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IN THE UNITED STATES every schoolchild knows that America won World War II. In France, the Free French are credited with having made decisive contributions to the Allies' victory. In Italy, La Resistenza's role in the struggle against fascism is rightly celebrated.

Now Russia, which during the Cold War was largely shunned at such celebrations, is about to play host to the 60th-anniversary celebration of the end of World War II in Europe, on May 9. On this occasion, however, there are demands that the event be defined not only as a celebration of the victory over Nazism, but also as a remembrance of the postwar sufferings of Eastern Europeans at the hands of the Soviets.

Although it is true that the former led directly to the latter, the two deserve to be treated very differently.

There is plenty of blame to go around for the events leading up to World War II. Most historians today agree that the infamous Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, of August 1939 -- which led to the Soviet occupation of the Baltic States and eastern Poland -- would not have been signed but for British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlin's appeasement of Hitler on the Sudetenland, a year earlier. Far from a deliberate scheme to partition the East, the pact was an act of desperation that followed years of Soviet pleas to the Western powers to forge a common front against Hitler: pleas that were ignored.

Moreover, the Soviet Union was the member of the allied coalition that suffered more casualties than all the others combined, and it bore the brunt of the fight against Nazi Germany until the bitter end (as Eisenhower began Operation Overlord, facing 53 German divisions in the west, the Red Army kept 180 German divisions pinned down in the east). Acknowledgment of the Soviet contribution to the common victory against Nazism is thus long overdue.

It is equally essential to commemorate those who suffered as a result of Soviet occupation. But this should be done because it is morally appropriate, not because it is a convenient way to embarrass Russian President Vladimir Putin.

While it may be expedient for today's freshly minted Eastern European democrats to conflate these two events, remember that there were plenty of Poles, Latvians, Estonians -- indeed, members of many nationalities -- who eagerly embraced communism. Nor did it take long for these countries to develop their own indigenous communist institutions and elites, which sufficed to maintain dictatorial control over their own countrymen without Soviet help.

Communist rule in Eastern Europe may have been imposed by force of arms, but it is nothing but a romantic, nationalist fiction to argue that it persevered for nearly 50 years without local support.

In communism's final decades, these elites scarcely waited for orders from Moscow. More often than not, they acted on their own, reinforcing each other's dictatorial and hegemonic ambitions. In international crises from the Korean War to the Prague Spring of 1968 (as we now know, from archival documents), the aging Soviet leadership was often the rather reluctant follower of younger and more zealous foreign colleagues.

This common agenda, unquestioned at the time, makes it a little strange to hear criticisms of present-day Russian policy from Polish President Aleksander Kwasniewski, Vladimir Putin's old internationalist buddy from their days in the leadership of the Communist Youth League.

Scouring the past to determine who was worst serves only to inflame the public. A better alternative is to frame events in ways that build mutual empathy among people. Instead of labeling the postwar era as a reincarnation of the Russian Empire (given up with remarkable ease in 1990), treat it as a historical tragedy that transcended national borders: the poisoned fruit of a totalitarian ideology that sought to eradicate the political, cultural, and religious self-expression of all people under its sway -- Hungarians, Rumanians, Tatars, Ukrainians, even the Russians themselves.

Emphasizing this common loss would shift public dialogue from recrimination to reconciliation, and move Eastern European elites away from the destructive passions that still drive so much of the region's political discourse.

The victory over Nazism and the victory over communism need to be treated differently because of the simple historical fact that communism had many more decades in which to sink deeply into the national psyche. Recognizing this, however, does not mean that we should ignore the terrible price paid by those who lived under communism. Rather, it obliges us to transform that experience into a tool for reconciliation, especially with the people who suffered the longest under its brutal reign: the Russians.

Only by viewing this period in European history as a common legacy will future generations appreciate the extent to which the totalitarian ideologies of the 20th Century were a tragedy for which many nations and individuals bear some responsibility.
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