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Generational differences in the discourse 
about  WWII in post-Soviet Russia

In the span of a single decade and a generational change, there have been very significant changes in areas such as the mastery, appropriation, and performance aspects of official accounts of World War II in post-Soviet Russia.

The data for this study were collected from high school students and adults in Novosibirsk in September 1999, and in Moscow in January 2000. Open-ended questions and a short essay on the theme: “What was the course of the Second World War from its beginning to its conclusion?” were included in questionnaire.  

A major point that distinguishes the two generations in this study is how the voices of others emerged in their accounts of the past. Does the respondent’s voice appear in some overt way, or does it remain invisible? Does respondent take a critical stance toward the textual resources he uses? Does he comment on what others have said in a way that indexes acceptance or rejection?  

As Bakhtin noted, “authoritative discourse cannot be represented – it is only transmitted” (p.344) A text of this sort “enters our verbal consciousness as a compact and indivisible mass; one must either totally affirm it, or totally reject it. It is indissolubly fused with its authority – with political power, an institution, a person – and it stands and falls together with that authority. One cannot divide it up – agree with one part, accept but not completely another part, reject utterly a third part” (pp.342, 343). In contrast to authoritative discourse, “the internally persuasive word is half-ours and half-someone else’s” (p.345)

The distinction between approaching narratives as authoritative texts and approaching them as thinking devices can be used to provide several insights into differences between how Soviet-educated and post-Soviet educated subjects consumed official accounts of WWII. The Soviet-educated subjects in this study displayed a tendency to accept and use the official textual material “ with its authority already fused init” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 342), whereas the post-Soviet subjects tended to take the texts as thinking devices.

 The difference between the essays of the Soviet-educated and post-Soviet subjects may be indicative of differences in interpretations of discourse in public sphere. In contrast to the adults, who seemed to operate with two sharply divergent forms of narrative performance (one for the public sphere and one for the private sphere), the students seemed to ignore, or simply be oblivious to, this distinction.
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