
3

MARCH   1 / 2 0 0 8 

editor ial create the rules for approaching history while the 
game is already in full swing.

Translated from the German 
by Christopher Gilley
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WE R E STA L I N’S  POL I T IC S  ‘EF F E C T I V E’?
SCA N DA L S A ROU N D NE W H I ST ORY BO O K S I N  RUS SI A

Tamara Eidelman

The author analyses the current state of schoolbooks on twentieth-century Russian history by looking 
at three examples which recently attracted considerable public interest. The drama of the situation is 
fuelled by the facts that many of the negative developments in contemporary history teaching have been 
forced upon teachers from above and that scandalous teaching materials often enjoy substantial state 
support.

History teaching in Russian schools is becoming 
an increasingly topical political issue. President 
Putin has accused the authors of schoolbooks of 
slandering Russia’s past. He declared in a tele-
vised meeting with teachers in June 2007 that 
those who receive international grants to write 
textbooks are simply ‘dancing to the music’ of 
their paymasters. Before he became a member 
of the opposition, Mikhail Kasyanov voiced his 
indignation that the history books for senior pupils 
did not describe recent events – in particular his 
appointment as prime minister. Duma represent-
atives, journalists and TV talk show hosts all dis-
cuss history teaching regularly. Everyone seems 
to think that they understand something of his-
tory, and the subject is often used as fodder in 
political debates. 
The different views on history teaching, and par-
ticularly on textbooks covering the Soviet period, 
have become a distinctive litmus test. A hostile 
attitude to the Western world has, unfortunately, 
become widespread over the last few years. It is 

no coincidence that one offshoot of this has been 
indignation at schoolbooks published with West-
ern funding – regardless of their quality, the books 
have suddenly started to arouse suspicion.
A second idea characteristic of the present situa-
tion, the exculpation of the Soviet past, has also 
found its way into discussions about schooling. 
There can be no doubt that those deprived of any 
connection to their past can look into the future 
calmly. The fashion for old Soviet fi lms, songs 
and customs may arouse feelings of nostalgia. 
However, as soon as this ‘exculpation of the past’ 
crosses a certain line, it ceases to be simply mem-
ories of the ordinary lives of normal people and 
veers dangerously close to a justifi cation of the 
terrors of Stalinism. Calls to the authors of text-
books to infuse schoolchildren with pride for their 
country’s past might provoke sympathy were it 
not for the reality that these beautiful words belie 
a thinly veiled attempt to conceal the real condi-
tions of life under Communism from the younger 
generation.
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IGOR DOLUTSKY: ‘RUSSIAN HISTORY IN THE 
TWENTIETH CENTURY’
Over the last few years, the Russian education 
system was shaken by a number of scandals con-
nected with history textbooks. In 2003, Igor Dolut-
sky’s ‘Russian History in the Twentieth Century’, 
which had already been in publication for seven 
years, lost its ministerial stamp. Without this 
stamp, which represented a mark of approval from 
the Ministry of Education, the book could not be 
used in schools. Teachers could, of course, buy 
one copy for themselves and use it for the prepara-
tion of lessons, but it would be simply impossible 
to order for the school library thirty or sixty cop-
ies of a publication lacking ministerial approval. 
Indeed, a ministerial ‘recommendation’, advis-
ing schools not to use earlier issues of the book, 
was disseminated to the regions. It is well know 
that it is not recommended to argue with such a 
recommendation.
Formally, those in power were angered by two quo-
tations included in the new edition: the words of 
Iurii Burtin, a well-known member of the ‘60s gen-
eration, calling Putin’s accession to power a ‘state 
coup’ and the regime he created an ‘authoritarian 
dictatorship’; and Grigory Yavlinsky’s assertion 
that Russia was being turned into a ‘police state’. 
Dolutsky’s textbook was subjected to brutal, and 
at times boorish, criticism. He was accused of Rus-
sophobia and inciting hatred, and was called a lot 
of extremely unpleasant names. His defenders did 
not remain silent either and quite reasonably saw 
the attacks on Dolutsky’s book as an assault on 
freedom of speech in Russia. At the same time, 
as is often the case, bad publicity simply became 
publicity, and the remaining copies of the school-
book were snatched up from bookshops by inter-
ested readers.
The sad fact of this situation is that Dolutsky’s 
book, which has practically become a symbol for 
pedagogical freedom, is far from being the best 

of its kind. The author wrote a clearly journalis-
tic work that unashamedly expressed his political 
views. In doing so, he aroused the displeasure of 
the state, which obviously did not share his under-
standing of Russia’s historical development. One 
can agree or disagree with Dolutsky’s views, but 
the question of whether the book is suited for use 
in schools, i.e. if its views are thrust upon its young 
readers too forcefully, was not even raised. The 
majority of journalists and public fi gures who made 
public statements on the book were basically con-
cerned with its political composition. They either 
approved of it or condemned it vehemently. Peda-
gogical questions were simply ignored.

THE COMPETITION FOR THE BEST SCHOOLBOOK ON 
RUSSIAN HISTORY

The second event to trigger furious emotions 
among journalists and teachers was the pseudo-
competition to fi nd the best textbook on Russian 
history, organised by the Ministry of Education in 
2002. The offi cial explanation for holding the com-
petition was very simple: the market for textbooks 
has been so swamped by publications that teachers 
often fi nd themselves unable to get an overview of 
the works on offer to them; there are some excel-
lent books, but also trashy pulp. Moreover, the need 
to work out a single standard of history teaching 
is being felt more keenly with each passing year, 
especially for those schoolchildren studying for the 
standardised state exam. The goal is laudable in 
principle. However, there was no attempt to defi ne 
how far standardisation should go or who would 
be ascertaining the quality of the books. 
Twenty-nine texts emanating from different pub-
lishers were read by experts in record time. The 
books were intended for use in years nine and 
eleven. History teaching is presently structured 
into two stages or ‘concentrated blocks’ – the fi rst 
is taught from year fi ve to year nine and covers the 
whole period from ancient times to today in chron-

analysis



5

MARCH   1 / 2 0 0 8 

ological order; the second block lasts between year 
ten and year eleven and revisits the same topics as 
the fi rst but in greater depth. It was expected that 
each category would produce three victors. This led 
to the curious assumption, sometimes expressed in 
the press, that three textbooks would be approved 
for history teaching. The competition itself angered 
many teachers: had many people actually working 
in schools read these books? Of course not. One 
fi ne day a representative of the Ministry of Edu-
cation happily announced that two (!) books, both 
written by the same group of authors, had won in 
three (!) of the categories. The main author was 
Nikita Zagladin, head of a department of the Insti-
tute of World Economics and International Rela-
tions. Both of Zagladin’s books have many fail-
ings. He was criticised for historical errors and 
needlessly idealising the Soviet period. However, 
he really should be criticised for something else: 
the textbook is bland and boring. The author tries 
to please everyone at the same time: in order to 
avoid the criticism of those in power, he does not 
describe the terrors of Stalinism in too much detail; 
at the same time, he tries to give the impression 
that he is not glorifying the past. The result is a 
strange mix of different ideas that aspire to objec-
tivity, but which is insufferable to read.
The experts identifi ed the book’s methodological 
approach as one of its strong points – a laughable 
assessment for any teacher. The book incorporates 
thoroughly traditional principles of teaching, with 
long texts which the pupils are expected to read 
and apparently memorise. There is nothing about 
developing analytical powers or promoting com-
prehension, without which it is impossible to imag-
ine modern teaching. And it is diffi cult to escape 
the thought that the book by Zagladin and his co-
authors won precisely for its blandness and dry-
ness. It does not particularly offend anyone, except 
perhaps for common sense. 
The charade of pseudo-democracy, of course, is 

also annoying. We will choose a textbook in a com-
petition, but it will be only conducted for ‘those 
in the know’, in secret, away from teachers and 
the public.

ALEKSANDR FILIPPOV, ‘A HISTORY OF RUSSIA IN 
THE TWENTIETH CENTURY’
Several years later, and again teachers and the pub-
lic in general fi nd themselves facing a sad fact. The 
political scientist Aleksandr Filippov has written 
a book on twentieth-century Russian history with 
the modest sub-title ‘a textbook for teachers’. On 
opening the book, one receives a great shock: as 
early as the fi rst page, one fi nds the dumbfounding 
claim that ‘over the course of seventy years, West-
ern domestic policy was steered towards human 
rights under the not inconsiderable infl uence of 
the USSR, that enormous supra-state which real-
ised the social revolution and emerged victorious 
from the cruellest of wars’. It is later explained 
that political imprisonment was not a signifi cant 
feature of Stalinist Russia. However many con-
victs there may have been, Stalin’s brutal deci-
sions were nonetheless justifi able on balance, as 
they were dictated by the country’s interests. The 
repressions were a product of ‘the desire to ensure 
the greatest possible effectiveness of the govern-
ing apparat’, as exemplifi ed by Brezhnev, an effec-
tive governor who received his political education 
during this period.
The narrative is cleverly constructed, again simu-
lating a ‘democratic’ style: there are separate pas-
sages which are indicated as being the author’s 
‘personal’ opinion; there are appeals to the opin-
ion of the majority, which seemingly believes that 
Stalin brought more good to Russia than bad; there 
are ‘documents of the epoch’. In a nutshell, every 
attempt has been made to write an apparently mod-
ern book for teachers. The author, truth be told, 
does not understand what teachers need. At the 
very beginning, he expresses the now fashionable 
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sentiment that ‘the study of history should provide 
not only a knowledge of historical facts, but also the 
ability to apply the skills acquired to the solution 
of professional tasks and social problems’. He does 
not, however, suggest any methods for achieving 
these complex pedagogical goals. It is apparently 
assumed that if a pupil knows the means that Sta-
lin used to ensure the greatest possible effective-
ness in the governing apparat, he or she will be able 
to solve the above-mentioned tasks and problems. 
Somehow, one shudders at the thought of a gener-
ation of young people educated in such a way.
At the moment, a textbook for year eleven stu-
dents is being prepared based on this work. It is 
true that there are rumours that the wave of gen-
eral outrage welling up in the specialist and non-
specialist press, internet and radio has ensured 
changes; however, only time will show how sig-
nifi cant these are.
The second question – whose answer will soon 
become apparent – is how aggressively Filippov’s 
textbook will force out other, better schoolbooks. 
His work has already received strong support from 
offi cial circles: it is printed by the large educational 
publishers Prosveshchenie (‘Enlightenment’), 
which will very likely also act as the book’s dis-
tributor. However, one should not despair. The list 
of textbooks on Russian history that are recom-
mended by the Ministry remains diverse and con-
tains more than just three options for each year. 
One can still fi nd books written by excellent aca-
demics (such as Igor Danilevsky, Andrei Levan-
dovsky and Sergei Mironenko), books with inter-
esting methodological approaches and books with 
different political conceptions of the development 
of Russia.

NEW APPROACHES TO HISTORY TEACHING

Unfortunately, there are practically no innovative 
books. Attempts to reform the approach to history 
teaching are becoming increasingly half-hearted, 

yet reforms are essential if the political discord in 
this area is to be resolved. Modern methods ena-
ble one to foster pupils’ ability to compare dif-
ferent points of view, analyse sources, separate 
fact from opinion and identify distortion and prop-
aganda. Teachers long ago understood that les-
sons should not only deal with political or socio-
economic norms, but also with striking person-
alities and the daily lives of different sections of 
the population. 
Sad to say, one can only name a few textbooks that 
pick up on these trends and allow one to work with 
up-to-date methods. There is one more interest-
ing peculiarity: the most innovative textbooks are 
those written on Western history. Maybe it is not 
just a matter of the talents of individual authors, 
but of the fact that these books were less subject 
to the ideological pressure evident in the books on 
Russian history. 
In the 1990s and 2000s, the current author received 
the opportunity to take part in two projects aimed 
at creating new textbooks. The close work between 
the inter-regional ‘Union of History Teachers’ and 
the European Standing Conference of History 
Teachers’ Associations Euroclio led to the pub-
lication of ‘The Lessons of Clio’ on Russian and 
world history in the second half of the twentieth 
century, as well as to the book Cultural Mosaic, 
intended for teaching in a multi-cultural society. 
The way of teaching embodied in these works not 
only transforms the very nature of teaching and 
working in the classroom; it also offers an oppor-
tunity to escape the politicisation of twentieth-cen-
tury history. This approach, which is extremely 
innovative and unusual for Russian schools, can-
not be implemented overnight. For this very rea-
son, both projects sought not simply to develop 
new textbooks, but also to acquaint teachers with 
the new, active methods of history teaching. The 
numerous courses introduced for teachers in vari-
ous Russian cities show that pedagogues and teach-
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ers approve of the active methods. Unfortunately, 
the large publishing houses, which in effect control 
the market for textbooks, are not very interested in 
these teaching materials; these books are too unu-
sual. They are therefore printed by the smaller pub-
lishers in limited runs that cannot meet the needs 
of such a large country.
Nevertheless, the new ideas are slowly but surely 
carving out a way for themselves. Today, it is 
already diffi cult to imagine a good textbook that 
does not use extracts from sources or exercises and 
that does not aim to improve the cognitive pow-
ers of its readers. It is becoming increasingly com-
mon to fi nd chapters dealing with the history of the 
everyday life of ordinary people. The further one 
moves away from twentieth-century history, one 
fi nds more authors who are prepared to do this and 
more books that have benefi ted as a result.
Moreover, it is possible to make a second argument. 
It has long been said in Russia that the defence 
against poor laws is poor enforcement. The book 
by Filippov is evidently going to be distributed 
throughout Russia and the textbooks based on it 
will be introduced into schools. However, much 
depends on the teachers. One cannot rule out the 
possibility that many will ignore it, not because 
of its political ideas, but simply because they are 
already used to using other textbooks and that there 

are already other books in the school library. While 
the albeit more limited diversity amongst course 
books remains, all is not yet lost; one can place 
one’s hopes on the teachers’ common sense. 

Translated from the Russian 
by Christopher Gilley
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