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Abstract 

This paper explores how Ukraine’s nation-building efforts, accelerated by the war, are 

transforming its cultural landscape through decommunisation and the removal of Soviet-era 

monuments. It assesses the impact of these actions on collective memory, national identity, and the 

representation of internally displaced persons (IDPs). While removing Soviet symbols is seen as 

an act of decolonisation, this paper argues that it also raises ethical concerns about historical 

erasure, especially for communities with complex ties to these monuments. Through memory 

studies and nation-building theory, the paper presents case studies and policy analysis to highlight 

how these changes may either foster unity or deepen societal divisions. It advocates for an inclusive 

and participatory approach to decommunisation, suggesting that reinterpretation, dialogue, and 

community engagement can ensure that memory politics contributes to democratic consolidation 

rather than polarisation. 
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Introduction 

Since the Euromaidan Revolution of 2014, Ukraine has deliberately reconfigured its historical 

narrative, aiming to distance itself from its Soviet legacy and forge a distinct national identity. 

Central to this endeavour are decommunisation laws, which mandate the systematic removal of 

Soviet and Russian symbols from public spaces through initiatives such as street renaming and 

monument dismantling. Initially, these policies provoked contention, with critics arguing that they 

fostered a selective reinterpretation of history rather than promoting transparent and inclusive 

dialogue; however, the full-scale Russian invasion in 2022 markedly altered public sentiment. 

Confronted with the aggression that evoked memories of historical oppression, many Ukrainians 

now perceive the elimination of Soviet-era symbols as a vital rejection of a colonial past, garnering 

widespread support. 

This paper investigates the implications of Ukraine’s decommunisation efforts through 

memory studies and nation-building theory frameworks. It examines how ongoing conflict has 

accelerated the removal of Soviet monuments and evaluates the consequences for the nation’s 

evolving identity. The analysis addresses the political and cultural forces propelling 

decommunisation, its impact on collective memory, and the ethical dilemmas posed by potential 

historical erasure. Particular consideration is given to displaced communities—many of whom 

have been uprooted from their historical contexts—and the extent to which decommunisation 

policies reflect their experiences and perspectives. 

A pivotal question underpins this inquiry: does removing Soviet-era monuments strengthen 

Ukrainian national identity, or does it imperil the preservation of complex historical layers that 

hold significance for specific groups? Proponents maintain that such measures constitute an 

essential step toward decolonisation and self-determination, whereas detractors caution against the 

dangers of historical revisionism, wherein one dominant narrative supplants another. This tension 

intensifies when monument removal results from activist-led initiatives rather than from 

structured, democratic processes, potentially deepening societal divisions instead of fostering 

reconciliation. 

Ukraine confronts a broader challenge: not merely to dismantle symbols of the past but 

also to construct an inclusive, democratic, and forward-looking national narrative. Without 

rigorous public discourse, decommunisation risks becoming a conduit for ideological polarisation 

rather than a means of healing and self-definition. This paper posits that while the removal of 
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Soviet monuments aligns with Ukraine’s nation-building goals, its success hinges on achieving a 

balance between historical reassessment and the preservation of diverse communal memories, 

thereby ensuring a process that unifies rather than fragments society. 

 

Part 1. War as a Catalyst for Decommunisation 

         The ongoing conflict in Ukraine has significantly expedited the decommunisation process, 

most notably through the accelerated removal of Soviet and Russian imperial monuments from 

public spaces. This development has reshaped the politics of public memory, propelled by a 

synergy of official policies and grassroots activism. The full-scale Russian invasion of 2022 served 

as a critical catalyst, transforming public attitudes toward decommunisation and intensifying 

efforts to redefine Ukraine’s historical consciousness as an assertion of independence from Russian 

influence. 

 

Russia’s Invasion and the Shift in Public Sentiment 

Russia’s military offensive, initiated in February 2022, fundamentally altered Ukrainian 

perceptions of Soviet and Russian imperial symbols. President Vladimir Putin’s rationale for the 

invasion—presented as a “denazification” campaign to safeguard Soviet Army memorials and 

liberate Ukraine from an alleged Nazi resurgence—has inadvertently bolstered support for their 

removal. By being the protector of Soviet-era memory, Russia has endeavoured to impose a unified 

historical narrative that legitimises its territorial and ideological claims over Ukraine (Plokhy, 

2023). This rhetoric transcends mere imperial irredentism, seeking to reinforce Russia’s role as the 

custodian of a shared Soviet legacy. In occupied territories, Russian forces have reinstated Soviet-

era monuments, organised commemorative events such as Victory Day celebrations, and 

disseminated propaganda highlighting the preservation of these symbols in contrast to Ukrainian 

neglect (EBU, 2022). However, these efforts—coupled with the destruction of Ukrainian war 

memorials by Russian forces—have instead galvanised Ukrainian determination to reject these 

remnants of colonial domination, recasting Soviet rule as a period of historical subjugation. 

 

Phases of Monument Removal 

The dismantling of Soviet and Russian imperial monuments across Ukraine has unfolded through 

distinct yet overlapping phases, shaped by both official mandates and grassroots initiatives. This 
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process began with symbolic defacement, wherein activists employed paint, graffiti, and Ukrainian 

national symbols to repurpose Soviet monuments as sites of protest (Misztal, 2003). Subsequently, 

partial removal was undertaken in some instances, involving the selective dismantling of 

memorials—such as the removal of Soviet insignia or plaques—while retaining structural elements 

(Gabowitsch, 2025). In other cases, monuments have undergone reinterpretation, reframed through 

a Ukrainian nationalist lens by means of new plaques, altered dedications, or modified artistic 

features (Hanes, 2023). Alongside these efforts, legal enforcement has played a critical role; 

reinforced decommunisation laws have compelled the renaming of streets, towns, and public 

spaces to better reflect Ukrainian identity and national narrative (Plokhy, 2023). The most 

definitive phase has been the complete removal of Soviet symbols—monuments have increasingly 

been dismantled, relocated to museums, or destroyed altogether as the conflict has escalated 

(Kuzio, 2022). 

These phases are exemplified by prominent cases that illustrate the diversity of methods 

employed. In Odesa, the statue of Catherine the Great was removed following a public poll in 

December 2022 and transferred to the Odesa Fine Arts Museum, signalling a preference for 

museum preservation over continued public display (ARTnews, 2022). In August 2023, the Kyiv 

Motherland Monument's Soviet hammer and sickle emblem was replaced with the Ukrainian 

trident (Tryzub), symbolizing a shift from Soviet to nationalistic iconography (Plokhy, 2023). In 

Kharkiv, the bust of Marshal Zhukov—long associated with Soviet repression—was dismantled 

by activists in April 2022 (Andreikovets, 2022). Nationwide, over 30 statues of the Russian poet 

Alexander Pushkin were defaced or removed, reflecting broader efforts to reject Russian cultural 

dominance (The Guardian, 2023). The People’s Friendship Arch in Kyiv, once emblematic of 

Soviet–Ukrainian unity, also underwent significant transformation: the bronze statues beneath the 

arch were removed in 2022, and the monument was renamed the Arch of Freedom of the Ukrainian 

People (Basmat, 2024). These cases collectively demonstrate the interplay between state-led 

interventions and local activism, with outcomes shaped by historical context, regional sentiment, 

and evolving perceptions of national identity. 

 

Legislative Framework and Policy Developments 

In response to the war, Ukraine’s parliament revitalised and expanded the 2015 decommunisation 

law in 2022 to reevaluate the significance of Soviet and Russian imperial monuments 
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(Khurshudyan & Stern, 2023). This legislation has supported the renaming of streets and public 

spaces to reflect Ukrainian identity, supervised by local governments and guided by the Ministry 

of Culture and the Ukrainian Institute of National Memory. A proposed special council seeks to 

adjudicate contentious cases, ensuring a systematic approach to heritage management (Plokhy, 

2023). These policies have established a legal framework for monument removal, harmonising 

governmental authority with public participation through polls and debates. 

 

Criticism and Concerns of Historical Erasure 

Despite garnering broad support, the decommunisation process has elicited considerable debate. 

Critics argue that the swift removal of monuments risks historical erasure, imposing a selective 

memory that oversimplifies Ukraine’s multifaceted past. The 2015 decommunisation law initially 

faced resistance from scholars, journalists, and citizens, who contended that it suppressed open 

discourse and endangered freedom of expression (RFI, 2024). These apprehensions endure, mainly 

when removals are executed by activist groups without legal oversight, potentially exacerbating 

societal divisions rather than fostering reconciliation. Following Russia’s 2022 invasion, however, 

many Ukrainians have recast decommunisation as an indispensable act of decolonisation, which 

is essential to asserting sovereignty against Russian influence. This shift highlights the tension 

between erasing colonial legacies and preserving a comprehensive historical narrative. 

In summary, the war in Ukraine has precipitated an accelerated decommunisation effort 

characterised by the widespread removal and reinterpretation of Soviet and Russian imperial 

monuments. This process reflects a profound transformation in Ukrainian historical consciousness, 

driven by Russia’s invasion and its attempt to enforce a Soviet-centric narrative. While 

decommunisation was one of the tools that has reinforced Ukraine’s assertion of national identity, 

it raises critical questions about balancing historical reassessment with the preservation of 

collective memory. As Ukraine navigates this intricate terrain, the challenge lies in ensuring that 

these efforts promote healing and self-determination rather than entrenching ideological divides 

or oversimplifying the nation’s past. While the war has catalysed decommunisation efforts, it has 

also raised concerns about the potential consequences for Ukraine’s collective memory and 

national identity, as explored in the following section. 

 

Part 2. Overlooked Consequences: The Risk to Collective Memory 
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Building on the accelerated decommunisation efforts driven by the war, as discussed in the 

previous paragraph, this section examines the broader implications of these actions for Ukraine’s 

collective memory and national identity. Conflict serves as a catalyst for the development and 

transformation of cultural and national identities, as collective crises amplify the need for shared 

narratives and symbols. Scholars such as Benedict Anderson (1983) and Anthony D. Smith (1986) 

have illustrated how conflicts and revolutions generate shared experiences and historical memories 

that strengthen national cohesion. Similarly, Frantz Fanon (1961) and Edward Said (1978) 

elucidated how colonised societies reclaim and assert their cultural identities in response to 

external domination, often as acts of resistance. This pattern, evident across history—from the 

French and American revolutions to anticolonial movements in Algeria and India—resonates in 

contemporary conflicts such as those in the Balkans and Iraq, where ethnic identities and 

nationalism have been heightened during upheaval. 

A fundamental aspect of state-led nation-building is constructing a unified historical 

narrative. Governments employ tools such as national anthems, educational curricula, monuments, 

and language policies to cultivate a sense of shared identity and history. These instruments extend 

beyond national borders, shaping collective memory and defining both societal and individual 

identities (Fentress & Wickham, 1992). Baumeister and Hastings (1997) contend that groups may 

selectively reinterpret historical actions to align with contemporary values, particularly after 

traumatic events such as wars, which often solidify memory through collective significance 

(Hutchison, 2016). 

Monuments in public spaces wield particular influence in this process. They encapsulate 

historical narratives chosen by their creators, often sidelining alternative perspectives, and serve 

as instruments for national leaders to assert political authority and delineate inclusion and 

exclusion. Their meanings evolve with cultural and societal shifts; without such meanings, they 

become mere objects that are frequently ignored. As tangible representations of historical 

narratives, their preservation or removal directly influences how societies remember and interpret 

their past. For communities, monuments may symbolise past suffering, ideological dominance, 

recovery, or the acknowledgement of historical injustices. Their removal can reconfigure collective 

memory, potentially reflecting political agendas or impulsive reactions rather than encouraging 

inclusive historical dialogue. This raises a crucial question: do such removals genuinely aim to 
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promote national unity, or do they serve as tools of political expediency, prioritising contemporary 

narratives over sustained historical reflection? 

In Ukraine’s post-Soviet context, monuments and collective memory are integral to 

national identity formation. The dismantling of Soviet-era monuments can facilitate the 

reclamation of national identity and advance decolonisation efforts. However, it also risks fostering 

selective memory and historical revisionism, potentially alienating certain communities. 

Decommunisation policies may inadvertently promote a unidimensional narrative that obscures or 

oversimplifies historical complexities. For example, in regions with strong Soviet legacies, some 

residents view these removals as an attack on their heritage rather than an affirmation of Ukrainian 

identity. Gabowitsh (2023) cites a poignant example from Mykolaiv in October 2022, where a 

monument to police officers killed in the line of duty became a focal point of contention. 

Advocates, for its removal, regarded it as a symbol of Soviet oppression, whereas supporters 

highlighted its grassroots funding during Soviet times. The monument’s unauthorised demolition 

under cover of the night exemplifies the friction between competing collective memories. 

Such unsanctioned actions privilege one group’s memory over another, suppressing 

alternative social narratives. If Ukraine’s decommunisation strategy focuses solely on erasing 

Soviet symbols without critically engaging with the past, it risks creating a historical void that 

flattens rather than enriches understanding (Snyder, 2010). The challenge lies in reconciling the 

imperatives of decolonisation and identity formation with the ethical responsibility to respect 

diverse historical interpretations. 

The effectiveness of decommunisation depends significantly on its democratic 

underpinnings. In postcommunist states such as Poland and Hungary, monument removal often 

stems from governmental decrees rather than broad public consensus, raising concerns about 

narrative control (Davies, 1996). In Ukraine, the extent of local community involvement in these 

decisions determines whether decommunisation unites the nation or exacerbates existing divides. 

Moreover, decommunisation policies affect communities unevenly. Displaced populations, 

particularly internally displaced persons (IDPs), often hail from regions with distinct historical 

narratives. For these groups, the removal of Soviet monuments may feel like an eradication of their 

past rather than a step toward national renewal. This disparity poses pressing questions about who 

defines national memory amid war and displacement and whether marginalised voices, such as 

those of IDPs, are adequately represented. Consequently, Ukraine faces a profound dilemma: 
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Should decommunisation proceed with urgency during wartime, or should a more deliberate 

approach be adopted that accounts for regional identities and displaced communities? The 

resolution of this issue will shape whether the nation-building process bridges societal gaps or 

deepens fractures. 

 

Part 3. Memory Politics and the Displaced: Who Gets to Shape National Identity? 

The war in Ukraine has uprooted millions, thrusting the issue of displaced communities into the 

heart of debates over national memory politics. As of 2022, approximately 3.7 million Ukrainians, 

primarily from the eastern and southern regions, have been internally displaced, resettling in the 

country's western, central, and eastern regions (International Organisation for Migration [IOM], 

2025). This forced migration has severed internally displaced persons (IDPs) from their historical 

and cultural moorings, raising pressing questions about their inclusion in shaping Ukraine’s 

national identity. Amid the ongoing conflict and nation-building efforts, the exclusion of displaced 

voices from decisions about historical narratives underscores the challenges of fostering inclusive 

memory politics in a fractured society (Shevel, 2022). 

 

Displacement and Exclusion from National Memories 

The displacement crisis has left IDPs grappling with immediate survival needs—housing, 

employment, and social integration—leaving little room for participation in broader debates over 

Ukraine's historical memory (Sereda, 2023). This marginalisation is particularly stark in regions 

with distinct cultural identities, such as western Ukraine, where local attitudes toward nationalism 

and historical symbols diverge sharply from those in eastern Ukraine. Cities such as Lviv and 

Ivano-Frankivsk, which are deeply rooted in the Ukrainian language and nationalist traditions, 

frequently pose integration challenges for internally displaced persons from Russian-speaking 

regions (Howlett & Dvornichenko, 2024). Language, a potent identity marker, exacerbates this 

divide; the pressure to adopt Ukrainian culture and language can alienate displaced individuals, 

especially vulnerable groups such as elderly individuals, who may lack proficiency or face cultural 

resistance to such shifts (Polese, 2011). This linguistic and cultural dissonance not only hinders 

social cohesion but also sidelines IDPs in discussions about national heritage and 

decommunisation. 
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With respect to decommunisation, the positions of the IDPs remain divided. On the basis 

of a survey by the Wilson Center, 49 percent of interviewees reported that rejecting Soviet history 

represents being a good citizen of Ukraine, while 24 percent disagreed, and a quarter remained 

neutral (Wilson Center, 2023). When examining these divided opinions, it is worth noting that 

complex regional and generational factors shape attitudes. According to the Wilson Center's 

research, those living closer to the front lines often develop stronger Ukrainian civic identities as 

a direct response to the immediate threat from Russia, yet this does not necessarily translate to a 

complete rejection of cultural connections (Wilson Center, 2023). The survey reveals that many 

IDPs navigate a nuanced path—embracing Ukrainian civic identity while maintaining cultural 

affiliations that have defined their communities for generations. This cognitive separation between 

political loyalty and cultural heritage helps explain why nearly half of the respondents supported 

rejecting Soviet history as part of good citizenship. In contrast, others remain hesitant or neutral 

on the issue. 

Notably, while identification with Russian culture and language remained stable—17 

percent in July 2022 and 14 percent in April 2023—the highest percentage of those who felt a 

connection to Russian cultural heritage was found among IDPs and residents of Dnipro. The 

specific cultural landscape stems from several key factors. Compared with the western regions, the 

geographical proximity to Russia and the predominance of the Russian language have created a 

population with a deeper cultural connection to Russian heritage, while the western regions have 

maintained closer historical and cultural ties to Europe. This different cultural orientation explains 

why IDPs from eastern and southern regions often find themselves negotiating their complex 

identity when relocating to western areas of Ukraine, where nationalist and pro-Eurpean sentiment 

are more predominant. The persistence of Russian cultural connections among Dnipro residents—

despite a growing sense of Ukrainian civic identity—demonstrates how place-based heritage 

endures, even as political allegiances increasingly align with the Ukrainian state (Wilson Center, 

2023). This finding indicates that while IDPs embrace a civic Ukrainian identity, some retain 

cultural ties without political allegiance to Russia. 

For many IDPs, especially those from eastern Ukraine, Soviet-era symbols and narratives 

remain part of their lived experience, clashing with the dominant pro-Ukrainian discourse in host 

communities (Kuzio, 2022). In rural western regions, where homogenous traditions prevail, the 

arrival of urban IDPs from cities such as Mariupol or Kherson introduces new cultural practices—
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ranging from culinary preferences to religious observances—that can disrupt local norms and 

heighten tensions (Misztal, 2003). These dynamics reveal that displacement is not merely a 

physical relocation but a process that can deepen the exclusion of IDPs from shaping the national 

narrative (Assmann, 2011). This also highlights Ukraine’s complex historical legacy, in which 

local identities continue to shape divergent attitudes toward both Soviet pasts and Ukrainian 

futures (Nora, 1989). 

Ethnic minorities, including Tatars and Hungarians, further complicate this landscape. 

Their cultural identities intersect with broader nation-building efforts, necessitating policies that 

balance national unity with respect to diversity (Baumeister & Hastings, 1997). For instance, an 

IDP from Crimea may view decommunisation through the lens of Tatar heritage, differing from 

the perspectives of ethnic Ukrainians in the west. Without inclusive strategies, cultural policies 

risk marginalising both displaced populations and minority groups, undermining efforts at 

reconciliation and cohesion (Shevel, 2022). These regional distinctions reflect Ukraine’s complex 

historical legacy, where local identities shape attitudes toward both Soviet pasts and Ukrainian 

futures (Nora, 1989) 

 

Part 4. Inclusivity and Reinterpretation in memory politics: A Path Forward 

Diverse Perspectives Among the Displaced 

Displaced communities hold diverse perspectives on decommunisation, shaped by their regional 

origins and historical experiences. While some IDPs from western Ukraine interpret the removal 

of monuments as a necessary rejection of Russian influence, others—whose identities remain 

closely linked to the Soviet past—perceive the process as an erasure of their cultural memory 

(Lazarenko, 2023). However, the current framework—driven by government policies and local 

activism—rarely incorporates these voices, as IDPs remain focused on resettlement challenges. 

This lack of representation raises concerns about the inclusivity of Ukraine's evolving national 

identity. Given these diverse perspectives, it is essential to explore alternative approaches to 

decommunisation that foster inclusivity. One such approach involves reinterpretation and 

recontextualisation of monuments, transforming them into platforms for dialogue and education 

rather than sources of division. By integrating displaced communities into memory politics, 

Ukraine can promote a more cohesive and historically conscious society, even amid ongoing 

conflict. 
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Reinterpretation as a Tool for Social Cohesion 

The exclusion of displaced communities from memory politics raises pressing questions, 

particularly during an active conflict. Monument removal—a central pillar of Ukraine’s 

decommunisation policy—can foreclose opportunities for reinterpretation and participatory 

dialogue, as the physical repositories of collective memory are permanently dismantled (Forest & 

Johnson, 2019). Although the law mandates eliminating Soviet-era symbols, monuments could be 

repurposed as sites for critical engagement with the past. This approach, however, requires a stable 

political environment where displaced populations can either return home or achieve meaningful 

integration into host communities, allowing for inclusive participation in these discussions. 

The implementation of decommunisation during wartime undermines the inclusive 

potential of memory politics. International experiences demonstrate alternative approaches: in 

Berlin, the preservation of sections of the Wall serves as educational reminders rather than a 

glorification of division (Till, 2005), whereas in Budapest, the relocation of communist statues to 

Memento Park created space for critical reflection without erasure (Light & Young, 2010). These 

examples illustrate how recontextualisation can transform contentious monuments into tools for 

dialogue rather than sources of division. Museum settings, explanatory plaques, or artistic 

interventions can reframe monuments within their historical context, allowing communities to 

confront complex legacies without obliteration. 

The reexamination of monuments facilitates crucial public discourse about contested pasts, 

creating space for multiple narratives to coexist. Such dialogues enable the recognition of historical 

injustices and their contemporary consequences, potentially leading to reconciliation processes for 

communities affected by conflict and oppression (Lowenthal, 2015). For younger generations, 

critically engaging with recontextualised monuments fosters nuanced historical understanding, 

helping them recognise how symbolic meaning evolves across different communities and time 

periods. This approach emphasises learning through critical examination rather than the attempted 

erasure of challenging histories. 

 

Risks of Rushed and Radical Actions 

Since Russia's full-scale invasion in 2022, spontaneous acts of monument destruction have 

increased throughout Ukraine, reflecting public anger at Soviet symbols associated with current 

aggression. The emotional response, while understandable, raises concerns about due processes 
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when they occur outside legal frameworks. The incident in Mykolaiv, where activists demolished 

a contested Soviet statue before officials could deliberate its fate, ignited heated debates among 

residents, including displaced communities who felt excluded from the decision-making process 

(Ukrainian Institute of National Remembrance, 2023). While no direct violence resulted, the event 

deepened divisions between those who viewed the action as patriotic and others who viewed it as 

historical vandalism, illustrating the tensions that arise when memory politics proceed without 

inclusive consultation. 

This raises fundamental questions about representing collective values in public spaces: 

Should monuments reflect contemporary community consensus, and how should societies respond 

when cultural values evolve? Democratic approaches to monument policies must balance the 

preservation of historical knowledge—even challenging aspects—with the need for inclusive 

representation (Macdonald, 2013). 

 

Strategies for Inclusive memory politics 

Cultural heritage strategies should prioritise diversity and regional nuance to ensure that displaced 

populations are actively included in shaping memory politics (Shevel, 2022). Given the ongoing 

conflict, substantial decisions about monument removal or reinterpretation should be postponed 

until all affected communities—particularly the 3.7 million displaced Ukrainians—can 

meaningfully participate in shaping national historical memory and identity. Temporary measures 

such as covering contested monuments or adding explanatory signage may offer a practical 

compromise, preserving space for future dialogue while responding to current social and political 

sensitivities (Gabowitsh, 2022). 

A more measured approach to decommunisation may help mitigate alienation by 

preserving connections to shared historical experiences while enabling deliberative rather than 

impulsive decision-making. Such a pause would foster a democratic process, reflecting Ukraine's 

multifaceted history rather than imposing a singular narrative from above. This inclusive approach 

acknowledges that effective nation-building must represent the collective memory of all citizens, 

including those displaced by conflict, ultimately strengthening Ukraine's social cohesion in the 

face of ongoing challenges. 

 

 Conclusion: Complexities of Decommunisation and Nation-Building 
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Ukraine’s decommunisation process highlights the delicate interplay between collective memory, 

political identity, and national sovereignty, revealing its unifying potential and the risks of 

deepening societal division. The accelerated removal of Soviet-era monuments following Russia's 

invasion serves as both a symbolic rejection of aggression and an assertion of Ukrainian 

independence. This approach, however, raises fundamental questions about the nature of shared 

historical narratives and their embodiment in public spaces. 

By nature, collective memory remains dynamic rather than static. While monuments 

initially project specific ideological messages, their meanings evolve through continuous social 

reinterpretation, often diverging from original intentions. The destruction of Soviet statues by 

activists—frequently framed as necessary decolonisation—simultaneously erases cultural 

touchpoints for communities who view these symbols as integral to their heritage. This creates an 

ethical tension: does the removal of Soviet iconography strengthen national cohesion, or might it 

exacerbate divisions by marginalising alternative historical perspectives? For decommunisation to 

enhance Ukraine’s democratic development, it must engage diverse voices—particularly the 3.7 

million displaced Ukrainians—who have been largely excluded from these debates owing to their 

forced migration. Without their participation, history risks being rewritten through a singular 

dominant lens rather than serving as an inclusive national dialogue. 

Ukraine faces a delicate balance in this process; removing Soviet symbols alone cannot 

forge a cohesive national identity. Without critical public discourse and democratic deliberation, 

decommunisation risks becoming yet another instrument of ideological polarisation rather than a 

unifying mechanism. The central question extends beyond whether these monuments should 

remain to those who legitimately decide their fate. Hasty decisions made without proper legal 

frameworks and inclusive debate risk mirroring the very historical revisionism Ukraine seeks to 

resist. This concern is especially acute during active conflict, when emotional responses may 

override measured considerations. 

Furthermore, historical narratives become weaponized during wartime. Russia has 

strategically deployed Soviet nostalgia and World War II commemorative practices to justify its 

aggression, characterising Ukraine's decommunisation as an erasure of shared heritage. While 

Ukraine rightfully rejects this framing, it must guard against engaging in its own form of historical 

revisionism. A more constructive approach could integrate historical reinterpretation rather than 

outright destruction, ensuring that contested monuments become tools for education rather than 
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erasure. Strategies such as relocating monuments to museums, recontextualising them through 

plaques or artistic interventions, and establishing regional heritage councils could create spaces 

for public dialogue rather than historical amnesia. 

As John D. Brewer astutely observes, "Amnesia is also illusionary. Public repression of 

social memory like this coexists with millions of private memories in which the past remains ever 

present" (Brewer, 2016, p.14). Even when official narratives attempt to suppress historical 

elements, these memories persist in individual and community recognition. Cultural amnesia does 

not eradicate memory; instead, it may entrench it through practices of quiet resistance, particularly 

among displaced populations whose connection to physical spaces has been severed. 

Ukraine now stands at a crossroads: whether decommunisation manifests as a process of 

democratic engagement or functions as a unilateral act of historical erasure. Removing monuments 

represents not merely rejection of a past regime but also an opportunity for collective reflection—

a chance to construct an inclusive national identity acknowledging both historical triumphs and 

traumas. Decommunisation risks deepening societal fractures rather than fostering unity if 

implemented without careful consideration of regional identities and displaced communities, 

especially during wartime. Ukraine's approach to this dilemma will ultimately shape its cultural 

heritage landscape and its capacity to navigate the complexities of national memory, reconciliation, 

and democratic consolidation in the aftermath of conflict. 
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