan kaxue-mo HenoHammvle Knu2u”: suye-admupan Banm@noma pacckasan
Mmopsikam o Kaume, “Hospit Kanmuuunrpan” [online], 3 XII 2018 [accessed: 17 XI
2024]: <https://wwwnewkaliningrad.ru/news/briefs/community/21287161-pisal-
kakie-to-neponyatnye-knigi-vitse-admiral-baltflota-rasskazal-moryakam-o-kante-
video.html>.

36 Pycckas IIpyccus. Qunvm Anexces [enucosa (2019), “You Tube. History Lab’
[online], 29 XI 2019 [accessed: 17 XI 2024]: <https://wwwyoutube.com/watch?v=
ObTMEQYC6PQ>.
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When the full-scale invasion of Ukraine began, the Kaliningrad
Oblast participated in it not only in strictly military terms. After Russian
occupational forces organised referenda in parts of Ukraine’s Donetsk,
Luhansk, Zaporizhzhia and Kherson Oblasts, the regional government
of Kaliningrad Oblast was tasked with curating the latter. Officials such
as the then-governor Anton Alikhanov visited Kherson and expressed
ironclad support for the Russianness of the Kherson Oblast alongside
leaders of the Orthodox Church (Moscow Patriarchate) and military com-
manders¥. It is yet another example of a creative and reversed reuse prece-
dents from the First World War. Once the Russian forces had been repelled
the German government organised a system of partnerships (Patenschaft)
between the towns that had suffered from military actions and cities
in other parts of both Germany and Austria-Hungary.

Although the East Prussian programme was brought to life as a conse-
quence of a defensive war, the Patenschaft between the Kaliningrad Oblast
and the occupied Kherson Oblast bore a resemblance to it in the sense that
it completes the new narrative of Russia as a civilisational centre defend-
ing itself from the morally decaying West, understood both as a culture
and a political grouping. Kaliningrad Oblast is meant to be a region which
since its creation has been at the frontline of real or imagined confrontation
between the Soviet Union and, later on, Russia and its western neighbours.
It was built as a beacon of Russian culture nearly from scratch despite
non-Russian pre-1945 reality. Separated from the rest of the country, it also
has considerable experience in withstanding external pressure and influ-
ence, such as NATO and the European Union enlargement. The Kremlin
was utilising the rhetoric of Kaliningrad Oblast being besieged and sur-
rounded, sometimes even symbolically invaded by the West, understood
as an opponent proclaimed by Moscow itself. As such, the semi-exclave
could now build on the amassed number of signs of existential confron-
tation and put them to good use in Russia’s struggle to recreate the lost
empire. It was amalgamated by the artificial feeling of dismemberment
of Russia’s ever-growing body which includes both the lands that had been
gained by the Romanovs and the Soviet Union. In this aggressive narrative,

37 A.ManblieBa, Anuxaros pacckasan, 3auem noexan c¢ denezayueti 8 Xepcon, ,Kmoric”
[online], 18 vIII 2022 [dostep: 16 11 2024]: <https://klops.ru/news/2022-08-18/256861-
alihanov-rasskazal-zachem-poehal-s-delegatsiey-v-herson-foto>.
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Kaliningrad Oblast is meant to transmit its experience of seclusion stem-
ming from NATO's and the European Union enlargement and the intru-
sion of Western standards into Ukraine, still viewed as Russia’s canonical
territory. This optic was visible in both the regional and the federal narra-
tive about Crimea, especially after its annexation in 2014 as the Russian
authorities presented both territories as sharing a similar fate.

The strong presence of the European Union in the discussion within
and about Kaliningrad Oblast made its mark especially in the month fol-
lowing the launch of full-scale invasion of Ukraine. When Lithuania tem-
porarily suspended the transit of goods to and from Kaliningrad, argu-
ing that a significant part of them is not included in relevant agreements,
local media launched an unprecedentedly aggressive campaign against
Vilnius. Although already before the Lithuanian authorities had been
accused of being fully dependent on countries such as the United States,
this time the rage became almost systemic. In this context, it is no coin-
cidence that a few months later the regional authorities decided to erect
a statue of Mikhail Muravyov, a tsarist general who became known for bru-
tally quenching the 1863 anti-Russian uprising in parts of today’s Belarus,
Lithuania, Poland and Ukraine. The monument was uncovered in October
2023 in the presence of senior regional officials, including Governor Anton
Alikhanov. This event continues the process of transforming Kaliningrad
Oblast’s cultural landscape not only in a rhetorical but also in a physical
and spatial sense.®®

Conclusions

The twenty years of Lithuania’s and Poland’s membership in the European
Union have coincided with the deep changes in the way that federal
Russian authorities view Kaliningrad Oblast. It is not only a par excel-
lence hard security territory, used to strengthen Russia’s military presence
on the EU and NATO borders and in the Baltic Sea Region. Gradually, it
has also become an important provider of notions useful to refine the offi-
cial understanding of Russianness in times of unprecedented political

38 O.U. Beguwuna, A. A. I'puiterko, Om Happamueos k MOHYMeHMaM: CUMBONUUECKAsL
mpancpopmayus kKyn-myprozo randwadma Kanununepadckoii o6nacmu, “’Kypran
GPOHTUPHBIX MccIenoBaumit’ 2024, T. 9, Ne 2, p. 134-171.
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tensions between the Russian Federation and the West. There is a clear
correlation between Russia's growing assertiveness and aggressiveness
in its foreign policy, dwindling of the country’s economic resources caused
by corruption, lack of innovation and the imperialist, chauvinist tone
related to the history of Russia, the Soviet Union, their predecessors and
the neighbouring nation-states and peoples.

In this process, the Kaliningrad Oblast has so far played a visi-
ble role, exceeding its hitherto significance in the turns that Soviet and
Russian memory policies took. Due to the intense and overarching pres-
sure of the state authorities, the Oblast’s non-Russian, pre-war past has
been reduced to a narrow selection of events, bound only by the myth
of Russian military prowess throughout centuries. As such, it serves
the purpose of creating a strong argumentative linkage between Putin’s
Russia and the heyday of both the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union.
It is a story of glory lost by Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin which is
being regained by Vladimir Putin. Kaliningrad Oblast fits into it for it rep-
resents a special kind of territorial gain - the only one made at the expense
of Germany in the Second World War and thus a symbol of the moral vic-
tory of the Soviet Union over Nazism, regardless of other consequences
of the war. It is the sole part of Europe under Russia’s control that prior
to 1945 for seven centuries had been associated exclusively with Western
political entities. With the territorial advancement of the European inte-
gration project in the 2000s, it was almost predestined to become one
of the key points in the official Russian narrative about history.

The initially experimental nature of this approach was visible through-
out 2000s, with the 2005 Koénigsberg celebrations and the 2012 discus-
sion on changing the city’s name as its peak points. However, already
when the latter was taking place, the refinement process had been initi-
ated. Putin’s comeback to presidential seat was the turning point in this
regard. Although Kaliningrad remained an instrument in declarative and
localised rapprochement towards the European Union due to the Local
Border Traffic Agreement, it was in parallel becoming subject to mount-
ing pressure on the alternative regional discourses on the value of the pre-
-war past and its relation to the Soviet cultural legacy. With the federal
Russian authorities reverting to glorifying all imperial elements in the his-
tory of Moscow, tsarist Russia and the Soviet Union, the sole allowed
interpretation of East Prussia’s history needed to revolve around the ulti-
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mate defeat of the reversed myths about the province, created in the times
of the German Empire, the Weimar Republic and the Third Reich.

The narrative about the pre-1945 history, which has been created in and
around Kaliningrad Oblast, is that of confrontation. As such, it exceeds
the boundaries of competition of memories. Peculiar reinterpretations
of both the pre- and post-1945 times get weaponised to contribute to secu-
ritisation of a growing number of areas of public life in Russia. In a real-
ity of the worsening economic conditions and rapid dwindling of any fac-
tors of growth the relatively recently established the imperial rhetoric serves
as one of the few remaining tools that the incumbent Russian elite still has
at its disposal. For this reason, all narratives on the past that have not been
sanctioned by the authorities are either contested ab initio or at risk of becom-
ing contested, should such a move be viewed as politically beneficial.

Under these circumstances, one should keep in mind that an impor-
tant element of the memory matrix in Kaliningrad Oblast has been
the proximity of the European Union. The Union's enlargement, while
extending the zone of security and increasing chances for more harmoni-
ous development for Central and Eastern European nations, has put grow-
ing pressure on the Russian authorities, forcing them to find new ways
to petrify the political system based on corruption and tightening control
over an increasing number of areas of social life. One of such ways was
found in the complex past of the Kaliningrad Oblast. It has influenced
the Russian federal memory policies more than one could expect at first
sight, especially given the Oblast’s insignificant size and population.
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