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MEMORY BATTLEFIELD ON THE EAST 
FRONT: UKRAINE AND POLAND

or those interested in Central 
and Eastern Europe (CEE) it is 
hardly surprising that the first 
annual report from the new 

publication series by the CBEES was 
dedicated to the topic of memory man-
agement in the region.1 Indeed, one could 
go as far as to say that the post-Cold War 
Europe is in a state of yet another war: a 
memory war over the historical assess-
ment of two totalitarian regimes that have 
shaped the political and social landscape 
of the continent in the past century. 
To paint a very simplified picture, it is 
“West” versus “East,” i.e. the collective 
Western European mnemonic narrative 
shaped around the Nazi regime and WWII 
versus its Eastern European counterpart 
that is constructed around the commu-
nist regime and the Cold War. However, 
since this memory struggle takes place 

commentary

lective memory from divergent interpre-
tation by others. Such approach to gov-
erning memory wars are detrimental to 
the neghborly relations, i.e. turning them 
into unneighborly ones. There are more 
adequate ways to engage in mnemonic 
discussions in order to achieve reconcili-
ation over the common historical past. 
In the following, the counterproductivity 
of memory laws as well as the potential 
and real dangers of memory wars will be 
demonstrated against the backdrop of 
intra- and interstate relations of Ukraine 
and Poland. 

Memory laws  
in West and East
Memory laws are a Western European 
invention.4 The term first appeared in 
France in the 2000s and was used to de-
scribe the relatively novel development in 

simultaneously on several levels that par-
tially overlap, the line dividing Europe in 
“West” and “East” is blurry, flexible, and 
relative.2 Also, even when identified as a 
“particular region of memory,”3 the CEE 
landscape is far from being uniform. 

DISCUSSIONS ABOUT the assessment of his-
toric events have always had their place in 
the public discourse in democratic societ-
ies, whereas totalitarian regimes such as 
the Communist one preferred an official 
version of history that is not up for de-
bate. This is why a conflict-prone memory 
boom in the CEE was to be expected after 
the fall of the Iron Curtain. The only re-
cently intensified trend is to fight memory 
wars with the means of memory laws, i.e. 
by using laws prescribing and proscribing 
certain representations of historic events 
as a weapon to protect one’s national col-

UPA members caught by Polish soldiers 1947.
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