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Soviet and Post-Soviet Varieties of Martyrdom 

and Memory1 
 

Uilleam Blacker and Julie Fedor 

In this special issue, we explore the narratives of martyrdom con-
nected to the history and memory of twentieth-century violence in 
Eastern Europe. The archetypal figure of the martyr offers a power-
ful vehicle for remembering the dead, and a potent tool for making 
and remaking identity, and especially for cultivating national myths. 
The language and imagery of martyrdom has long been a central 
part of the memory cultures of Eastern Europe, but in recent dec-
ades in particular it has undergone a striking revival. Religiously in-
flected narratives of the past involving claims to martyrdom have 
become increasingly prominent throughout the region, from the 
Russian Orthodox Church’s “new martyrdom” discourse on the So-
viet persecution of religion to the stories of national sacrifice pre-
sented at museums such as the Lonts’kyi Prison museum in Ukraine 
or the Museum of the Warsaw Uprising in Poland, through to the 
recent mass canonization of Armenian genocide victims. Images of 
martyrdom have proliferated especially since the beginning of the 
war in Ukraine, where they are being used to underpin territorial 
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claims,2 calls for retribution,3 and new national myths.4  The con-
tributors to this special issue examine a range of manifestations of 
this mode of remembering in Soviet and post-Soviet space. Our fo-
cus is on the distinctive forms which these martyrdom narratives 
take, and the ways in which these in turn are used to frame and 
shape identities. 

Martyrdom is a key node within a cluster of semantically rich 
and interlinked concepts—victimhood, sacrifice, persecution—all 
of which can be used to mount compelling claims to legitimacy and 
authority, especially in the absence of alternative channels for polit-
ical expression. To identify a martyr is to enable sacralization. As 
Katerina Clark has written, “Martyrdom has always been a primary 
mode of vindication”.5 The figure of the martyr—as a single individ-
ual, embodying and personifying a cause or a collective—can exert 
a strong hold over imaginations and emotions. Stories of martyrdom 
can offer consolation in the face of untimely death and catastrophe; 
vindication, entitlement, and a sense of righteousness; and they also 
have unique mobilizing force. The notion of martyrdom can activate 
complexes of intense emotions linked to the notion of persecution, 
and here in particular this discourse can create fertile soil for radical 
othering and dehumanization. 
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