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Abstract

Background: Disinformation and historical revisionism have been
acknowledged as tools for foreign interference that belong to the
landscape of hybrid threats. Historical revisionism plays an essential
role in Russian foreign policy towards the post-Soviet space and is in
strong relation with the concepts of Near Abroad and Russkii Mir
(‘Russian World') and with certain ideas contained in the neo-
Eurasianist Movement. This article examines Russian revisionist
narratives disseminated in information and influencing campaigns in
Europe and against the West.

Methods: This study uses a mixed methodology combining desk
research, including literature review, and analysis of the EUvsDisinfo
database of cases identified before the February 2022 invasion of
Ukraine.

Results: The manipulation of historical events has been largely
employed by the Kremlin as a tool for foreign interference to achieve
strategic objectives. First World War treaties, mainly the Trianon Peace
Treaty, as well as the Second World War and the communist and
fascist historical experiences in countries within the post-Soviet space,
are the pivotal topics from which hostile influencing narratives are
built. From the analysis of the EUvsDisinfo database, the article
identifies seven topic themes.

Conclusions: Our findings suggest that pre-emptively elaborated
counter-narratives based on historical evidence and sound
historiography can be an effective tool against hostile revisionist
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narratives that exploit vulnerabilities and specific target groups within
European societies.

Keywords

Disinformation, Historical Revisionism, Foreign Information
Manipulation and Interference, Hybrid Threats, Narratives, Russian
propaganda, pro-Kremlin disinformation, Resilience

This article is included in the Political Science

gateway.

This article is included in the Horizon 2020

gateway.

Corresponding author: Rubén Arcos (ruben.arcos@urjc.es)

Author roles: Arribas CM: Conceptualization, Investigation, Methodology, Resources, Software, Supervision, Validation, Visualization,
Writing - Original Draft Preparation, Writing - Review & Editing; Arcos R: Conceptualization, Funding Acquisition, Investigation,
Methodology, Project Administration, Resources, Software, Supervision, Validation, Visualization, Writing - Original Draft Preparation,
Writing - Review & Editing; Gértrudix M: Conceptualization, Funding Acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, Project Administration,
Supervision, Validation, Visualization, Writing - Original Draft Preparation, Writing - Review & Editing; Mikulski K: Investigation,
Methodology, Writing - Original Draft Preparation, Writing - Review & Editing; Hernandez-Escayola P: Investigation, Methodology,
Writing - Original Draft Preparation, Writing - Review & Editing; Teodor M: Investigation, Methodology, Writing - Original Draft
Preparation, Writing - Review & Editing; Novacescu E: Investigation, Methodology, Writing - Original Draft Preparation, Writing - Review
& Editing; Surdu I: Investigation, Methodology, Writing - Original Draft Preparation, Writing - Review & Editing; Stoian V: Investigation,
Methodology, Writing - Original Draft Preparation, Writing - Review & Editing; Garcia-Jiménez A: Investigation, Writing - Review &
Editing

Competing interests: No competing interests were disclosed.

Grant information: This research was financially supported by the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme
under the grant agreement No 883054 (Empowering a Pan-European Network to Counter Hybrid Threats [EU-HYBNET]); and the
Predoctoral Research Grant of the Rey Juan Carlos University’ own program (ID 501100007511) under the registration number PREDOC
21-008.

The funders had no role in study design, data collection and analysis, decision to publish, or preparation of the manuscript.

Copyright: © 2023 Arribas CM et al. This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

How to cite this article: Arribas CM, Arcos R, Gértrudix M et al. Information manipulation and historical revisionism: Russian
disinformation and foreign interference through manipulated history-based narratives [version 1; peer review: 1 approved, 2
approved with reservations] Open Research Europe 2023, 3:121 https://doi.org/10.12688/openreseurope.16087.1

First published: 27 Jul 2023, 3:121 https://doi.org/10.12688/openreseurope.16087.1

Page 2 of 29


mailto:ruben.arcos@urjc.es
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.12688/openreseurope.16087.1
https://doi.org/10.12688/openreseurope.16087.1
https://open-research-europe.ec.europa.eu/gateways/political-science
https://open-research-europe.ec.europa.eu/gateways/political-science
https://open-research-europe.ec.europa.eu/gateways/h2020
https://open-research-europe.ec.europa.eu/gateways/h2020

Introduction

The invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022 by the Russian
Federation, preceded by the illegal annexation of Crimea and
Sevastopol in 2014, requires a careful examination and reflec-
tion on the symbolic tools employed by the Kremlin to
attempt to justify the military aggression and these actions to
different audiences, (foreign and domestic). The Kremlin has
a long history of engaging in the use of propaganda, disinfor-
mation, and information manipulations, but it is the strategic
use of historical revisionism and hostile narratives based on
manipulated history by the Kremlin (and its ecosystem of actives
and affiliated organizations) what in a context of preparation
of its military offensive emerges as a necessary and most
relevant  tool. Historical revisionism and manipulated
history-based narratives have been employed to legitimize its
imperialist foreign policy agenda and achieve its geopolitical
goals. Similarly, within the broader framework of analysis,
the concepts of ‘Near Abroad’ and ‘Ruskii Mir’ (Russian World),
as well as the neo-Eurasianism ideology (Pizzolo, 2020) on
the creation of a Eurasian space as a counter-concept to the
West (Wittke, 2018) must be taken into consideration.

On the other hand, it is well known that the collapse of the
Soviet Union led to a necessary ‘moment’ or process of identity
questioning/reformulation, or identity assertiveness, in the
countries of the post-Soviet space. In this context, the revision
of history emerged as a fundamental pillar from which to
define new (and sometimes former) sovereign states (Cheskin,
2012; Moll, 2013; Tolz, 1998), by focusing on facing/dealing
with the 20th Century communist and fascist experiences
(Belavusau et al, 2021; Braham & Hanebrink, 2020;
Dureinovi¢, 2018; Pavasovi¢ Trost, 2018) and on territorial
and ethnic issues rooted in the First World War peace treaties.
This revision of history, based on the historiographical
research and the sound work of historians, is precisely the most
effective tool against the manipulative revision of historical
events and its weaponization by the Kremlin.

In Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) these processes cul-
minated in a rapprochement to the West (Kazharski, 2019)
and, for most of the countries, ended up with their inte-
gration as members of the European Union (EU) and the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). For Russia,
however, these processes, after Putin’s arrival, crystallized in an
imperialist foreign policy, and agenda, that “conceptualize all
other fourteen newly independent states—with some variation
when it comes to the Baltic States—that formerly belonged
to the Soviet Union as its Near Abroad (blizhnee zarubezh’e),
a politicized geographic space where Russia has special
interests and influence and that appears, in effect, to be a
space of particular contested, conditional, and hierarchal
sovereignties” (Wittke, 2018, p. 3).

History rewriting became a state effort for the Russian
Federation with a double purpose: promoting Russia’s own
interpretation of historical events for leading “to the inclusion of
the Soviet heritage both temporally and spatially,” and “limiting
the influence of conflicting Western narratives inside the Russian
public domain” (Kratochvil & Shakhanova, 2020, p. 1).
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The employment of this manipulated memory (domestically
and abroad) has been a salient feature of Russian political
and media discourse that can be traced back to the Soviet
period to legitimize the intervention in its space of influence
(Luxmoore, 2019).

This article examines historical revisionism-based information
and influencing campaigns conducted by Russia’s structure
of propaganda, focusing not only in exploring specific narra-
tives, but also elucidating the historic events exploited, the audi-
ences targeted, and actors aligned with the Kremlin within the
European space that have contributed to their diffusion.

The article, framed under the EU-HYBNET project research
activities, employs a mixed methodology that combines
desk research, including literature review, and the analysis
of databases of mis- and disinformation —specifically, the
EUvsDisinfo database for the period 2016-2022— and reports
from European institutions, think tanks, and fact-checking
organizations.

Historical revisionism, information manipulations and
hybrid threats/warfare

The EU has deplored the use by Russia of “obvious lies, infor-
mation manipulation and historical revisionism” to justify the
war of aggression against Ukraine (Delegation of the EU to
the International Organizations in Vienna, 2023). The spread
of disinformation and manipulative historical narratives have
been acknowledged as tools for foreign interference that
belong to the landscape of hybrid threats (Cullen ez al., 2021,
p- 9). Similarly, lack of awareness on disinformation and
“poor knowledge of history” are societal vulnerabilities that
have being exploited by foreign actors to influence and interfere
(Jungwirth er al., 2023, p. 81).

Addressing historical revisionism requires a careful treatment
(Cattini, 2011) and taking into consideration terminology
nuances. History must be understood as a “continuum dialogue
between the present and the past” and the practices of revision
are the “lifeblood of the historical scholarship” (McPherson,
2003). History serves the collective experience of each
generation. Societies and their mindsets are in a permanent
mutation process, and these changes demand a revision of the
previous values and preconceptions to bring coherence to the
new reality. In this context, the revision of history has a
lawful purpose. But misrepresenting history for leading to
socio-political change and serving partisan political goals,
including those in foreign and defence policy, is a bad praxis.
In this sense, scholars establish a distinction between a
legitimate revisionism, that is produced when “new evidence is
available and new questions are asked” (Grossman, 2019) and
bad revisionism, in a pejorative sense when the history is manip-
ulated for political ends with a complete lack of scientific foun-
dation (Cattini, 2011). In these cases, revisionism becomes a
“synonym for not telling the truth” (Grossman, 2019). Tucker
(2008, p. 3) makes a distinction between revisionist historiog-
raphy and revised historiography. The first one, “is uniquely
founded on the penchant for therapeutic values over cogni-
tive values” and “attempts to confuse knowledge with fic-
tion are founded on bad philosophy, invalid arguments, and
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misunderstandings of contemporary epistemology and phi-
losophy of science.” (Tucker, 2008, p. 3). On the contrary,
revised historiography is evidence-based revision that results
when new items of evidence are discovered by historians; it
is marked by the sound prevalence of cognitive values in the
practice of historiography over other values in historiographic
interpretations (Ibid.). As explained by Tucker,

“Frequently-used therapeutic values in historiogra-
phy include the denial of historical guilt, for instance
through denying the Holocaust; the promotion of
self-respect, for instance via national myths; and the
elimination of a sense of alienation and absurdity,
for instance through conspiracy theories.” (2008, p. 5).

According to this frame, historical revisionism emerges as a
manipulation tool at the service of authoritarianism, imperial-
ist foreign policy goals, and the agendas in the domestic arena of
political parties in the extremes of the ideological spectrum.

State efforts to (re)construct the history need narratives to con-
duct people towards a certain collective memory and to create
a “normative vision of the future” (Cianciara, 2021, p. 4)

According to Kaiser & McMahon (2017), narrative, as a con-
cept, refers to “a series of events or developments told, more or
less cohesively, along a storyline or plot” (p. 149) and high-
lights its character of political weapon and its “key role in
the social construction of nations and in the political integra-
tion of states since the nineteenth century” (p. 150). They serve
the goals of the “narrative entrepreneur” through the selection
of historical accounts of the events and constitute a normative
vision of a political project (Cianciara, 2021, p. 4)

The intentional creation, shaping and propagation of narratives
for (geo)political purposes is a fundamental aspect involved
in information operations (Wilson er al., 2018). The practice
of “active measures” by Russia’s intelligence organizations
during the Soviet period is well known and currently most of
these tactics of political warfare and covert influence abroad
have been recognized as tools for hybrid warfare/threats. While
in our current digital informational landscape, public diplomacy
aims to persuade and/or gain credibility, online active measures
seek to confuse and distort information spaces (Pomerantsev
& Weiss, 2014). The Kremlin’s information operations are
developed within foreign countries to promote disaffection
between domestic groups towards institutions, provoke favour-
able attitudes to the unacknowledged sponsor state and inter-
fering in the democratic decision-making processes of targeted
countries and societies; they have been largely employed
as essential tools in the hybrid warfare conducted against
Ukraine since the illegal annexation of Crimea and Sevastopol
in 2014.

Historical revisionism plays an essential role in the Russian
foreign policy towards the post-Soviet space and is in strong
relation with the concepts of Near Abroad and Russkii Mir, and
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with certain ideas contained in neo-Eurasianist Movement.
These constructions establish the basis for Russia’s space of inter-
est and influence, combining different analytical approaches.
‘Near abroad’ can be defined as a politicized geographic
space of “particular contested, conditional, and hierarchal
sovereignties” (Wittke, 2018, p. 3) that include all the coun-
tries that formed the Soviet Union. Hence, it works on a geo-
graphical level. ‘Russkii Mir’, on the other hand, functions on
a cultural and historical level, joining Russian legacy inside
and outside Russia. As pointed out by Pizzolo (2020, p. 7), ele-
ments of the neo-Eurasianist doctrine with regard to Putin’s
regime can be found in aspects such us “the will to rediscover
Russian Imperial identity, in the interest for integrating
Eurasian regions, in the support for the advent of a multipolar
world, in the consolidation among society of traditional
values that contrast to Western cosmopolitism and globalism”
(Pizzolo, 2020, p. 7). In particular, the opposition to those
Western liberal democratic values make pro-Russian or
pro-Kremlin narratives attractive for national populist political
parties within the European Union member countries.

Methods

The article, framed under the EU-HYBNET project research
activities, employs a mixed methodology that combines desk
research, including literature review, and the analysis of data-
bases of mis- and disinformation —specifically, the EUvsDisinfo
database for the period 2016-2022— and reports from European
institutions, think tanks, and fact-checking organizations.

Desk research

We conducted desk research for obtaining a prior approxima-
tion to our topic of study and contextualizing the phenomena of
historical revisionism and its potential application in Foreign
Information Manipulation and Interference (FIMI) activi-
ties and in hybrid warfare. We identified scientific literature,
and reports from think-tanks and other organizations with the
following specific objectives:

1. Explore historical revisionism as a manipulative tool
within the context of hybrid warfare/threats.

2. Describe the role of revision of history in the proc-
esses of national identity building within the post-soviet
space.

3. Analyze the use of historical revisionism by state
actors and illiberal political parties within the EU.

4.  Examine the historical revisionism-based narratives
disseminated by the Russian Federation and other
actors.

As a retrieval strategy for gathering the most relevant recent
literature, we defined general keywords to conduct searches;
search equations were developed for performing combinations
of general keywords with other specific ones:

“General word” AND (“Specific word 1” OR “Specific
word 2”” OR “Specific word 3” [...]).
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These search strategies can be consulted in the extended data
(Arribas et al., 2023b).

We established as a time frame for the retrieval the period
2014-2021. This is premised on the fact that the illegal annexa-
tion of Crimea by the Russian Federation was operated in
March 2014 and, hence, it was reasonable to expect an increase
in the academic interest on the use of manipulation of his-
tory accompanying Russian propaganda and hostile narratives
against Ukraine and the West. The searches were conducted in
October 2021 in these major academic databases: Scopus,
Web of Science (WoS), and the Central and Eastern European
Online Library (CEEOL). The searches started with a
preselection of 912 results (only articles were included). After
filtering by keywords regarding the regional sphere of interest
for the research, and eliminating the duplicated results, the sam-
ple was reduced to 116 documents. Finally, 31 were selected
based on the criteria of relevance to the topic of historical
revisionism.

In addition to searches in major academic databases, we gath-
ered relevant findings from research papers and reports from
governmental organizations and think-tanks and focused on
the Baltics and Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries.
The selection criteria was based on the assessed relevancy with
hot historical revisionist topic themes.

Analysis of the EUvsDisinfo database

An analysis of disinformation cases was also conducted to
identify key historical events exploited, and strategies used in
revisionist narratives. The EUvsDisinfo database (European
External Action Service) was employed to extract the cases. By
employing search terms related to 20" Century major politi-
cal events and themes, a total of 408 items were retrieved for
the period 2016-2022. The earliest disinformation case was
published in 2016 (the EUvsDisinfo database was set up in
2015) and the latest in January 10th, 2022. A structured ana-
Iytic framework based on Lasswell’s communication construct
which is based on answers provided for the questions “Who
says what, on behalf of whom (or on its own behalf), with what
intentions, in what situations, with what assets, using what
strategies (key messages and channels), to which audiences,
and producing what kind of effects?”’(Arcos, 2018, p. 5) was
is employed to analyze the results. According to Rubén Arcos,
Lasswell’s model allows:

“A systematic examination of the communication
process by answering the key questions posed by the
model drives critical thinking in the consumption of
information, provides exposure to the elements
involved, and unveils the patterns and dynamics of per-
suasion through the use of communication (symbolic
and behavioural). This is key for providing an under-
standing of the influencing attempts, and for develop-
ing strategies and tactics for counteracting the effects
of influence operations.” (Arcos, 2018, p. 5)

The search strategy used for the EUvsDisinfo database was
aimed to identify the main narratives against EU and NATO.
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In this respect, we employed specific search terms such as ‘his-
torical revisionism’, ‘“historical revisionism WWII”, “histori-
cal revisionism WWII Poland”, “historical revisionism WEST”,
“historical revisionism EU”, “historical revisionism NATO”
and ‘Yugoslavia’. A total of 424 items were retrieved: 408
for all the versions of the term ‘historical revisionism’ and
16 for the term ‘Yugoslavia’. The latest term was proposed
based on the assumption that it would be likely to find it in rela-
tion to NATO intervention and the Russian interpretations of
the events. The earliest disinformation case was published
in March 2016 and the latest in January 2022, the moment
when the research was conducted.

Results

Desk research and analysis

We first present and discuss findings from desk research and
analysis. Results are organized according to the following
structure: historical events and narratives exploited, agency
of Russian and pro-Russian amplifiers; intend, effects, and
resilience.

Historical events and narratives exploited. The First World
War treaties that lead to the reshaping of the territorial borders
and ethnic minorities distribution, together with some inter-
war events in the CEE space such as the Poland-Ukraine war
(1918-1919), treaties preceding the Second World War, and the
experience of a Communist and National Socialist past consti-
tute the main revisionist topic themes exploited in information
manipulation campaigns.

The Russian Federation “attaches great importance to the
dissemination of a strategic narrative supportive of Russian for-
eign policy and its appeal stems from its ability to blend with
already existing, frequently socially conservative, nationalis-
tic and anti-Wester discourse among target audiences abroad”
(Nilsson, 2021, p. 63). Tyushka (2022) has shown how the nar-
ratives “became weaponized as part of Russia’s matryoshka-
style multi-layered conflict in the simultaneous fight against
Ukraine’s sovereignty, European normative power and enlarge-
ment as well as a lasting (geo)political standoff with the ‘West’
following the loss of the Cold War” (p. 17). Similarly, the
Russian Federation employs historical-based cleavages and
political divisions in foreign countries to favour far-right
political parties in those countries, and narratives justifying their
domestic and expansionist foreign policy based on fabricated
parallelisms with what the Kremlin alleges to be happening in
the West.

Russian revisionist narratives refer to specific historical events,
periods or refer to unspecified past (e.g., good old times of
Slavic unity). Certain narratives concern the whole region
(e.g., Soviet ‘liberation” of CEE from the Third Reich), whilst
others can be either country-adjusted (e.g., ‘Polish historical
imperialism’) or shared by two or more countries (both Czechs
and Slovaks are targeted by revisionist narratives concerning
Czechoslovakia).

Table 1 collates examples of such narratives. It is well-worth
mentioning that the table aligns itself well with the typology
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proposed by BoksSa that divides Russian narratives in CEE to
a few groups concerning: ‘Russkiy Mir’, Slavic unity, ‘Ostal-
gia’, “Anti” rhetoric, and alternative information (2019,
p- 3) Arguably, in the big picture, all of these baskets can
employ historical revisionism and weaponized idealized or
manipulated past to conduct information warfare against
its targets. The typology does not include the ‘“Liberation”
myth which is one of the cornerstones of the Soviet (and later
Russian) propaganda (Domanska, 2019, p. 4).

1. Trianon Peace Treaty (1920)

The Treaty of Trianon (4 June 1920) meant the partition of the
historical territory of Hungary between the successor states
(Czechoslovakia, Romania, Serbia Croatia and Slovenia) with
the consequent distribution of the Hungarian population (one
third) between the countries of destination. The Trianon topic
issue has been a core theme of the Hungarian historiography
since then, but its interest has increased in the last decade, being
a regular resource in the Hungarian far-right rhetoric (Braham
& Hanebrink, 2020; Kurimay, 2016; Petsinis, 2015; Peto, 2017)
and serving a dual purpose: on the one hand, to reinforce
nationalism (domestically and between the Magyar minorities
abroad) through the exploitation of a victimhood sentiment;
and, on the other hand, to contribute to feed anti-Western
narratives based on the idea of “historical injustice” committed
by the West.

An example of the importance of Trianon memory is found
in the legislation adopted on 4 June 2010 by Hungarian
Government, named as the ‘Day of National Cohesion’. Cohe-
sion refers to the connections with Hungarian minorities liv-
ing abroad (Peto, 2017, p. 7). Petsinis (2015) points out the
anti-Western narrative disseminated by Hungarian far-right
regarding the “historical injustice” of the Trianon Treaty (1920)
and allowed by Western countries, that reduced the Greater Hun-
gary to a third of its former size. Braham & Hanebrink (2020)
emphasizes the employment by Fidesz of the emotional leg-
acy of the Treaty as a “collective trauma that unified ethnic
Hungarians inside and outside the new borders” (p.3), being
well represented in Victor Orban’s memory politics.

The Magyar minority abroad is a hot topic in Fidesz’ foreign
policy and can be summed up in the following objectives: pro-
viding dual citizenship to Hungarians abroad; assisting the
self-preservation of Hungarian communities; supporting minor-
ity human rights (such as the preservation of the language or
autonomy aspirations) and attending the needs of minorities
(cultural, educational, financial...) (Gy6ri & Syroviatka, 2019).
However, although the geopolitical implication of Trianon
affected Czechoslovakia, Romania, Kingdom of Serbs, Croats
and Slovenes, the bilateral repercussions are no equal, and
depend on the political trends and affinities of the current
governments towards Hungary. So, minority rights have not
a significant effect on relationship with Slovakia or Serbia,
both on good terms with Hungary, (Ibid.) while in Roma-
nia, with a political sentiment far away Orban government, the
open support by Fidesz-KDNP to territorial autonomy for the
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Szeklers (ethnic minority) (székely) supposes a latent bilateral
issue.

2. Second World War

The Second War World is a well-documented issue within
Russian propaganda (Belavusau er al, 2021; Khaldarova &
Pantti, 2016; Sherlock, 2016; Vizquez Lifian, 2010). The Vic-
tory Day, as a symbol of the defeat of the Nazi Regime at hands
of the Soviet Union acted as pivotal for Soviet identity con-
struction, conceptualising the Soviet Union as a guarantor of
freedom and sovereignty (Luxmoore, 2019) and for supporting
Soviet nationalism and patriotism (Vujacic, 2007).

Today this rhetoric is maintained by the Kremlin with the pur-
pose of creating a favourable common memory across all the
post-Soviet space and serving to reinforce patriotism, being a
key theme in the current educational curricula (Kratochvil &
Shakhanova, 2020). The memory of World War II is also strongly
connected with Vladimir Putin’s cult of personality (Vizquez
Lifan, 2010).

The importance of World War II became evident in the 2020
Constitutional Referendum that elevated “this pillar to the realm
of mnemonic constitutionalism” (Belavusau et al., 2021, p. 15).
The novel Article 67.1 of the Russian constitution consecrated
the protection of “historical truth and the respect of the ‘memory
of the defenders of the Fatherland’ targeted mainly the Soviet
past and its commemoration, in particular the glorification
of the Soviet army” (Belavusau et al., 2021, p. 15).

References to World War II in official statements are also
habitual in contemporary Russia (Kratochvil & Shakhanova,
2020). An illustrative example is a Putin’s article published in
the US conservative magazine ‘The National Interest’, and in
advance of the Russian Constitutional Russian. The article
entitled ‘The Real Lessons of the 75th Anniversary of World
War II' (Putin, 2020) contains the main points developed by
the Kremlin regarding memory construction of the World War
II; that is to say: the defeat of the Nazi Regime was the result
of the collective effort of all the people that belonged the
Soviet Union; the Munich Agreement (1938) was the real trig-
ger of the War; dilutes the Russian responsibilities associated
to the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact (an agreement signed with
Nazi Germany in August 1939) accusing simultaneously the
West, especially the United Kingdom and the United States
for its contribution to the war through financial and industrial
enterprises that invested in the German defence industry
(Tbid.).

In a speech delivered in December 2019, addressing the lead-
ers of remaining CIS countries, Putin argued that it was not the
1939 German-Russian Pact, but the 1938 Munich agreement,
the so-called by himself “Munich betrayal” what made pos-
sible the Second World War (Sherlock, 2016). The condemna-
tion of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact by the Supreme Council
of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) in a decree
of September 23, 1989 (Juurvee, 2021), is maintained by Putin,
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but he has introduced some nuances regarding the secret pro-
tocols that are described as “an act of personal power,” which
in no way reflects “the will of the Soviet people” (Putin, 2020).

Another fundamental rhetorical resource for the Kremlin,
related to the so-called Great Patriotic War, is the well-known
narrative of the fascist threat. The evocation of a heroic image
towards the Soviet Red Army supported by the Russian popu-
lation against the fascist enemy, is a resource employed since
Stalin to constraint domestic uprisings (Luxmoore, 2019).

The Victory Day, celebrated each year on 9" May, acts in a
symbolic level as a reminder of the victory over fascism and of
the price the USSR paid. In the 20007s, the same elements can
also be identified in the “preventive counterrevolution” strat-
egy designed by Gleb Pavlosky, former Kremlin’s ideologue
and advisor, as a response to Ukraine’s Orange Revolution
(2004) (Ibid.) This strategy is behind the creation of Nashi move-
ment, the Anti-Orange Committee and Antimaidan and included
together actors of various political sensibilities —Soviet nostal-
gists such as Kurginyan, Eurasianists such as Dugin, Stalin-
ists like Prokhanov— all “united in the view that an opposition
aided by the West represents a threat to Russia’s sovereignty”
(Luxmoore, 2019, p. 833).

On the other hand, recent memory laws within some CEE coun-
tries positioned WWII as a core theme, bringing to the sur-
face tensions between neighbours that are rooted in the past.
Belavusau et al. (2021) conducted a comparative analysis on the
historical memory legislation enacted in Poland, Ukraine and
Russia in the context of memory wars and the historical nar-
ratives that are employed as political contestation among the
three countries and the potential conflicts derived from them.

In the case of Poland and Russia, unsolved historical con-
flicts include the Soviet aggression against Poland in 1939, the
Katyn massacre of nearly 22,000 Polish officers in 1940, and
the four decades of communism installed by the USSR. The
Ukrainian memory lies on the trauma of the Soviet repres-
sion during Stalinism. In recent years, these disputes over his-
tory have been reconfigured into an open armed conflict since
the annexation of Crimea and Sevastopol and the more recent
invasion of Ukraine (Belavusau et al., 2021, p. 10).

3. The memory of Communism

Russian manipulated history develops the false idea that the
Baltic States were voluntarily incorporated into the USSR in
1940. The soviet period is also shown positively and remarking
the excellence of higher education (Sazonov, 2021).

On May 2020, the Presidents of the Baltic States signed a joint
statement in the context of the 75th anniversary of the end of
World War II in Europe. Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania made
clear the coercive nature of their incorporation into the
USSR.

“The central and eastern part of the continent remained
under the rule of communist regimes for almost
half a century. The Soviet Union used overwhelming
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military force, indiscriminate repression, mass depor-
tations and total ideological control to subjugate
the Baltic nations.

The Soviet occupation continued until the collapse
of the Soviet Union, thanks to the peaceful and
determined efforts of our citizens in our territories
and throughout the world, national independence
of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania was restored in
1990-1991. A few years later, the Russian army was
withdrawn from our states.” (Karis, 2020)

In Estonia, the Internal Security Service (KAPO) referred to
“History in Russia’s influence operations” (Estonian Internal
Security Service, 2014, p. 10; Estonian Internal Security Service,
2018, p. 14). With regard to Latvia, Engizers (2021) considers
Russia’s abuse of history through “accusations of the falsifica-
tion of history” as the most significant aspect of its intervention
(Engizers, 2021, p. 43). This author notes that, “from adop-
tion of the first constitutional acts in early 1990, Latvia devel-
oped its statehood grounded on the idea of continuity of
state and the understanding that being within the USSR had
been the result of illegal occupation” (Engizers, 2021, p. 44).
For his part, Russia’s National Security Strategy considers
the national security implications of those attempts to revise
Russia’s history (Engizers, 2021, p. 45).

Agency of Russian and pro-Kremlin amplifiers. Russian
political history is centralised and developed in Kremlin
but is spread throughout a distributed network of diverse
institutions (Domanska & Rogoza, 2021, p. 40). Certain
disinformation-observers underline that it predominantly uses
official news agencies, alternative platforms and local political
actors — instances of which have been observed in Czechia,
Hungary and Slovakia (Gyori & Syrovitka, 2019). In the more
granular level, this toolbox consists of:

a) Russian Ministry for Foreign Affairs, through its
embassies and diplomatic missions. To show an exam-
ple of their employment, in 2019 Russian embas-
sies launched an Internet campaign under the hashtag
#truthaboutwwii where it promoted a ‘Russian inter-
pretation” of history of the World War II. It has been
disseminated, in particular by Russian diplomatic
offices in the USA, Canada, the Republic of South
Africa (RSA), the Organization for Security and
Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), Houston mission to
the United Nations (UN), Israel, Estonia, and Australia
(Schafer, 2019)

b) Russian national and international media — especially
Russia Today (RT) and Sputnik (Domanska & Rogoza,
2021)

c¢) Conspiracy and fringe websites that spread misinfor-
mation and pro-Kremlin views and are, arguably, the
most dangerous (Vejvodova, 2017)

d) Russian government organized non-governmental
organizations (GONGOs) and higher education enti-
ties (such as the Russkiy Mir foundation), which
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operate abroad. For instance, the Russian Cul-
tural and Educational Centre opened in Pecs and in
Debrecen, Hungary, in April 2017 (Bartha, 2017)

e)  Russian Orthodox Church (Bartha, 2017)

f)  Civil society organisations that amplify Russian nar-
ratives but otherwise claim no organisational no finan-
cial link to Russia (non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) and GONGOs (Domanska & Rogoza, 2021)

g)  Societies of ‘patriotic’ historians (Domanska & Rogoza,
2021)

h)  Kremlin-funded political parties (Domanska & Rogoza,
2021)

i)  Agents of influence, and political trolls and bots

j)  Popular culture

Their operations are mainly funded by the Russian state treas-
ury, state enterprises, and Russian private companies (Domanska
& Rogoza, 2021). Additionally, it is financed by other means,
such as website traffic revenue (e.g., owing to number of times
it was seen on social media), targeted political ads (Havli¢ek
& Yeliseyeu, 2021, p. 96), other states’ funding (such as the
7.7 million EUR support for the Russian Orthodox Church
secured by Hungary) (Bartha, 2020) or even private actors
from abroad (as in the case of the Hungarian diaspora media)
(Gy6ri & Molndr, 2020).

Russia disseminates its narratives across the aforementioned
channels in a recurring (or even circular) (Domanska &
Rogoza, 2021, p. 38) way as it constitutes a fixed part of the
information warfare (Karpchuk, 2021; U.S. Department of State
factsheets, 2022). In this, it exists independently of the actual
history, even if specific narratives use contemporary events
as a pretext and good momentum to re-surface. Examples of
the latter include historical anniversaries, such as 75. Anni-
versary of liberation of Auschwitz-Birkenau in 2020, and
related commemoration of Victory Day in Moscow in the same
year (Baluk & Demczuk, 2020, p. 17-18). These occasions
have brought a visible engagement of Russian political
leaders who underlined the role of Russia in liberation from
fascism, and to re-iterate its unique role as a primary victory over
fascism, and speculations of the Euro-Atlantic tacit agreements
with the Third Reich (symmetric to Ribbentrop-Molotov pact)
voiced in the article written by the President Putin in the National
Interest in June 2020 (Domanska & Rogoza, 2021, p. 37).

Intent and political context. As summed-up by Medveded
(2021), the intention behind the Russian historical revision-
ism is to “construct a consolidated history narrative stressing
greatness and military victories and whitewashing the crimes
of the past, like Stalin’s atrocities (e. g. the Katyn’ massa-
cre of Polish officers in 1940) and Soviet colonial aggres-
sion (Prague Spring 1968, war in Afghanistan in 1979-1989).”
(Medveded, 2021, p. 25)

The aspiration of the Kremlin to be seen as the main victor
over fascism translates into its alleged right to be considered as
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a global power free to have a say in its ‘near’ and ‘far’ abroad.
It also demands from its Euro-Atlantic partners to dismantle
international blocs into a single international order, which
would also diminish the role of NATO (Domanska, 2015).

However, its instrumentalised interpretation of history — both
generalized or relating to actual events — in many cases stays
in sharp contrast with national and collective memories of
CEE countries. For instance, the USSR engagement in suppress-
ing the Hungarian uprising of 1956 claimed that it was essen-
tially an anti-fascist intervention (Poellath, 2023, p. 15). Denial
of Russian historical revisionism attempts meet with hostile
responses from the Russian government, such as its attack on
the European Parliament’s resolution of 2019 (Domanska &
Rogoza, 2021, p. 35) or launching the #truthaboutwwii campaign
online.

Estimated effects and CEE resilience. Throughout the past
two hundred years, any of the Viségrad and Baltic States has
either been politically subordinated or directly incorporated
to Russia. Moscow has drawn them into its orbit in the after-
math of the partition of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth
in XVIII century or after World War II, when it consolidated
its dominance in Central and Eastern Europe with the crea-
tion of the socialist block. This has further perpetuated the
image of Russia as an oppressive and hostile country, especially
in the Baltics and in Poland (Milo, 2021, p. 9). For instance,
Polish society remains suspicious of pro-Russian propa-
ganda, and its attempts to go mainstream enjoyed only a limited
success (Havlicek & Yeliseyeu, 2021, p. 177). Moreover, Poland
- together with Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania - has been quali-
fied by Petar Kureci¢ (2017, p. 64-65) as a New Cold Warrior,
what translates into vigorously anti-Russian sentiments both
on diplomatic and public opinion levels.

Other countries of the region demonstrate a much more benign
attitude towards Russia, falling into the categories of ‘“bear-
huggers” (Slovakia) or “bear-feeders” (Hungary and Czechia)
(Milo, 2021, p. 9). GLOBSEC’s conclusions find themselves
in line with Kureci¢’s typology where Hungary, Slovakia, and
Czechia (albeit the latter with a question mark) were qualified as
Pragmatics (Kureci¢, 2017, p. 64-65), demonstrating a lesser
degree of negative sentiment towards Russia. Despite these
differences, the study (Hlatky, 2021, p. 21) shows that even
in Slovakia the popular consumption of disinformation is low
and averages 14.5% of readers. The study paints an optimis-
tic, yet nuanced picture, and underlines that disinformation
outlets are also less trusted than mainstream news sources.

The Russian historical revisionism in CEE attempts to sell
an image of Russia as a protector and liberator, while either
whitewashing its crimes or attacking its regional competitors.
Its main intention is to safeguard the Russian civilization excep-
tionalism and to secure its unquestionable position on the
international area — delegitimizing Euro-Atlantic influences
in what it considers its “Near Abroad”. To achieve that it uses
a complex distributed network consisting of various actors and
channels, that are predominantly financed by Russia — either
directly or through proxies. Its outcome shows a rather lim-
ited impact with few successes, plausibly due to its exposure to
a distinct and living collective memory.
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Analysis of the EUvsDisinfo Database

The European public opinion witness during the last years an
unprecedented torrent of Russian historical revisionism (See
for instance: EUvsDisinfo’s Lukashenka’s Belarus celebrates
the Soviet attack on Poland).

Historical revisionism is the method used in the context of
Russian and pro-Kremlin disinformation and influence efforts.
This is the case of the European History and the Trans-Atlantic
relation too. Recurring accusations from pro-Kremlin media
provide different narratives for various audiences. Some of
these narratives have been in use for decades, such as the pre-
sumed Nazi behaviour of different states or the role of Russia
in World War II. The same instruments are popular in Russia:
new-old historic events are given a new face and the masses are
encouraged to rally behind the flag for new reasons. Narratives
are combined and modified based on current events and pre-
vailing attitudes, in order to legitimize the Kremlin’s actions
and narratives.

By querying the EUvsDisinfo database through search terms
such as “historical revisionism” a number of 408 items were
discovered for the period 2016-2022, with 10 January 2022 as
the date of the latest disinformation item collected: 244
items resulted from the terms “historical revisionism WWII”;
of which, 149 for the term ‘historical revisionism WWII
Poland”; 71 results for “historical revisionism West”; 41 results
for “historical revisionism EU”, and 16 results for ‘“historical
revisionism NATO”. Through the search term ‘“Yugoslavia” we
were able to discover 16 relevant items.

We identified seven principal themes:

1. West aggressive intentions against Russia, including the
EU (with the focus on France and Germany relation), and
EU-NATO relations.

The West aggressive intentions, the European responsibility
for some events in USSR and EU and NATO actions linked to
Nazi behaviour are only some of the distorted messages spread
by the pro-Kremlin media. The Kremlin’s policy of histori-
cal revisionism accuses the West and particularly EU members,
such as the Baltic States and Poland of the “falsification and
re-writing” of World War II history. European states are con-
tinuously accused of their support for the Nazi or Fascist ide-
ology. Any disagreement with the Kremlin’s official view
on the history of World War II is automatically labelled by
Russia as support for “Nazism” or “falsification of history”’; includ-
ing claims such as “the West tries to revise history, questioning
the decisions of the Nuremberg trial” (Article 1, Table 2).

The recurring pro-Kremlin narrative on Western belligerence
(the West as a whole) towards Russia and its allies, such as
Belarus or the supposedly hostile anti-Russian intentions and
policies of the aggressive West, are presented through
messages such as:

“The West has aggressive intentions against Russia
and its allies just as in 1938” (Article 2, Table 2);
“the West wants to destroy Russia, just as it did in
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1938 through the Munich Agreement Now it
uses Ukraine” (Article 3, Table 2); “the West also
does this through sanctions, political pressure and
NATO exercises” (Article 3, Table 2); “Russia has
been dividing Ukraine with NATO for the past
300400 years” (Article 4, Table 2); “The army of the
EU attacked the Soviet Union and then was defeated
in 1945”7 (Article 5, Table 2); “The Baltic States are
the vanguard of the anti-Russian movement in the
West” (Article 6, Table 2); “for the West, Russia is an
enemy that must be surrounded with military bases”
(Article 7, Table 2); “the USA and NATO carry out
a propaganda war around WWII history in order
to defame and isolate Russia and President Putin”
(Article 8, Table 2); “Western revisionism targets
Putin” (Article 9, Table 2), etc.

Some of the messages are aimed at discrediting the EU as a
whole, creating an illogical connection between Hitler’s Nazi
Germany and the European Union. Thus, the accusation of
Nazism/ Fascism and linking the EU to Nazi Germany is a
recurring technique of pro-Kremlin disinformation outlets
aimed at discrediting the West:

“The West keeps following Joseph Goebbels’s tips to
destroy history” (Article 10, Table 2); “The present
ruling elites of the West follow many concepts of
Nazi Germany” (Article 11, Table 2); “the West is a
terrorist structure” (Article 12, Table 2), “the West is
fascist” (Article 13, Table 2), and that “the US and
EU countries support Russophobic, neo-fascist, terror-
ist political parties and movements in the post-Soviet
space” (Article 14, Table 2), “the West has never
progressed beyond barbarity and human prehis-
toric times which included the periods of slavery,
feudalism and capitalism” (Article 15, Table 2);
“Brussels uses Russophobia as a uniting idea to
prevent the EU’s collapse” (Article 16, Table 2); etc.

Russia had repeatedly criticized other countries for their
attempts to rewrite history. In German, Czech, Greek, Polish or
French, pro-Kremlin media outlets such as de.rt.com, RT
Online — Facebook, sputniknews.gr spread the distorted info
about the West deliberate campaign of revising World War 11
history in order to change the perception of the USSR and
also of Russia. Thus, in December 2019, the European Parlia-
ment tried “to distort the historical truth about the outbreak of
World War II European Union and spread anti-Soviet myths
about the beginning of World War” (Article 17); or in November
2021 the EU was accused to contribute “to neo-Nazi trends
in Ukraine and the Baltic States” (Article 18, Table 2).

Moreover, on June 2020, the Kremlin’s policy of historical
revisionism, accuses the US, EU and NATO of the “falsification
and re-writing” of World War II history in order to harm
Russia (Article 19, Table 2). The same article makes another
claim about the European Parliament and the OSCE promoting
false history.
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The recurring pro-Kremlin narrative according to which the
West is trying to rewrite World War II history, is often fuelled
by another narrative, accusing the West of Russophobia
(anti-Russian sentiment). The narrative is part of the Kremlin’s
own practice of historical revisionism, in which all views
and interpretations of past events not in accordance with
an official state history are to be dismissed, censured, and
discredited.

There are only some disinformation cases about the EU-NATO
relation. In January 2022, in the new international context,
fr.sputniknews.com spread the news that “Charles de Gaulle
defended the project of Europe from the Atlantic to the Pacific
oceans” (Article 20, Table 2). According to EUvsDisinfo,
this is a historical manipulation case which aims to make the
Eurasian political vision of the Kremlin acceptable by
Europeans. The quote is not from Charles de Gaulle but from
Vladimir Putin. “Charles de Gaulle referred several times in his
speeches to Europe from the Atlantic to the Ural, a geo-
graphical reference rather than a political one at a time when
the iron curtain separated Europe from two opposite sides.”
(Article 20, Table 2) The Eurasian political vision of the
Kremlin is presented through historical manipulation, so that
it can become acceptable by Europeans.

In the same idea, on November 2019, the Russian outlet vesti7.
ru states that “Macron thinks that NATO was conceived as
a response to the enemy, as a response to the Warsaw Pact”
(Article 21, Table 2) but in 1949 the Warsaw Pact did not exist,
thus the NATO had no justification, according to Russian
propaganda. On other disinformation cases, the USSR is pre-
sented as the main supporter of France during World War II,
when the US and England supposedly did not anticipate a vic-
tory for France. France’s victory is, as such, presented as “a direct
result of Stalin’s behest, through both the USSR’s and per-
sonal involvement” (Article 22, Table 2). Furthermore, France’s
position as one of the five founding countries of the UN is also
presented as a result of Stalin’s and USSR’s support.

Few cases are about the Western values: “Americans rewrite
and forget their history because of protests against racism”
(Article 23, Table 2); “NATO lies about the reasons for the fall
of the Berlin Wall” (Article 24, Table 2). Moreover, Petr Tolstoy,
Channel One’s host show “Vremya Pokazhet”, promotes on his
YouTube channel (This file has been removed from Youtube),
a still-present occupation regime in Germany, as a result of
the victory in World War II, placing the state as defeated and
without sovereignty (Article 25, Table 2).

Websites available in targeted countries are used, such as
fr.sputniknews.com, pl.sputniknews.com, pl.rubaltic.ru, vesti7.
ru, vesti.ru, news-front.info, or Geopolitica.ru. Also, social media
is a present channel for disseminating the messages, such as
YouTube - Rossia 24, arrt.com, and also television channels,
such as ren.tv. The media channel that seems to be prominent is
sputniknews.com. Moreover, this channel appears also when
the messages are delivered in other languages such as French,
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Russian, Arabic, Polish, and German. The information manip-
ulation techniques employed are the distortion of the his-
torical truth; the accusations that some countries (Ukraine,
Poland, and Baltic States) associate themselves with Hitler; the
framing of Russia and its actions positively; framing Russia
as a victim of the West.

2. Moscow reclaiming its ‘“zone of influence’” by denying
the Soviet occupation in the neighbourhood or accusing the
former Soviet states, especially the Baltic States (Lithuania,
Latvia and Estonia), of historical revisionism, Russophobia,
and violation of human rights.

Russia’s messages are based on distorted historical realities,
claiming, for example, that Crimea became part of Ukraine by
accident, at a time when the Ukrainian statehood was a distant
possibility. On this note, Russia uses the denial of the his-
torical facts, claiming, for example, that Ukraine has never
existed as an independent country or that the Belarusian nation
was artificially created by the Soviet Union. Another used
strategy is to highlight the Soviet contribution to the devel-
opment of the neighbouring countries, presenting itself as a
peacemaker and liberator.

Russia hopes that the propaganda narratives will attract more
support from both Russian nationals and people from coun-
tries that were previously under the Russian influence. However,
it seems that Russia manages to achieve the opposite effect
as it becomes more isolated from the West and, implicitly,
from its former sphere of influence. The main targeted audi-
ence are the Russian people and the citizens of the countries
that were under Moscow’s sphere of influence.

Russia’s intentions are to (re)constitute its former sphere of
influence but very few countries seem to willingly accept
Russia’s domination as most of the time, Russia’s security was
a two-sided coin, meaning insecurity to the countries that
accepted Moscow’s influence. Moreover, Russia considers that
the bordering countries should be grateful to Russia as USSR
protected them from external challenges and threats. The inten-
tion is to gather social support for present and future actions
aimed at (re)gaining more influence in the post-Soviet sphere.
The messages are part of the Kremlin’s policy of historical revi-
sionism and imperialism. Some of the messages are delivered
in the context of different celebrations, such as the commemo-
ration of the defeat of Nazi Germany on May 8 (Victory in
Europe (V-E) Day) or the anniversary of World War II. Stalin’s
rehabilitation techniques also result from the information
presented, such as building 20,000 churches in Georgia after
World War II, or as defeating Nazism.

3. Denying Ukraine Nation and Statehood and using the his-
torical revisionism to justify Crimea, the Eastern occupation,
and the war.

The Russian state sponsored media outlets claim that Ukraine
was created artificially and, moreover, that Russia and Ukraine
are a single country that was turned into two parts by the ene-
mies. In 2016, 2017, and 2018, the narratives were focused
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on the independence of Ukraine. In some cases, the mes-
sages mentioned that Ukrainian towns are waiting for an exter-
nal power to protect them from the Ukrainian government. In
2019, the messages disseminated by Russia questioned the his-
tory of the Ukrainian statehood. At the same time, the disin-
formation narrative promoted the idea that Ukraine started
disrupting all economic ties with Russia and opened its mar-
kets for EU products. In 2020, Kremlin’s messages were
focused on the fact that Ukraine wants to rewrite its history and
to move away from Russia. The illegal annexation of Cri-
mea was a recurring narrative, with Russia accusing Ukraine
of spreading distorted information on Donbass and Crimea. In
2021 and 2022, at the core of Russia’s disinformation messages
stood the fact that Ukraine is not a real state and moreover, it
was created by the Bolsheviks.

The aim of the disinformation narratives promoted by Russia
is to undermine the statehood of Ukraine and misrepresent the
relations with the West. For this purpose, Ukraine is pre-
sented as a historical part of Russia, a country without history
or state institutions. Among the key messages transmitted, we
can identify the denial of the Ukrainian nation and state-
hood and the claim that the Ukrainian state was created by the
Bolsheviks. In another key message, Kremlin claims that Ukraine
is under external control and that the West are attempting to tear
Ukraine apart from Russia and to make it anti-Russian.

The disinformation narratives include specific historical events.
One of the examples is the news about the demolition of
the Soviet Marshal Georgiy Zhukov monument in Ukraine.

In March 2019, Rossia 24 Youtube Chanel announced the
destruction of this monument “by nationalists and radicals
whose purpose is to get rid of everything connected to
Russia” (Article 26, Table 2). The EuvsDisinfo disproof
explain that the monument “falls under the action of the
law on decommunization, which recognizes the communist
totalitarian regime of 1917-1991 in Ukraine as criminal and
pursuing a policy of state terror” (Article 26, Table 2), the
law requiring the dismantling of monuments or objects that
commemorate that period.

The news is mostly delivered in the Russian language through
Russian media channels such as Rossiya 24, Russia Today,
Sputnik, Tvzvezda, Tsargrad, or through YouTube channels
such as Voskresnyi vecher s Vladimirom Solovyovym, and
Pervyy kanal. The dissemination of disinformation narratives
is mostly in the Russian language, the prominent media chan-
nel for delivering the messages being Rossia 24 and Voskresnyi
vecher s Vladimirom Solovyovym — YouTube.

The information manipulation techniques employed are the
distortion of the historical truth regarding the statehood and
independence of Ukraine; blaming Ukraine for wanting to
destroy its historical connections to Russia; accusing Ukraine
of spreading false information about Crimea and Donbass. The
disinformation messages are mostly delivered in the Russian
language, which shows that they are prominently directed
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towards Russian citizens rather than towards the people liv-
ing in neighbouring countries. This does not come as a surprise,
as Russia is trying to convince its population that Ukraine is,
in fact, part of the country.

4. Disinformation cases about WWII and the Molotov-Ribbentrop
Pact.

The Russian disinformation campaign about the WWII pro-
mote the official Russian historiography which is considered
the only ‘true’ way of interpreting the historical events about
the war (Teodor & Teodor, 2021, 173). To support any inter-
pretation or affirmation the events which lead up to the Sec-
ond World War, no documentary evidence and no dates are
given. The technics used are: “promoting false narratives about
the European past, misinterpreting, twisting, or omitting impor-
tant key facts in order to present victims as oppressors and
oppressors as victims” (Teodor & Teodor, 2021, 173). The
intention is to reinforce common pro-Kremlin disinforma-
tion narratives about World War II and the Molotov-Ribbentrop
pact like: “The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact played no role in
unleashing World War II” (Article 27, Table 2”) and “USSR
is not to blame for the beginning of World War II”” (Article 28);
“The USSR tried to prevent the start of World War II, but
Europe abandoned the anti-Hitler coalition” (Article 29,
Table 2); “Poland should blame itself for the German-Soviet
attack in September 1939” (Article 30, Table 2). EUvsDisinfo
experts disproof and promote the historical facts about the
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and the beginning of the WWIL.

5. The underestimation of URSS responsibility over the politi-
cal developments in the Polish People’s Republic and Poland
seen as rewriting the history

The Pro-Kremlin media routinely wuse historical revision-
ism to denigrate and attack Poland, which became from March
2019 the central of the narratives about World War II and
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. Thus, Poland is accused of the
“falsification and rewriting of its history” for political goals
(especially the history of World War II) and, sometimes, is
presented as a supporter of Nazi ideology (Article 31, Table 2,
Article 32, Table 2).

EUvsDisinfo highlights the principal Russian narrative about
Poland: “Poland was not an innocent victim of Nazi aggres-
sion” (Article 32, Table 2); “Poland was also an ally of
Germany. Moscow had no other choice than signing the
Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact (Article 33, Table 2); “Poland and
Nazi Germany planned a military campaign against the Soviet
Union and the final solution” (Article 34, Table 2); “The
responsibility for WWII lies with the Polish elite” (Article 35,
Table 2).

Some fake historical documents released by Russia’s Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs are promoted as evidence for the lack of
aggressivity in the Soviet foreign policy at the beginning of
the WWII when decided to sign the Ribbentrop-Molotov
Pact with Nazi Germany only because Poland’s aggressive
foreign policy (Article 33, Article 34, Article 35, Article 36,
Article 37, Table 2). Moreover, Stalin is presented as a liberator
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and “the results of the territory occupation are intentionally
omitted” (Article 38, Table 2). According to EUvsDisinfo
specialists, “this case represents a manipulation of historical
facts to downplay and justify Soviet aggression towards
Poland, Finland, Baltic States and Romania” (Teodor & Teodor,
2021, 178).

6. Negating the crimes of Soviet Army and Soviet occupa-
tion in Central and Eastern Europe by promoting USSR/ Russia
as a peace-maker and liberator, as a victim of Russophobia,
as a victim of violations of the international law, as a victim of
propaganda.

The disinformation cases contain historical revisionism, or
recurring pro-Kremlin disinformation narratives, accusations
of Russo-phobia, such as in the case of the events from 13" of
January 1991 in Lithuania, in the case of Stalin’s repres-
sions in 1937-1938, or in the case of promoting the old impe-
rial idea that the Belarusian and Ukrainian languages are simply
the “Russian” language. The pro-Kremlin policy of historical
revisionism seeks to glorify the Soviet victory in World War
II and downplay and relativize the crimes against humanity
perpetrated by Stalin and by Soviet totalitarianism. The claim
involves deceptive moral equivocation to suggest that Stalin’s
defeat” of Nazism nullifies his other crimes against
humanity.

When justifying Soviet actions, there can also be identified a
pattern of identifying other aggressors, such as the: US pres-
ence in Europe, portraying Europe as a vassal of the USA
and trying to undermine the sovereignty of European coun-
tries” (Article 39, Article 40, Table 2). Hitler’s killing was also
used to distract the killing of the communist regimes.

Presenting false information is another technique used to change
the perception of facts, such as in the case of the Gulag, pre-
sented as a correctional facility and not as a concentration
camp; another distortion of the truth can be associated with the
Katyn Massacre.

When discussing the crimes of the Soviet Army, or of the Soviet
occupation on Central and Eastern Europe, Russia denies its
role by accusing political and toxic accusations, which are not
sustained by proofs. The negative impact of the communist
regimes is presented as propaganda, without relying on real
data. Thus, Russia presents itself as a peacemaker and a lib-
erator, by promoting the establishment of independent countries,
denying the setup of repressive communist regimes in Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe. Historical revisionism is aimed at pro-
moting an underestimated responsibility of the USSR in the
political developments of states such as Poland, Romania or
Bulgaria. Pro-Kremlin disinformation, such as in the case of
justifying the crimes from 1937-1938, or the Warsaw Pact inva-
sion of Czechoslovakia, is aimed at covering up the crimes
committed. Russia’s intents also to justify historical actions
by positioning itself as a victim and also by pointing to the
so-called aggressors, such as the attack in Lithuanian from 1991,
which results were put on the responsibility of the Lithuanian
Parliament.

Open Research Europe 2023, 3:121 Last updated: 19 SEP 2023

Among the key messages transmitted, we can identify actions
that accuse of Russophobia, anti-Russian actions, or propa-
ganda, in the effort of the Kremlin to whitewash and instrumen-
talize the history of USSR/ Russia. The main targeted audiences
are Lithuania, Poland, Arabic countries, Georgia, and also
Russia.

The languages used in articles which negate the crimes of the
Soviet regime are Russian, Polish, Arabic, Georgian and the
main media outlets are represented by RT and Sputnik. More-
over, the messages are being transmitted through websites
that are addressed at national level in Lithuania, or Poland,
but with the domain in Russia, such as It.sputniknews.ru, or
pl.sputniknews.com, sputnik-georgia.com, cont.ws, it.sputniknews.
com. Russian websites are also used, such as tvzvezda.ru,
Rubaltic.ru, radiovesti.ru. Also, social media channels are also
used to promote messages, such as RT online on Facebook,
Twitter, or YouTube.

7. War(s) in former Yugoslavia, especially the 1999 conflict in
Kosovo, which culminated in the NATO air campaign against
Serbia.

The main narratives employed by Russian-speaking media
regarding the war with former Yugoslavia were published either
as stand-alone articles or as part of wider ‘analyses’ about
geopolitical issues, which relied on the idea of the imperialist
nature of the West. This is, according to Russian media out-
lets, especially visible in the contemporary crisis from Ukraine.
This line of argument seeks less to discuss exactly what hap-
pened in Serbia and Kosovo 23 years ago, but to use this as a
comparison with the contemporary frozen conflicts in Abkhazia,
Ossetia, Transnistria, Crimea, and Donbas. The main argu-
ment that Russian media employs is that there are significant
similarities between the cases of Kosovo and the break-away
regions mentioned above. Thus, according to this slippery
slope type of argument, if one accepts the legitimacy of the
Western intervention in Kosovo, then one has to accept the
legitimacy of Russian intervention in the post-soviet conflicts.
Alternatively, if one rejects the justifications Russia offers, one
should also reject the legitimacy of Western intervention in
Kosovo.

Three lines of disinformation have been employed by the
Russian media concerning the case of the 1999 bombing of
Yugoslavia. The number of victims of the air raids is disputed,
the intentions of NATO are questioned, and the legality of the
interventions is discussed. While the last remains debatable,
the first two are intentionally, deliberately misrepresented.

Concerning the number of victims of the bombing, a total of
759 dead have been directly attributed by the Humanitarian
Law Center to the bombing (275 in Serbia excluding Kosovo
and 484 in Kosovo), out of which there were only about
500 civilians. This is considerably lower than the 2,500 claimed
by Russian media (Article 41, Table 2).

According to Human Rights Watch, there was no evidence of
war crimes committed by NATO in Yugoslavia. During the
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NATO bombing campaign in Yugoslavia, civilians were acci-
dentally killed in several incidents in which targets of military
value were attacked. In three incidents, NATO targeted loca-
tions that were not of military value. Conversely, it could be
proven that military decision-makers took extreme precau-
tions to avoid Kkilling civilians, carefully vetting each target
and evaluating which munitions should be used (HRW, 2000).
While, according to Human Rights Watch, more care could have
been taken (such as updating maps), NATO took deliberate pre-
cautions in order to avoid unnecessary civilian casualties. In
some cases, civilian casualties were caused because the Yugoslav
army used them as ‘human shields’ (HRW, 2000).

The second line of revisionist approaches to the NATO air
campaign in Yugoslavia concerns its motivations. According
to this view, which relies on a statement by former Yugoslav
president Slobodan Milosevic, the motivation of the campaign
was not to stop human rights abuses by the Federal Yugoslav
Government. According to Milosevic, the campaign was meant
to split Yugoslavia, destroy it materially and thus eliminate
a powerful actor in the Balkans which could pose a chal-
lenge to the West. This would pave the way for a new colo-
nialism and an exploitation of the country’s natural resources
(slobodan-milosevic.org, 2002).

However, Russian disinformation also adopts another perspec-
tive, strongly linked with the Russian narrative of discrimina-
tion of Russian-speaking minorities in neighbouring states.
It accepts that the NATO intervention in Serbia was carried out
with the aim of protecting an ethnic group that was being dis-
criminated. However, the argument engages in a comparison
with an apparently similar situation: that of Russian-speaking
minorities in the republics of the former Soviet Union. Thus,
if one believes that it was acceptable to intervene to save the
Albanians, and that the Russian speakers around Russia are sub-
ject to human rights abuses, then this would legitimate Russian
intervention in its near abroad. Of course, the empirical
premise, that of discrimination against Russian speakers is
introduced surreptitiously in the argument.

The third line of Russian media regarding the 1999 war in
Kosovo is that concerning the legality of the intervention as well
as of the subsequent declaration of independence. According
to Russian media, the intervention and subsequent declara-
tion of independence by Kosovo were either illegal or, if legal,
the same case could be made for Crimea. While the actual
1999 bombing campaign was carried out without UN authoriza-
tion, there were a number of previous UN resolutions condemn-
ing Serbian policies of ethnic cleansing in Kosovo. Further,
the massacre of Racak involved the killing of dozens of
Albanian civilians by Yugoslav forces, amounting to the begin-
ning of a genocide. Further, before the actual attack, several
attempts towards a negotiated solution were made, including
the Rambouillet conference. Finally, Kosovo’s declaration of
independence took place 10 years after the war, after numer-
ous negotiations. In the case of Crimea, 20 days passed from
revolt to annexation.
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In what situations? Are there specific historical events men-
tioned in hostile narratives and offering a distorted vision of
historical facts and events?

The narratives include specific historical events, such as the
events of 13" of January 1991 in Lithuania, in regard to which
is indicated the lack of proof that the Soviet soldiers clashed
with civil people. On March 11™ 1990, Lithuania restored its
independence of state, while Russia used political and eco-
nomic pressure to maintain the republic as part of the USSR. In
January 2021, Sputnik news presented the Lithuanian struggle
for independence from the Soviet Union as the first ‘color revo-
lution’ and a manoeuvre of the US Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA). The broad disinformation campaign is linked to the
commemoration of events when thousands of Lithuanians gath-
ered at the TV tower, the radio and television headquarters,
and the Parliament building in the capital, Vilnius, to take a
stand against Soviet troops deployed to crush the Lithuanian
independence.

Aiming to promote Russia as a peacemaker, in the context
of World War II, Stalin’s actions are described as liberating,
aiming to ensure independency for states such as Hungary,
Czechoslovakia, Romania and Poland. In fact, the aforemen-
tioned states were kept under a communist regime, without the
possibilities of taking any political, economic, or military deci-
sions. In the same context of promoting Russia as a peace-
maker, the lack of interference of the Soviets is presented as
an act of respect for the Polish sovereignty when the mar-
tial law was introduced. Also, the Bolshevik ‘red expansion-
ism’ was presented as a response to Poland’s initiative to start
the war.

Part of the narratives situate Russia as a victim, such as the
case of Stalin’s repressions in 1937-1938, which were justified
through the actions of the people, who were themselves presented
as aggressors in 1933-1934.

Russia justifies the invasion of Czechoslovakia through the
Warsaw pact as a wall in front of the West, an action which
resulted into more than 20 years of peace for the allies. In
fact, the invasion aimed at ending the country’s political
liberalization.

One of the distorted historical events is the example of Georgia,
which, according to myvideo.ge, it joined the Soviet Union
in 1921 on its own initiative. In fact, Georgia was a sover-
eign republic by 1921, when it was occupied by the USSR after
the February-March 1921 war.

The 80" c‘anniversary’ of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact
(23 August 1939) and Poland’s decision not to invite the
Russian delegation to the World War II commemoration cer-
emony were the pretexts for the beginning of the fake history
campaign (Teodor & Teodor, 2021). In 2019, Poland decided
not to invite Russia to the World War II commemoration cer-
emony, having to do with Russian aggression against Ukraine,
being accused of promoting an “open policy of Russophobia”
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(Article 42, Table 2). On that day, in contrast, Russian propa-
ganda stressed that in 2019 is the 80" anniversary of the
Molotov-Ribbentrop pact. That is why, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania,
Poland, and Romania released a joint statement on the 80"
commemoration of the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, urging “the
governments of all European countries to provide both moral
and material support to the ongoing historical investigation of
the totalitarian regimes. By acting in a concerted manner, we
can counter more effectively disinformation campaigns and
attempts to manipulate historical facts.” (Joint Statement, 23
August 2019).

Moreover, in December 2019, Russia accused the European
Parliament of trying to distort the historical truth in connec-
tion to the adoption of the resolution on the “importance of
European remembrance for the future of Europe” (European
Parliament, 19.09.2019). Russia expressed outrage that the
resolution made the Soviet Union virtually jointly responsi-
ble with Nazi Germany for the unleashing of the Second World
War.

Furthermore, after the speech of NATO Secretary General
Jens Stoltenberg on the 30" anniversary of the fall of the Berlin
Wall (November 2019), the Pro-Kremlin media (Pervyi Kanal)
were outraged by Stoltenberg’s phrase that it was democracy
and freedom of thought that helped reunite Europe. At the
Berlin Wall Memorial at NATO Headquarters, Stoltenberg
emphasised that even then, Europeans were united by basic
values: “freedom, democracy and human dignity” (Stoltenberg,
2019) thanks to these, “peace and solidarity can prevail over
any adversary.” (Stoltenberg, 2019) It was freedom that was
able to prevail over oppression. These shared values “allowed
Europe to develop deep partnerships with friends around the
world,” (Article 43, Table 2) leading to the fall of dictatorship
and the spread of democracy, Stoltenberg said.

Using what strategies (key messages and channels)?

The Russian disinformation campaigns are adapted to every
country audience specificity (Teodor & Teodor, 2021).
Disinformation and historical revisionism accusations are
spread abroad overtly through their own official state-controlled
externally media channels which are operational in several
European languages (i.e., the multilingual television RT or
Sputnik); or covertly through “independent journalists, experts
and commentators [...] as well as Internet trolls” (Lucas &
Pomerantsev, 2016, p. 5).

Sputnik is a Russian state-funded media organization aimed at
audiences outside Russia. However, the Russian government
maintains that Sputnik operates as an independent news outlet,
with “its own editorial policy” (Report Kremlin media-funded,
January 2022). Moreover, Russian government officials and
the outlets’ leadership have openly discussed RT and Sputnik’s
role as tools of state propaganda (EUvsDisinfo, 2022). In
order to understand the present state of the Russian media, we
must look back to the Soviet era, when media was not profit-
driven and the rewards were not identified in terms of rev-
enues but by creating influential propaganda. Furthermore, the
Soviet media was integrated into the Party’s control systems
manifested by hiring loyalists in all key appointments, like
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‘soldiers’ trained in politics and Marxist theory; using numer-
ous of directives and instructions to editors issued by Department
of Propaganda and Agitation (the ‘handouts’ which were sup-
posed to assign which stories to be included in media outlets);
reviewing and retaining media under constant scrutiny.

From the 408 disinformation cases, 200 were identified by
EUvsDisinfo on Sputnik and its local versions from Poland,
Germany, Serbia, Estonia, Armenia, Lithuania, Italy, Spain,
Greece, Gerogia, Abkhazia or Azerbaijan and 14 cases were
identified on RT and its versions in English, French or Germans
(Teodor & Teodor, 2021).

Moreover, the pro-Kremlin disinformation mechanism includes
besides traditional media, television and radio program-
ming, printed media such as periodicals, online media with
all internet-hosted platforms (e.g., websites, blogs, YouTube
channels etc.) where information in the form of text, video,
audio, or images can be transmitted or accessed. Experts
state that both RT and Sputnik operate websites and YouTube
channels, and maintain a social media presence, with RT also
broadcasting on traditional media (TV). RT operates several
YouTube channels in different languages: RT (in Russian), RT
Deutsch, RT Arabic, RT France, RT Espafiol, RT UK, and RT
America. (Matthews et al., p. 37)

From the 408 disinformation cases, 47 were identified by
EUvsDisinfo staff on different YouTube channels such as:
Rossiya 24 — YouTube, Pervyy kanal — YouTube, RT France -
YouTube, 60 minut @Rossiya 1 — YouTube, Ahi les Va — YouTube,
NTV — YouTube, Dobrov v efire @REN TV - YouTube, TV
Center — YouTube, OTR TV — YouTube, Petr Tolstoy Vremya
Pokazhet — YouTube, RUS BG - YouTube; etc.

The social media platforms are a distinct third category. Twitter
and Facebook seem to be prominent in the use of pro-Kremlin
disinformation mechanisms.

Another powerful strategy consists of invoking official docu-
ments and local (Soviet) classified reports about the West or
Poland planning aggressive actions against URSS right before
the WWIIL. Moreover, conspiracy theory was used as part of
the historical revisionism policy.

Recurrent narratives are also used, asserting misleading infor-
mation, as in the case of accusing Western Europeans of
not knowing the history of their country (e.g., France), because
of poor education, ignorance and guilt. It is also the case of pre-
senting the construction of the Berlin Wall as a desire of the
Western powers, when, in fact, the Communist East German
authorities built the Berlin Wall in 1961 to stop the flow of resi-
dents into the democratic, and free West; western powers and
NATO allies opposed the wall from the beginning.

With what intentions? With what assets? Producing what kind
of estimated effects?

Russia uses both visual and discursive propaganda by spread-
ing distorted and fake messages through different state media
channels in order to achieve the country’s objective. Thus, to
mobilize domestic Russian audiences, the pro-Kremlin media
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repeatedly invokes World War II imagery and attempts to por-
tray Lithuania, and other Baltic States as well as Poland, as
anti-Semitic, Nazi and neo-fascist countries. The accusation of
Nazism is one of the favourite techniques of pro-Kremlin outlets,
but it is not new.

Russia’s government-funded and directed outlets are effectively
influencing viewers’ political convictions (U.S. Department
of State, Special Report, 2022). RT and Sputnik’s audience
reach is difficult to measure in part because RT has reportedly
inflated its broadcast statistics in the past, but also because both
outlets operate as part of a network composed of numerous
brands, websites, and social media accounts publishing con-
tent in many languages (U.S. Department of State, Special
Report, 2022).

What are the main targeted audiences by these narratives and
why?

We can identify likely audiences Russia and its agents seek to
reach and influence on the basis of the content, as well as the
ultimate reach or resonance of a given information effort.

As Keir Giles argues, Russia’s information efforts either seek to
influence foreign decision-making by manipulating the infor-
mation that reaches the decision makers themselves or seek
to “create a permissive public opinion environment where
Russian narratives are presented as factual,” and “to win pub-
lic support in adversary nations, and, thereby, attenuate resist-
ance to actions planned by Russia” (Giles, 2016, p. 22).
Thus, at a high level of generality, audiences targeted by
Russia’s malign information efforts in European countries con-
sist of the general public, decision makers, and influencers (i.e.,
actors who may not be decision makers themselves but have the
ability to influence decisions and public opinion).

While some malign information efforts are aimed at the gen-
eral public of European countries, others appear to target
public that are more narrowly defined: notably, public on the
extreme political right and extreme left, especially those
identified with anti-Western, anti-establishment, anti-immigrant,
and nationalist viewpoints; Russian-speaking communities
within former Soviet republics as well as other European
states; and public with cultural, historical, religious, or politi-
cal affinities to Russia, such as Slavs, the Christian Orthodox,
and historical allies or partners long supported by Russia, as
well as the socially conservative and otherwise pro-Russian
constituencies. (Matthews et al., 2016, p. 37-38)

RT and Sputnik do not work in a vacuum within the disinforma-
tion and propaganda ecosystem. Each pillar has the potential
to create a piece of disinformation or a narrative that the other
pillars pick up, modify, and amplify. These relationships
have a media multiplier effect that boosts each pillar’s
reach and resonance. The media multiplier effect can create
disinformation storms with potentially dangerous effects.

Discussion and conclusion

Manipulative revisionist narratives, as a tool in the land-
scape of hybrid threats, challenge democratic societies and
require knowledge and skills from a set of practitioners and
stakeholders to be addressed. This suggests the need to count
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with expert historians in fact-checking/debuking teams to com-
bat misinformation based on historical revisionism, due to
the high specialization and complexity of historical events
and their implications. For example, a journalist with poor
knowledge on the history of the Central and Eastern European
countries, Nordic countries, Baltic countries, or other regions,
will have serious difficulties for fast responding to information
manipulations with this regard. Furthermore, this type of infor-
mation manipulations and narratives are easy to ‘buy’ by vul-
nerable groups. Universities and educational institutions
play an important role in building societal resilience through
education and training programmes.

Our findings suggest that an approach consisting on pre-
emptively elaborating counter-narratives based on historical
evidence and sound historiography can be an effective tool
against hostile revisionist narratives that exploit vulnerabilities
and specific target groups within European societies. Fact-
checks and pre-bunks on revisionist disinformation are help-
ful in countering this form of interference, but their reach to
non-specialized audiences is usually not high.

For dealing with narratives that aim to sow hostility towards
other EU member states or alliances, it is also very important to
ensure a high standard of knowledge and appreciation of history
within societies, for which education at various levels is key.

With this in mind, curricula can be adapted or strengthened to
teach critical thinking skills to high school students, particu-
larly regarding the differences between cognitive values and
evidence-based historiography, and historical revisionism and
partisan interpretations of history. History courses provide a
good opportunity to teach knowledge and skills (awareness
of scientific methods, sound reasoning vs. fallacies) that can
be used in other areas of knowledge and against information
manipulation.

The use of historical revisionism by foreign state actors for
purposes of interference also suggests that publishers must
commit to high standards of academic rigor and clearly dis-
tinguish between historical essays based on authors’ opin-
ions and sound historiographical works. Institutional support
for publishing to promote scholarly works on European his-
tory aimed at older and young readers could be helpful in this
regard.

In this sense, it would be worth considering using the possi-
bilities of interactive live streaming platforms, especially for
young adults, to disseminate historical content with a European
focus.

Data availability

Underlying data

Zenodo: Collection of narratives gathered by academia, govern-
ments, and think-tanks. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.7943019.
(Arribas et al., 2023a),

The project contains the following underlying data:

e CEE PRev DB.xlsx. (Examples of Russian revisionist
narratives).
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Data are available under the terms of the Creative Commons The project contains the following extended data:
Attribution 4.0 International license (CC-BY 4.0). e  historical revisionism searchs.xlsx. (Search strategy

used in this study).
Extended data

Zenodo: Historical Revisionism Searchs. https://doi.org/10.5281/ Data are available under the terms of the Creative Commons
zeno0do.7943014. (Arribas et al., 2023b), Attribution 4.0 International license (CC-BY 4.0).
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I would definitely suggest that this article be indexed concerning the very relevant and
contemporary topics it employs. Nevertheless, certain aspects would need to be seriously
improved before indexing.

At the theoretical level, although authors show skillful knowledge of the term historical
revisionism (p. 3-4), I would suggest better conceptualization of the term historical revisionism
where it would be primarily recognized, when we conditionally speak of "bad historical
revisionism" as historical denialism or negationism, which then leads to historical manipulations.
From my perspective, as of now, it is not clear enough. Furthermore, many complex overlapping
concepts are used without enough clarification, meaning operationalization and conceptualization
(for instance, historical revisionism, historical rewriting, manipulated narratives, and propaganda),
which also led to a rather complex title of this article, which can also be simplified and slightly
changed if better conceptualizations are shortly introduced at the theoretical level and in the
introduction. This problem is also visible at the end of the introduction, where the research goal is
emphasized as examining historical revisionism-based information and influencing campaigns. I
would therefore suggest the operationalization of historical revisionism before applying it to
Russian foreign policy and hybrid warfare as primarily historical negationism or denialism (which
is employed for manipulation purposes, although historical manipulation can also be
distinguished from historical revisionism) or historical distortion. On the other hand, as the
authors explain, historical revisionism also denotes a positive, fairly needed, irrefutable, and
unstoppable academic revision of these same major historical events. Tucker's distinction (p. 3-4)
might not be the best choice for explaining that, given the multiplicity of terms discussed later
through methodological research, it is complex in itself, where terms such as disinformation,
manipulation, distortion, denying, etc. are introduced without fairly explained theoretical
explications.

Authors should decide if slight changes to the title are also needed given the above discussion.

Page 22 of 29


https://doi.org/10.21956/openreseurope.17370.r34723
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4025-1176

O pen Research Euro pe Open Research Europe 2023, 3:121 Last updated: 19 SEP 2023

Conceptually, narratives should be replaced with the concept of storylines (p. 4, State efforts to
reconstruct history need narratives...").

On p. 5, I would not use the syntagm "hot historical revisionist topic" or get rid of hot in this
context.

On the methodological level, it is worth thinking about whether mixed methodology is really
employed. From my view, quantitative methods are not employed here directly; all methods
should fall under the content analysis umbrella, and thus multiple methods are employed, not
mixed methodology.

Although the study design is really well imagined, the main discussions that follow the employed
methods are too complex and too long; maybe they should be better summarized in a way to stay
focused on the most important and most grounded results.

Although the goal of this article is clear to me, and I accepted a review because of its relevance
and importance in contemporary social sciences and humanities, we cannot disagree with or
erase some "historical facts", where we can question Russian's further (dis)interpretations and
manipulations (and commemorative events), yet we cannot state that Soviet troops have not
liberated Auschwitz and that the Soviet Union at that time did not stand on the "right side of
history".

The discussion and conclusion are too short given the multiple aims set forth in this article as well
as the long research analysis. Further, although it is certainly correct that universities and
educational institutions play a crucial role in building societal resilience, this is not something that
comes from this article.

Ultimately, given the excellence of the authors and the potential of this article (which might be
cited widely and across the globe), I certainly recommend its indexing Yet, improvements, which
might seem more complex and longer than they really are, are also recommended and needed
before indexing.

The article also requires careful proofreading.

Is the work clearly and accurately presented and does it engage with the current literature?
Partly

Is the study design appropriate and is the work technically sound?
Yes

Are sufficient details of methods and analysis provided to allow replication by others?
Partly

Are all the source data and materials underlying the results available?
Partly

If applicable, is the statistical analysis and its interpretation appropriate?
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In the context of the Russian full-scale invasion of Ukraine, and Kremlin revisionist (imperial)
aspirations in general, it is necessary to analyse the contemporary nature and effects of historical
revisionism: the Russian approach to relatively recent historical events, which are purposefully and
systematically reinterpreted in the context of disinformation and propaganda, and later in practice
used for justifying the aggression and clash with the West. It is a very complex issue that might be
traced back to the early stages of Soviet existence and its interactions with neighbours, a critical
element of the build-up and construction of the Soviet (later Russian) identity and perception of
others, including Ukrainians. To some degree, Russian historical revisionism and crooked view of
reality are significantly responsible for the collision course with the West and the bloody conflict in
Ukraine. For that reason, I was happy, to read the article by the collective of authors who
succeeded in raising the issue and highlighting some important points.

The article has some strong and weak elements which are discussed below.

First, next to the importance of the topic, the strong side is also a focus on contemporary historical
revisionism as communicated in the individual states of Central and Eastern Europe, which is
demonstrated by the evidence derived from research articles and the EUvsDisinfo database. I
found both parts of the research well-fitting and complementary, despite the impression that
systematic analysis of the articles led to omitting or at least underplaying some important
narratives present in the individual member states. For example, this might be well developed in
conversations with national experts. For instance, in the case of Czechoslovakia, a very frequent
narrative pursued by the pro-Kremlin propagandist environment is that “Prague was liberated by
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Soviets” (which is not fully true, as Nazi resistance was eliminated during the Prague uprising and
at the times of the German capitulation the Red army was far away from Prague). Similarly, a very
persistent revisionist argument is that “Czechs betrayed Russia and are ungrateful for “liberation”).
Both arguments were raised when Prague decided to remove the controversial Ivan Konev
memorial. In other words, the national context might be better emphasized in the case of all
mentioned countries maybe as evidence of how general narratives are applied in a specific
national environment.

Second, sometimes the article is too heavy to read because of the structure, which might be
simplified. For example, the questions on pages 17-19 may constitute an individual chapter, which
fits well into the research design. Also, it will help the reader when each chapter has a sort of
introduction, presenting the aims and structure of the chapter + a short semi-conclusion at the
end presenting the most important things.

Third, analysing the EUvsDisinfo database is an interesting and relevant approach. However, the
article has some inherent limits as historical revisionism is communicated via multiple channels
and the EU database reflects only a fragment of this communication. Of course, it is out of any
research to make a complex assessment of the whole information ecosystem and to some degree
it is even impossible (as, for example, revisionist content and interpretations are communicated in
forwarded chain emails among seniors which is hard to obtain) and the very problem sometimes
lies in the institutions of the target country. This is the case of the Soviet-era education system
inheritance (older generations thought and accepted revisionist propaganda) and in some
countries, this problem of weak history education is a never-ending story. As a result, the so-called
“Overt window" is opening people's minds to revisionist interpretations that neglect historical
facts.

Fourth, despite the authors providing the broader context of revisionism, it would be interesting
to develop a paragraph about the importance of historic revisionism for understanding the
context of the confrontation between East and West during the Cold War, and between Russia and
the West. It is worth stressing that revisionist views were developed in the West (for example,
Williams 1962" and 19742, Kolko and Kolko 19723; Yergin 19774 or even post-revisionists like John
Lewis Gaddis, 1987°).

Fifth, I agree that measures proposed in the discussion and conclusion are significantly helpful in
addressing Russian revisionist aspirations, however, it is also time for the adjustment of
government policies, effective strategic communication, or supporting assemblage of the civil
society. In the measures, proposed, authors might provide references on resources developing
the ways why and how these measures might help.

Sixth, many authors are dealing with Russian disinformation and propaganda as a part of Russian
revisionists. Authors might consider exploring works, for example of Yablokov and others
(Yablokov 2018°, Veroviek 20167, Topolski 19998, Juuervee et al. 2020°; Prus 2015'0). By adding
more references, the contribution will be more visible on academic social networks, attract more
attention, and increase the context of academic research.

The above comments are not critical for the quality of the manuscript, which fully matches the
scientific text's characteristics. I wish the authors all the best with the publication.
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I consider it a very interesting and valuable work, although I also consider that it needs some
aspects of improvement to achieve the relevance that I think it should have. Here are some
aspects of improvement:

o At the level of literary review: Current works should be reviewed that highlight the role of
disinformation content in conditioning public opinion by Russia. Many reports (Cambridge
Analytical) and authors (e.g. Ablazov et al., 2021; Bodrunova et al., 2021). Furthermore, I
believe there is a lack of connection between the literature and the role of journalism, the
training of professionals in the sector, and the role of fact-check projects. I point out the
latter because it is where the discussions and conclusions raised the point.

> At the methodology level: It would be convenient to review the proposed general objective
to make it more specific. Also, the reasons for selecting EUvsDisinfo should be more explicit
and evident. In addition, the corpus of analysis considered during the proposed
documentary review should also be made more explicit as its relationship with the literary
review carried out. The latter is to have a clear association between the proposed
theoretical framework and how the contents found and analyzed in the EUvsDisinfo are
analyzed.

> The search strategy used by Arribas et al., 2023b is alluded to, but it should be explained or
shown through some figure as a summary within the work. This is in order to facilitate the
understanding of the applied process.

> In principle, the crossing of data is considered. On the one hand, those found in
EUvsDisinfo, and on the other, those found in academic databases. And also from research
papers and reports from Baltic countries. The search process in each medium considered
should be explained more clearly, justifying the selection of said sources and the
combination and operators used to search for information required for the development of
this work. It should also justify why October 2021 was taken as the sampling date. It would
be helpful to clarify the association between the types of data extracted and the specific
objectives set.

o At the level of the results, it is considered that this section should be better reorganized,
making the above more evident concerning each of the proposed objectives. Beyond the
structure proposed for its exposition, this does not seem wrong but leaves the reader with
the need to establish this association based on the results shown.
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o At the level of discussion and conclusions. It should be reviewed. Perhaps it would be
convenient to divide both sections in order to have, on the one hand, the reflections
associated with the data and the proposed theoretical framework; and, on the other, the
limitations, future lines and practices of the knowledge generated. Although what is
indicated in this section seems interesting to me, what is exposed is disassociated with the
literature review and data types. Considering that what these authors propose is very useful
and relevant, the association of the rest of the sections with what they present here is
unclear.
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