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The end of the Soviet Union heralded an era of dramatic transformations
affecting both the shape of the world system and the direction of regional
developments. With stable bipolarity gone, the structure of the world system
softened to the point of near-chaos, where one can discern almost anything
along the spectrum from the uncertain U.S. hegemony to fleeting multipo-
larity with the emerging new centers of power in Europe and Asia-Pacific.
While ex-socialist states find themselves in the political and economic limbo
of the so-called transition (to what?) and consolidation (of what?), advanced
industrial democracies are fully engaged in their own “structural adjustment”
to the new global imperatives.! Global chaos contributes to the uncertainty
of transition and makes authoritarian downturns and local wars of attrition
define the course of the postcommunist transformations in the European
periphery and throughout much of Eurasia. This, in turn, places new strains
on international security worldwide.

Post-Soviet developments are also interesting as yet another attempt at
social engineering with broad international implications. Most of those who
believed in the possibility of a big leap forward toward the radiant capitalist
future were bitterly disappointed. Political scientists now talk of “liberaliza-
tion without democratization,” “peripheralization,” “balkanization,” or “third-
worldization” of what used to be the Second World of more or less developed
socialist states.” Reality shows no signs of a civilized market economy or
triumphant liberal democracy emerging in the vast expanses of the former
Soviet Union.’ Instead, both government and opposition name corruption,
cronyism, nepotism, privatization of the state, and overt criminalization of
the economy as dominant characteristics of the emerging “corporate-oligar-
chic” capitalism.* Post-Soviet regimes tend to resemble Latin American



4 Political Culture and National Identity in Russian-Ukrainian Relations

democradura, a dictatorship masquerading as democracy, much more than
Western presidential republics. Neosultanistic regimes dominate Central Asia
and good part of the Caucasus, while ethnonationalism has become the state
trademark in Latvia and Estonia.

The problems of the former Soviet Union are part and parcel of the global
problems of today. Solutions, however, are to be found locally, as no external
player can mend the texture of social relations ruptured by communism and
further distorted by the “bandit capitalism” of the postcommunist transi-
tions. Only people who have lived here for centuries can do it, provided they
are spared new catastrophic upheavals and have time to recover from the old
ones. Both economic growth and political maturation will come naturally, if
these societies are spared artificial schemes that are imposed from above, by
either national governments or outside regulators.

The former Soviet Union had been predicated mainly on the Eastern Slavs’
collaboration. With the creation of the Russia-Belarus Union, the shape and
the prospects of the post-Soviet order have largely depended on the position
of Ukraine. While Ukraine’s reabsorption by Russia would spell the doom of
the country’s dream of independence, an independent Ukraine that is intrin-
sically hostile to its eastern neighbor and supported in this hostility by the
West would sow discord between the increasingly resentful Russia and the
rest of Europe. Ukraine’s anti-Russian position could actually strengthen those
who back the creation of a xenophobic, antidemocratic and internationally
revisionist Russian state. Finally, an independent but Russia-friendly Ukraine
would serve as a bridge connecting Russia to Europe, a mediator in Moscow’s
sometimes tense relations with the Western security community, and, in the
best-case scenario, as an example of successful transformation of a Soviet-
type society into a society of the East Central European type. The Russian-
Ukrainian coexistence may be benign and mutually beneficial or fraught with
animosity and disturbing to the world community at large. The outcome
depends on both countries’ ability to find a modus vivendi that will best serve
their national interests without creating a zero-sum situation where victory of
one side means sure loss for the other. Such ability is crucially shaped by
political cultures and perceptions of national identity that lay the ground-
work for formulations of national interest and that importantly influence
policy.

If there is one common element unifying otherwise dissimilar works on
Russian politics and society, the theme of the unique Russian political culture
might be it. Whether it is conceptualized as political culture, national charac-
ter, or even destiny, the idea that Russian politics is somehow different from
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what we might find elsewhere has proven surprisingly resilient. In its more
dogmatic reincarnation, this view holds that Russian political culture is doomed
to be authoritarian.” Even in less assuming comparativist or institutionalist
accounts, political culture often lurked backstage as a “residual variable,” al-
ways there to “explain out” whatever has been left unexplained.® More often
than not, conclusions have been pessimistic. As Russians could not change
for the better, reform chances are always slim. If this were true, one might say
in hindsight, perestroika would never have happened, and the USSR would
never have disbanded as peacefully as it did.

New works on the topic showed up after the end of the Soviet Union.”
While some of them predictably saw Russia as chasing the “mirage of de-
mocracy” without getting any closer to the real thing, others argued that
institutional change could influence traditions of governance and discovered
political culture supportive of democratic values.® The unraveling of the Soviet
federal state created an additional problem for scholars, as the once-unified
field of research was now fragmented into several nationally defined subfields.
If only recently they could have been described as “subcultures” at the most,
the reality of the new state formations demanded more respectful treatment.
Explicit comparisons between Russians, Ukrainians, Lithuanians, and so on
appeared in print.’

When the Soviet Union fell, ending the Cold War and the half-realized
project of “actually existing socialism” in one stroke, the ultimate victory of
liberal democracy seemed to be assured.' Ten years later, Russia appears closer
to a bureaucratic authoritarianism of the Latin American type."" Ukraine,
potentially the strongest post-Soviet economy, has recently joined the list of
the world’s poorest countries. Communism has been replaced by regimes that
are premised on varying dosages of nepotism, kleptocracy, nationalism, and
presidential despotism. In several important aspects, post-Soviet elections and
referenda do not significantly deviate from their predecessors’ infamous
rubberstamping of “elections” under communism. Both public opinion and
public trust are commonly manipulated and abused, and nationalism, as presi-
dential elections in Ukraine in 1991 or in Russia in 2000 have clearly demon-
strated, becomes a central instrument of such manipulations. In the post-
Soviet world, participation may not necessarily lead to democracy, and the
latter must not be equated with mere electoralism.'?

Theories of political culture are frequently invoked to explain Russias fail-
ure to embrace more democratic ways of governance. These explanations of-
ten start in the country’s distant past, which is then extrapolated to the fu-
ture. Sources of change remain obscured, and so do perspectives for the better.
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In Russia’s case, doom wears “imperial” attire, as the Russian imperial legacy
is almost never discussed in tones other than unforgiving criticism. In the
case of Ukraine, the fate of the nation is just as often sealed with the stigma of
“nationalism,” described, again, as a decisive feature of its domestic and inter-
national politics. In both instances, certain historically transient temporary
stages of political development grow, under the pen of a writer, into the core
elements of national identity of who the Russians or the Ukrainians really are.
National identity, in this presentation, appears immutable and uncontrollable
by the people. People, on the other hand, are shown as destined to bear the
same preconceived “identity,” once they are born to this or that presumably
homogeneous “nation.”

Fortunately, historicism of this sort is not the only way to problematize
culture and identity after the end of communism. Recently, new voices have
been raised to defend the themes of multiplicity and construction as “the two
central motifs dominating the current rethinking of culture and identity in
social theory.”® A constructivist approach represents social identities as in-
trinsically multiple and sometimes conflictual images of the self, whether the
identified self is individual, corporate, or international. According to this view,
cultures are created by people and changed when new ways of life arise to
replace the old ones. No national identity is immutable, just as no culture can
stay untouched by history. Identity, perceived as “the action unit of culture,”"*
organizes and structures available cultural resources in a particular fashion to
bring them into the orbit of social practices and to use them as currently
required.

What lessons can be learned from this for our better understanding of Rus-
sian-Ukrainian relations? Identity considerations are to be found among the
central variables construing or misconstruing post-Soviet dialogue between the
two countries. Identity politics takes the form of nationalism, which represents
an attempt at a task-specific utilization of cultural resources of a certain large
group of people defined as a nation. On the other hand, postcommunist na-
tionalism is an offshoot of political culture that had little space for pluralist
values before and can hardly cope with their swift introduction now. National-
ism, therefore, should be looked upon as a political-cultural phenomenon in
its own right. Political culture is understood as a complex of historically estab-
lished modes of collective political action, and the distinction between elite
and mass political cultures is taken as methodologically important. Post-
communist nationalism appears as elite-constructed politics and ideology that
are extensively drawn upon to compensate for state incapacity and the
underdevelopment of civil society in newly liberalized nations.
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This study approaches the problem of cross-cultural negotiations between
Ukraine and Russia in a broader context of these countries’ dramatic search
for their new identities in the postcommunist order. Russia learns to live as a
regional rather than a global power, but also, in the process, has to fight shad-
ows of its imperial and communist past. Ukraine, as a former part of the
Russian Empire, is the crucial stumbling block in Russia's movement to a
normal nationhood. Should Ukraine be considered a zone of the Russian “vital
interests”? Is it possible to ignore it altogether? These questions plague Russian
policy makers and thwart the ongoing negotiations between the two countries.
Ukraine, for its part, has to defend its national independence against Moscow’s
attempts at reintegration, which are not surprisingly supported by many
Ukrainian Russians and Russophones, especially in the left-leaning eastern
areas of the country. Nationalist appellations on both sides promote further
estrangement between the two countries and encourage authoritarian tendencies
that frustrate development and jeopardize international security.”

Ukrainian-Russian relations cannot be disentangled from a history of in-
tense interpenetration of Ukrainian and Russian cultures and national iden-
tities. Not only has the Ukrainian self-image been heavily Russified by the
former empire, but the latter also, in its own turn, became inadvertently
Ukrainianized through the permanent influx of Ukrainian talent, cultural
borrowing, and reflection on the common past. A peculiar pattern of expan-
sion through non-exclusive incorporation and assimilation heavily influenced
Russian national consciousness. Russians had never learned to distinguish
themselves as imperial overlords from the non-Russian subjects of the empire.
Ukrainians were the primary beneficiaries and, on occasion, first victims of
this predilection, which still shapes international relations in the region,
generating a number of problems for all sides involved. On the Russian side,
a crucial question is whether or not it can successfully follow a nation-state
model of development that, some would argue, is more suitable for smaller
European nations. If it cannot, refederalization of at least some part of the
former Soviet space, of which the Russia—Belarus Union serves as an early
indicator, might well be the only course for Russia’s national revival.'® The
counterpart question for Ukraine is whether or not a fully autonomous nation
building can succeed in a situation where not only does one-third of the
population consider Russian to be the mother tongue, but where the very
identity sought appears to be influenced by conscious and subconscious
mirroring of its Russian counterpart.'”

Despite a number of similarities, the identity crises both countries experi-
ence are rooted in different historical milieus. While Russians struggle to
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accommodate Ukrainian “otherness,” Ukrainians find it difficult to redis-
cover Russian “sameness.” The two peoples are very close indeed. Their
languages are mutually comprehensible, their histories are intertwined and
apparently originating from the same ancestral homeland (Kievan Rus), their
patterns of settlement are intermeshed, and their psychological profiles are
very much alike. Intermarriages between the two groups are commonplace,
and Ukrainian-Russian bilingualism is widespread.'® Cultural and ethnic in-
terpenetration is profound. Still, Russians and Ukrainians are not one and
the same people. Dissolving Ukrainian distinctiveness in Russianized “family
culture” is both impossible and unethical. Russias attempts to dictate to
Ukraine what the Ukrainian policy should be like may not be excused by any
amount of cultural similarities. Reciprocally, the Ukrainian quest to become
a part of “Europe,” as opposed to the “Eurasian” Russia, overrates the cultural
distance between the two and creates false imagery, which can only impede
Ukraine’s progress in the desired direction. Proponents of Ukrainian
Russophobia must remember that “their own ideas risk pulling Ukraine in a
half-circle, away from the modern West and back toward a much older and
darker Europe, not Russian or Soviet, but also not to be remembered with
much nostalgia.”"

Ukrainian “otherness” in the Russian eyes, or Russian distinctiveness vis-a-
vis Ukraine, is of such a special nature that we may think of these two as
being the “closest” and most significant “others” with respect to each other.
Closeness of this kind can mean one of two things. It may result from a
genuine sister-nation relationship that advances equality and complementarity
of the parties. Or it may reveal a long-standing relationship of hegemonic
domination and assimilation that eradicates cultural specificity of a subdomi-
nant group and underscores its liminality, aiming to dissolve it in another
nation’s body.?’ In the first instance, the closeness of the two peoples drasti-
cally reduces the possibility of a “hot” conflict between them, if it does not
eliminate the chance of conflict altogether. However, intercultural closeness
can actually heighten hostilities in the second instance. Cultural anthropolo-
gists have observed that in many instances the lesser distance between “us”
and “them” tends to be translated into fiercer reactions to “their” encroach-
ments on “our” territory.

Both interpretations of Ukrainian-Russian closeness have been offered and
defended. If Soviet propaganda stood behind the image of a “brotherly fam-
ily of nations,” anticommunist scholarship was all too often tempted by the
no less propagandistic image of a “prison of the peoples.” In that hypothetical
prison, Russians were the principal guardians and executors, while Ukraini-
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ans, together with other non-Russians, usually took the place of inmates.
Whether the two peoples were “friends” or “foes” depended on the perspec-
tive of the writer. Changing the stress from “enmity” to “friendliness,” inter-
estingly, did not make the result of an enterprise less reified than before. If
not antagonists, Ukrainians and Russians were doomed to remain “broth-
ers,” with the former inevitably assigned a “junior brother” role.”!

The “friends” or “foes” dichotomy is itself constructed and may well desig-
nate a false dilemma. Ambivalent relationships are not uncommon among
states, just as they are not rare among individuals or groups. It is reasonable
to expect that both positive and negative meaning-structures with regard to
the other may coexist, influencing mass psychology and decision making alike.
These structures may also alternate, depending on perceived behavior of the
other and concrete predicament and corresponding priorities of the self.
Finally, if “either-or” is wrong, then “neither-nor” could be just right—a pos-
sibility that we must always be prepared to accept. “We” construct “their”
identity in no smaller way than “they” constructed it on their own. The
resources of both parties are involved in the process. The way the opponent is
treated is conditioned by the actors’ culture, which is tantamount to political
culture whenever larger social groups and nations are involved.

While Russian political culture has been extensively studied since at least
the late 1950s, Ukrainian political culture has barely presented a research prob-
lem until recently. The reason was simple: Ukrainians have lacked a state of
their own. In spite of that, indigenous traditions of governance and local
styles of politically relevant behavior did have a chance to develop. Modes of
collective behavior in Ukraine differed from those in Russia, reflecting
differences of political development. It is erroneous to treat Ukrainian politi-
cal culture as just a regional variety of Russian political culture, if only be-
cause the former has also been shaped by Polish, Austro-Hungarian, and other
foreign domination. The study of Ukrainian political culture presents an
important research task of its own.

An explicit comparison helps to throw the principal values of both peoples
into a sharper relief. By looking at Ukrainian political culture as such, we
may arrive at a better understanding of contemporary Ukrainian state and
society. We may also learn something new about Russia. From here, we may
proceed further to discuss the nature of Russian-Ukrainian relations, as they
developed historically and continue to evolve at the moment. Since political
culture conditions the self-other imagery and methods of dealing with oppo-
nents, better and more detailed knowledge of culture-relevant aspects of poli-
tics is indispensable for the theory and practice of international relations.
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“Cultured” identities of the parties acquire special weight and meaning, when
identity formulations set the stage for issue-specific negotiations, as is usually
the case in Ukrainian-Russian relations.

Political culture and national identity of a country are mutually comple-
mentary aspects of the same phenomena. Since nationality is politically shaped
and reflects the national traditions of governance, political culture must be
seen as an important aspect of national identity. Reciprocally, the process
whereby national identities are formed also lays the groundwork for political
development along nationally specific lines, hence for political culture defined
on a national basis. Political culture can be seen as a form of historical memory
of a nation, which organizes political behavior according to the lessons drawn
by the nation from its earlier experience.

For now, ethnicity and nationality, on one hand, and political culture, on
the other, remain two different fields of expertise. One of the goals of this
work is to tackle them together. I argue that nationalism after communism is
a phenomenon of political culture and a result of conscious choices made by
political elites. It has nothing to do with primordial ethnic animosities and
remains underexplained in terms of the security dilemma popular with inter-
national relations scholars. Postcommunist nationalism did not arise out of
external threats to the security of newly independent states but created these
states in the first instance and instigated feelings of insecurity and perceptions
of threat in the second. Nationalist leaders consciously and continuously in-
troduce external “threats” in order to secure mobilization of public support.
As with any other self-fulfilling prophecy, invented threats become reality
once they are taken seriously.

An immediate practical question concerns the prospects for Russian-Ukrai-
nian coexistence after the end of the Soviet Union. International perceptions
change over time, and so do rules of international conduct. For Moscow
czardom, Ukraine was but a part of a natural dynastic legacy, once lost to
external powers. It had to be retrieved in accordance with the “divine right” of
the monarch. For the absolutist Russian Empire, Ukraine did not and could
not represent a matter of foreign policy, since it was regarded as an internal
province with, at best, a limited autonomy of local government. The Kremlin
shaped Ukraine’s external profile throughout most of the Soviet period. Though
proclaiming the right of secession on paper, Leninist visions of national self-
determination excluded such a possibility in practice. The collapse of the So-
viet Union has belatedly launched Ukrainian-Russian relations to international
heights. What cultural and political resources are brought into this dialogue
now? How do legacies of the past influence the policies of today?
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A well-known hypothesis of “democratic peace” postulates that democra-
cies never go to war with each other. This is essentially a political-culturalist
proposition. It asserts that achievement of a certain level of political develop-
ment prevents the state from attacking one of its kin. Though neither Russia
nor Ukraine can be considered a full-fledged democracy, these two are in
many respects akin. Their political and national identities, histories, and
cultures are interwoven, their languages are traceable to a common root, their
ethnic features exhibit profound similarities, and their mutual perceptions
on a mass level are generally not hostile. Does this say anything about their
expected behavior in a conflictual situation?

[ support an optimistic answer to this question. However, Russian-Ukrai-
nian relations are not unproblematic. For one thing, culture compatibility
cannot overdetermine live politics. Economic interests, security considerations,
and domestic and international contingencies of all sorts directly influence
decision making, demanding swift ad hoc solutions to arising problems. His-
torical legacies form an important, perhaps a decisive, part of the environ-
ment for political action, but the action itself answers the immediate needs of
the moment and therefore cannot be preordained by history. Second, culture
changes. An unforeseen upheaval or a sustained propagandistic effort may
well disrupt the delicate balance in the Ukrainian-Russian field of politics,
thus bringing erstwhile “brothers” to the point where no easy return to a
more or less amicable relationship of the past will be possible.

As one analyst astutely noted, a “finely poised” situation in Ukraine “means
that only the foolhardy would attempt to predict the future.””* The statement
is also true with respect to Russia. As Ukrainian-Russian relations go, they are
subject to so many stresses from both inside and outside that any interpreta-
tion is bound to remain provisional. A Yugoslavian scenario has not material-
ized, despite all fears and predictions to the contrary that were advanced in the
first postindependence years. Political-cultural compatibility and predominantly
nonexclusive discourses of identity may have played roles in securing such an
outcome. Now regional stability depends on the further development of a
mutually beneficial Ukrainian-Russian collaboration. Many believe that Rus-
sian hegemony should be put in check by the local nationalisms in the “near
abroad.” In my view, this strategy is wrong and can lead only to estrangement
between Russia and its neighbors, as well as Russia and the West. Russia’s
postcommunist embrace of Western ways and values is too valuable to the
world to be reversed with a new variant of the containment strategy.

Despite generally favorable attitudes toward democracy, operational codes
of behavior in a post-Soviet society cannot but exhibit a strong imprint of the
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authoritarian ways of governance.” Because of this discrepancy, normative
structures lack stability, occasioning loss of orientation, blurred identities,
and the want of a consistent vision of national development. This leads to
weak predictability of foreign policies and opens the stage for potential
conflicts. The post-Soviet space, fragmented into several newly independent
states, emerged as a highly competitive arena of international politics, with
Ukraine poised against Russia as a chief local competitor. Ukraine’s distinct
position in the Commonwealth of Independent States (c1s) and its criticism
of the Russia—Belarus Union thwart Russia’s attempts to recreate a confedera-
tion or even a new federation under Russian control, which could be further
used to bargain with the West “as equals.”*

In Russia as in Ukraine, politics of identity shape both the internal politi-
cal landscape and the whole set of goals and instruments of foreign policy.
Identity politics is laden with traditional (territorial disputes, defense poli-
cies) and nontraditional (national images, developmental goals) security con-
siderations. No less than in any other sphere of human practices, political
identities are about “using the resources of history, language and culture in
the process of becoming rather than being: not ‘who we are’ or ‘where we
came from,” so much as what we might become.”” Discourses of national
identity convey an image of a desired future and expose what a post-Soviet
political culture may be like tomorrow. In Russia, the debate centers around
the choice of a civic versus neoimperial model of nation building. In Ukraine,
the choice is between ethnically “nationalizing” and broadly inclusive conso-
ciational policies. Whatever transpires will determine whether the society will
embrace a neo-isolationist or a liberal-democratic course of development.

Authoritarian turns in contemporary Russian and Ukrainian politics may
not be explained in terms of fully rational decision making nor as somehow
predetermined by despotic propensities of the national character. Transitions
backfired because of the culturally informed choices and practices of the im-
mediately preceding period. Yet, people, who bear responsibility for their ac-
tions, make choices. The elite, who use the politics of identity to justify new
allocations of power and privilege, largely shape postcommunist realities.
Meanwhile, dislodged and disoriented masses are more than ever open to
political manipulation. Moscow’s attempts to hold Russia by force slowed
down democratic development. Nationalist visions of Ukrainian nation build-
ing may have a similar effect if implemented by Kiev. The Russian and Ukrai-
nian elite are mutually dependent and demonstrate the capacity to learn from
each other—not only in Ukraine, which closely followed Russia’s political
development after communism, but also in Russia, as seen in its recent rela-
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tive economic closure or the state-led assault on independent media. This
mutual learning process bears witness to the ongoing cultural and political
relationship, which cannot be characterized as either wholeheartedly cordial
or simply inimical.

Contemporary situations in postcommunist societies are characterized by
a tension between global aspirations of the ruling elite and their attempts to
create social cohesion on a national base. On the elite level, discourses of
identity perform the important functions of labeling political opponents as
“traitors” or “aliens” (“Us vs. Them”). On a mass level, ethnic identity pro-
vides a surrogate for the broken ties of erstwhile Soviet communitarianism,
satisfying that feeling of belonging that underdeveloped unions, simulated
parties, or fledgling professional and neighborhood associations will not be
able to furnish any time soon. Nationalist mobilization against a designated
“enemy” may be more or less successful, depending on a number of factors, of
which a history of coexistence with the targeted other and current socio-
economic conditions of the country may weigh heavier than the others. Anti-
Russian nationalism in Ukraine is limited by the region and weakened by a
continuing dependence on Russian energy subsidies. Hard feelings toward
Ukraine in Moscow are kept in check by considerations of ethnocultural affinity
and pure economic expediency, as Russia still sees Ukraine as its largest ex-
port and import market and a natural “corridor” to the West.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

Since identity is shaped by discursive practices, I open the book with a review
of the literature (chapter 1). An analysis of classic and more recent representa-
tions of the Soviet and Russian political culture in what came to be known as
studies in Sovietology aims to satisfy more than pure academic interest.
Throughout the Cold War era, Sovietology, more than any other academic
discipline, was called upon to serve practical politics. Sovietological percep-
tions of reality framed the realpolitik, and continue to do so. Western repre-
sentations of Soviet Russia and the role of Ukraine in the former Soviet Union
went a long way to give Ukrainian-Russian relations after the end of commu-
nism a false start. The mantra of totalitarianism, still chanted by some of its
particularly zealous adepts, not only preempted a genuine dialogue between
postcommunist Russia and the other former Soviet republics, but also in-
stilled Russians with a totally overblown complex of guilt that required equally
potent negation and suppression. Anti-Soviet myths uncritically taken by
Gorbachev’s “glasnost” journalists, led them to gloss over the striking differences
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between high Stalinism and the post-Stalin periods of development. As a
result, the left alternative to Russian oligarchic capitalism has been excluded
from the start. Worse still, in most non-Russian republics of the former So-
viet Union, the regime’s crimes were ethnicized and given a Russian face.
Western writers have gone out of their way to remind Russians of their dusty
imperial heritage, to warn of the impending “Weimar,” and to suggest blithely
that Russia’s disintegration might well leave the West happy. As a result, the
people were provoked into embracing, first, the rhetoric of imperial glory (an
unconditional taboo throughout the Soviet period) and, second, a quin-
tessentially imperial view of the substance of Russia’s Chechen problem. The
chapter also compares the various methodological approaches to political
culture and nationality, supporting those that view culture as a process of
social interaction and insisting on muting the external observer’s ideas in or-
der to give more attention to the ideas and views of the observed.

Chapter 2 deals with the history of the Russian-Ukrainian relationship.
History and politics converge in many ways. First, current politics is a histori-
cal phenomenon itself. It is informed by history and based upon historic
antecedents. Its claims to historic continuity form an important part of its
legal continuity. The goals it poses today become events or failures of tomor-
row. Second, history enters politics via the medium of political culture. Po-
litical culture is a historical product, a record file of yesterday’s live politics.
Political culture inherited from previous stages of development and selec-
tively refurbished with the help of historically “proven” components shapes
the political behavior and the perceptions of the national interest. Finally,
national history is a privileged reservoir of national identity. Identity is made
of history as much as it is made of desire. When history and desire collide,
they spawn the phenomenon of usable history: that is, historical narratives
that serve political purpose. These narratives usually take certain focal events
of history as their primary objects of interpretation and/or contestation. The
chapter examines some of these climactic points and overviews the history-
influenced debates that are relevant to Ukrainian-Russian relations today.

Chapter 3 examines the postcommunist crisis of Russian national identity,
specifically tracing the impact that the loss of Ukraine had on triggering this
crisis. Russia’s Ukrainian problem is put into a broader context of new Russia’s
search of a foreign policy free from its ideological burdens of the past. The
analysis shows that this initially liberating quest was quickly superseded by a
new round of “return to the roots” policy, which brought new ideological
problems to Russia’s relations with the “near abroad” and the West. The chapter
further analyzes how various actors in the Russian political spectrum differ in
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their perceptions of Ukrainian independence and corresponding visions of
policy toward Ukraine. While Soviet style internationalists lose ground, na-
tionalist visions of all sorts accept prominence. Resurgent nationalism draws
upon the imperial legacy, which leads it to embrace an amorphous concept of
the “all-Russian” (East Slavic) identity to the detriment of a specifically Rus-
sian national identification. Hence, the crisis of Russian national conscious-
ness continues, receiving new boosts from the very attempts to alleviate it.
The chapter argues that the idea of a confederate East Slavic Union could
indeed be approached as a workable policy blueprint under the conditions of
decentralization and full equality of the participants.

The next two chapters are devoted to the Russian and Ukrainian political
cultures, as they influence identity and politics in both countries. In chapter 4,
historical evidence and data of a more recent nature are employed to explain
certain paradoxes in Russian politics before and after communism. The
meaning-structures that gave rise to seemingly inconsistent political manifes-
tations are grouped into two main complexes, of which the first is distinguished
by a high degree of ambivalence and oscillations between the revolutionary
and conservative lines of behavior, while the second betrays an inclination to
rely on authoritarianism as a means of development. Both value systems are
approached as ideal-typical constructions. The revolutionism-as-conservatism
problem is illustrated through voting inconsistencies and through the example
of the short-lived post-Soviet “liberal” revolution. Developmental excuses for
authoritarianism are traced back to the Petrine “well-ordered” empire.”®
Subsequent attempts to modernize the country through executive fiat have
been similarly informed by a belief that an organizational effort from above
may be substituted for the natural process of grass-roots development and
self-organization. Developmental authoritarianism informs a broad range of
Vladimir Putin’s policies and influences Russia’s relations with the “near
abroad.” Finally, I turn to the problem of Russian nationalism, seeing it as a
conservative reaction to the loss of previously dominant Soviet identity.

In chapter s, I look at political culture and nationality in Ukraine. Since
the country had long been devoid of independent national statehood, its po-
litical culture developed features of dependency and parochialism. It has grown
as a political culture of a stateless nation, as patterns of power-related behav-
ior were constructed through a complex adjustment to the exogenous sources
of authority. A political culture of accommodation reflected this predicament
and helped to deal with it. As Ukraine was divided and redivided among its
neighboring states, so the political culture that Ukrainians developed could
not but be fragmented into several regionally, linguistically, and religiously
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defined parts. Fragmentation, in turn, fostered localism, parochialism, and
dependency. It also prevented national consolidation and thwarted ambitions
of would-be nation builders. Fragmentation remains a significant feature of
Ukrainian politics today, keeping the Russified east and south at an arm’s
length from the nationalistic west of the country.

The inconsistent nature of Ukraine’s political culture has greatly contrib-
uted to the secondary and dependent character of Ukrainian nationalism. As
a particular example of “learning by doing,” Ukrainian nationalism followed
in the wake of similar intellectual and political developments in East Central
Europe. Both government and the right-wing opposition in Ukraine could
copy the cultural codes of other “model” nationalisms as late as the early
1990s.”” Political and cultural dependence prompted the state to take full charge
of the nationalist mobilization after the end of communism. Ukraine’s reli-
ance on Western support and the elite’s desire to move away from the former
Soviet center led to the policies of the “othering” of Russia and the Russians
and to an identity construction without much regard to the history, the eco-
nomic reality, or the wishes of the country’s Russian-speaking population.

Chapter 6 describes Ukraine’s attempts to counter the identity threat ema-
nating from Russia and the government’s inability to draw a principled line
of distinction between Moscow’s policies and rhetoric, on the one hand, and
cultural demands of local Russian community, denigrated as a “fifth column”
in nationalist press, on the other hand. The analysis involves such issues as
language policies and minority rights, territorial claims and counterclaims,
the debate on “European” versus “Eurasian” heritage, military and security
policies, economic interdependence, and the recurrence of the “Russian ques-
tion” in the electoral cycle. The chapter addresses Ukraine’s regional divide,
which continues to influence practically all aspects of its daily life, and dem-
onstrates that regional reactions to the Russian challenge diverge to the point
of their diametrical opposition. Ukraine’s politics of identity is misplaced first
and foremost because it does little to close the political and cultural gap be-
tween regions. An ethnically ascriptive identity promulgated by the govern-
ment simply does not work in a good half of the country. Perhaps, it will—in
the future—however, the price, in the form of further estrangement of citi-
zenry form already not too popular government, may prove prohibitive well
before the desired future comes.

The last chapter looks at the problem of Russia, Ukraine, and the West. It
pays special attention to the security implications of Russian-Ukrainian rela-
tions and analyzes the divergent attitudes to the idea of deeper integration
within the framework of the CIS. It takes a closer look at the problem of the
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Ukrainian “Russian” territory (Crimea) and the continued presence of the
Russian Black Sea Fleet in the Crimean port of Sevastopol. It finally turns to
both countries’ relations with the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
and to the danger of the potentially turbulent repercussions of this relation-
ship. The chapter argues that the Western policy of encouragement of the
two countries’ distancing from each other, which has been motivated by geo-
political considerations and without much regard to their interwoven histo-
ries, economies, and cultures, might prove itself ill conceived and plainly
detrimental to the stability and economic viability of the post-Soviet area.

This book does not pretend to write a comprehensive history of Ukrai-
nian-Russian relations or to exhaust the topic of their political cultures and
national identities. Its notion of political culture owes more to the history
than to the survey research. My views are consciously interpretive and do not
claim to discern the “objective truth” behind the Ukrainian-Russian relation-
ship. However, I do hope to orient the reader in the maze of conflicting nar-
ratives and practices that make up postcommunist politics in Russia and
Ukraine and shape the two countries’ perceptions of each other.



CHAPTER 1

Political Culture
and Nationality in Soviet
and Post-Soviet Studies

The concept of political culture was applied early on to the Soviet reality. As
Sovietology was interested in everything from engineering to the economy to
public management to the arts and literature, political culture was invoked in
quite different contexts, making it difficult to compare various uses of the
term and establish a common denominator. The periodic change of method-
ological focus caused additional difficulty. Soviet studies followed bigger trends
in social and political sciences. Theories of political culture had to accommo-
date intellectual fashions that accompanied periods of dominance of the to-
talitarian school, developmental models, modernization theory, interest group
theory, and so on."! Whether Soviet studies as a whole could be regarded a
part of the academic mainstream was also a debated question. When
Sovietology had finally found its due place under the rubric of “area studies,”
which were somewhat reluctantly claimed by comparative politics, new schol-
arship questioned the very compatibility of political culture research and the
conventionally understood “comparative project.”?

With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the dissolution of the world
socialist system, some felt that comparative communism studies belonged to
the past. The Russian/Soviet political culture and the most appropriate ways
to study it became a subject of a historical debate. Decision makers do not
take the political culture of a bygone polity into consideration. The main-
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stream “science of politics” prefers to deal with actual politics, rather than its
historical recollection, too. All of a sudden, the political culture of “real so-
cialism” exemplified by the former Soviet Union became an artifact for some
future “archaeologist of knowledge”: too close to be studied by cultural an-
thropology, yet too remote to present any interest for comparative or interna-
tional politics.

However, the issue resurfaced before too long. As new unexpected prob-
lems blocked the political and economic liberalization of the former Soviet
states, the search for the mechanism of inertia started in earnest. The problem
cannot be of a structural character: almost each and every institution of the
former socialist society has been changed, destroyed, or substantially modified.
Social structures are malleable and should eventually reconfigure, if a persis-
tent effort to change them is exerted for a long-enough period. In the
postcommunist world, national governments preside over a grandiose attempt
at social engineering, which involve immense international resources. And
yet, the effort, reasonably successful in East Central Europe, brought bitter
disappointment throughout the former Soviet Union. The radiant capitalist
future did not materialize. International aid only increased the outstanding
portion of national debt. Reformed communists returned to the parliaments
in Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus, using the very mechanism of free, contested
elections they had opposed for so long. Large sections of the former nomenklatura
stayed in power, national executives donned bureaucratic-authoritarian garbs,
and more or less pronounced regimes of oligarchic dominance of society have
been established. The liberal-democratic dream all but evaporated. Why did it
happen?

A frequently cited answer is the political culture. It is often viewed as a
reservoir of stability and a force of inertia that curtails and molds the process
of change. Human culture is that link between the past and the future that
pierces the present, making it very much what it is. Political culture serves as
a template for contemporary practices and institutions: not only in the realm
of politics per se, but everywhere the relations of authority are involved. This
quality exempts political culture from the museum of antiquity and trans-
forms its study, including the study of its historical antecedents, into a politi-
cally relevant project, something more than an exercise in the pure “archaeol-
ogy of knowledge.” It allows taking some insights of the old Sovietology aboard
and makes a bridge to post-Soviet studies possible.

Yet, there is more to political culture than inertia and continuity. As a
historical phenomenon, it is prone to change. When its inertial side prevails,
it obstructs social transformation. Conversely, when political culture itself
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undergoes rapid changes, the change in the society must be accelerated. The
debate on continuity versus change in Soviet and post-Soviet societies thus
proceeds on two levels: one addressing changes in political culture and the
other addressing its effects on the political and social systems at large. On one
hand, Russias failure to reform supports culturally deterministic explanations
of the country’s fate, advanced by those who see political culture primarily as
a mainstay of historical continuity. Zbigniew Brzezinski, Edward Keenan,
Henry Kissinger, Richard Pipes, and Stephen White, among others, saw the
early Muscovy, the Russian Empire, the Soviet Union, and now, it seems,
postcommunist Russia, too, as equally prone to absolutism, despotism, and
servility. In this rendering, Soviet and then post-Soviet political culture ap-
pears but a bleak shadow of the mysteriously immortal political culture of the
Russian monarchy, as it came into existence circa 1500s. On the other hand,
there are those who, drawing on the insights of the totalitarian school in
Sovietology, seek the root of all the present ills in the communist legacy of the
country.’ This approach inadvertently seconds the idea that the communists
were indeed successful in changing traditional ways of life to the point of
their virtual disappearance. If the change could be achieved so quickly, politi-
cal culture must not be regarded solely as a reservoir of stability. We should
see it rather as both a result and a vehicle of social and political transfor-
mations.

Both sides to the debate have concentrated their attention on the auto-
cratic and antidemocratic elements of Russian political culture. If in the first
case those were attributed to an antique historical heritage, in the second case
they were believed to be created by the Soviet regime or the party, which
carried seeds of the regime’s design from the start.* Continuity or change, the
Russian political culture was doomed to perpetuate the authoritarians in power.
The picture was simply too narrow to accommodate Russia’s own liberal and
democratic traditions.

The first Western studies attempting to modify this view of Soviet political
culture as “subject” or, at best, “subject-participatory” were published not
earlier than the 1980s.” In one of them, DiFranceisco and Gitelman argued
that the Soviet system had in reality provided for a rather broad and authentic
participation that went well beyond the officially induced show of support to
the system.® They noted the personalized character of unsolicited participa-
tion, informal communication and networking in pursuit of both personal
and corporate goals, and more or less genuine political activism. In another
persuasive statement, Stephen Cohen observed that “inadequate historical
analysis leads to inadequate political analysis” and criticized “the Whig con-
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sensus in Soviet studies” that asserts an “unbroken continuity” between dra-
matically different epochs in Russian and Soviet history. Cohen disproved
this thesis empirically and exposed its methodological flaws: deep ahistoricism,
reliance on “some concept of predestination,” lack of contextual sensitivity,
and an implicit teleology in treating political traditions as if they were “virtu-
ally autonomous and deterministic.”” He advocated a more balanced and
realistic approach to Soviet and Russian history, seeing it as open to contra-
dictory tendencies and different models of development.

At the height of perestroika, Jeffrey Hahn saw signs of a democratic, rather
than an autocratic, political culture in the city of Yaroslavl’ in central Russia.
He specifically addressed the issue of continuity and change and compared
the results of his 1990 survey to the American National Election Study of
1976, showing there was little difference between the two in terms of the
political values and attitudes of the respondents. No recurring patterns of
dominance and servility were found on the Russian side. Instead, “on all
dimensions of political culture measured . . . political efficacy, political trust,
support for popular elections, political interest and knowledge—the evidence
suggests that Russians come closer to what we find in Western industrial de-
mocracies than to what we would expect to find if the traditional cultural
patterns ascribed to the period of Russian autocracy had persisted.”®

From 1990 to 1996, several more studies by James L. Gibson, Arthur H.
Miller, Nicolai N. Petro, William M. Reisinger, Richard Sakwa, and others
came to the conclusion that democratic values and love of freedom form an
important part of Russian political culture.” Some of these studies followed
an historic interpretivist model, while others reported the results of a behav-
ioral survey-based research. In the first case, we were reminded of usually
disregarded facts in Russian history, like the Novgorod veche, Zemskii Sobor,
zemstvo in general, and other manifestations of collective decision making in
both local and national governance. Historical accounts emphasized the tra-
ditionally mitigating role of the Russian Orthodox Church and presented
evidence of a subdominant but nevertheless viable protodemocratic tradi-
tion. In the second case, a number of survey studies showed Russia’s public
opinion sufficiently tolerant, mature, and generally receptive of the demo-
cratic and civic values needed to support a transition from communism to
democracy. Studies of both types defied dogmatic and overdeterministic pre-
sentations of Russian political culture as inherently “autocratic.”

While the thesis of a Russian “in-born” predilection for authoritarianism
has been largely discredited, the totalitarian model remains useful for the
analysis of the Stalinist “revolution from above” and its lasting impact on
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social psychology of the people, an impact that has not been completely
eliminated. Together with other studies of mass society, it provides a useful
tool in the analysis of the concrete preconditions and mechanisms of social
atomization, politically forced mobilization, state control, manipulation of
culture symbols, and exploitation of instrumental rationality.”® It helps to
explain how “atomization and disorganization left individuals open to the
assertion of the total claim, to co-option into a social movement whose
operating principles were rationalized by science and displayed as myth.”"!
Totalitarian theorists may yet have something to offer concerning the power
of ethno-nationalist mobilizations after communism.

The early antecedents of the totalitarian model can be found in the works
of the German Frankfurt school of thought and in some writings of such
Russian émigré philosophers as N. Berdiaev, G. Fedotov, or S. Frank. If the
Frankfurt theorists concentrated mostly on the “critique of instrumental
reason” and “central plan fetishism,”'* postrevolutionary Russian thinkers at-
tempted to delineate those features in mass psychology that made the public
yield to the manipulations by a small “antinational” elite. Admiration of force
and the tradition to obey authorities were rightly or wrongly cited as Russian
national characteristics. Underdevelopment of civil society, weakness of con-
stitutional tradition, autocracy, and the absence of a dialogue between the
state and the public were all seen as leading to a new-age despotism. Exile
writers noted that the Russian masses tended to switch from the periods of
mindless obedience to the spontaneous upheavals and riots that almost cer-
tainly only helped to excuse repeated brutality of the powers-that-were. The
postrevolutionary dictatorship was described as a logical, though unfortu-
nate, continuation of this centuries-old tradition.!?

Russian émigrés pointed to the mutually alienating gap between the elite
and the masses in the country. This implied the existence of two irreconcil-
able cultures, none of which could claim a nation-wide acceptance. From this
point of view, Stalinism could have been seen as either an elite creation or the
offshoot of mass psychology. Many researchers took the first way. The classic
totalitarian model explained “outputs as initiated by the central leader, and as
implemented through . . . the political process without significant modi-
fication.”* Later revisions produced a more sophisticated portrait of the power
games, negotiations, and confrontations among competing political actors.
Yet, the elite bias of mainstream Sovietology remained. When applied to Soviet
realities, decision-making models were usually narrowed to a picture of
competing, bargaining, and occasionally collaborating elites ultimately
responsible for sometimes erratic and sometimes consistent policies.
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With Stalin’s death and the Khrushchev “thaw” that followed, the totali-
tarian explanation was gradually modified and replaced by bureaucratic poli-
tics models. A new focus on decision-making and policy implementation in
complex organizations led researchers to acknowledge the internal diversity
of the Soviet elite and the respective variety of its several organizational, if not
political, cultures.” Reflecting on the dramatic changes that unfolded in So-
viet society, the totalitarian school writers adopted a more relaxed view on
such issues as the centrality of terror, salience of the top leader, or the internal
coherence of the elite. No longer seeing the Soviet political establishment as a
monolith, researchers were able to present Soviet politics “in light of the
‘political resources’ available to various participants . . . at different stages in
the formulation, execution, and reformulation of public policies in the post-
Stalin era.”'® Carl Friedrich stressed the existence of the “rival bureaucracies
of a totalitarian dictatorship” and pointed out that the division of the party
into two hierarchies, intended to increase its control over industry and blurring
in some sectors the distinction between government and party, will create
new problems because those functionaries preoccupied with production,
whether industrial or agricultural, may increasingly neglect other functions."”

However, the idea, which opened an avenue for promising analyses of
competing elites and their respective political and managerial cultures, was not
taken further. Had it been, the 1991 partition of the USSR into constituent
republican enclaves would not have come as a surprise to Western observers.

Hannah Arendt’s brand of the totalitarian model offered a more balanced
view of the interaction between the elite and the masses. The model’s applica-
bility was explicitly restricted to the period since Stalin’s “second revolution”
(1929—30) until the death of the dictator. Arendt emphasized the novelty of
totalitarian rule, counterposing it to the Leninist “one-party dictatorship.”
She offered deep insights into the sociological and psychological mechanisms
of mass support for totalitarian regimes. In Arendt’s view, the disintegration
of a modern nation-state and the decomposition of its class structure engen-
dered feelings of loneliness, uprootedness, and superfluousness that pushed
socially atomized individuals to embrace totalitarian movements and their
universalist claims. The elite and mass reactions to this predicament were
described as mutually reinforcing.'®

Further studies stimulated by this vision might have presented the “elite”
culture of the Russian revolutionary movement through the analysis of its
lumpen-proletarian sources. On the other hand, mobilization of disenfran-
chised masses for the purposes of “radical destruction of every existing creed,
value, and institution” would not be attributed solely to the elite’s cynical
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manipulation. The totalitarian project, by definition, requires willing partici-
pation of the masses. Terror, domination, and propaganda alone, or even all
of these taken together, cannot by themselves account for the prevalent mood
of the time. Totalitarianism indeed succeeded in sharing responsibility for
its crimes with masses “who had lost their home in the world and now were
prepared to be reintegrated into eternal, all-dominating forces which by
themselves would bear man . . . to the shores of safety.”*” The deterministic
ideology of Soviet communism had found fertile ground in mass fatalism,
alienation, and the hope born out of despair. This ground had been prepared
by wars, revolutions, and pogroms that constituted a larger part of early twen-
tieth-century Russian history.

Yet another insight of remarkable relevance to the present-day situation in
postcommunist societies concerns “the delusion of human omnipotence
through organization” that Arendt aptly noted in the totalitarian movement.”
Not only does this observation place totalitarian ideologies and political cul-
tures among the bastard descendants of the Enlightenment; it also tells us
something about the current transition from socialism to capitalism, por-
trayed as “neo-Bolshevist” approach to the economic reform by a number of
critics.”! For another illustration of the same delusion of omnipotence and
corresponding lack of humility before the unknown, one need not look far-
ther than the nation- and state-building policies of the newly independent
states gambling on ethnic nationalisms of a “titular nationality.” Here too,
the laborious work of creating modern citizenry on the basis of interethnic
compromise and the democracy of consensus has been abandoned in favor of
deceitfully simple solutions of ethno-cultural “streamlining.”

The totalitarian model in Soviet studies was succeeded by several approaches
drawing upon the behaviorist paradigm that came into being as a reaction
against legalist and speculative philosophical theorizing of the preceding ep-
och. The behaviorist revolution was fed by the use of advanced quantitative
methods, most notably survey research and statistical analysis. The first at-
tempts to apply these methods to Soviet realities were undertaken in the early
1950s, that is, virtually simultaneously with their debut appearance in sociol-
ogy. Of those first studies, the most known remains the Harvard Refugee
Interview Project (HIP).* According to Alfred Meyer, “many of its findings
were in conflict with the images conveyed by the totalitarian model. In their
survey work, the members of the Harvard team discovered informal behavior
and informal organizations underneath the totalitarian facade, a second
economy, beginnings of a civil society, social stratification, role conflicts, and
ethical notions opposed to Party doctrine.”* This information allowed schol-
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ars to substantially correct the then dominant picture of the Soviet polity,
based primarily on the sources from the Smolensk archives.* Some of the
Harvard Project’s conclusions bore direct relevance to the problem of politi-
cal culture.

First, the class nature of the Soviet society in Weberian terms of social
status, prestige, and life chances had been established. Second, the discovery
of informal behavior and organizations disproved the previously unquestioned
image of a totalitarian monolith based on coercive mobilization. Western
observers now better understood the gap between “words” and “deeds” that
Khrushchev admitted in his speech to the Twentieth Party Congress. Finally,
the findings of the project paved the way for the application of a number of
pluralist models ranging from interest group theory to corporatism to the
studies of policy networks, coalitions and shifting alliances.”” Now Soviet
political culture had to be understood as an intensely diversified array of val-
ues and norms associated with different actors, each with its own political
“weight” and group history, or as a median shaping out in interaction be-
tween these groups. By the early 1990s, behaviorist studies of the Soviet and
early post-Soviet political culture boasted three nation-wide surveys with data
sets largely comparable to each other. While the Harvard project had been
most concerned with the class or quasi-class nature of the Soviet society, the
second study of a comparable range, the Soviet Interview Project (SIP), delved
deeper into the attitudes and value structures.

The SIP researchers noticed important connections between the inten-
sity of formal and informal participation, generational and educational
differences, and income inequality. They have established positive relation
between participation and “unconventional” behavior such as: “refusing to
vote, listening to the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) and other
foreign broadcasts, reading and distributing samizdat . . . and participating
in other unsanctioned activities.” Political attitudes of “the best and the
brightest” seemed to indicate the weakest support for the communist re-
gime, the highest rate of alienation from its key values, and a clear predispo-
sition toward “unconventional” behavior. The youngest and the best educated
were not inclined to admit the priority of the state power over individual
rights and civil liberties or to concur in the state control of the economy.
Significantly for the would-be application of the rational choice models, the
researchers maintained that, “other things equal, support for regime values
and for the institutional structure of the Soviet social system increases with
increases in material rewards. The problem, however, is that material benefits

do not keep pace.”®
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These findings showed a degree of pluralization of the Soviet society and its
political culture, which DiFranceisco and Gitelman characterized as “covert-
participant,” suggesting that “the Russian-Soviet case (like others, especially
in the Third World) demonstrates that there is no ineluctable progression from
parochial to subject to participant political cultures. The Soviet system, like
many others, is syncretic, adapting traditional clientilist modes to what appears
to be institutions for democratic participation.” A growing domain of
“privatized politics” inside the former Soviet Union was duly noted and
specified as “the interaction between the citizen as client or supplicant looking
for private benefit and the representative of the system interpreting and
implementing policy for this individual.”” Thus, “privatization of politics,”
said to be the defining feature of oligarchic capitalism in post-Soviet societies,
was fully prepared by the Brezhnev-era developments.?

The grand design tradition of the HIP and SIP projects has been fol-
lowed by the New Soviet Citizen public opinion survey, started by the
University of lowa scholars in June 1990.? The survey was conducted in
Russia, Ukraine, and Lithuania, allowing for a cross-national comparison.
Research questions centered around such issues as alienation and support,
participation, political and interpersonal trust, tolerance, deference to au-
thorities, valuation of liberty, and rights consciousness. The survey’s focus
on the prospects for democratic development highlighted political change,
rather than political stability. Researchers discovered widespread support of
democratic values, concluding that the enduring patterns of political behavior
gave way to the newly evolved prodemocratic patterns. In a parallel cross-
national study of connections between attitudes toward democracy and support
of a market economy, James Gibson found that both Russian and Ukrainians,
far from being inborn authoritarians, wanted a responsible state and “socialism
that works,” meaning a hybrid between a welfare state and a market economy.
Popular preferences thus uncovered showed that “the Russians and Ukraini-
ans probably differ little from many of their Western counterparts” in the
support they give to both individual freedom and social equity, or democratic
processes and socially responsible governance.”

These studies replaced the outmoded static image of the Soviet political
culture with a more dynamic one. However, the static model had been so
firmly established in academia that the new results contradicting its basic
assumptions were interpreted as a sign of the waning of political culture theory
in general. The divorce between political culture “pessimists” and moderniza-
tion “optimists,” respectively relying on either “bad” or “good” history for
evidence, reappeared in another dichotomy between “survey researchers,” more
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sensible to the value shift currently under way in the former Soviet Union,
and “historians,” generally supportive of a dreary view of the post-Soviet pre-
dicament. In this false opposition, political culture is taken to work against
change, and “the argument for the importance of a ‘Russian’ political culture
... in the sense of historical continuity is faring poorly” with survey research-
ers.’! In fact, what fares poorly is only one view of Russian political culture as
immutable and intrinsically antidemocratic. Recently “discovered” democratic
values did not appear out of the blue. The historical evidence that is often
neglected by the “pessimists” shows that these values were not alien to Rus-
sians long before Gorbachev. Historians should not be rebuked for their work-
ing with the past, rather than the present, but only if the picture they draw
appears monochrome, lopsided, or oversimplified.

Behaviorist projects do not exhaust the whole spectrum of political culture
research. The so-called interpretivist explanations, which emphasize historic
interpretation and other hermeneutic methods, are well represented in com-
munist and postcommunist studies.** Interpretivist accounts of Russian and
Soviet political culture are much indebted to Russian émigré thinkers. Stud-
ies of the Russian national character and social psychology of Russian intel-
ligentsia by Nikolai Berdiaev, S. Bulgakov, S. Frank, P. Struve, and other
intellectuals of the Vekhi tradition; thoughts and writings on Russia by Pitirim
Sorokin; the “Eurasianist” theories by P. Savitskii, N. Trubetskoi, and associ-
ates; and the ideas of the Parisian Novyi grad group (G. Fedotov and others)
all bear direct relevance to the present discussions.* Several Western intellec-
tuals of Russian descent continue this tradition now. The latest wave of emi-
gration from the former Soviet Union brought new works in this genre, though
of a lesser academic value and often harmed by their excessively aggressive
anti-Russian bias.*

Interpretivist accounts, by definition, are supposed to be more vulnerable
to subjective distortions than self-consciously “value-free” conceptualizations.
Interpretivists do not engage in a value-neutral, nonnormativist analysis pre-
cisely because a good measure of subjectivity is required by the canons of the
genre. Still, naked subjectivism will not be excused either. The accepted sub-
jectivity is not that of an interpreter, but that of the people who are dealt with
in the study. Interpretivists view political culture “as the ‘meaning’ of political
life, or the meaningful aspect of politics.”

But what should we take as “meaning”? What seems meaningful to an
external observer may be less meaningful, or not meaningful, in the same way
to the observed. On the observer’s side, “meaning” is too broad a concept to
be unambiguous. Behaviorists operationalize political meaning through the
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values, attitudes, and opinions held by the citizenry. Historians look for mean-
ing in broad historical trends and landmark events. Anthropologists seek it
in the rites, the rituals, and the customs of a society. Social psychologists
tend to uncover it in patterns of collective interaction and group behavior,
which may not be self-consciously recognized by participants. Institutional-
ists emphasize organizational rules that, in their view, define political and
social conventions prevalent under the circumstances.*® What scholars see as
meaningful aspects of social life varies from one discipline to another and
can embrace quite different things. The problem is further complicated by
inevitable variances of meaning on the side of the agent. Even if the observ-
ers are inside the observed community, there is no definite way to ascertain
that their personal reading of the process actually replicates meaning attribu-
tion by the group.

Most agree that meaning finds its source in social practices. Once consti-
tuted, social meaning feeds back into the practices that have generated it in
the first place. Looking at how meaning is constructed helps to understand,
what meaning 75.>” Since social processes actually “live” only in the eyes of the
beholder, their outcome(s) will differ in significance, value, and even config-
uration depending on the particular standpoints of participating agents. No
singular meaning can be derived from a detailed investigation of the process
because the process itself unfolds as an infinite multiplicity of individual
strategies of action. This means that any diligent (“objective”) reading of so-
cially shared meaning remains first and foremost an interpretation, that is, by
necessity a subjective account of externally unfolding events, with a researcher
attempting to reconstruct perceptions of these events by participating agents
and understand their significance for the actors from either a functionalist or
a normativist perspective.

A third way is informed by phenomenology. By shifting the focus of atten-
tion from the analyst’s ideas to the participants’ ideas and from the culture as
a value system to the culture as a process of social interaction, phenomeno-
logical interpretivism achieves a degree of objectivity (“intersubjectivity”) that
other approaches may not be able to reach. While necessarily relying on some
preexisting knowledge of a society’s “workings,” phenomenology sensitizes us
to the fact that those “workings” can be supported by patterns of interaction
and value structures different from our own. Most importantly, value struc-
tures are seen as negotiable, flexible outcomes of interactive practices, rather
than rigid, fixed entities. Culture, from this point of view, is a “narrative,
which persons are constantly rewriting,” while “meaning and purpose are not

found in formulae, but emerge from discourse.””
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Phenomenological applications to the field of Soviet and post-Soviet studies
are few. Stephen Welch looks at Stalinist “cultural revolution” and its impact
on ordinary people, for whom the artificially constructed culture was quite
real, since it provided “a basis for their own continuance and functioning as
a social group.” A counterexample of unofhcial “shopfloor culture,” guided
by more pragmatic considerations than the exalted ideology of socialist
construction, serves to further illuminate culture’s social-practical roots.
Michael Urban’s analysis of post-Soviet political discourse concentrates on
essential similarities between the formally opposed “democratic” and
“conservative” camps in the postcommunist Russia, tracing these similarities
backward to their common Soviet past and projecting them forward to the
uncertain postcommunist future. Vladimir Zviglianich explores the “pheno-
menology of Soviet conservatism” and writes about the carnivality of
perestroika, itself a product of the later-Soviet-era ritualization of reality. Oleg
Kharkhordin draws on Michel Foucault to examine the role of communist
rituals and practices of surveillance in creation of the Soviet individual.®’

The phenomenological project merits further attention. Quantitative so-
ciology misses a great deal of information on meaning creation, conveyance,
and restructuring. As survey researchers acknowledge, “We tend to know a
good deal more about values and opinions than about other dimensions of
the political culture, such as affective attachments and aversions and patterns
of background knowledge, information acquisition, and opinion formation.”!
Phenomenology may shed new light precisely on these “patterns of back-
ground knowledge” and routine practices of “information acquisition.” It
explains affective dimensions of culture and identity as social-practical out-
comes of the activities that are not “preset” by existing institutions or values
but open to constant reshaping and reinterpretation by participating actors.
While behaviorism tends to see values as absolute and enduring, phenom-
enology treats them as intersubjective dynamic configurations of reciprocal
stances and dispositions of the actors. Hence, the meaning of liberty in Rus-
sia must not necessarily repeat its American reading, and the latter itself changes
over time, expanding into previously uncovered or even untouchable areas.

The concept of political culture usually refers to a nation state. Subnational
units are thought of as supporting subcultures at best. If so, political culture
must be seen as a political representation of the whole national system of
culture. National values enter political culture and form its important consti-
tutive part. These values mirror the political, the social, and the ethnic his-
tory of the people. When people are united by a common language, common
traditions and customs, and a collective consciousness and shared identity,
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we see their collective culture in terms of ethnicity. Surprisingly, political cul-
ture studies rarely make ethnic values a separate, conceptually distinct object
of analysis. Equally, most studies of nationalism avoid paying political cul-
ture more than a fleeting attention. As a result, these two problem areas are
seldom brought together and assessed against each other. Neither Sovietology
nor more recent research in postcommunist politics could develop the link-
age in a methodologically rigorous manner.

SOVIET NATIONALITY POLICIES IN SOVIET
AND POST-SOVIET STUDIES

The first critical studies of Soviet nationality politics were published in the
interwar East Central European countries. To describe the newly installed
communist regime, Polish, Czech, and Hungarian writers coined the label of
“red czarism.”® The stress on continuity blocked the analysis of the regime’s
innovations. Communist nationality policy was presented as a simple con-
tinuation of the Russian imperialist expansion and subjugation of the con-
quered peoples. Russians were accordingly depicted as a “normal” imperial
nation dominating minorities at home and exploiting colonial subjects abroad.
This evaluation was seemingly in line with observations of the national and
social struggle in the non-Russian periphery, where local communists, often
outnumbered by better-entrenched formations of the propertied classes, had
to rely on the aid of the Moscow-directed Red Army in their bid for national
hegemony. The myth of Russian communist “intervention” and the “occupa-
tion” of helpless peripheries ignored local communist presence in the peripher-
ies and downgraded power-sharing arrangements practiced by the Bolsheviks
as trivial.

The arrival of the misnamed “national Bolshevism” and other manifesta-
tions of the “smena vekh” (“change of signposts”) movement among the exile
Russians lent the thesis of Russia’s resurgent imperialism some credibility.
Smenovekhovstvo had its logic, which reverberated with the traditional
worldview of the Russian statists. As long as the territorial integrity of the
country was preserved and a strong ruler managed the affairs of the multina-
tional state successfully, the concrete beliefs of the ruler or the political-eco-
nomic direction of the state did not matter much. In the opinion of a leading
“national Bolshevik,” the revolution could “evolve” away from its original
cosmopolitanism. The émigré “fellow-travelers” would then be able to serve
their homeland by securing, “as far as possible, the organic or even mechanic
adjustment of the revolution to the national interests of the country.”® Rea-
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soning such as this could find its way to Russian monarchists, former imperial
bureaucrats, supporters of the authoritarian “strong hand,” and even oppor-
tunistic people of formerly liberal convictions. No doubt there was some sym-
pathetic audience among the Bolsheviks, too.

However, this was 7ot an authentic Bolshevist program. Properly speak-
ing, smenovekhovstvo, much criticized by the party leaders, should have been
characterized rather as “bolshevized” nationalism, not national Bolshevism.
It was an ideology of émigré intellectuals, many of whom were lost between
the Right and the Left in political struggles they could not fully comprehend.
These people appealed not so much to the Soviet government as to their
fellow emigrants. They encouraged collaboration with the communists, see-
ing the ruling party as a legitimate promoter of the Russian national cause.
But they did not belong to the party themselves nor vested by the party with
policy implementation functions of any significance.

Stalin and Dzerzhinsky, characterized by Lenin as “Russified non-Russians”
who “are always on the prodigal side when it is a matter of truly Russian
attitudes,” represented the closest approximation to national Bolshevism.*
Whether Lenin himself was a hidden Russian nationalist or a genuine prole-
tarian internationalist, so cautious of great Russian chauvinism as to welcome
“preventative” discrimination against Russians remains an open question.*
This author subscribes to a view that the very nature of the overcentralized
system of the communist government allowed any “hidden nationalist” at
the apex of political power to reveal their secret inclinations in full. There was
no point in fighting against Stalin’s proposal of “autonomization” for full Union
membership and respectively upgraded status of several non-Russian nation-
alities. There was no need to incorporate the “secession clause” in the first
Soviet Constitution. If Bolsheviks had simply embraced the traditional po-
litical culture of the Russian imperial elite, there would have been no reason
for them to deviate from the unitary model of the state whatsoever.

The phenomenon of national Bolshevism was really created by the na-
tional-minded leaders of the non-Russian communist parties and the na-
tional minority cadres of the Russian Communist Party (Bolshevik)
(RKP[b]). The Ukrainian Communist Party (borotrbysty) was exemplary in
this respect.“® Before the principle “socialism in one country” was adopted,
Ukrainian national communists had prioritized national liberation over social
emancipation. By taking this position, they moved closer to the leftist
Ukrainian nationalists than to the Orthodox Marxists of the RKP(b)
intellectual core. As the Ukrainian socialist leader Volodymyr Vynnychenko
observed, both opposing camps in Ukrainian politics of the time had proven
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to be wrong.”” While the issue of national and social liberation was, in es-
sence, a twofold problem, each part of which was inseparable from the other,
communists and nationalists alike disassembled it into two seemingly inde-
pendent parts. Nationalists tended to elevate the national over the social to
the complete disregard of the latter, whereas socialists mistakenly saw the task
of national liberation as second-rate, if not altogether irrelevant to the task of
social emancipation.

Presenting the Soviet regime as a hollow shell for Russian domination and
imperialism misrepresents the facts. From the standpoint of communist ide-
ology, ethnicity was but a nuisance that had to be controlled, while it existed,
in anticipation of its eventual disappearance in the future. For the regime’s
purposes, it was simply not that important, and Russian ethnicity was least
important of all. The Soviet state proclaimed the equal treatment of all na-
tionalities and introduced elements of affirmative action through the policies
of indigenization, persecution of Russian “great-power chauvinism,” and re-
source redistribution from the center to the least developed ethno-national
peripheries. In its attempt to equalize the living conditions of the working
masses, the party disregarded Russian national interests no less, if not more,
than the national interests of other subjects of the federation. Under the slo-
gan of “socialist internationalism,” Russians were called upon to sacrifice their
own national well-being and development for the sake of development of
other Soviet nationalities and more distant “friends” in Eastern Europe and
beyond. A policy of heavy subsidies and direct handouts to the numerous
clients inside and outside the country, particularly via artificially devalued
energy exports, generous credits for military procurement and capital con-
struction, and frequently inflated import prices, distorted the Russian economy
and depleted the national reserves. Continuous neglect of the “metropolitan”
nation reached catastrophic proportions by the late 1980s, when villagers who
joined the waves of labor migrations traversing the USSR in all directions
abandoned the areas in the so-called Non-Black Earth region of Russia proper.

Economic and social statistics draw a rather bleak picture of Russia’s com-
parative social and economic standing vis-a-vis less neglected national re-
publics of the Soviet Union. Judging by several indices of development, the
Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic (RSESR) fared worse than its Soviet
partners. In the late 1980s, its average living standards were about the lowest in
the USSR; its education and health care provision were hovering around the
median; and the proportion of budget revenues it had been allowed to retain
for internal purposes was usually lower than in other republics. In terms of
growth of the industrial output from 1980 through 1987, the RSFSR lagged
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behind Ukraine, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and most other Union republics. Pro-
duction of consumer goods per capita was higher in all of the European non-
Russian republics, except Georgia and Azerbaijan. In the last years of Soviet
rule light industry in Russia produced fewer goods than in Belarus, Georgia, or
Moldova, let alone the Baltics or Armenia, which had been more than two
times more productive than Russia. In the volume of paid services per inhabit-
ant Russia yielded, from 1986 to 1987, to Georgia, Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia.
Residents of Estonia, Latvia, and Georgia enjoyed better access to health care
facilities, while Russia had less doctors per ten thousand inhabitants than any
of these republics.”® By more than one measurement, Russian national resources,
including people, were among the most exploited in the whole of the former
Soviet Union. The situation was conducive to the inception of nationalist
mobilization, which started to unfold as soon as the strict controls of Russian
national feelings imposed by the communist state were slackened.

The practice of “weeding out” all sprouts of Russian nationalism that might
have been inherited from the Empire’s last years was sponsored by Lenin. It
followed directly from ideological premises of Marxist communism with its
notion that “proletarians do not have a Fatherland.” Soviet communists put a
great emphasis on the “socialization” of the national cultures. The “socializa-
tion” practices involved comprehensive streamlining of the national cultures on
the basis of their presumed, ascribed, or newly constructed socialist content.
Traditions and customs that did not fit the project were excluded from consid-
eration and actively suppressed. Cultural engineering made use of “positive”
(assimilationist) and “negative” (disruptive) measures, including the rewriting
of national histories, the reconstruction of languages, the creation of propagan-
disticart and literature, indoctrination practices in academia and education, the
never ending fight with “vestiges of bourgeois nationalism,” and so on.*

These measures were part and parcel of a grand social project of tying the
intentionally atomized, destratified, declassed, and de-ethnicized individuals
together in an open-ended ideologically propelled movement whose very ex-
istence justified its inception.’® Cultural atomization implied that only those
elements of culture that had been deemed useful by the party were officially
supported. Deviant discourses were silenced, whether they drew on the past
or on the unlicensed visions of the future. The “cultural revolution” was there-
fore waged on two fronts: against both national traditions and innovative
contemporaries whose pursuits did not fit the scheme. Russia’s traditional
culture fell an early victim to this struggle. Artistic and philosophical liberal-
ism followed. Intellectual debates inside the party were outlawed, and diver-
sity was sacrificed to ideological unanimity.
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Modern nationalism needs both a tradition to work with and the national
intellectuals to perform the job. Both prerequisites were lost in the commu-
nist Russia. The Soviet state disassembled the first (without reconstituting it
in a Russian national form) and essentially incapacitated the second. The cul-
ture that appeared as a result was not motivated by a Russian national idea:
neither in its form (if we believe the culture to be wider than its linguistic
shell), nor in its content. The use of Russian language for the purposes of
administration of a multinational state was not motivated by conscious desire
to promote Russian national values.

Several scholars have argued that the October, 1917, Revolution arrested
Russian national development, as well as the national development of other
Soviet peoples.”® There has been little continuity between czarist and com-
munist nationality policies. While the imperial bureaucrats could meaning-
fully employ the notion of Russian national interest, the Soviet communists
could not. If the Empire cared to distinguish between Russians, other Ortho-
dox Christians, and legal aliens (7n0rodtsy), the communist state indiscrimi-
nately addressed everyone as “Soviet people.” In a certain sense, the “new
Soviet man” had actually arrived to supersede former distinctions. The very
depth of Soviet transformation marked a profound shift in the culture and
identity of the people. To what extent is the discussion of continuity in either
political or ethnic culture possible under such circumstances?

To answer this question, we need to bear in mind that, first, political cul-
ture is not a uniform set of beliefs, principles, and values equally shared by all
of the conationals. Second, continuity must not be universal. Certain aspects
of a political system or certain varieties of behavior have no precedent in the
past. What often appears under the rubric of “Russian traditional political
culture” has really more to do with the political culture of the Russian tradi-
tional elite. Such concepts as “statism,” “authoritarianism,” or “patrimonialism”
refer to the worldview of the upper levels of society. Of course, this is not to
say that behavior informed by these principles is completely alien to the popu-
lation at large. The point, rather, is that the political culture of the elite may
or may not penetrate to the depth of the popular body, and its level of accep-
tance varies from one stratum to another. Just as Russian imperialism had
been less characteristic of the traditional Russian peasant and more of the
imperial bureaucracy, so the “new Soviet man” arrived with varying measure
of success in the party and in some segments of the population and failed in
other less enthusiastic sectors of the society. Since Russians lagged behind
such European nationalities as Ukrainians or Estonians in the degree of na-
tional development achieved before the revolution, they proved more open
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to denationalization. However, even in this case the regime could not succeed
in eliminating either the national identity of the people or their desire of
national self-realization.

Political-cultural continuity may or may not bring about any particular
succession in nationality policies. Parallels between the past and the present
should always be drawn with great caution, especially when a revolution or
other turmoil of equal magnitude completely changes established ways of
life. On deeper scrutiny, czarist Russia did not have a nationality policy at all,
if policy is understood as a strategically planned, consciously designed, and
officially carried out set of measures. The closest approximation to something
like a “national policy,” several chaotic attempts to Russianize the non-Rus-
sian population here and there, were indeed undertaken by the imperial bu-
reaucracy in the last decades of the nineteenth century. No policy pertaining
to the national development of the Russians themselves had been ever de-
vised or thought of. The Russian language lacked the very concept of the
nation before Peter’s reforms opened it to the borrowing from other European
languages. Official promotion of the “autocracy, orthodoxy, nationality,”
initiated by the minister of education, Count S. S. Uvarov, in the mid-
nineteenth century, had little to do with nationalism per se. It was rather a
belated attempt to reinvigorate a medieval sense of unity between the mon-
arch and the people, prompted by the Orthodox tradition of close association
between spiritual and worldly powers. Modern understanding of nationality
had not been introduced en masse before the advent of Soviet power, and
nationality policies in the Soviet Union were in many respects started from
scratch.

This point should be remembered to avoid a not-uncommon confusion
between nationalism and traditionalism or between proper nationalist and
premodern forms of xenophobia. Contemporary scholarship sees nationalism
as a product of modernization, and Russia has not experienced a normal, full-
blown modernization until very recently.”? Because of that, Russia did not
have and could not have a nationalism of its own until well into the twentieth
century. Saying that Gorbachev’s “policy of greater openness and public
discussion had unleashed longstanding feelings of extreme Russian nationalism,
anti-Semitism, and interethnic hatred” misconstrues the facts.”® The logic is
flawed, too. If nationalism was created or mobilized by perestroika, it could
not be “longstanding.” If, on the other hand, interethnic hatred was so
common before, it should have revealed itself in some form well before a
dozen or so anti-Semites associated with a fringe Pamyat (“Memory”) group
had brought it to the fore around 1988. But there is no evidence to support
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the idea of a longstanding Russian hatred of other nations, while there is
much evidence to the contrary, including that of continuous incorporation
of non-Russian elites into the ranks of the Russian ruling strata, unimpeded
social mobility of non-Russians throughout most of the imperial and practi-
cally the whole of the Soviet eras, virtual absence of systemic discrimination
against non-Russians or crimes motivated by ethnic hatred, widespread inter-
marriages, mutual acculturation, and so on.

Russia’s modernization is an as yet incomplete process. The Gaidar-Yeltsin
government between 1991 and 1992 attempted a “playback” of political and
economic modernization modeled on other nations’ success stories. Though
“shock therapy” failed to boost the economy, it succeeded in dislodging and
disorienting large segments of the population that became ready stock for
nationalist mobilization. Deliberate destruction of the patronage networks
associated with the socialist welfare state, coupled with the propaganda of
“survival of the fittest” under the disguise of liberal individualism, resulted in
social atomization that was not possible even in the last years of the Romanov
Empire. It is only on this stage that a fully secular, posttraditionalist national-
ism could finally arise. Born in economic and ethno-political competition
that was left to run amok by the post-Soviet “absentee state,” new Russian
nationalism, as mass movement and ideology noticeably distinct from
premodern xenophobia and parochial “interethnic hatred,” emerges in mid-
1990s. To become “longstanding,” it will have to endure present pains of
economic ruin, governmental incapacity, and international disdain for quite
some time, long enough for the movement entrepreneurs to socialize a new
generation of followers.

A certain negative continuity in Russian national development does exist.
Czarist imperial supranationalism was followed by communist denational-
ization and then by the national humiliation of the postcommunist transi-
tion. The absence of a clearly defined Russian national identity thwarted or
distorted development in each of these cases. Russian national consciousness
had no chance to evolve under the Empire because it would have meant the
separation of the national “core” from the alien “periphery,” first in theory
and then probably in practice, which the czars were not prepared to condone.
National identity was further diluted by Soviet socialist cosmopolitanism.
Ideological distinctions aside, authoritarian regimes in Russia had put the
state before and above the nation—an archaic pattern that national revolu-
tions in the West successfully undid.

Thus, the Russians never developed a nationalidentity, except as the domi-
nant part of a greater Russian empire. Unlike the peoples of Europe (and the
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“near abroad”), where national consciousness based on ethnic identity has
become the norm, the “national consciousness” of the Russians, even in mod-
ern times, has been based first and foremost on territory and the state.’*
Ethnicity was simply not a point of reference for Russian creative intellectuals
who, according to Miroslav Hroch, would be expected to initiate the na-
tional movement. Even the famous Slavophiles versus Westernizers debate of
the nineteenth century was not couched in explicitly national terms. Neither
were its distant reminiscences of the early postperestroika period. Yeltsin’s
defense of the Russian national interest, notes Valerie Bunce, “was framed in
center-periphery and not ethnic terms,” it was “primarily civic in emphasis . . .
committed, above all, to ending socialism and constructing a liberal order in
its place.” Yeltsin’s “liberal democrats” were little concerned with the na-
tional values, essentially construing Westernization as negation of Russia’s
distinct traditions and much of its history. Their nationalist opponents, be it
on the left (Ziuganov) or on the right (Zhirinovsky), once again focused on
the state and made few direct ethnic commitments. Cultural conservatives
attempted to resuscitate Slavophilism.

Back to the nineteenth century, it is hardly appropriate to present original
Slavophiles as nationalists. The Slavophile idea of nationality was nothing
like its contemporary European nationalist concept. The pan-Slavic move-
ment was precisely the opposite of the modernizing ventures of its contem-
poraries—nationalist movements in East Central Europe. While all of the
latter sought to distill “their” unique national identities from all-inclusive
imperial or supranational families, the pan-Slavic ideologues tried to sub-
merge ethnic differences under an all-encompassing idea of “Slavic unity.”
“There is no such thing as a Slavic race, but this did not prevent Pan-Slavs
from calling for ‘racial emancipation.”® Somewhat later, the idea of all Slavs’
unity had been narrowed down to the “Eastern Slavs’ unity” and proved equally
damaging to the national differentiation of the three east Slavic nations:
Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians. “Pan” aspirations have stymied devel-
opment of Russian civic patriotism. If Slavophilism is a form of “macro-
nationalism,” it has proven inimical to Russian nationalism per se.

Original Westernizers found little worth in domestic traditions, preferring
to see Russians as Europeans or candidates for “Europeanism.” They were
more or less cosmopolitans and honestly proud of that. This observation,
while somewhat exaggerated with respect to people like Aleksandr Herzen or
Timofei Granovskii, accurately describes “liberal democrats” of the post-Soviet
variety. Whether we speak of economy, foreign policy, or culture, it is equally
hard to find sustained evidence of a “liberal-democratic” understanding that
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Russian national interests may be separate from, or even contradictory to, the
interests of global capitalism. For a mediocre Russian liberal, there simply
cannot be any tension between the direction world markets take in their
development and Russia’s own peculiar position in these markets. If the tension
is too obvious to ignore, it is usually interpreted as a technical economic
problem, not to be assessed from a vantage point of the national interest.
Liberalism in Russia remains inescapably elitist, which hinders its growth and
transformation into a national force. For the same reason, it is incapable of
presenting any program of national development that the general public would
support, as the results of all parliamentary and presidential elections since
1993 and the apparent isolation of the Union of Right-Wing Forces since
2000 conclusively show.

To sum up, neither czarism nor communism were able to develop a dis-
tinctly pro-Russian nationality policy or showed any sign of being sincerely
interested in such. Official nationalism of the czars lacked a popular element
and ethnic specificity, while Soviet patriotism deliberately downplayed ethno-
national values, making at best occasional and opportunistic use of them.
The net result of Soviet nationality policies, as applied to Russia and the
Russians, was clearly detrimental to the growth of national consciousness.
Ofhcial internationalism of the Marxist-Leninist Party proved fertile ground

for various patterns of intellectual cosmopolitanism.
Ukraine and the Ukrainians

If Russia is still struggling with its past, trying to redefine its national identity
and develop a corresponding set of policies, what can be said of Ukraine? For
many Soviet studies specialists, Ukraine was but a shadow of Russia. The
overall consensus has been that, even if Ukraine is important, its importance
is best assessed vis-a-vis Russia and Moscow’s plans to resurrect its traditional
sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. One of the most insightful works on
Soviet nationality politics described Ukrainians as Russian “younger broth-
ers’ and junior partners.” While the empirical evidence of the Ukrainian
participation in the central apparatuses of power and the prominent role
Ukrainians played throughout the USSR largely confirmed this assessment, it
nevertheless downplayed the potential for independent action Ukrainians so
convincingly revealed since 1991.

Ukraine’s problems with Russia since the seventeenth century, as well as its
earlier and subsequently less visible problems with Poland, are well docu-
mented.”® Even in the most sympathetic accounts, Ukrainians are usually
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introduced as “history’s victims” and “underdogs.”® The prolonged absence
of the national state is regularly cited as major evidence to that end. However,
the “stateness” or the “statelessness” of an ethnic group is but one indicator of
its clout. Culture can survive without the state, even in a generally adverse
environment. In a number of cases, the social mobility of ethnic minorities is
at least comparable, if not surpasses, the social mobility of politically domi-
nant nationalities. Ethnic diasporas in North America, Australia, and else-
where have achieved remarkable levels of integration into their host societies.
For more historically distant examples, one may think of the Chinese sea-
shore traders of the Indian Ocean littoral or of Jewish merchants in early
capitalist Europe.

Ukraine’s “victimization” was of a peculiar kind. Though denied their
national state, Ukrainian aristocracy actively participated in medieval
Lithuanian and Polish-Lithuanian states of the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies and Ukrainian clergy—in the building of the Russian Empire since
the 1700s. Ukrainians, as no other people, were intimately connected with
the structures of power in Moscow czardom, the Russian Empire, and the
Soviet Union. Historically, the Ukrainian aristocratic families—Razumovskie,
Vyshnevetskie, Skoropadskie, Glinki, and others—were highly visible in the
upper echelons of Russian nobility. Ukrainian Orthodox monasteries re-
mained strongholds of the Orthodox faith and raised a number of Russian
church leaders and ideologues. Ukraine had its own capitalists of indigenous
ethnic origin: Rodzyanki, Tereshchenki, and Symyrenki being the most promi-
nent. Finally, communists never lacked Ukrainian representation in the party’s
apex—not only in Ukraine proper, but also in Moscow and other parts of
the Soviet Union. Ukrainians constituted the weighty proportion of the Red
Army brass; a KGB career starting in Ukraine and ending in Moscow was
not exceptional either.

Even if all Ukrainian grievances were indeed caused by past national op-
pression, Ukrainians, just as other recently stateless nations, “have no mo-
nopoly on trauma.” They are obviously “not the only ones whose ambitions
were thwarted and to whom history has dealt a raw deal or two.”® It must be
noted that the very construct of the “fairness” or “unfairness” of history is
anthropomorphic and burdened with narrowly subjective value judgments.
We shall never be able to avoid them completely, since historical interpreta-
tion is by necessity a subjective present reading of the things past. While
some facts are deemed relevant others are discarded, depending on the re-
search agenda, frame of reference, ideology, and ethics. The discourse of “vic-
timization” should always be verified against the whole spectrum of the known
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facts pertaining to the period in question. A nation’s fortunes have to be as-
sessed against the background of historically viable alternatives, not our present
humanitarian standards. Struggle for the national liberation in Ukraine must
not be seen in disjuncture from the other social forces at play: class struggles
within the seemingly “homogeneous” nation, elite collaboration with impe-
rial powers-that-were, or mass acculturation to the once-foreign ways of life.

There are several distinct explanations of Soviet nationality policies. Each
of them presents the Ukrainian movement differently. We will consider these
explanations in turn, looking at how more general assumptions reflect on the
respective view of Ukraine and Ukrainians.

The earliest accounts saw all policies originating from Moscow or Saint
Petersburg as essentially motivated by base impulses of the Great Russian
chauvinism. The writers of this persuasion tended to equate political hege-
mony with national oppression and disregarded the elaborate politics of alli-
ances that made the very existence of both the Russian Empire and the Soviet
Union possible. Continuous incorporation of the non-Russian elites by the
imperial center was largely ignored, as were the facts of intricate power shar-
ing between the central and the republican elites that jointly populated all
branches of the Soviet communist hierarchy, importantly including its re-
pressive organs. Echoing “red czarism” speculations, these authors spoke of
“Soviet Russian nationalism,” presumably propelled by a straightforward de-
sire to suppress all other nationalities of the Soviet Union for Moscow’s benefit.®!
The view of Ukrainians as underdogs conforms to this model.

The “younger brothers” explanation is rooted in the functionalist para-
digm, according to which Soviet modernization undermined nationalism by
opening new avenues of social mobility for both elite and general public. The
theory led many to “overestimate the potential for assimilation among Ukrai-
nians.”® Its early proponent, though now disavowing a “combination of struc-
tural functionalism and the single rational actor approach,” continues to see
relations between eastern Slavs, “apart from completely alienated West Ukrai-
nians,” as “a family quarrel, in which bitter reactions to mistreatment alter-
nate with reconciliation to the Russians.”® A relatively benign handling of
Russian-Ukrainian disputes, professed attention to each other’s minorities, or
ethnic composition of both countries’ elites seem to corroborate this conclu-
sion, especially against the backdrop of the Russian-Chechen hostilities or
the “cold war” over the rights of Russian minorities in Latvia and Estonia.

Offshoots of the totalitarian model engendered what may be called an
ideological explanation of Soviet nationality policies. According to Arendt,
ideological conformity is crucial for the very existence of totalitarian regimes.
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Nationalism and communism are therefore bound to become mortal enemies,
as both strive to immerse a certain “absolute principle into reality.”* It follows
that Russians must have been no better off than Ukrainians in having to sacrifice
national allegiances to the anonymous cause of “international proletarian
solidarity.” In Ernest Gellner’s words, “a genuine, full-blooded socialism must
also be an absolutist ideocracy.”® Because of that, national communism in
both Russia and Ukraine, as a particularly troublesome hybrid of two
competing ideologies, had to be unconditionally weeded out, and “from the
Communist point of view, such ideas were dangerous enough in themselves;
while Communism could tolerate for a time basically antipathetic forms, it
could not allow its own forms to be used as a cover for a developing and
independent ideology.”*

The view that Soviet nationality policy is best explained by its ideological
nature may work well if the Soviet ideology itself is understood as a rather
complex and multilayered sum total of norms, ideas, and practices. A useful
point of departure is the distinction between the officially declared and prac-
tically operational ideology. Ideological pronouncements of the communist
regime must never be taken at their face value. Divergence between the words
and the deeds was commonplace, as was the lack of concurrence between
behavior and institutions. Because of that, “the pragmatism of power, which
has characterized the use of ideology in all other areas of Russian political
culture, also dominates the manipulation of the concepts of nationalism by
the Communist leadership.”® Postcommunist nationalism provides new il-
lustrations, as former party bosses one after another embraced a nationalist
agenda to stay in power (Ukraine, Kazakstan), to win it anew (Georgia,
Azerbaijan), or to form a “systemic” opposition to the government (Russia).

The fourth approach to the study of nationalism conflates nationalism
and religion, claiming “interdependence and, at times a symbiosis of reli-
gious and national ideas.”®® However, this link, even if present, is not indis-
pensable and varies from case to case. Nationalism does not have to go hand
in hand with religion and is often constituted as a fully secular phenomenon.
When a religion does play a role in modern national mobilization, the less
ethnocentric this role is, the better for the society. Religious ethnocentrism is
narcissistic, overbearing, and abusive of its own faithful, not to mention
explicitly xenophobic and implicitly aggressive. It is in this sense that “religion
and nationalism are a frightening mixture indeed,” and the more so the more
“backward looking” and hence detached from reality they are.®’

Religious-cultural explanations of national differences in politics see the
acceptance of a particular set of beliefs as historical turning points.”” A
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representative example in the field of Ukrainian studies offers political and
sociological analysis of the contact societies in Eastern Europe in terms of
“several models of underlying spiritual-ideological values, the type of organi-
zation based on them, and, finally, certain political concepts resulting
therefrom.””" Religious dissidents of the Soviet era in Ukraine, the Uniate,
and the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox churches (called “national
churches” by the author)”? “represent a single pattern: religiosity is treated as
the ‘national character’ of Ukrainians; and a separate, indigenous Ukrainian
cultural development, as opposed to the Russian one, is stressed. Here national
culture has been inspired by religion for over one thousand years and therefore
a symbiosis of religion and nationality is taken for granted. . . . Religion, in
principle, tends to identify with ethnic nationalism.””

Apart from throwing in ancient Slavs to prop up the anachronistic con-
struct of a “thousand years-old” Ukrainian culture, the author fails to observe
that the oldest and numerically most powerful church in Ukraine, the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church, has never been particularly warm to the idea of Ukrai-
nian separateness. He says that the Church “became nationalist—not in a
narrow ethnic sense, but in a pan-Russian and pan-Slavic sense, integrating
many ethnic elements in the process of their gradual Russification.””* If so,
one might suspect that the Russian Orthodox Church would not stop short
of the overwhelming success in the land of its origin, Ukraine. Why should
its political values (mentioned are “Soviet-Russian nationalism,” “Unity of
historical Russia,” and “Autocracy”) be alien to the Ukrainians, whose mem-
bership in the Russian Orthodox Church outnumbered both “national
churches” combined? The question cannot be satisfactorily answered if reli-
gion is treated as an independent variable.

As noted above, the single rational actor approach was applied to the So-
viet realities in the 1960s. It was further developed in a vision of competing
rational actors engaged in distinct organizational processes and bureaucratic
feuds.” Yet, the realm of nationality studies remained dominated by the single
actor paradigm. Usually, nationality policy was perceived as “made” in Rus-
sia. The monofocus persisted even in the studies of non-Russian nationali-
ties, commonly portrayed as a collective individual suffering from central
policies. This methodology, which prevailed for several decades, impeded
comparative research in Soviet nationality politics. If the comparisons were
drawn, the compared units were lined up vis-a-vis the “center” and evaluated
in terms of its politics, goals, and intentions.

The situation changed with the collapse of the Soviet Union. Striking in-
dividuality and substantial political power of the republican “rational actors”
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were revealed in most obvious ways, while their singular common denomina-
tor all but disappeared. A complex “mixed-motive” game of unstable alli-
ances, temporary cooperation, dependence, mistrust, bargaining, conflict,
and defection involved multiple rational actors—Union and autonomous
republics, territorial-administrative units, political parties and powerful indi-
viduals—competing against each other and jointly against the Moscow cen-
ter. Rational choice and familiar problems of collective action determined
direction and substance of the autonomy struggles on several territorial-
administrative levels of the former federation. In Russia, the fight between
those who disengaged from the Soviet Union and those who believed that
restoration of the Union was essential for Russian national survival revealed
different understandings of the national interest and incongruent visions of
national identity. The single rational actor model was no longer applicable to
this new reality, which could be better described as the interaction between
multiple rational actors—each with its own ethno-political strategy and each
scrambling for scarce resources inherited from the fallen superpower and new
prospects for development dependent on the benevolent attitude of the West.

Soviet successors included “the center,” the “first-order titular nationalities,”
the “second-order titular nationalities,” and the “non-titular” nationalities.”®
Each of these actors behaved rationally, in pursuit of self-interest, seeking to
maximize the utility it expected from interaction with others. It is important
to separate the late Soviet and post-Soviet “center” from Russia proper. Rus-
sian national interests need not be confused with insular interests of the
Moscow elite that governed first in the name of the Union and then in the
name of the Russian Federation and finally managed to completely alienate
both. The distinction between the “first-order” (Union) and the “second-
order” (autonomous) nationalities helps to explain the orderly dissolution of
the former USSR, the separatist and irredentist claims that ensued, and the
situations when smaller nationalities sought the protection of the former center
from the encroachments of their “first-rank titular” overseers. The Ukraini-
ans, being the “first-order titular nationality” of the former Soviet Union,
could not stop short of achieving full independence in their national repub-
lic. Their situation was quite different in Trans-Dniester, the Baltic states, or
indeed Russia, where Ukrainian activism was limited by the status of a mi-
nority. Even the mobilized and territorially concentrated Ukrainian commu-
nity in Trans-Dniester failed to realize its ambitions in full.

The next model of nationality politics is based on the use of social-
economic and political-organizational factors as independent variables. It may
be called realist or social-determinist. Just as the previous one, it is skeptical
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of oversimplified explanations in terms of Russian “imperialism,” “Great-power
chauvinism,” or a presumed “perennial” tradition of “despotism and servil-
ity.” The gist of the argument is secular and relational, denying strict essential
continuity between regimes and epochs. As Mary McAuley comments, “those
who search for the roots of the ethnic attitudes of Russians in the culture of
the Muscovite court . . . are looking under the wrong stone. These are mod-
ern attitudes, whose mature development has a pre-requisite in the popular
assimilation and refinement of the drawing-room notion of narod.””” Politi-
cal culture realists criticize studies that are prone to the “idealist,” essentialist
fallacy and emphasize sociohistorical factors that mold group consciousness
and behavior. They view political culture and national identity as historically
determined, relational, yet lasting patterns of social interaction.

McAuley’s writings illustrate the model.”® In agreement with moderniza-
tion theorists, she sees economic growth and its “spillover” effects as principal
explanatory variables in political culture and nationality studies. However,
she does not ascribe an unconditionally positive or indeed any unambiguous
value to the process. She would not agree to the Deutschean claim that social
mobilization is necessarily accompanied by national assimilation. Idiosyncra-
sies of local situation and history of previous development always condition
modernization outcomes. In certain cases, “the accompaniments of economic
development—increased social mobilization and communication—appear to
have increased ethnic tensions and to be conducive to separatist demands.””
The most mobilized of the former Soviet nations also proved to be the most
restive. It is especially interesting that, contrary to the modernization argu-
ment, post-Soviet nationalism has been specifically bolstered by the success
of modernization efforts.

In contradistinction to the assumptions of political-cultural continuity,
the realist view denies any idea of longstanding ethnic animosities. National-
ist mobilizations in post-Soviet countries have been more often prompted by
the short-term utility considerations. Modernization affects different segments
of the population in different ways, changing social alignments and forcing
new kinds of competition on the groups that enjoyed a relatively safe exist-
ence before. Hence, nationalist feelings among Ukrainians arise, depending
on “where the job opportunities are, against whom they are competing, and
whether Russian-Ukrainian divisions coincide with jobs, opportunities and
benefits.”® Nationalism in Russia similarly followed in the wake of the gigan-
tic economic disenfranchisement brought by the postcommunist redistribu-
tion of property and responsibility that left the majority of Russians out in

the cold.
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More recent developments brought new attention to the role of national-
ism in international politics. Several theorists see nationalism as a particular
solution to the security dilemma of weak and immature states. Nationalism,
according to this view, “results from a gap between a group’s inadequate
capacity for collective action and acute threats to the group’s military or
economic security.”® In the post-Soviet space, this gap appeared with the
collapse of the former superpower, which, for all its ills, had been able to
maintain at least some control over territory and people in its zone of
responsibility. The breakup of the USSR and the violent collapse of Yugoslavia
left many newly independent states without viable institutions of governance
and the others in disarray. Since feeble states are poor providers of security,
potential and real threats to the nation dictate that some other force of social
cohesion should take the state’s place. In the absence of mature civil society,
religion and nationalism emerge as prime candidates for the role.

If nationalism is related to security, its intensity is directly proportional to
the level of uncertainty in interstate relations and inversely proportional to
the achieved level of interstate and interethnic trust. Judging by these param-
eters, Russian-Ukrainian relations do not represent the worst-case scenario.
Suffice it to say that, throughout the first decade of post-Soviet existence,
Ukrainian Russians have enjoyed approximately the same levels of interper-
sonal trust and tolerance as ethnic Ukrainians themselves, pulling quite ahead
of the Jews, Poles, Germans, Romanians, French, or Americans in this re-
spect.®? As Barry Posen notes, “the security situation between the two repub-
lics is favorable from a stability standpoint.” An optimistic diagnosis is based
on the assessment of such factors as the patterns of Russian settlement in
Ukraine, military capabilities of both states, and relatively benign “histories
of each other, as well as their past relations.”® History is perhaps the singular
most important factor. Hence, it is absolutely indispensable to understand
what made it “benign” in the first instance, particularly in view of the con-
tinuing attempts at historical revisionism. Trust is a consumable commodity:
if it is not continuously replenished, it may dry out quickly. A redrawn his-
tory can alienate once-friendly nations more than their passing trade dis-
putes, disagreements on foreign policy, or renegotiated borders.

Most of these explanatory models, with the exception of the last one, are
equally applicable to both Soviet and post-Soviet periods. While each cap-
tures some part of a complex, multidimensional relationship between several
variables that make national politics what it is, no singular approach can be
considered exhaustive. Yet, some of them can grow more popular than the
others and appear to dominate both academic and popular discourses for the
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time being. The imperial paradigm in particular has been recently reborn in a
number of studies that see Russia as an imperial heir par excellence. In light
of this paradigm, it is seductive to see Ukraine as a former imperial periphery
recuperating from centuries of subjugation.®* National identities and post-
communist politics and policies all appear hopelessly trapped in the cast forged
by history.

This interpretation is countered by studies that see postcommunist na-
tionalism as a recent product of social construction or as a political resource
used by elites and movement entrepreneurs to buttress their respective power
claims against competition and to secure mass following inside and broader
international acceptance outside the country.® The rational choice theory
emphasizes the element of conscious adoption of a particular strategy of na-
tion-building, which, following Rogers Brubaker, can be called “nationaliz-
ing.”% Constructivist theories essentially oppose the structural determinism
of the imperialist paradigm via the emphasis they place on the relational,
intersubjective aspects of nation-building processes in the former communist
countries.”

POSTIMPERIAL SYNDROMES AND NATIONALIZING STATES

Not only the politics of nationality, but all politics in Russia today can be
characterized as suffering from what is called a “postimperial syndrome” or a
“crisis of postimperial viability.”® The notion of the “empire” means different
things to different people, however. An imperial analogy may be used to des-
ignate any big and powerful state in a position to crucially influence world
affairs. Then “empire” becomes synonymous with “great power” and can be
applied to countries as different as Austria-Hungary of the Habsburgs, Russia
of the Romanovs, the Third Reich, the USSR, or the United States. Alter-
nately, “empire” could mean a country that has grown by amassing territories
inhabited by ethnically and culturally unrelated peoples and incorporating
those into the structure of governance imposed from outside. Many coun-
tries, including medieval Spain, Portugal, and Holland, but also modern
Canada, Australia, South Africa, and Brazil would qualify here. The “empire”
may be read as a state responsible for the creation of an ethnically or racially
based division of labor that privileges the core “imperial” nationality and
disadvantages the rest. It would be difficult to fit the Russian Empire and the
USSR into this model, while the British, the French, and the Spanish em-
pires; the Creole states of Latin America; and certain contemporaries in Af-
rica, Asia, and Asia-Pacific might qualify. The empire can be explicated as a
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two-edged structure of governance that links a developed metropolitan “cen-
ter” to more or less remote peripheries exploited for the center’s benefit.
Finally, empire might simply mean political domination of one or several
countries by a hegemonic power that can exercise leadership without neces-
sarily rewarding itself with pecuniary gain. In any case, the imperial analogy
must be conceptually clarified and grounded in empirical evidence before it is
used as a theory-generating instrument. Otherwise, the metaphor of an empire
remains just that, a metaphor posing as a theory.

The imperial hypothesis encounters certain difficulties when applied to
the Soviet Union. Some of these difficulties stem from the semantic and con-
ceptual polyphony of the term. It is not always clear which of the aforemen-
tioned meanings of empire is engaged in this or that instance. Failure to clarify
the notion collapses its several meanings into one, thus stretching the con-
cept beyond the limits of its academically stringent application. In one move,
Soviet communist despotism, which equally oppressed all nationalities of the
country, becomes synonymous with Russian ethnic domination. In another
case, political domination is equated with economic exploitation. Ideologi-
cally driven goals of the regime are treated as Russian national aspirations.
Administrative abuse is seen and gets explained as national oppression, whereas
communist messianism is seen as a cover for hiding secret designs of Russian
imperial efforts allegedly exerted “partly on behalf of society, partly in the
service of a claimed superior Russian morality.”®

Yet the Soviet state was not an empire based on the center’s exploitation
of the periphery or imposition of foreign governance through military sub-
jugation of the conquered nations. A much-reiterated hypothesis of un-
equal exchange between the Russian Federation and the rest of the republics,
presumably disadvantaged in the process, has not been borne out by empirical
evidence. The unequal exchange, where it existed, proved to benefit periph-
ery at a cost to the Russian core, and Russia’s hinterland was badly bruised
because of these policies. Postcommunist Russian nationalism has grown in
no small extent out of the recognition of this fact. The hypothesis of the
ethnic division of labor has not been proven either. The structure of ethnic
representation in political and administrative posts, management, science,
and culture approximated relative weights of each group in the whole popu-
lation of the country. Titular nationalities were dominated by their “own”
homegrown political and administrative hierarchy. Russians could have an
edge in qualified labor positions and were slightly overrepresented in masses
of the party rank and file, contributing to its bloated numbers. They were less
than proportionately represented in regional and central committees of party
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organizations in the Union republics and were in no position to control deci-
sion making in the republics. A simple observation of who rules now in newly
independent non-Russian republics of the former Soviet Union confirms this
proposition. In most cases, coethnics who cut their political teeth in various
positions of prominence in their respective home republics rule post-Soviet
states.

Even if empirical evidence is inconclusive, however, metaphors are still
able to shape discourse, and academic discourse is no exception. The imperial
hypothesis, popular with the students of nationalism in the former Soviet
Union, sees the Soviet collapse as the disintegration of an oppressive imperial
system. The struggle of top communist bureaucrats in the republics to break
free from the center is accordingly represented as “national liberation” pur-
suits. Seeing the USSR as an empire and Russia as an imperial inheritor often
sets a key for interpretations of post-Soviet nationality policies. The ensuing
picture cannot escape being colored in black and white tones, most black
reserved for the former “imperialist.” If the fight against the empire, past and
present, is a priority, anti-Russian nationalism in Soviet successor states must
be seen as a school of democracy. This interpretation excuses systematic mis-
treatment of minorities, collectively ostracized as “Russians,” “Russian set-

»

tlers,” “the fifth column,” or even “occupiers” by nationalist politicians and
media.

The imperial thesis calls for a discussion of “national revolutions,” which
are sometimes seen as a primary force in bringing communism down. It is
argued that victorious national movements imploded the “empire” and set in
democratic transformations in the respective successor states.”” One problem
with this thesis concerns the fact that some of the successor states, particu-
larly in Central Asia, learned of their independence after reading newspapers
from Moscow. National revolutions in others appeared less concerned with
the former metropolitan center and so much more with their nearest neigh-
bors, engaging them in a number of local conflicts from Nagorno-Karabakh
to South Ossetia to Tajikistan to Abkhazia. Russia has been systematically
called upon to mediate between the warring parties. The most “national” of
all national revolutions, those that have come to pass in the Baltic states,
Ukraine, and Moldova, often covered a variety of protodemocratic and populist
manifestations, which ethnic nationalists were able to harness in support of
their cause. A retreat to collaboration with Russia, increasingly visible in both
Ukraine and Moldova as of 2001, makes one think that the “national revolu-
tions” in both have failed to develop sustained feelings of hatred against Rus-
sian “imperialists,” now more commonly seen as the former and would-be
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strategic partners. Conscientious nationalism was simply not enough to ruin
the Soviet Union, had broader social problems been averted or a convincing
vision of further development offered by the center.

Setting aside the question of whether “national revolutions” or other forms
of popular mobilization occurred on the eve of independence, the idea of
revolution as necessarily initiating democratic change is up for discussion.
Revolutions do not follow liberal-democratic procedures. As a particular ex-
pression of popular will, revolution demands immediate satisfaction of what
is conceived to be public interest at the expense of all other conflicting inter-
ests. Revolution justifies its excesses as retaliation against injustice that was
inflicted by a dislodged oppressive regime. Non-Russian states of the former
Soviet Union, viewed in this framework as creations of national liberation
movements, are expected to pursue some sort of “postcolonial project.” Col-
lective status relegation administered to the Russian minorities or the all-out
attack on the Russian language in the former republics must therefore be
appreciated as natural “decolonization” efforts. Democracy appears reserved
for representatives of titular nationality. When the idea kicks in and becomes
institutionalized in electoral law and administrative practices (as has been the
case in Latvia and Estonia), disenfranchisement of nontitular groups leads to
the formation of “ethnic democracy” in a de facto multicultural society.

It must be noted that, were the Soviet Union such a hotbed of national
tensions that nothing short of revolution could remedy the problem, it would
have collapsed long ago. State repression, however massive and crude, proves
a weak barrier against the wrath of nations. And yet, nationalists were unable
to secure mass following anywhere in the country until the 1980s because the
system delivered resources for development and offered possibilities for social
mobility. Once these two mainstays of the “national contract” unraveled, the
system went down, and anti-Russian nationalism triumphed. Nationalism in
Russia proper started growing after corruption-ridden privatization pauperized
“imperial” nationality, while the wholesale revision of history poisoned not
only the communist regime but also national pride and dignity.

Several observers noted that the Soviet regime made Russians pay a dear
price for the political leadership they assumed in the Soviet Union. The ethno-
political losses they suffered in the country they allegedly dominated, and the
comprehensive package of Soviet policies that secured privileges and pro-
moted development of titular non-Russian nationalities, featured an empire
with a difference. Hence, “studies that treat the USSR as an imperial power
like all others are misleading. So too are those that view Russians as the hege-

monic group and all non-Russians as equally oppressed colonial subjects.”
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The label of “oppressed colonial subjects” is particularly hard to apply to the
Ukrainians, visible on all echelons of power and in practically all localities of
the Soviet Union.

For the imperial thesis to have more than poetic meaning, it has to be
established, first, that the state treated its “core” nationals better than the
rest of its subjects, and second, that the latter were in no position to legiti-
mately improve their lot within the existing system of government. We may
not establish that the former Soviet Union actually met either condition
without twisting the country’s historical record. The “empire-colony” anal-
ogy would lead us to assume that certain channels of social and/or political
mobility were reserved for Russians only. However, this assumption is im-
possible to prove on the basis of known evidence. Among all of the Union
republics, the Russian Federation was the one that lacked the whole battery
of obligatory state institutions from the national capital to “power minis-
tries” to the Academy of Sciences. The “national cadres” policy erected in-
tangible barriers that blocked ethnic Russians from effectively competing
with the locals for the positions of political or administrative responsibility.
There were no such restrictions on promotion of non-Russians residing in
the Russian Federation.

A concentration on very real misfortunes that non-Russian Soviet nation-
alities suffered at hands of the communist regime must be balanced with the
analysis of those premises of Soviet “national contract” that made coexistence
possible and in most cases acceptable to local elites. Such aspects of the
unwritten “pact” as intense local collaboration and incorporation of national
“cadres” into all branches of power structure, including its decision making
and repressive organs, go long way in explaining relative stability of the
system in the post-Stalin years. Against this background of collaboration,
incorporation, and power sharing, presenting the history of Soviet nationality
policies as a never-ending spin of terror is false, “for we know that over half a
century the Soviet system provided the basis for rapid economic growth and
social change, for improved living standards, for the establishment of a wel-
fare state, for the creation of cultural, educational and scientific structures of
international quality, for stable relations for the greatest diversity of ethnic
groups in any country of the world, and for a defence establishment able to
maintain the country’s security in the face of the greatest imaginable threats.”**

The imperial thesis leaves several other important questions unanswered,
most notably the surprising stability of the system, which must have unrav-
eled long ago had it been based solely on brutal subjugation, and the particu-



Political Culture and Nationality 51

lar timing of the collapse, which coincided with attempts at a more or less
genuinely democratic reform of Soviet federalism. When postcommunist
Russia is concerned, the imperial analogy stumbles at the question of iden-
tity, as Russia’s manifold identity crisis gets subsumed under the one-di-
mensional heading of “postimperial syndrome.” Political, social, economic,
cultural, and ideological aspects of identity change have to be sacrificed to
make geopolitics singularly important. If federal arrangements are flawed,
nothing else but the imperial heritage must take the blame for Moscow’s folly.
If nationalists succeed in procuring some electoral support, the explanation,
once again, is the imperial nostalgia of the voters. It is expected that the country
will be driven by nationalists to claim its former imperial possessions back.
Russia’s concern with the fate of compatriots abroad is taken to signify noth-
ing more than the “resurgent imperialism” of the fallen superpower, which
the West must contain to protect “democracy.” As long as “imperialism” is
contained, almost anything else might go as a “growth disease.” Guided by
such considerations, Western policy makers preferred to ignore the rise of the
corrupt Yeltsin “family” among the Kremlin insiders in a vain hope of keep-
ing Moscow’s foreign policies under control. An excessive concern with Russia’s
“postimperial syndrome” led to a de facto encouragement of anti-Russian
nationalism in the neighboring countries, visualized as “bastions of democ-
racy,” beacons of liberalism, or, on a more moderate note, a cordon sanitaire
separating Russia from the West.”

Nationality policies in most non-Russian successor states, whether inspired
by a genuine “decolonization” ethos or other considerations, do exhibit inter-
esting similarities. The project of national consolidation pursued by these
states gives prime of place to the rights of a titular nationality or a dominant
ethnic group. The main features of this project include de-Russification and
promotion of the vernacular language, invariably elevated to the level of the
official language of the state. The dominance of the official language is as-
sured through nativization of education and media and official language re-
quirements for political participation and business practices, litigation, and
adjudication. All communication between the central and local governments,
all documents and instructions regulating day-to-day activities of the people,
all public TV and radio broadcasts, and most publications subsidized by the
state accordingly have to be issued in the officially designated language. Guided
by these rules, the nationality policy of a newly independent state exhibits
openly assimilationist intentions toward ethnic minorities. It becomes a 7a-
tionalizing policy, the one that is ultimately inspired by a vision of ethno-cultural
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homogenization of culturally and ethnically diverse population, or, should
this goal prove remote, aims at ethno-political restructuring of society to assure
dominant position of state-bearing nationality throughout.

Though the states pursuing this policy are usually “ethnically heteroge-
neous,” they are “conceived as nation-states, whose dominant elites promote
(to varying degrees) the language, culture, demographic position, economic
flourishing, and political hegemony of the nominally state-bearing nation.”
A distorted perception influences not only elites but also the affected minori-
ties and their external “national homelands,” often represented by the neigh-
boring states. The “triangular relationship” established by these actors can
become deeply conflictual, since “a nationalizing state is precisely not a na-
tion-state in the widely used sense of an ethno-culturally homogeneous state,
the very large majority of whose citizens belong to the same ethno-cultural
nation. Quite the contrary. The term “nationalizing state” implies that this
completed condition has 7ot been achieved. A nationalizing state is one con-
ceived by its elites as a specifically unfinished state.””* The perception that the
state is somehow incomplete may provoke fear of imaginary or real threats to
its existence, and hence, to political existence of its elite as elite. Nationalizing
policies address this fear by seeking to eliminate its sources, for example, by
preventing mobilization and fostering assimilation of ethnic minorities, by
distancing the state in question from the countries that pose as external home-
lands for these minorities, and by institutionalizing markers of ethnic privi-
lege via language and/or citizenship laws. The state elite has many instru-
ments at its disposal to pursue these objectives, while keeping the appearances
of a perfectly legitimate “postcolonial” or “democratizing” project. A post-
Soviet state especially, being a graduate of a long tradition of official
doublespeak, feels unconstrained by the letters of its democratic constitution
or the laws on minorities that diligently proclaim all the niceties expected of
them. The real-world administrative practices and professional and business
regulations guided by the imperatives of a nationalizing project can factually
annul the law, however well meant. Thus, a “formally liberal and ethnically
neutral definition of statehood and citizenship may, in an ethnically hetero-
geneous state in which the state-bearing majority and a minority understand
themselves as belonging to distinct ethno-cultural nations, mask a substan-
tively ethnocratic organization of public life.””

Several scholars applied Brubaker’s theory, complemented by David Laitin’s
model of linguistic assimilation, to Ukraine.” The perception that the state
remains fundamentally unfinished is definitely widespread in Ukraine,
influencing its political and social life in more than one way. A recent poll
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showed that 84 percent of Ukrainians were disappointed with their country
and believed that independence had not brought them what they expected.”
The nationalizing project is one answer to this predicament. Pervasive cor-
ruption and disdain of the law is another. By now, familiar twists and turns in
foreign policy—expectedly pro-Russian before the elections and in times of
crisis, and invariably anti-Russian once the problems are over—can be con-
sidered the third.

Dominique Arel has argued that nationalizing policies in Ukraine are no-
ticeable in “(1) mandatory and exclusive use of the Ukrainian language in
state administration and in higher education, both in the center and in the
regions; (2) official promotion, in the media and in state institutions, of the
historical symbols and myths of the Ukrainian nation; (3) the Ukrainian
nation’s concomitant claim of ‘indigenousness’ on the territory or ‘homeland’
of the new state; and (4) a policy of ‘disengagement,” or disentanglement,
from the ‘Soviet/Eurasian space,” as is illustrated by the Ukrainian government’s
sustained refusal to actively commit Ukraine to CIS structures and by desig-
nation of Russian a ‘foreign’ language in Ukraine.””®

Andrew Wilson has characterized these policies as nationalistic and de-
fined them as a “minority faith” that may endanger civic nation building in
Ukraine by promoting one culture and one particular view of the national
history at the expense of the other, no less valid interpretations.” Laitin has
doubted Ukraine’s officially spotless record of nationality policies, noting
that “Ukraine presents to the world a civic agenda; but just below the surface
seethes anger against, even hatred of Russians.”'® The state does little to
dissuade the morbid nationalist propaganda, which sees Russian influence,
past and present, as a primary source of Ukrainian suffering.

Not only ethnic Russians are made to feel the burden of nativization. Arel,
in several works, points out that linguistic divisions in Ukraine should be
perceived as more salient than ethnic divisions. Since nominal “passport”
ethnicity frequently diverges from the factual ethnicity, as indicated by the
accepted culture and language of communication, nationalizing policies in
Ukraine tend to straitjacket a good part of the country’s population, impor-
tantly including ethnic Ukrainian Russophones. Bureaucratic decisions made
on the basis of statistics representing nominal ethnicity conflict with indi-
vidual aspirations formed through the life experiences of the rea/ one. As a
result, “ethnic Ukrainians who consider Russian their mother tongue may no
longer have the practical choice of sending their children to Russian schools,”
watching Russian TV programs, or even listening to the Russian radio broad-
cast.'”! Ethno-cultural streamlining of the nation, based on the imaginary
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picture of what constitutes the “authentic” Ukrainianness, may limit life
choices and thwart natural ethnic processes in the country, blocking not only
ethnic diversification, but ethnic consolidation as well. The nationalist cho-
rus alleging that all “Russified” Ukrainians should feel sorry for their embrace
of the Russian language and culture, that their national identity must be seen
as somehow “spoiled” because of this heritage, and so on, presents good half
of the nation as, simply put, “substandard.” This results in artificially created
divides splitting both the core nation and the society at large.

Not all scholars share the view of Ukraine as a “nationalizing” state. Taras
Kuzio has doubted the usefulness of the concept for comparative political
analysis and its applicability to the postcommunist Ukraine in particular. In
the latter case, he prefers to speak of the “afirmative policies” of the Ukrai-
nian government with respect to the official language of the state and culture
of its titular nationality. As most states tend to prioritize their official lan-
guages, either historically or in the current education and cultural policies, or
both, the “nationalizing” project becomes something of a commonplace, an-
other word for regular nation building practices. Great Britain, or France, or
Russia, or even the United States, from this perspective, must be considered
no less “nationalizing” than newly independent states of Eastern Europe.'®*

The view that postcommunist Russia, too, is, or should be seen, as yet
another “nationalizing” state is particularly intriguing.'”® With further ex-
amination, however, the analogy does not work. While the rhetorical defense
of the “compatriots” in the near abroad, demonstration of the state sympa-
thies to the Russian Orthodox Church, or the hodge-podge appropriation of
certain imperial and Soviet symbols (tricolor and two-headed eagle intro-
duced by Yeltsin, the old Soviet anthem and the red banner for the army
returned by Putin) might have suggested so, Russia does not meet the definition
of a nationalizing state because it is, first, a federation, and second, an official
multiculturalist. Russia recognizes a broad spectrum of autonomous rights of
its territorially concentrated minorities and does not seek to bring its na-
tional republics into linguistic or cultural conformity with some ideal model
of “Russianness.” Nationalizing states are also usually less inclined to enter-
tain diversity in their political structure or cultural politics. Autonomous re-
publics of the Russian Federation are free to use languages other than Russian
for the purposes of official communication, of education, of state-supported
media, and of public forums. The republican authorities determine school
curricula and support national historiography, which need not coincide with
the Russian one. The collective rights of ethnic minorities in Russia are insti-
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tutionalized via territorial autonomy and home rule, which is precisely what
ethnic minorities in other successor states lack—or are plainly denied by the
governments.

Though nationality policies in Russia are subject to many abuses of bu-
reaucratic nature, nationalizing zeal is not among them. The most painful
example of Moscow’s failure—the war on Chechnya—was clearly not moti-
vated by ethno-cultural considerations and should be regarded as an example
of the struggle for power and resources that unfolded between the center and
the locality against the background of progressing state debilitation.'* The
fact that the, ethnically close to Chechens, people of Dagestan sided with
Russians in repelling the aggression of the Chechen warlords in 1999 confirms
this assertion. The situation may change, however, if ethnocentric Russian
nationalists win over the masses and are able to control the executive and
legislative politics in Moscow. The idea to abolish ethno-territorial division
of the country, replacing present republics with de-ethnicized administra-
tive-territorial units, favored by Zhirinovsky’s Liberal-Democratic Party
(LDPR) and such nationalist groups as the Russian Popular Union, is indica-
tive of what may signal the start of Russian nationalizing policies.

CONCLUSION

Different views of Soviet and post-Soviet nationality politics reflect broader
theoretical claims as to the nature of the society in question. Ideological deter-
minism, inherited from the totalitarian school of Sovietology, influences both
“nationalism versus communism” and “religion and nationalism” accounts. It
stands to reason that the turn from Soviet communism to national commu-
nism to nationalism pure and simple that was executed throughout the former
Soviet Union under nomenklatura’s guidance and with its direct participation
casts doubts on the first explanation. The nationalist-populist evolution that
the Communist Party of the Russian Federation (CPRF) underwent under
Gennadii Ziuganov’s leadership and the nationalist enlightenment that vis-
ited upon, first, the Kravchuk and then the Kuchma ex-communist adminis-
trations in Ukraine must be read as proving either essential conformity of the
two ideologies, or immense ideological flexibility of the post-Soviet commu-
nists. As for the principal coincidence of religion and nationalism, they are
obviously capable of mutually reinforcing each other. However, nationalism
need not rely exclusively on religion and must not be seen as fully defined or
limited by it. Secular nationalism is commonplace. Champions of the same
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nationality habitually belong to different and even opposing churches. Four
churches fighting for the national mantle in Ukraine prove the point.

Ideologically deterministic assumptions are prone to fatalism and tend to
essentialize most ephemeral side of human practices—their intersubjective
and rhetorically manifested aspects. Ideological determinism is thus a form of
idealistic reasoning that has long plagued studies in comparative commu-
nism and continues to resurface in theoretical schemes that, working from
the premise of ahistoric political-cultural continuity, represent Russia’s post-
communist transformation as just another variation on the familiar motifs of
Soviet communism and the Empire. Essentialists have little to offer to improve
our understanding of modern Russia’s nationality policies or relations with
the countries of “near abroad,” which they see, in both instances, as mere
manifestations of the expected “postimperial syndrome.”

A pluralist approach to the post-Soviet politics of identity returns a picture
of collaborating and competing actors who learn to use resources of the state
for their particularistic benefit. This picture is pertinent to a discussion of
separatism and localism among territorially concentrated minorities or of
“nationalizing” policies launched by the newly independent states. Behavior-
ist and institutionalist models are good at elucidating domestic sources of
these policies and help to suggest institutional checks that can be put on
them to prevent human rights violation and preserve interethnic peace. It
helps to see nationalism as a power resource in its own right, which politi-
cians and movement entrepreneurs commonly use in pursuit of rather mun-
dane objectives of organizational control, besmirching of opponents, and
personal aggrandizement.

Rational choice theory facilitates discussions of the Soviet “nationality con-
tract,” which, once unraveled, ceases to be a linchpin of stability and breeds a
potent negative reaction that may be hard to neutralize.'” Each agent seeks
to renegotiate the terms of the implied agreement to maximize the expected
utility for itself. The result, as public choice theorists so convincingly demon-
strate, proves detrimental to everyone. The model is instrumental in studies
of ethno-political competition in a multinational state, but also helps to ex-
plain lackluster fortunes of such multilateral institutions as the CIS or the
lack of vigor behind other regional formations in Eastern Europe. Realist
approaches seek the roots of nationalism in social and economic change, ac-
companied by sweeping political and institutional developments that make
nationalist strategies of social advancement attractive to certain groups and

actors. International relations theory sees nationalism as a product of interna-
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tional communication, particularly in relations between states that share a
common history and reciprocal security concerns. This is undoubtedly rel-
evant to the present state of Ukrainian-Russian relations. Historical allusions
play a major part in the shaping of the post-Soviet national identities in both
countries. The link between nation-building processes and historical memo-
ries in Russia and Ukraine will be discussed in the chapters that follow.



CHAPTER 2

A History of an
Uneasy Relationship

S E E A E AT T T AR AT AL AT AL AT LT AT AT AT AT A T AL AT AT AT AS AT A LA T AL A LTI AT A LA ST T AF

Though often believed to the contrary, national identities do not emerge as
an end product of ethno-national self-realization. They are not pregiven and,
hence, cannot be “discovered” by national elites. They cannot “grow” or “ma-
ture” in a sense of naturally pre-programmed development of some inner
quality. Neither can they reveal themselves as an inherent, but temporarily
obscured feature of an ethnic community. However, they can be constructed
and changed in a complex process of social interaction involving both do-
mestic and foreign players.

In some aspects, a foreign connection is even more important than the
domestic one. Identity is always a relational quality, and national identity is no
exception. People claiming to be a nation must see themselves as sharing
something in common, and others—as having no part in it. The rise and
maturation of national consciousness depends on the presence of others and,
arguably, on the degree of “their” group cohesion, as measured against “ours.”
National identities are formed through international communication, often in
response to real or imaginary threats from outside. To develop a national
consciousness, a group of people sharing common territory, economy, language,
and (presumably) ancestry, has to be surrounded by other nations or nations-
in-the-making. This goes a long way to explain why there were no nations in
the world of medieval principalities and multiethnic empires.! However, the
very first attempts at national rechristening of preexisting identities in France
and Germany immediately provoked a wave of emulations throughout Europe,
with further repercussions for Latin America, East Asia, Japan, and so on.?
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The breakup of the world’s socialist system centered on the former Soviet
Union saw a new tide of nationalist mobilizations. National identities were
reconstructed and redefined to reflect dramatic changes in social and political
orientations of the formerly communist countries. This reconstruction had
to account for the international failure of the Warsaw Pact and Comecon in
no lesser way than for the domestic failure of party-dominated regimes and
command-administrative economies. Ex-communist nations sought new iden-
tities and therefore new benchmarks to construct them. Their visions were as
relational now as they were before, but both the nature and the direction of
once-familiar relationships changed. Erstwhile friends were no more welcome.
Those long deemed potential enemies became, to the contrary, friends. In the
postcommunist universe of meaning, practically everyone moved from one
position to another, sometimes distant and even opposite to the one occupied
before. Though many moves were structurally similar (e.g., joining the WTO
or dealing with the IMF), some countries have found themselves in a rather
unique situation. Because of their central role in collapsed multinational for-
mations, these countries were to take the blame for others’ misfortune. As
their own problems could not be claimed on someone else’s “foreign gover-
nance,” these countries were not able to pass the buck further down. Russia,
Serbia, and, to a lesser degree, Czech Republic appeared in this category.

To all those once dependent on the Russian resources and protection and
once vulnerable to the vicissitudes of Moscow’s politics, Russia is an obvious
and favorite scapegoat. New national identities of Russia’s former satellites
can be forged in clear and deceitfully uncontroversial juxtaposition to Rus-
sian “imperialism” past and present. Having an unambiguous object of
“othering” facilitates both the separation and consolidation of the group. Some-
times, a nation is too close to separate successfully. All attempts to arouse
anti-Russian feelings in Belarus failed, although the political environment
created by the less-than-competent president, Europe’s “last dictator” and
ardent Russifier Aleksandr Lukashenko, was most conducive to their success.
At the same time, ethno-democratic regimes in Latvia and Estonia success-
fully incorporated nationalism into the body politic and have not shied away
from discrimination against ethnic Russians and Russophones, while playing
the specter of the Russian threat to prop up their NATO applications. The
Ukrainian case clearly stands out, as neither a wholesale rejection of the Rus-
sian influence nor an unconditional embrace of Russia and the Russians is
realistically possible. The Russian-Ukrainian relations are truly ambivalent,
whether we look at them from the Ukrainian or the Russian side. The result
is as controversial as mutual perceptions of each other. To find the roots of
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this ambivalence, we need to go to the history of Russian-Ukrainian relation-
ship, which is often viewed differently by the parties. Such a difference of
opinion may be constitutive for shaping a separate national identity, if it is
accepted and shared by the respective majority. Subjective histories should
therefore be taken seriously and complement the factual analysis presented.

THE PROBLEM OF ANCESTRAL HOMELAND(S)

The mainstream view among historians holds that modern Russian and
Ukrainian nations descend from several East Slavic tribes of the Dnieper ba-
sin.’ The first state formation known to be put together by these tribes be-
tween seven and nine A.D. bore the name of Kievan Rus and was centered on
Kiev, the present capital of Ukraine. At its peak, circa the mid-twelfth cen-
tury, Kievan Rus extended from the Carpathian mountains and the Black Sea
in the south-west to the White Sea in the north-east, thus including about
two-thirds of what later became Ukraine and most of present-day Belarus.
The ethnic Russian heartland of what currently is Pskov, Novgorod, Vladimir,
Suzdal’, Tver’, Riazan’, Smolensk and other regions of central Russia were
also included in the empire dominated by great princes of Kiev. The political
organization and culture of the early Rus were shaped in interaction with a
number of neighboring peoples, of which Turkic tribes (Khazars, Pechenegs)
and Scandinavians (Varangians) were among the more important.

As attested by the chronicles, the most celebrated dynasty of the Kievan
princes was begun by the Varangian warrior Riurik (Hrorekr). The circum-
stances surrounding this event spawned much controversy about the origins
of the East Slavs’ statehood. While the so-called Normanist school of histori-
ans denied local population any role in the state making and argued the Norse
lineage of the word “Rus,” the anti-Normanist tradition, pioneered by Mikhail
Lomonosov and the nineteenth-century Russian historians, views Scandina-
vian involvement in the old Rus politics as secondary and dependent on the
choices made by the indigenous elite. New analyses show that the name “Rus”
or “Ros” appears in the sources that predate the arrival of northerners by
several centuries.” A middle-of-the-road idea of original “Rus” as a band of
ethnically mixed adventurers and “an international trading company” still
maintains a measure of external involvement in the creation of Kievan state-
hood.® For our purposes, however, it is more important to specify ethnic
nature of the local state-forming element rather than the exact degree of ex-
ternal involvement. Whether the Varangians or the Khazars created the state
centered in Kiev is of little consequence from the point of the subsequent
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historical and cultural development that did not make Rus a part of Sweden
or put a North Germanic, or any other, language in place of the heretofore
spoken Slavic dialects. By the time the legal code Pravda Russkaia was written
(eleventh century A.D.), nobody would associate the term “russkaia” with some
part of Scandinavia.

Ukrainian and Russian historiographies generally disagree on several points
regarding the political and ethnic origins of Kievan Rus and even more im-
portantly, its political and ethno-cultural legacies. One theme underlying
these disagreements is that of continuity, another is that of belonging. If
history is looked upon as unbroken continuity, the search for ancestral
homelands is inevitable. Consequently, for Russian historians the Kievan
period is unequivocally “Russian,” the first and on many accounts the most
illustrious manifestation of the “Russian civilization” created by “the Russian
people themselves.”” Ukrainian authors, on the other hand, treat Kievan Rus
as a necessary link of “continuity of a distinct Ukrainian historical process
that begins in pre-Kievan times and lasts until the present.” The literature
currently popularized in both countries staunchly upholds these diametrically
opposed interpretations.’

The theme of belonging is based on the idea of continuity. Today, not
many scholars would dispute the claim that Kievan Rus was, at its height,
sufficiently close to Europe to be considered the easternmost part of the Eu-
ropean civilization. Greek, Roman, and Byzantine influences on Rus both
before and especially after the adoption of Christianity (988 A.D.) are well
established. Rus culture made creative use of the Byzantine literary tradition,
contemporary European styles in architecture, icon painting and applied arts.
Local folklore, music, popular theater and so on resembled their West Euro-
pean counterparts much more than those of neighboring nomadic tribes of
the East.!” Political and legal systems, as reflected in Pravda Russkaia and
other available evidence, were not that different from those adopted by
Carolingian Franks."" If so, Kievan inheritance should be regarded as a Euro-
pean inheritance par excellence. The claim is politically important, since it
allows even a distant successor state to bolster its international image, posing
as a rightful member of the European family of nations. As “Europe” is uni-
versally associated with a high quality of life, democracy, rule of law, prosper-
ity, and personal safety, knocking at the European door means, logically, an
assertion of one’s moral and historical right to partake in these benefits. The
implications for policy are numerous: from arguing for most-favored-nation
status in trade to pressing for full membership in the European Union and

NATO.
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In parallel claims of belonging, a number of Russian and Ukrainian aca-
demics see Kievan Rus as exclusively “theirs,” refusing to acknowledge that
the other side may have any part in its legacy. If the claim to continuity
answers the question of origin, thus giving policy makers a convenient
foundation myth, the claim of belonging helps to find one’s “proper” place in
today’s international community. It creates a myth of relationship, separating
“us” from “them” and denying the excluded a role in “our” community of
reference. Nationalist myths of belonging, though based on the attempt to
appropriate the past, are fully addressed to the present and the future. Say,
Ukraine is “European” and Russia is not. Ukraine then may have a place in a
NATO-based security system in Europe, whereas Russian participation is
uncertain at best. If, conversely, Russia alone is to be deemed a European
power in both origin and inheritance, Ukraine’s autonomous existence is
rendered dubious and should be attributed to a historical accident. Taking
the same example with NATO, then Russia should be accepted as a full-
fledged member, while Ukraine does not need to be separately involved and
may well be represented by Russian forces or a joint Russian-Ukrainian
contingent under Russian field command.

The debate over ancestral homelands with its parallel claims of belonging
does not have to be a zero-sum game. As Soviet historians noted some time
ago, Kievan Rus was based on a polyethnic tribal conglomerate that, in the
course of time, developed features of a unified premodern ezhnie, the so-called
old Rus people.'? Despite a variety of local dialects, most people of Kievan
Rus spoke essentially the same Slavic language. The written language of the
epoch is equidistant from modern Russian, Ukrainian, and Belarusian. Judg-
ing by available evidence, “there is no doubt that Kievan Rus was the cradle
for all three modern East Slavic peoples.”'® With this in mind, the new round
of haggling over the Kievan inheritance is a clear throwback to the past,
prompted by considerations of political expediency, rather than the new facts
uncovered by historians.

THE RISE OF MOSCOW AND THE FALL OF KIEV

In 1240, a Mongol army led by Jenghis Khan’s grandson Batu sacked and
destroyed Kiev. Though Riurikid princes continued to rule their former do-
mains, the ultimate sovereignty now rested with the khans. The vestiges of
former glory survived in one-time borderlands, which the invaders made vas-
sal dependencies—in the northern area around Novgorod and to the south-
west, in Galicia-Volhyn', where “another strong principality with a different
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political culture” continued traditions of the old Rus for another hundred
years.'"" The badly devastated north-east Rus managed to recover and even-
tually led the drive for independence from foreign overlordship. From the
fourteenth century on, the leadership in this cause fell upon the princes of
Moscow (first mentioned in 1147)—a new power center in the Vladimir-Suzdal’
land. Why Kiev failed, and why Moscow succeeded in forming a stable politi-
cal entity is a much-debated question, as is another one of the nature of the
relationship between the later czardom of Muscovy and the Rusyns/Ukraini-
ans of former Rus principalities in the south and southwest. Let us look at
these two issues in turn.

For some historians, the secret of Moscow’s power lies in the extraordinary
sycophancy of the Vladimir-Suzdal’ rulers, who secured their position “by
ingratiating themselves for generations with their overlords, the khans of the
Golden Horde.”” Russian and Soviet historiography sees the key to the
Moscow’s success in political and economic centralization that helped to bring
all the resources of the country into the fight for its independence. The growth
of Muscovy is often attributed to particular diplomatic and state-building
skills of the princes, and sometimes—to a relatively high degree of local ethno-
cultural consolidation, started due to the availability of “a strong state center”
in Moscow and “a powerful economic center” in Great Novgorod that was
spared the devastating consequences of the Mongol invasion.'®

The last point sheds some light on the origins of the popular mythology of
Russians as the “older brothers” of Ukrainians—the mythology that domi-
nates thinking of many among policy makers and general public in Russia
today. According to this line of reasoning, a nation’s “seniority” and “strength”
are measured by its ability to create and sustain one’s own independent state,
that is the state ruled by an indigenous elite. The earlier the state appears, the
better for the nation. One nation is “older” than the other if its tradition of
independent statehood runs relatively deeper in history. The Russian-Ukrai-
nian relationship after the rise of Muscovy is accordingly presented as a con-
tinuous tutelage of stateless Ukrainians by statist Russians. The fact that
Russians managed to repel foreign aggressors and liberate the country from
dependence on external powers, while Ukrainians fell subjects to Lithuanian
and then Polish rulers is not infrequently explained by differences in political
systems and political cultures between the three power centers of Kievan Rus—
the oligarchic south (future Ukraine), the democratic north (Great Novgorod)
and the autocratic east (Muscovy). Of the three, only the latter survived and
led the struggle to reunite the lands of the old Rus into a single state governed
from Moscow. Autocracy was the price that people had to pay for the success
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of the effort, but ultimately also a solution, a choice forced by circumstances
and vindicated as a means to national self-preservation."”

Autocracy thus becomes a distinctively Russian feature, something so pe-
culiar to Russia that it appears, “for all intents and purposes, synonymous
with its ethnic identity.”*® It should be noted, however, that neither autocracy
was uniquely special to Russia nor did Russia know just one, autocratic,
political tradition. Max Weber’s studies of “patrimonial” autocracy, supported
by mostly West European evidence, showed patrimonialism (a system of
personal monopoly of power that makes no distinction between political,
public, and private realms) to be a cross-culturally applicable, indeed an ideal-
typical phenomenon." Russian autocracy had numerous counterparts in other
times and places, medieval Europe included. As for the rarely disputed domi-
nation of autocratic consensus throughout most of the Russian history, it
needs to be noted that both Muscovy and later Russia abounded in examples
of what Nicolai Petro calls the alternative political culture whose values “were
formed in binary opposition to the values of the regime.”?

If autocracy should not be awarded an exclusive credit for the success of
Moscow’s state building efforts, the question is, what should. No ready-made
answer is available. It is obvious, though, that a number of factors were at
play here. Political and economic power over most of the Northeast Rus was
definitely instrumental. The relative remoteness of the northern hinterland
saved Great Novgorod from destruction, thus preserving a strategically lo-
cated and open-to-foreign-trade economic base. Moscow managed to match
the political and military organizations of its conquerors with its own politi-
cal and military organization, while in Galicia-Volhyr’, to quote another strong
Russian principality, it was hardly possible because of “superficial co-exist-
ence of the western-type and eastern-type social structures” that thwarted all
attempts at political realignment.”!

Moscow had also won where Kiev lost in terms of ecclesiastical authority.
The Metropolitan of Kiev and all Rus left Kiev for Novgorod in 1299. A few
years later, his successor moved to Moscow, which hosted the metropolitan
residence until metropolitanate was succeeded by the Russian Patriarchy at
the end of the sixteenth century. The metropolitanate was renamed as “Mos-
cow and all Rus” in 1448. Notwithstanding claims of the rival bishops in
Lithuania, Moscow hierarchs continued to assert their right to exercise spiri-
tual guidance and authority over the Orthodox believers throughout the former
Rus lands.

By the end of the fifteenth century, the czardom of Muscovy emerged as
the only state formation of the East Slavs that survived foreign domination.
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The famous “gathering of lands” by purchase and conquest initiated by ear-
lier Moscow rulers now gained momentum. Ivan I1I proclaimed all the Ukrai-
nian, Belarusian, and Russian lands held by Lithuania his own “patrimony”
and actively supported secessionist move of the Chernigov princes—descen-
dants of the old Rus dynasty. On several occasions, Russian czars tried to win
allegiance of the Zaporozhian Cossacks—the freelance warriors of the Ukraine
steppe—Dby sending them gifts, money, and supplies. Migration of Ukraini-
ans into the Russian borderlands was encouraged and indeed acquired mass
proportions by the mid-seventeenth century.”

THE LIBERATION WAR OF 1648—54

The nature of the Ukrainian-Muscovite relationship in this period is far from
being firmly established. Ukrainian historians often see Moscow’s interest as
an early indication of the imperial ambitions of the Russian rulers bent on
personal aggrandizement and indiscriminate territorial acquisition. Russian
and Soviet versions of the events prefer to emphasize natural economic, po-
litical, and cultural links that tied “Little Russians” (Ukrainians) to Muscovy.
These links, as viewed against the background of increased social, national,
and religious oppression of Ukrainian peasants in the Polish-Lithuanian Com-
monwealth, explain, accordingly, a “categorical demand of the [Ukrainian]
people who did not want to listen to anything but joining with Moscow.”*

The Polish-Lithuanian rule in southern Rus saw the creeping enserfment
of peasantry, the eradication of all relics of former political autonomy, and
the massive onslaught on Orthodox Christianity. The old Rus aristocracy
was gradually Polonized, being forced to abandon Orthodoxy for Catholi-
cism. The Orthodox townsmen suffered discrimination, the Orthodox clergy
was humiliated and not infrequently expelled, and the smaller nobility had
their political rights and privileges denied. The newly imposed serfdom was
for all legal purposes tantamount to slavery: no external validation was re-
quired, for example, if a lord decided to put a serf to death. For many, escape
to borderlands that were scarcely populated and hardly controlled by any
state was the only viable option. Among the Cossacks, everyone was free and
had a chance to rise in ranks. This was a society of freebooters and mercenaries
that accepted disgruntled nobles and runaway serfs alike.?* Although diverse
in ethnic and even religious composition, Zaporozhian Cossacks had a sense
of corporate unity and affinity with the Russian Cossack bands of the lower
Don River. On occasion, the ad hoc armed expeditions attracted people from
both camps.
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In the Ukrainian founding myth, now and then repeated in scholarly lit-
erature, Cossacks are to be celebrated as “both free farmers and border patrol-
men,” spontaneous democrats, egalitarians and even founders of the first
modern democratic constitution in Europe.?® Soviet mythology added a new
dimension, representing Cossacks as “antifeudal” revolutionaries and orga-
nizers of peasant rebellions against Polish and Ukrainian landlords. However,
peasant rebellions and Cossack booty raids were only marginally related until
the beginning of a large anti-Polish uprising in 1648. Ukrainian Cossacks
were bitterly divided between the “registered” (recognized as servicemen to
the state) and the “nonregistered” factions. Especially the former, but some of
the later, too, had “feudal” appetites comparable to those of the Polish szlachta.®
As for the common portrayal of the Cossacks as “zealous defenders of Ortho-
doxy,” it should be recognized that “national, ethnic, or religious matters
were completely irrelevant to them” well into the seventeenth century.”

The nonregistered Cossacks, however, did represent a revolutionary fer-
ment of some sort, as they were armed and personally free men under a con-
stant threat of enserfment, if not capital punishment by the state authorities.
By the mid-seventeenth century, their position became particularly precari-
ous due to the campaign to expand Polish landownership into previously
unoccupied territories. In the process, the land claims of smaller Ukrainian
nobility and the Cossack “seniors” (szarshyna) were routinely challenged, thus
preparing the ground for the registered Cossacks to join in the common anti-
Polish sentiment. Ukrainian Orthodox clergy that had suffered a dramatic
setback after the 1596 Union of Brest and had put a number of parishes under
the authority of Rome, in most cases, supported the uprising. Grossly abused
peasantry waited for little more than a signal to start rioting that very soon
engulfed Ukraine on both sides of the Dnieper.

The Ukrainian Liberation War was led by a prominent Cossack “senior”
Bohdan Khmelnyts'kyi (elected Hetman in 1648). After a series of battles,
Khmelnyts’kyi won several important concessions from the Polish king and
managed to create a factually autonomous political and military structure in
the Left-Bank (eastern) Ukraine. Military effort, however, proved inconclusive,
forcing Cossacks to seek external allies. From early on in the war, Khmelnyts'kyi
probed chances for Moscow’s involvement on the Ukrainian side. After extensive
deliberation and two rounds of consultations with the elected “council of the
land,” the czar decided to grant the requested protection. In 1654, the Cossack
leaders swore allegiance to the tsar in the city of Pereiaslav. The war over Ukraine
resulted in the Peace of Andrusovo (1667) that split the territory of the contested
country roughly equally between Poland and Muscovy.
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REUNIFICATION OR ANNEXATION?

Ukraine’s gradual incorporation into Russia that started with the Pereiaslav
Rada continues to be surrounded with controversy. Russian scholars and in-
tellectuals en masse remain convinced that Pereiaslav meant nothing more
and nothing less than the voluntary reunion of two fraternal peoples—a for-
mula that was widely used during official celebrations of the three hundredth
anniversary of the agreement.” The Pereiaslav Treaty is seen as a realization of
the two peoples’ “centennial longings” that arose out of shared “history, cul-
ture, national characters, and political-military goals.” Russia is presented as
a “natural ally and reliable defender” of the Ukrainians, who were doomed to
perish as a nation, if not for Russian help. The argument often smacks of
teleology: “In spite of the colonial policies practiced by the tsar and the [Rus-
sian] landlords, reunification did not push the Ukrainian people into the
backstage of history; its objective impact was rather to promote Ukrainian
development and facilitate subsequent nation building.”*

Ukrainian writers, to the contrary, view Pereiaslav as the first step in Rus-
sian all-out offensive on the Cossack territorial autonomy. According to this
interpretation, the Russian-Ukrainian agreement buried presumably close
prospects for independent Ukrainian statehood. The treaty and the events
that followed are depicted as “annexation” of the Ukrainian lands on the part
of Muscovy, or the national “betrayal” on the part of Khmelnyts'kyi and the
pro-Moscow Cossack starshyna. Less dramatic interpretations insist on the
temporary and provisional character of the union, variously describing it as a
military alliance, a personal union of two leaders, a protectorate, a vassalage
and so on. Most tend to agree, however, with the conception of “an autono-
mous Cossack Ukraine,” born out of the Liberation War struggle and carried
forward to the post-Pereiaslav period.*

Cossack starshyna, though never considered an independent source of power
by the czarist government, was indeed granted considerable rights and privi-
leges. Cossacks secured a de facto command of local government and admin-
istration, including tax collection, litigation, and adjudication. First hetmans
were also able directly to conduct negotiations with foreign powers, which
led some of them away from Muscovy and into the embrace of its enemies.
The better-known episode of the latter kind was Hetman Mazepa’s ill-fated
attempt to side with Charles XII of Sweden against Peter I between 1708 and
1709. Mazepa’s “betrayal” confronted Russians with the fact that Cossacks’ loyalty
to the czar was less than assured, while the imperial bureaucracy had virtually
no instruments to control or even accurately monitor local developments.
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In order to consolidate their power in “Little Russia,” tsars chose to restrict
political autonomy of the Hetmanate, as the Cossack polity became known.
Peter I initiated numerous organizational changes that put the Cossack au-
thorities under direct scrutiny of the Russian officials. Catherine II followed
in his footsteps by abolishing hetmancy as an institution in 1764. By the end
of the eighteenth century, the Cossack stronghold in the Zaporozhian Sich
was destroyed, and the Cossack self-administration fully replaced by the im-
perial bureaucracy. The erstwhile free warriors of Ukraine were either co-
opted into the ranks of the Empire’s service nobility or expelled beyond the
new Russo-Turkish border. In 1792, the Black Sea Cossack Army, formed out
of the first group, was relocated to the Kuban’, southern Russia, where many
still claim the Cossack descent. The Cossack period in the history of Russian-
Ukrainian relations ended, leaving profound marks on both nations’ political

and cultural memories.
THE AGE OF NATIONALISM

In 1793, during the second partition of Poland, the Russian empire acquired
most of the Right-Bank Ukraine. The western Volhyn’ was added in 1795. Of
all presently Ukrainian lands, only Galicia, Transcarpathia, and northern
Bukovyna remained in other countries’ possession. The new imperial do-
mains were subjected to political and administrative streamlining that elimi-
nated such vestiges of the old autonomy as the Magdeburg Law, enjoyed by
many western Ukrainian cities since medieval ages. The local administration
was reorganized along the lines of the Provincial Reform of 1775, initiated by
Catherine II. The use of the Russian language was promoted in schools for
the nobility and in provincial administration.”® Though subsequent Russian
rulers adopted a laxer attitude and largely ignored such local idiosyncrasies as
the continued use of the Lithuanian Statute in the right bank Ukraine, the
policy of administrative Russification acquired new strength after the sup-
pression of the Polish insurrection of 1830 and 1831.

The age of nationalism was brought into the heretofore-cosmopolitan Em-
pire in the wake of Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 1812. The war, the defeat
of the French, and the ensuing rise of patriotic feelings throughout Europe
affected Russians and Ukrainians alike. Ukrainian Cossacks fought Napoleon
alongside of the Russians, and the “Little Russian” nobles, the father of the
modern Ukrainian literary language Ivan Kotlyarevs'kyi among them,
contributed substantial sums of money to support enrollment in the imperial
army. After the war, the Congress of Vienna (1815) raised Ukrainian hopes of
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Orthodox revival throughout “Little Poland.” However, national sentiment of
the Ukrainians was of a different kind than undifferentiated Russian patriotism.
While Russians formed the core of the imperial nation, Ukrainians had no
separate state of their own. Even most liberal Russian intellectuals were obliged
to side with the Empire in their treatment of such issues as, in Alexander
Pushkin’s phrase, “a family quarrel” between the Russians and the Poles. The
“Little Russian” patriotism, on the other hand, invoked memories of the Cossack
“freedom” and the bygone semi-autonomous existence of the Hetmanate at
least as frequently as loyalty to the Empire and perceptions of a common destiny.

Russian predominant association with the state versus Ukrainian idealized
historical memories had important consequences for development of the re-
spective images of the nation: “The Russians felt they had to legitimate their
presence in Europe in conformity with the new ideas of nationality then aris-
ing in Europe. They began to write the history of the Empire and its prede-
cessors as a Russian nationalhistory. Their nineteenth-century historians had
taught the Russians to look at the Empire as the national state of the Rus-
sians. . . . and the new philology and ethnography defined the Russians as a
Slavic and Orthodox Christian people.” The state imagery informed the
link between autocracy and nationality (“narodnost”), as the latter was under-
stood primarily as an epiphenomenon of the Empire’s political system and
official religion. The Russian “nationality” accordingly embraced not only
ethnic Russians, but all eastern Slavs, all Orthodox Christians, christened
Jews, Germans, Tatars, and indeed anyone who belonged to the Orthodox
Church and was loyal to the czar. The language and other ethno-cultural
characteristics, specific to the Great Russians, were really peripheral to this
idea of nationality.

Bureaucratic “nationalism” of the Russian empire was not based on devel-
oped national consciousness. Benedict Anderson suggests “these ‘official na-
tionalisms™ can best be understood as a means for combining naturalization
with retention of dynastic power, in particular over the huge polyglot do-
mains accumulated since the Middle Ages.”” This nationalism had the state,
not nation, as its point of reference. Additionally, the referenced state, in the
Russian case, was an autocratic monarchy, with a result that the modern no-
tion of citizenship was as alien to it as the modern idea of ethnicity. All loyal
subjects of certain social standing could have equal career opportunities.
Ukrainians were obviously not excluded, and neither were Kazakhs, Tatars,
Georgians, and others. On the other hand, the vast majority of the core Rus-
sian ethnie (peasants) had no chance to play any formative role in the nation
building until very late into modernity.
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In Little Russia, national awakening could either follow the path of the pan-
Russian imperial nationalism or go in completely different direction, defined
by cultural borrowing from Eastern and Central Europe. Many chose to side
with the Empire, building on the statist notion of nationality. The others had
to rely on idealized memories and reinterpretations of history. A typical product
of such a reinterpretation was the myth of the Cossack polity as a knightly
community of equals reflected the Romanticist mood of the epoch, complete
with the conservative Romanticist notion of a serene harmonious society and
its ruin at the hands of doom (the arrival of “Muscovites”). The myth created
by descendants of the assimilated Cossack szarshyna played a notable role in the
early formulation of the idea of Little Russian uniqueness.*

The first semilegendary “history” of the land that offered dissimilar gene-
alogies for the “Rus” (Little Russian) and the “Muscovite” tribes, Istoriia
Rusov, was most likely created in these circles. The story centered on whole-
sale glorification of the Cossacks, presenting them as indigenous szlachta,
hereditary nobility of the Rus, bearers of “undeniable rights” to the riches of
the land. The “Muscovites,” on the other hand, were aliens, barbarians,
ruthless invaders and exploiters of the Little Russian people. As a typical
example of early cultural nationalism, the book evoked “a golden age of
achievement as a critique of the present.”® Politically, it was a demand to
restore the old Cossack privileges that had most probably originated inside
the lower segments of the Little Russian elite and reflected its subordinate
position not only vis-a-vis the imperial authorities, but also comparing to
the more successful and fully integrated into the Russian nobility magnates
of a similar local origin.*

The Ukrainian movement was launched into existence by a small group
of intellectuals who formed its first semipolitical organization, the Brother-
hood of Saints Cyril and Methodius, in 1845. The leader of the group, historian
Mykola Kostomarov (1817-1885), contrasted spontaneous individualism and
democratic values of the Ukrainians to the alleged collectivism, statism, and
despotism of the Russian people.?”” Another important member of the circle,
Taras Shevchenko (1814-1861), was to become the great Ukrainian national
poet and, to the scores of subsequent interpreters, also a symbol of the defiant
nation. His political ideas went much farther than liberal constitutionalism,
cultural autonomy, and the Slavic Federation preached by Kostomarov. Hav-
ing been influenced by Istoriia Rusov, Shevchenko developed a revolution-
ary-nationalist outlook on all major problems in Russian-Ukrainian rela-
tions. He squarely blamed both real and alleged misfortunes of the Ukrainian
people on the Russian czars and Muscovites in general. Most twentieth-
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century fighters for Ukrainian independence, notwithstanding frequently
bitter political and ideological disagreements among them, have held the
poet in high esteem for the special part he played in the “awakening of the
nation.”

Ironically, it was the policy of Russian official nationalism that helped to
crystallize Ukrainian sense of distinctiveness and brought representatives of
nascent Ukrainian intelligentsia into the studies of such “genetic” subjects
as ethnography, folklore, philology, and history.”® The “scholarly” phase in
the development of the Ukrainian national consciousness saw, in accor-
dance with Miroslav Hroch’s argument, poets, writers, and historians at-
tempting to forge a new sense of national individuality and to reconstruct
available cultural material according to this vision.”” Being unable to har-
ness power of the state to their cause (as that would equal associating with
the polity they had rejected), Ukrainian culture nationalists “operated as an
educational force, inspiring in a nascent public opinion a sense of loyalty to
the national model, which furnished a matrix for later political nationalist
movements.”%

The broadening of the Ukrainian movement’s social base was achieved
after the abolition of serfdom in 1861, when Ukrainian national populists of
the Russian Empire formed a number of educational societies and were able
to propagate their ideas in several periodicals. Interestingly, their efforts were
granted a more enthusiastic reception abroad, in Galicia, where an important
nationally conscious constituency was thereby created. For the first time ever,
Ukrainian intellectuals managed to stretch the concept of a separate national
identity across the Russo-Austrian border: “the Ukrainians of Russia and
Austria did not become one nation because they spoke the same language;
they came to speak the same language because they had first decided to be
one nation.”*" However, success in the West was not matched with any
comparable developments in the East. The mass audience there remained
essentially Little Russian—that is, parochial and largely conservative—in
its response to the populist message. The stage of “patriotic agitation” had to
be repeated anew when the Russian Revolution of 1905 brought limited con-
stitutional reforms and relative freedom of press in its wake.

The imperial bureaucracy learned to take Ukrainian separatism seriously.
In 1847, it crushed the Brotherhood of Saints Cyril and Methodius, arresting
and exiling its members. Shevchenko suffered a more severe punishment than
the rest of the group. In 1863 the Russian government, reawakened to the
problem of nationalities by the second Polish uprising, chose to impose a
number of restrictions on the use of the Ukrainian language. A circular by
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the Minister of the Interior P. Valuyev prohibited publication of textbooks
and popular education literature in Ukrainian. Still harsher measures, in-
cluding the ban on import of the Ukrainian books and on theatrical perfor-
mances in Ukrainian, were introduced by the Ems wkaz of 1876 signed by
Alexander II.

The reasons behind the linguistic policing were mostly geopolitical. In
the Ukrainian movement, the czar government saw only overt manifesta-
tion of an externally sponsored conspiracy that, if successful, would reverse
the settlement brought by the Partitions of Poland. The imperial scramble
for colonies was in full rage, all major powers had territorial “interests” beyond
their borders, and the ailing empire of the Romanovs fought not to become
Europe’s next “dead man.” According to Szporluk, “this set the tone for how
Russia would view Ukrainian nationalism for decades to come: in the future,
‘Ukrainianism’ would be viewed as a product of German, Austrian, or Vatican
plots, besides being seen as, in one way or another, an originally Polish
invention.”*

By the end of the nineteenth century, the Ukrainian movement made
considerable progress toward the development of a new sense of national
unity based on shared historical narratives, recently codified vernacular, and
common ethnicity. Because Russia remained an empire with no clear border
separating its core from the external periphery, the core Russian ethnie could
not boast comparable achievements. Ethno-national growth of the Great
Russians, or Russians proper, was retarded. Official nationalism of the czars
could hardly serve as a vehicle for the development of modern national
consciousness. However, it did give a shape to the Russian views of the
Ukrainian separatism as an “abnormal,” unnatural phenomenon, an
aberration brought into the East Slavic family through exogenous
interference. The idea was inherited by the Soviets and resurfaced again
after the end of the Soviet power.

On the Ukrainian side, a parallel myth of unredeemable Russian animos-
ity toward Ukraine and Ukrainians used structurally similar psychological
displacement to equate certain policies of the imperial establishment with the
Russian popular attitudes at large. Another persistent problem that the Ukrai-
nian nation makers had to struggle with was intense cross-fertilization and
fusion of the two cultures, which was rather one-sidedly read as the problem
of the Russian influence on the Ukrainian mind. This kind of influence had
to be rejected to avail “purification” of the national spirit, which was repeat-
edly regarded as acute a problem as political autonomy itself. The struggle
continued after the breakup of the Empire.
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REVOLUTIONS: SOCIAL AND NATIONAL

The 1905 Revolution sufficiently softened the czarist regime to allow the
Ukrainian parties to enter into public life, to take part in the elections to the
first two State Dumas, and to win a noticeable share of the seats. Initially,
populists, who sought political and cultural autonomy for Ukraine within
democratized and federated Russia, dominated the stage. Subsequent polar-
ization between national separatists and socialists brought most of the latter
into the all-Russian camp of already established groups of a similar ideologi-
cal persuasion. While socialists had to pay tribute to the ideas of proletarian
internationalism, the relatively low priority they learned to place on the na-
tional cause per se came to be balanced with increased radicalism of the sepa-
ratists. Many of those who at first tried to combine nationalist devotion with
socialist ideas and principles were forced to choose between the two.

The Revolution in February, 1917, brought the end of autocracy and the
period of dual powers in Russia. The Provisional Government’s authority was
constantly being challenged by the soviers, populatly elected councils of workers’
and soldiers’ deputies. The situation was even more complicated in Ukraine.
Power was distributed between the local bodies of the Provisional Govern-
ment, the soviets that sprang up in the cities, and the autonomist government
of the Central Rada. The promise of a long-awaited land reform helped Rada
to win over peasants. In the 1917 election to the all-Russian Constituent As-
sembly, the Ukrainian parties overwhelmed their local contenders. By con-
trast, the Bolsheviks won only 10 percent of the vote.*

However, the strength of the competing powers was not to be determined
through the ballot box. On November 7, 1917, the Bolsheviks toppled the
Provisional Government in Petrograd and called their Ukrainian comrades to
arms. The October Revolution began. On December 25, 1917, the first Soviet
government in Ukraine was born and made its base in Kharkiv. Joint forces of
the Ukrainian Bolsheviks and Red Army detachments sent by the Council of
People’s Commissars fought the Central Rada and the Ukrainian National
Republic it proclaimed. Being unable to withstand the drive, the Central
Rada chose to trade the country’s independence for foreign military aid and
invited the Germans. Upon arrival, the Germans found the Rada of little use
and dissolved it on April 28, 1918.

The fall was precipitated by the Rada’s social and economic policies. Mass
support waned when it became obvious that the promise of the land was not
to be heeded. Later on, Volodymyr Vynnychenko, the head of the Rada’s
government, acknowledged that “the Rada was on the side of the propertied
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classes.” When the less privileged came to see this, “they naturally turned to
those who offered them more tangible goods—the Bolsheviks. Not Russian
but Ukrainian regiments took Kiev later for the Bolsheviks.”*

After a brief interregnum of the German client government under Pavlo
Skoropads’kyi, named the Hetmanate in uncanny allusion to the glorious
past, some of the Rada successors returned. Headed by V. Vynnychenko and
S. Petliura, a new nationalist government of the Directory was formed in
December, 1918. By that time, Ukraine was embroiled in anarchy. The Red
Army was advancing on one flank, the counterrevolutionary Volunteer Army
of General Anton Denikin (the “whites”) on the other, and peasant rebellions
spread all over the country. Self-appointed warlords, ozamany, terrorized and
looted the countryside and small towns alike, changing their allegiances as
they saw fit. The newly established state of Poland laid a claim to the Right-
Bank Ukraine and started a war that eventually brought Petliura into the
Polish camp. The Bolsheviks appeared the only force capable of bringing or-
der into the ravaged country and throwing out both foreign invaders and
local strongmen. While it may be true that their victory was largely deter-
mined by the ability to master an overwhelming military strength,® there
should be no confusion as to the fact that a sizeable part of the Bolshevik-
commanded forces consisted of ethnic Ukrainians and other local loyalists.
The “national revolution” ended amidst deep factional struggle of its lead-
ers.* The Soviet regime was reinstated and took the task of national consoli-
dation upon itself.

Whether the roots of the Ukrainian Soviet government were Russian or
Ukrainian in origin remains a disputed issue. Ukrainian nationalist discourse
would have it that “Ukrainians were the first victims of Soviet Russian aggres-
sion,” and subsequent Soviet administrations in Ukraine were hardly any-
thing more than the “puppet rulers.” Russian nationalist academics draw a
different picture, holding the Bolshevik revolution responsible for the “fairy-
tale” realization of “the most audacious desires” of a politically impotent group
of Ukrainian separatists: “The Second World War completed building of a
unified (sobornoi) Ukraine: Galicia, Bukovyna, Carpathian Rus that were not
yet attached to it emerged as parts of its body. It was given the Crimea under
Khrushchev. If the Caucasus will be given under Brezhnev, the geopolitical
dream [of the Ukrainian devotees] will come true in reality.”* The Soviet
scholars denounced both interpretations, favoring the idea of class solidarity
between the workers and the peasants of the two nations. A myth of the
Communist Party as a political vanguard of the toiling masses helped to up-
hold the regime’s legitimacy in Russia and Ukraine alike.
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If Ukrainian scholars commonly refer to the struggles between 1917 and
1920 as the “Ukrainian Revolution,” the same period in the books centered
on Russia is usually covered under the heading of “Revolution and the Civil
War.” It is not customary to refer to the October, 1917, revolution in Russia as
the Russian national revolution, since nation building tasks for Russian radi-
cal socialists were clearly not a priority. The monarchists and the Constitu-
tional Democrats (the “whites”) were even less supportive of the “plebeian”
idea of national mobilization. Russia, for them, was first and foremost the
Empire, where Russian people were to be treated on a par with other loyal
subjects of the tsar. Yet, a change did occur not only in the social and political
realm, but also in the national realm. The old political system was dismantled
and the new one put in its place. The established social structure was crushed
and its remnants leveled off, to make room for the promised “equality” and
“homogeneity” of society. The equivalent of these changes in the national
domain was the “unmaking of the nation,” the abortion of the Russian na-
tion building project inaugurated by the Revolution of 1905 and continued
in between February and October, 1917.%

Both Russian and Ukrainian revolutions were multifarious, multidimen-
sional upheavals that blended several agendas in one gigantic struggle whose
goals were less than adequately formulated, frequently blurred and misun-
derstood by the participants. It stands to reason that “the use of the term
‘Ukrainian Revolution’ to describe the period is therefore somewhat mis-
leading, as it implies that the attempt to create a national state was the one
and only drama unfolding on Ukrainian territory.”*® Most certainly, it was
not. The struggle to overcome exploitation and social inequality coincided,
intersected, and at times contradicted the national liberation efforts. The
threat of occupation by external powers was aggravated by the civil war
inside the country. Political, economic, social, and national tasks were to be
solved simultaneously, and the state element in both Russia and Ukraine
had to be asserted against forces of anarchy and self-serving factional struggle.
All taken into account, “it is more accurate to refer to revolutions in the
plural when talking about the Russian Empire in 1917.”>' For most European
nationalities of the Empire, these revolutions were both social and national
in nature. In Russia, as in Ukraine and throughout Russian borderlands, a
truly revolutionary change unleashed by the October, 1917, revolution affected
not only political and social, but also national development. The birth of
the “Soviet Man” became a national revolution in its own right, although
misconceived and miscarried. But who said that only successful revolutions
count?
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NATION BUILDING, SOVIET STYLE

For a brief period of time, Soviet states coexisted as de facto equals. Kiev
hardly bowed to Moscow’s authority in anything save party discipline. The
established hierarchy of charismatic revolutionary leaders was acknowledged,
but matters of day-to-day governance were decided mostly locally or via the
shared control system of “unified commissariats.” From here, the Ukrainian
SSR could arguably move either into a tighter form of the union with Russia
or in the opposite direction, “away from Moscow,” in a catchphrase of the
Ukrainian national communist Mykola Khvyl’ovyi. Although the Bolsheviks
proclaimed the right of national self-determination, the party maintained
that the actual separation of former Russia’s borderlands would be detrimen-
tal to the task of socialist construction. To quiet the national sentiment, Lenin
offered to create a federation based on the national-territorial principle of
representation and administration of local affairs. The party was to remain a
singular structure of political authority that would override parochial im-
pulses of the federation units. The federation itself had to be understood, in
Stalin’s words, as the “surest step to the most solid unification of the different
nationalities of Russia into a single, democratic, centralized Soviet state.”>
The party’s monopoly of power meant that the Ukrainian communists had
little choice but to accept the terms of the proposed Union treaty—or to risk
being accused of a “bourgeois-nationalist” desire to break free from revolu-
tionary Russia.

On December 30, 1922, the treaty on the formation of the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics was ratified by representatives of the four Soviet states,
three of which bore the names of the East Slavic nationalities and the fourth,
the Transcaucasian Republic, was to be partitioned into several national ad-
ministrative units some time later. The treaty and the USSR Constitution
that followed (1924) severely limited the sovereignty of the republics, concen-
trating supreme legislative and executive powers in Moscow. As a result,
Ukraine lost the right to independently conduct foreign relations and foreign
trade, to have its own armed forces, or to control the national economy and
the communication system. All major functions of the government were to
be executed under direct supervision of the respective all-Union bodies. The
republican government retained nominally undivided jurisdiction over health
care, education, social services, agriculture, internal affairs, and justice.”* In
practice, however, most of the latter were fully controlled by Moscow bureau-
crats within ten years. The officially reconfirmed right of secession amounted
to little, as even Lenin argued that factual centralization designed and imple-
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mented by Stalin “reduces the freedom of exit from the Union, with which
we justify ourselves, to a scrap of paper.””

Though much criticized as a fake, Soviet federalism nevertheless signified
an important step forward for previously stateless peoples, Ukrainians in-
cluded. To the latter, it gave formal recognition of national existence, the
trappings of statehood, and a working model of at least some power sharing
between the center in Moscow and the subcenter in Kiev. The Bolsheviks
rejected the Austro-Marxist principle of national-cultural autonomy on a
personal basis and the corporatist principle of de-ethnicized sectorial repre-
sentation, both of which had their supporters in the party. Instead, they
opted for a formula that was supposed to provide a sense of national self-
determination and thus to assuage local patriotic sentiment, containing it
within the borders of respective Union republics. The national-territorial
principle of federal organization allowed to harness various brands of populism
in the periphery, making the national awakening work for the purposes of
socialist construction.

By tying ethnicity to territory, the Soviet regime gave a push to the nation-
building processes even where people did not ask for this favor.’ Those who
did ask, like the Ukrainians, were given an opportunity to realize some of
their visions of political and cultural development through a number of
officially approved policy measures collectively known as korenizatsiia
(indigenization). A recent work describes it as “a three-pronged policy: foster
the development of the local language and culture; recruit members of the
indigenous national group into the Party and state apparatus; and employ the
local language in all Party and state business.™” Ukraine, as the largest and
most influential of all the Union republics besides Russia itself, was in a posi-
tion to advance farther than the rest with its own version of korenizatsiia—
Ukrainianization.

Scholars have offered various reasons for the policy of indigenization. While
some of them believe that the Soviets attempted to emulate the Western ex-
perience of economic development on the nation-state basis, more common
interpretation is that the policy was designed to compensate for the lack of
the Communist Party support in ethno-national peripheries.”® Yet another
explanation emphasizes the historical longevity of political-cultural variables
inherited by the revolutionary elite. According to this line of thought, “the
wirings of the old state” endure, even if power changes hands. Successful
revolutionaries become statists, and as such, they feel obliged “to adopt the
putative nationalnost” of the eponymous country. If the fallen regime was
somehow involved in pursuit of nationalistic goals, the policy of official
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nationalism is bound to reappear in the form of “that ‘state’ Machiavellism
which is so striking a feature of postrevolutionary regimes.” The immediate
predecessors of the Soviet Ukrainian government were nationalist regimes of
the center-right (Central Rada), the conservative monarchist (Hetmanate),
and the right populist (Directory) persuasion. Many of those who helped to
bring these regimes into existence returned to public life as ardent promoters
of Soviet-style Ukrainianization. For these people, the leftist radicalism of the
Soviet regime was acceptable as long as the communist powers promoted the
“Ukrainian cause” in culture and education.

The regime’s nationalist transformation seemed to be in the making. Even
the leading émigré figures, such as the former President of the Central Rada
Mykhailo Hrushevs'kyi, were allowed to take positions of state importance
and “adapted themselves as best they could to the conditions of the Soviet
regime in the hope of its evolution.”® Inside the Communist leadership itself,
the left-wing nationalist survivors of other parties (O. Shums’kyi, V. Blakytnyi)
and the “national communists” of more stable Bolshevist loyalties (M.
Skrypnyk) headed the drive to expand the Ukrainian-language education and
bring Ukrainian to the fore of cultural and political life in the country. The
results were impressive. Although there had been few teachers of Ukrainian
before the revolution, there were forty-five thousand by 1923, and the Ukrainian
language was made compulsory in all of the republic’s schools. By the end of
1927, 82 percent of all elementary schools were using Ukrainian, and 93.9
percent of Ukrainian children were taught in the native language. By the
early 1930s, more than 70 percent of all new books and 89 percent of newspapers
in the republic were published in Ukrainian. Titular nationality had a safe
majority in the government and among party members. In 1927, 70 percent
of government business was conducted in Ukrainian, and nearly 57 percent
of all university students were ethnic Ukrainians.®" Although Stalin’s
recentralization profoundly muted the impact of these policies, it cannot be
denied that “the system was already too well established to be dismantled
overnight, and the educational policies pursued by the Bolsheviks have left
their mark on the character of post-Soviet nationhood.”®

While Russian nationalists lamented “coerced Ukrainianization of the Little
Russian people,” they had no less reason to be concerned with developments
at home.*”® No Russian equivalent of indigenization was ever attempted. In
their obsessive fear of “Great Russian chauvinism,” the Bolsheviks took spe-
cial precautions to arrest and completely thwart Russian own national devel-
opment. Through the first postrevolutionary decade, top leadership of the
Communist Party in Moscow remained largely non-Russian in ethnic com-
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position and fiercely anti-Russian in wide range of culture and nationality
policies. In Petro’s opinion, “Russians were singled out because it had been
their culture and institutions that had bound the empire together.”** The
imperial culture, as the most powerful enemy of Bolshevism, was accord-
ingly subjected to annihilation that was achieved through temporary and
permanent ban on publications, crude censorship, revisionist editing, rein-
terpretation, and outright destruction of cultural artifacts. Prerevolutionary
intellectuals perished in the Civil War and subsequent purges; those who
went into exile were never allowed to come back. Russia was deprived of the
vital instruments of national statehood: it had no national party organization,
no separate national capital, no Academy of Sciences, and no security forces
of its own. While the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church was allowed
to be born in 1921, the Russian Orthodox Church was prosecuted as a main-
stay of the imperial tradition, and thousands of its priests died in the Gulag.

The “indigenization-in-reverse” that struck Russia after 1917 severely un-
dermined and distorted national identity and solidarity of the Russian people.
Stripped of most institutions with a distinctly national character, Russia had
to accept its own denationalization as a sacrifice for the greater good and
messianic destiny. Its national development was “interrupted or sidetracked
by the Communist experiment, in which an empire was restored, or, more
precisely, a new empire was founded on an expressly anti-national, universal-
ist ideological foundation.”® By contrast, the Ukrainian nation building ac-
quired a new momentum, fostering legitimate aspirations of bringing the real
substance into the national form of the state. The Soviet nationality policy of
the 1920s affected the national identities of the two peoples in diametrically
opposed ways. If Ukrainians were moved closer to the genuine national awak-
ening, Russians were cut off from their national roots in the imperial history
(as the latter was declared antinational) and denied modern national state-
hood to shoulder the burden of future planetary citizenship. Once the latter
proved remote, it was Russians again, whose transformation into denational-
ized Homo Sovieticus had to be effected first.

STALINISM AND NATIONALITIES

National revival in Ukraine came to an abrupt end in the 1930s. In 1930, the
show trial of a group of well-known Ukrainian intellectuals ended in their
indictment on accusations of counterrevolutionary activities and treason. This
had signaled an all-out attack on both prerevolutionary intelligentsia and its
national communist outgrowth. New trials followed between 1931 and 1933.
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The all-Ukrainian Academy of Sciences was purged, the local Institute of
Marxism-Leninism abolished, and several independent associations of
fine arts and literature ceased to exist. In a parallel move, the Ukrainian
Autocephalous Orthodox Church was banned as an instrument of “bour-
geois nationalist” propaganda, its clerics suffered prosecution, and most of
the faithful had to change allegiances.

Elimination of the national-minded intellectuals was supposed to clear the
slate for the Stalinist campaign of forced collectivization that was especially
ferocious in the rich agricultural areas of Ukraine, southern and central Rus-
sia, and the North Caucasus. Stalin believed that levying a tribute on the
peasantry was the only way to the fast industrialization of the country. How-
ever, peasants could resist, and the indigenous elite was there to organize the
resistance. Hence, all signs of “national deviationism” had to be closely moni-
tored and stamped out. The campaign to “liquidate kulaks [rich peasants] as
a class” could be successful only if local bosses had no sense of national soli-
darity or compassion.

Soviet nationality policies had always trailed “larger” social and economic
designs. Mass collectivization “altered the political constellation upon which
earlier nationality policy had been based in two ways, by necessitating the
centralization of authority in Moscow and by negating the political expedi-
ency of indigenization.”®® Once the campaign was launched and in a matter
of months, about three hundred thousand peasant families, or nearly 1.2 mil-
lion people, were deprived of their property and sent into exile in the scarcely
populated areas in Siberia, Central Asia, and the Far East.” A quarter of a
million of those “class enemies” were Ukrainians, women and children in-
cluded.®® Forced requisition of grain under conditions of poor harvest and
mass peasant resistance to collectivization caused widespread starvation in
the countryside. The cities were only marginally safer. The Great Famine of
1932—33 claimed the lives of millions of Ukrainian peasants and city dwell-
ers.”” Many died in the blacklisted villages guarded by the security police,
where people were deprived of all food and denied any help by authorities.

Everywhere, collectivization was pushed down the peasants’ throats with
terror. Comparably brutal measures were applied to the Kuban and Don
regions of the southern Russia, where repression began even earlier than in
Ukraine, to the peasants of the Volga basin and to several central Russian
regions.”” A student of the peasant opposition in the USSR noted: “Clashes
occurred almost everywhere, from the Ukraine to Siberia, from the Caucasus
to the gates of Moscow, where the peasant rising of Ryazan sowed panic in
governmental quarters. Everywhere murders, arson, fighting were on the rise.
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In the Smolensk region the prosecutor counted thirty-four acts of terrorism
in July and August, 1929, and forty-seven in October. Party militants engaged
in confiscation operations were advised to ‘stay out of range of windows and
not to use village streets after nightfall.”””! Similar policies produced similar
outcomes across the country. Kazakhs were decimated. Southern Russians
were left to die in a ravaged countryside without the benefit of international
aid they received during the famine of 1921. Smaller peoples of Caucasus and
Central Asia were devastated. But Ukrainians suffered on such a scale that
even local Stalin’s loyalists dared to question the policy and sought to amelio-
rate it.”* Discontent inside the party was suppressed with a series of purges
that took a heavy toll on the Central Committee of the Communist Party
(Bolsheviks) of Ukraine (CP[b]U) and most of the central Ukrainian govern-
mental agencies. The Politburo membership changed several times, as the
former first men of all ethnic backgrounds went on the death row and were
replaced by the newcomers, whose fate often repeated the plight of their pre-
decessors. No form of dissent was tolerated. All local attempts to lessen the
shock of the forced requisitions of food were beaten back.

High Stalinism brought the reversal of Ukrainianization and tightening of
bureaucratic controls all over the country. The attack on Great Russian chau-
vinism subsided, as neoimperial recentralization became the task of the day.
The Soviet administration in Ukraine ceased to be culturally distinctive when
appointees from Moscow came to take place of the dislodged officials. The
Russian language was promoted as a medium of international communica-
tion, and the school courses of history became increasingly Russo-centered.
The coming war seemed close with each new success of the Axis powers, and
the history textbooks sought to illuminate particularly “those critical mo-
ments when the nation fought for its existence and repelled the invader from
Russian soil.””® The modernization that Stalinism brought to Ukraine was
devised in Moscow, secured with terror, and further entrenched through
strengthening of Ukraine’s economic dependence on the rest of the Soviet
Union, Russia in particular.”

Did Russian people benefit from these policies? Hardly. Witch hunts in
the Russian Federation often preceded and set the stage for analogous repres-
sions in the other Union republics. Just as in Ukraine, dekulakization in Russia
was accomplished in tandem with destruction of the old intelligentsia. Stan-
dard accusations of sabotage, espionage and anti-Soviet conspiracy were heard
at the Shakhty prosecutions in 192728, during the trials of the fictitious In-
dustrial Party in 1930, the “Menshevik” professors in 1931, the Metro-Vickers
engineers in 1933, and so on.”” Brutality of collectivization in what some writers
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call the Soviet center can be appreciated if one looks at figures of peasant
resistance in ethnic Russian or mixed, with strong Russian presence, areas of
the country. In 1930 only, there were 200 guerrilla groups in the Moscow
region, 32 underground organizations and 190 anti-Soviet peasant groups in
the lower Volga area, 76 counterrevolutionary organizations and 411 groups
with combined membership of 6,259 in the North Caucasus.”® Guerrilla move-
ment in Siberia quadrupled between 1927 and 1929, and by 1930 even local
militiamen were fighting the regime alongside the peasants. Not only did the
terror-famine between 1932 and 1933 not spare the traditional agricultural
areas of the central and southern Russia, but the massive deaths from starva-
tion were reported as far east and north as the Urals, western Siberia and the
Trans-Volga.”” The Great Purge of 1937—39 was principally centered on the
Old Bolsheviks and top military commanders, most of whom were to be
found in Moscow and Leningrad. Its later reach into the periphery was felt
throughout the Russian hinterland in no less measure than in the national
republics. “Great-power Russian chauvinism” in the Leningrad party organi-
zation was purged as ruthlessly as “national deviationism” in the Caucasus,
Ukraine, or Central Asia.

On all accounts, Stalinism in Russia was as much a national tragedy as it
was in Ukraine. Its genocidal policies arrested national development. Eradi-
cation of the old intelligentsia prevented the rise of modern national con-
sciousness. Purges destroyed extant elements of the civil society. Mass terror
pulverized whatever naturally developed mechanisms of social cohesion ex-
isted before and replaced them with artificial limbs of all-pervasive totalitar-
ian structure. Russian people were “atomized” and homogenized, just like the
rest of Soviet “socialist nationalities” subjected to the same nullifying impact
of the Stalinist nationality policies.

But Russians were different in one significant respect, and this distinc-
tiveness still tarnishes the new Russia’s attempts to come to terms with its
own past and with its new neighbors, the former Soviet Union republics.
The Russians could not convincingly disown the regime in a manner that
other members of the Soviet federation could employ, and indeed employed
after the breakup of the USSR. The seat of Stalin’s power was there, in
Moscow, and millions of Russians obeyed it. So did millions of non-Rus-
sians, but their submissiveness could be excused as something extorted by
the Russians. The latter were, of course, sufficiently strong to overpower
smaller nationalities. What happened in the Russian case was, on the other
hand, a particular instance of a proletariat “overpowering” a nation, cancel-
ing its own national existence to keep the denationalized empire together.
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Russia’s tragedy and self-mutilation notwithstanding, a burden of historical
responsibility still lies there, even if a good case can be made that other na-
tions of the former Soviet Union had their own measure of participation in
the system.

WORLD WAR II: A CHANCE TO FIGHT COMMUNISM?

For the great majority of Russians, World War II began in 1941 when Hitler
attacked the Soviet Union. The Red Army’s march on the Baltic states, the
Soviet aggression against Finland, and the annexation of the West Ukrainian,
Bessarabian, and North Bukovynian lands in 1939—40 even now in popular
imagination remain somehow detached from the “true” history of what many
Russians still call the Great Patriotic War. For the western Ukrainians, Sep-
tember 17, 1939, and June 22, 1941, are inseparable. On the first date, Soviet
tanks crossed Poland’s eastern border and reclaimed the ethnic Ukrainian
territories for the “socialist Fatherland.” Collectivization, dekulakization, and
the Russian-speaking security police (NKVD) soon followed. On the second
date, tanks again rolled over the country, this time coming from the west.
Nazi Germany declared war on the USSR, and Hitler’s “new order” began
spreading east. “Liberation” from Stalinism proved dubious, as some of those
who greeted Germans with bread and salt ended up in Nazi concentration
camps, while others—in the resistance movement.

The Nazi plans for enslaving and physical extermination of the East Slavs
were put to swift realization in the occupied territories. Very soon, most of
those involved could guess that the stakes in the war were as high as national
survival. However, there were people among both Russians and Ukrainians
who believed that tactical alliance with Germany was possible and in the end
justifiable, if some higher-order goals were thereby served. The goals thus
privileged included achievement of national independence and delivery from
Stalinism.

The OUN-UPA

On the Ukrainian side, this position was taken by the radical right Organi-
zation of the Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN), whose leaders maintained close
contacts with German special agencies as early as the 1920s. The OUN’s
collaboration with the National-Socialists was expedited by an ideological
kinship and a common hatred of communism.”® National statehood for
Ukraine seemed to be achievable in the form of a German protectorate, and,
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once the statehood was granted, the OUN could hope to exonerate its ac-
tions, claiming the mantle of a legitimate representative of the Ukrainian
national interests.

However, the Germans were unwilling to entertain the idea of even token
Ukrainian statehood. The country was little more than a colony attained
through military conquest, and as such, it had to pay the tribute. The na-
tionalists were tolerated as long as they assisted in keeping locals docile,
which they did, fighting the red guerrilla movement in the forests and
eliminating Soviet sympathizers in the cities. Nothing more was expected of
them. Meanwhile, the severity of the occupation regime and its increasing
appetite for slave laborers (est. 2.3 million deported to Germany from
Ukraine) forced many nonparty Ukrainians into hiding and eventually into
resistance movement. By 1943, the OUN managed to secure control over
these noncommunist partisans and to combine their forces under the
umbrella of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army (UPA). The UPA’s anti-German
stance was rather limited in scope and application, allowing a long-time
student of the problem to doubt “whether they [nationalist partisans]
achieved anything of importance, for by the time the Germans were inclined
to make concessions, their authority was already on the verge of being
overthrown by the Red Army.”” By contrast, the anticommunist and anti-
Russian credentials of the OUN-UPA remain beyond any doubt, since “most
of its actions were against Soviet forces.”

Dramatically different assessments of the Ukrainian nationalists’” military
record during the Second World War continue to be published in Russia,
Ukraine, and the West. Most Russian writings on the issue, though some-
times acknowledging that military resistance to Stalinism was morally
justifiable, essentially repeat the Soviet condemnation of the Ukrainian na-
tionalists as traitors who partook in the crimes of the occupiers, “assisted the
Nazi executioners in exterminating the Ukrainian population, helped to ship
Ukrainian youth to hard labor in Germany, looted the Ukrainian people, and
carried out fascist orders to uphold the occupation regime.”®! Procommunist
and Russophile Ukrainians generally tend to subscribe to this view, labeling
the OUN-UPA a fascist organization, while their nationalist opponents, largely
concentrated in the western Ukraine and in Kiev, glorify the “heroic struggle”
of the nationalist guerrilla, unconditionally treating it as a genuine national
liberation movement. Right-wing speakers for the Ukrainian diaspora in the
West granted the UPA the role as the main protector of the Ukrainian popu-
lation “against German military and police units, as well as against Soviet
partisans,” and see the wartime Ukrainian nationalism “as a revolutionary
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democratic force” engaged in “the struggle against both totalitarian powers.”®*

More balanced assessments counterpoise the OUN'’s “unsavoury reputation
for authoritarianism, collaboration with the Nazis and anti-Semitism” to its
“relatively diverse and politically flexible” tradition of ideological adaptation
and the ability to “carry on an armed struggle, even to a limited extent and
for a comparatively short time, against both the German and the Soviet

forces.”®

The Viasov Army

Russian participation in the Second World War was not wholly pro-Soviet
either. If the Ukrainian nationalists were inspired by the idea of national in-
dependence, Russian defectors from Stalinism often sought to overthrow the
dictatorship. This, indeed, was the main rationale behind the creation of the
Russian Liberation Army (ROA) under Gen. Andrei Vlasov. As a British ex-
pert claims, it took Vlasov “approximately a year to realise that his assump-
tions as to the wisest policy toward the Soviet Union were not and could not
be shared by the Nazi authorities,” whose occupation regime in Russia was
premised on the postulate of racially asserted colonialism.®

The ROA, though most visible, was not a unique instance of the severity
of ethnic Russian opposition to Stalinism. There were also Cossack forma-
tions that volunteered and were included in the Wehrmacht, writes Aleksandr
Nekrich, who estimates the end-of-war strength of the Vlasov force at three
hundred thousand men.®> Several Western observers noticed that Russians
were at least as hostile to the regime as non-Russians, and actually led the
resistance, while “non-Russian Soviet individuals did not emerge anywhere as
outstanding opposition leaders either during or after World War II, although
one might cite secondary leaders among Ukrainians, Tatars, and Caucasians.”®
We have seen, however, that the Ukrainian nationalist movement, if any-
thing, was hardly dependent on any Russian opposition leaders and had de-
veloped a completely separate agenda of its own. The available documents of
the Russian Liberation Movement show certain sympathy to the national
aspirations of non-Russian nationalities and indicate that the Russian oppo-
sition, if successful, was prepared to take the principle of national self-deter-
mination seriously.®’” Still, its raison d’étre was Russia’s own democratization.
Rather naively, the ROA leaders believed that military defeat at the hands of
Hitler’s armies would free Russia from totalitarian dictatorship.

In the Soviet Union, General Vlasov and his entourage were rarely de-
picted as anything more than a handful of traitors and Nazi collaborators,
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their concrete personal motivations usually dismissed as opportunistic or sim-
ply unimportant. Mass participation in the movement was explained as a
result of forced mobilization and intimidation of the prisoners-of-war, whose
refusal to join the ROA would have meant, in most cases, certain death in
Nazi prison camps. More sympathetic accounts tended to exaggerate the mass
hatred of Stalinism at home, even going as far as to suggest “that to win the
war the Nazis had merely to arm Soviet citizens and let them fight against
their own government, but Hitler was extremely reluctant to try that.”®®
Both views are rather extreme. Instead, it must be fair to argue that the
Vlasov movement was as much a product of the Soviet system as its militant
adversary. Totalitarian upbringing helped to negotiate with the German high
command, while anti-Stalinism facilitated acceptance of a more or less pro-
democratic position, developed under the influence of the Russian émigré
group known as the Popular Labor Alliance (NTS).* The Russian Liberation
Movement made no use of fascist ideology and had never espoused the doc-
trine of ethnic superiority. In Conquest’s assessment of General Vlasov, “His
program shows that he was entirely out of sympathy with Nazism, and only
concerned with a democratic Russia—he was comparable, in fact, to the Irish
revolutionaries of 1916 who sought German support against Britain, or the
Burmese and Indonesians of the Second World War who came to agreements
(or tried to) with the Japanese against the West.””® Vlasov’s choice of allies was
odious nevertheless. Still, what we know of the Russian Liberation Movement’s
political platform indicates a basic longing for a nontotalitarian Russia. That
sort of Russia could allow Ukraine to secede, had the majority of Ukrainians
demanded it. In Petro’s opinion, the imprint left by the democratic views of
the exiled compatriots on the Russian Liberation Movement demonstrated
historical viability and continuity of Russian alternative political culture.”
Whatever else may be said of the Ukrainian and Russian anti-Soviet mili-
tary resistance during World War II, they were united in a common desire to
bring the Stalinist regime to its end. Both groups chose to join together with
the Nazis to achieve this goal. Many eventually came to sincere disillusion-
ment with the idea and even turned their arms against the former sponsor
(the UPA) or demanded a real organizational autonomy, including the rights
of the national government (the ROA). By the end of the war, both the Ukrai-
nian nationalists, represented by the Ukrainian Supreme Liberation Council
(UHVR), and the Vlasovites, who launched the Committee for the Libera-
tion of the Peoples of Russia (KONR), moved to embrace an ideology that
was more sensitive to the rights of national minorities and promised some
hope for harmonious national relationships in the societies they respectively
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claimed to represent. These wartime experiments, even if their immediate
political and military context remains morally dubious, are worthwhile to
remember because of their role in reemergence of noncommunist political
culture in the Soviet Union after the war.

NATIONALITIES AFTER STALIN

The red flag was raised over Berlin in 1945, and the Soviet Union entered
Europe as a military superpower. The event could not but provoke reminis-
cences of another occasion when Russia similarly helped to bring peace to
Europe and was similarly consulted on the matters of the post-war settle-
ment—the end of the Napoleonic wars. Then, a major victory aroused mass
patriotic feelings and widespread hopes that the regime could change for the
better. Not incompatible feelings and hopes flooded the Soviet society after
World War II. Stalin’s response to the outburst of patriotism was to toast the
Russian people as “the most outstanding nation of all the nations within the
Soviet Union.”™? Simultaneously, a wave of repressions launched between 1941
and 1944 against the suspect non-Russian nationalities of the Soviet Union
continued and even gained momentum in recently annexed areas, the west-
ern Ukraine included. The policies of official Soviet Russian patriotism set
against the background of systematic prosecution of dissidents in ethno-
national peripheries created a schism that ran deep in the society. The full
measure of mutual estrangement between Russians and non-Russians that
was born out of this schism would be felt for years to come, finding its
outlets in the 1991 collapse of the Soviet Union, the two Russian-Chechen
wars between 1994 and the present, the discriminatory citizenship laws of
postcommunist Latvia and Estonia, and the continuous tensions between
Crimean Tatars and ethnic Russians in the autonomous Crimean Republic of
Ukraine.

The death of the dictator and subsequent de-Stalinization efforts promul-
gated by Nikita Khrushchev between 1956 and 1962 could only partially re-
verse the trend thus established. For one thing, Khrushchev was a loyal Stalinist
himself through much of his career. He personally supervised purges in the
Ukrainian Communist Party and stopped well short of exposing all of the
crimes he no doubt was well aware of. The famous rehabilitation of the regime’s
victims was not extended to such deported nationalities as the Volga Ger-
mans or the Crimean Tatars. The fight with “bourgeois nationalism” in the
Union republics continued. The brief decentralization campaign of 1954—58
was quickly reversed when the party leadership in Moscow awoke to the fact
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that “national and territorial autonomy were about to overcome their status
as propaganda slogans and become reality.”” As the rule of the party’s center
was threatened by the increased power of local decision making, the period of
institutional innovations on the republican level ended, and control over the
economy was transferred back to the all-Union bureaucracy.”

For other reasons of only limited success of the de-Stalinization effort in
Soviet nationality policies one may think of “the plebeian sense of Slavic cul-
tural superiority that appeared to move Khrushchev,” or “the basically con-
servative fear of anarchy that seemed to motivate Brezhnev,” or refer to still
other idiosyncratic factors that, because of the system’s excessive reliance on
personal leadership, unduly influenced decision-making process in the Soviet
Union.” Although we can speculate further in this direction, the institutional
inertia of the giant Soviet apparatus was probably a factor that outweighed
even the most powerful personalities. The system developed a bureaucratic
logic of its own that circumvented all attempts at reform.

According to this logic, Russians, as the country’s most numerous ethnic
group, were supposed to bind the Empire together. Since the Russians did
not conceive the Empire as a national state, but rather as a model of nation-
ally indifferent organization of “labor masses,” they were also the first to taste
the full flavor of the denationalization experiments undertaken in the name
of socialist and “proletarian” solidarity. A combination of these two thor-
oughly opposed intellectual moves yielded equally ambivalent policies. On
one hand, the “new Soviet man” had to speak the “language of international
communication,” that is Russian, to be effectively administered by a central-
ized bureaucracy. This consideration revealed itself in intensified Russification
efforts of the Brezhnev administration. On the other hand, the de-ethnicization
of the rest of the Soviet people was to be modeled on the Soviet Russian,
already de-ethnicized prototype. Hence, popular Russian nationalism remained
as outlawed in the 1980s as it was in the 1920s, and the very notion of the
Russian national interest as at least theoretically distinct from the Soviet one
was diligently suppressed.

Although tolerating the nominally federal structure of the state as an in-
evitable throwback to the past, the official theory and ideology probed the
possibility of a switch from the national-territorial to the territorial-adminis-
trative principle of political organization. An opinion that the change would
probably better address the needs of a uniform management was widespread
among party intellectuals. The Communist Party of the Soviet Union’s (CPSU)
1961 program reflected the mood, stating that the borders between Union
republics were increasingly losing their former significance. The future “single



History of an Uneasy Relationship 89

culture” of communist society was seen as free from national divisions. One
culture for all Soviet nationalities had to be developed first, as a necessary step
in that direction. The Russian language was apparently designated as a pre-
ferred medium for “international” Soviet culture, and the education reform
of 1958—59 attempted to tilt the balance between Russian and non-Russian
languages in the national republics in favor of the former.

Parallel to this trend, there were signs of a diametrically opposed move-
ment to greater assertiveness of the Union republics. The national contract
between the center and the peripheries was renegotiated before. First, the
party moved from unconditional acknowledgment of the right to national
self-determination to a more tentative formula that made better use of “inter-
national proletarian solidarity” and practical political centralization. Next came
the switch from Stalin-preferred “autonomization” to the national-territorial
principle advocated by Lenin. Korenizatsiia was cut short by collectivization
and the Great Purge. The Great Patriotic War against the Third Reich natu-
rally demanded more room for patriotic feelings; the Soviet leadership had to
admit not only Russian, but also Ukrainian, Georgian, Bashkir and other
historic figures in a pantheon of officially celebrated heroes. The postwar con-
solidation could not but trigger new adjustments in Soviet nationality policy,
and this time they were more complex and less straightforward than earlier.

First, de-Stalinization and, second, Brezhnev’s policy of the stability of cad-
res removed an element of fear in the relations between Moscow and the re-
publics. Due to the relaxation of controls, the Soviet system ceased to be totali-
tarian, though it was still run by the authoritarian party. Individual dictatorship
of the party leader was replaced by more or less genuine, though extremely
limited in scope, collective leadership of the Politburo. Republican administra-
tions received a better representation in the center and, more importantly, a
greater freedom of action at home. Ukrainians enjoyed especially favorable
treatment, as their representation in the CPSU’s Central Committee rose from
6.8 percent in 1952 to 18.5 percent in 1961, which was above the national Ukrai-
nian average in the total population of the Soviet Union. Though this figure
had somewhat declined by the early 1980s, Ukrainian representation in the
central organs of the party, the Ministry of Defense and other central institu-
tions was high enough to put Ukrainians firmly in a position of political pre-
eminence that, Russians excluded, was second to no other Soviet nationality.”®

The special treatment of the Ukrainians underscored a particular value
that the Russian-Ukrainian partnership held for the party. For both the
Khrushchev and Brezhnev administrations, Ukraine was a country of choice,
as their personal climb to power proceeded from local power bases. Mass
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influx of the Ukrainian cadres in various decision-making bodies at the cen-
ter came after each leader’s elevation. Brezhnev’ successor Yurii Andropov,
reaffirmed Ukraine’s position as second to Russia only in his best known
pronouncement on the national question.” While the next Soviet leader,
Konstantin Chernenko, in one writer’s observation, spent some time of his
brief tenure attacking Russian nationalism and religion, he pretty much left
Ukraine to its own premises.” The fight against “Ukrainian bourgeois na-
tionalism” was largely abandoned in Moscow and for all practical intents and
purposes became house preoccupation of the Ukrainian ideological establish-
ment supervised by Brezhnev’s loyalist Volodymyr Shcherbyts’kyi. The trend
did not change much under Gorbachev, who was so eager to embrace Ukrai-
nians as “brothers” that at times he seemed to take them for a regional variety
of the Russian people.

When compared to the rest of the country, Ukrainian elites after Stalin
enjoyed definite political success. However, it was revealed mostly through
individual political careers—which traversed all of the former Soviet Union
and were not capped by a republican “ceiling”—and certain corporate ac-
complishments won, for example, by Ukraine’s coal industry or defense en-
terprises and research centers. Elite success was not translated into auto-
matic gains for the republican economy or culture. A balance of regular
budgetary appropriations versus investments per republic clearly did not
favor Ukraine. That the Russian Federation fared no better was poor excuse
for the republic’s leaders. By the early 1970s, the trend was well pronounced:
“regions with the highest representation at the center (the Ukraine, Geor-
gia) have done poorly; while regions with few such political resources have
done remarkably well.” At the same time, Russian language made new
advances in education, with a result that Russian books and periodicals were
read by ever growing segments of the public. An attempt to promote
Ukrainian through a variant of nativization policies, sanctioned by the
Communist Party of Ukraine’s (CPU) Central Committee under Petro
Shelest, was thwarted amidst accusations of localism, parochialism, and,
worse than that, nationalist deviationism.'™ A longstanding Politburo
member, Shcherbyts’kyi, who succeeded Shelest as Ukraine’s party chief,
had concentrated mostly on the economy.

Among many unintended consequences, Khrushchevs “thaw” revived a
national consciousness in non-Russian republics and spawned dissident move-
ment in intellectual centers. In Ukraine, these trends combined to produce
nationalist dissent of the late 1960s and early 1970s. The dissenters—such as
writer Ivan Dziuba, journalist Viacheslav Chornovil, and lawyer Levko
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Luk’ianenko—were persecuted and isolated, only to return as heroes twenty
years later. Some signs of national reawakening were registered in Russia,
t00."”! However, the Russian dissent, with few exceptions, was concentrated
mainly on all-inclusive human rights problems and less concerned with the
plight of Russian ethnicity and culture. Although fully supportive of the
fight non-Russians waged against nationality policies of the regime, the
Moscow dissidents on the whole failed to address the issue of denationaliza-
tion in Russia proper.

Russian nationalism remained an unrealized project. A “return to the soil”
movement pioneered by writers of the so-called village prose, though la-
menting the loss of a distinct Russian identity and criticizing the destructive
impact of modernization, did not attempt to openly blame the regime for
decline of the core Soviet nationality. Official nationalism of the Brezhnev
period glorified multinational Soviet people, proclaiming its own variant of
unity in diversity. Though knowing and speaking Russian language was
thought of as one of the key manifestations of the “unity,” development of
Russian distinct national consciousness was not endorsed for fear that it could
undermine supranational political identity of Homo sovieticus. Russian national
opposition, most prominently represented by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn,
continued to perceive Ukrainians and Belarusians as little more than the
regional types of the bigger Russian nation, thus obfuscating the tensions
that were simmering under the facade of “brotherly” relations. Not grounded
in either clearly defined ethnicity or the shared polity, the mainstream Russian
nationalism of the late Brezhnev era could not serve as a base for political
mobilization. For the same reason, the cultural identity it provided was, at
best, ambiguous. Without perestroika, national mobilization in Russia proper
had no chance to get off the ground.

PERESTROIKA AND AFTER

Gorbachev’s distinct lack of sensitivity to the issue of nationalities was clearly
demonstrated in his June, 198, slip of tongue, when, to the astonishment of
a street crowd in the Ukrainian capital, he used “Russia” as a synonym for
the Soviet Union as a whole. Almost every analyst writing on the topic
noted that the last general secretary uniquely rose through the ranks without
having to serve anywhere beyond the borders of the Russian Federation.
Gorbachev’s personal background was therefore particularly ill suited for
the job, as running a multinational country, let alone attempting to reform
it, required skills he had no chance to acquire.
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The new course started with a bid to dismantle the established instru-
ments of Soviet nationality policy. Gorbachev apparently had a very dim un-
derstanding of its working principles, when “(1) he called for zero-based bud-
geting, a direct challenge to the republics’ role in the economy; (2) he treated
the periphery in an undifferentiated way, not giving pride of place to the
republics over the oblasts of the REFSR; and (3) he appeared to call for an
end to affirmative action, arguing that the selection of cadres in both Moscow
and the republics should be conducted the same way—on merit and without
favoritism.”'** As if all of this was not enough to insult the republics and
trigger a massive counterattack, the reform-minded leaders in Moscow
launched a vicious offensive against local middle-management cadres, deni-
grating them collectively as a bureaucratic deadwood and “mechanism of in-
ertia.” The campaign of “acceleration” located the seed of the country’s
economic ills in intermediary elites who were directly responsible for smooth
functioning of territorial and sectorial formations of the Soviet system.
Presumably fighting with provincial despotism, corruption and favoritism,
Gorbachev in effect sold Moscow’s most trusted allies down the river. In other
words, he was the first to breach the unwritten national contract that gave the
center ultimate power together with ultimate responsibility for its workings.
The national cadres understood their leader had betrayed them.

The end results of this policy were structurally similar in Russia, Ukraine,
and the rest of the republics. Sovereigntist elites had to be born to withstand
the pressure of the increasingly irrelevant Union authority and to take on the
tasks of management and coordination that were one by one divested by the
Kremlin. Meanwhile, the center detached itself from reality and showed signs
of progressive intellectual debilitation and organizational incapacity. Gorbachev
lived in a dream world, preaching “new thinking” to the world, while failing
to address mundane problems of day-to-day governance. He ended wars and
commanded withdrawal of troops; the republics had to resettle the returnees.
Politburo fought alcohol consumption; the republics lost revenues from wine
and vodka sales. A money reform confiscated people’s savings; local bosses
had to prevent chaos and to secure food supply. Moscow refused to enforce
inter-enterprise contracts; the republics attempted to shortcut economic cir-
cuits, rerouting them through the domain they could control. Naturally, they
demanded more say in economic affairs. Authority over the economy became
contested in the “war of laws” that Moscow increasingly lost to the periphery.
Out of this turmoil, Kravchuk’s national communists were born in Ukraine
and Yeltsin’s democrats in Russia. Both resented the ineffective and indeci-
sive, yet pompous, center, as being a nuisance for conservatives and reformers
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alike. Time was ripe for the real change, and all winds were blowing in cen-
trifugal directions.

Ukraine’s major reassessment of the relationship with Moscow came in the
wake of the worst nuclear disaster humanity experienced to date: the Chernobyl
catastrophe of April 26, 1986. With radioactive fallout about 200 times that
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki combined, Chernobyl and its aftermath vividly
demonstrated the organizational incapacity of the Soviet system and its blunt
disregard to the people of labor it purported to represent.'®™ The 1986 May
Day celebrations in contaminated Kiev underscored profound dishonesty of
the Soviet officialdom. Ecological movement was born soon thereafter, and
the national opposition showed itself, under the name of the Rukh (“move-
ment” in Ukrainian) in late 1988. Having started as a catchall movement, the
Rukh quickly passed through a national-democratic phase to become a na-

104 Dissatisfied national commu-

tionalist party of rather radical persuasion.
nists under the leadership of Leonid Kravchuk saw Rukh as a vehicle to pro-
mote the ideas they could not express in the open, and eventually took over
the nationalist agenda.'® When Moscow lay paralyzed by the abortive coup
of August, 1991, the Ukrainian Parliament passed the Act of the State Inde-
pendence of Ukraine. The erstwhile middle managers of the Soviet republic
finally secured themselves from any and all attacks from the center. By the
end of the year, a popular referendum rallied all the nationalities living in
Ukraine in a common desire to end the country’s dependence on the whims
of demonstrably incapable rulers in Moscow.

Russia’s parallel move was to secede from the Soviet Union, leaving Gorbachev
and his circle to preside over the empty shell of the country. The Russian Re-
public declared sovereignty in June, 1990, one month before the Ukrainian
declaration of a similar nature. Growing alienation of an increasingly narcissis-
tic state from the “emergent Russian nation or ‘society’” made the Soviet col-
lapse inevitable and unstoppable.’® The new Russian nationalism was born
out of indignation at the waste of Russian national resources squandered on
both external and internal clients. It was fuelled by the recognition that Soviet
communist messianism and geopolitics were no small factors in the victimiza-
tion of Russia’s own hinterland, vast tracts of which now laid bare and aban-
doned. Many took Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s idea of “rebuilding Russia” close
to heart, though not necessarily sharing all the particulars of his vision. In most
cases, nation builders agreed on two things: (a) that Russia should divest itself
of culturally alien and economically burdensome borderlands (their concrete
register varied, depending on interpretation), and (b) that Russia should not be
alienated from other East Slavic nations, and most importantly, Ukraine.
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While on the first point Yeltsin performed nicely, the second point was
barely paid the attention it deserved throughout all of the initial, “big bang”
phase of reforms. Ukraine was pressured on such issues as nuclear and con-
ventional weapons, division of the Black Sea Fleet, the status of Sevastopol,
dual citizenship for the Ukrainian Russians, and so on. Though Russian sub-
sidies to the Ukrainian economy continued, the tonality of the Russian-Ukrai-
nian negotiations betrayed a distinctively commandeering approach on the
part of Moscow. A thinly veiled refusal to treat Ukraine as a fully sovereign
subject of international law soured the relations between the two countries.
What was the role that political culture and perceptions of identity played in
bringing this about? Why did the “big brother” imagery make its way back
into the modern Russian political discourse? The next chapter will address
the problem in some detail.



CHAPTER 3

Ukraine’s Departure
and the Crisis
of Russian |dentity

The Soviet Union was formally dissolved by the leaders of the three East
Slavic republics that made up its core: Russia (B. Yeltsin), Ukraine
(L. Kravchuk), and Belarus (S. Shushkevich). The decision, reached on De-
cember 8, 1991, at the out-of-sight meeting in the national reserve park of
Belovezhskaia Pushcha, struck Mikhail Gorbachev by surprise and became
the most important part of the appropriately named Belovezhe agreements.
Ukrainians took special pride in the event, which they believed would be
impossible without their Declaration of the State Independence (August 24,
1991) and the pro-independence vote of the December 1, 1991, referendum. A
typical account sees Ukraine’s Independence Act as signifying “factual fiasco
of one of the biggest empires of all times and nations.” Ukrainians are cred-
ited with a decisive role in dissolution of the USSR, which they presumably
sank by blocking all the efforts to save it by both Gorbachev and his oppo-
nents from the State Committee for the State Emergency (GKChP).

The reality was more complex. Started as a critique of Stalinism, glasnost
spun out of control to defame the Soviet way of life and historical legacy in
toto, thus quickly degenerating into a large-scale muckraking campaign.
Perestroika impaired the state, disabling not only conservative party bureau-
cracy but most working institutions of governance.? Ill-conceived experimen-
tation in the economy that Gorbachev presented as a middle way between
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the state and the market had wrecked the first and poisoned the second at its
inception. The Soviet republics went sovereign to preserve a modicum of
order needed to shield the public from increasingly pernicious policies of the
center. The Baltic states and the Russian Federation led the way. The Ukrai-
nian Declaration of Sovereignty was prompted by the analogous Russian act.
Ukraine’s state independence was proclaimed only after the defeat of the Au-
gust, 1991, putsch in Moscow—the putsch that the Leonid Kravchuk leader-
ship failed to condemn until it was over.

Apart from the concern for the well-being of the people, Ukraine’s
nomenklatura bosses were “frightened by the decisive measures of decom-
munization implemented by the Russian leadership” and sought to “disengage
themselves from ‘democratic bacchanalia’ that all of them, full of panic, saw
on'TV.”? State independence helped to delay economic reform and undermine
democratic transitions. Separation walled off the economy and safeguarded
powers of local elite. While most industries had to pay the price for disruption
of the long-established ties with ex-Soviet neighbors, material benefits accruing
to the high-placed officials were numerous. In a movement common to all
postcommunist countries, ex-apparatchiks and their middlemen became
endowed with property owing to their positions at the state’s helm, through
the unprecedented procedure of a neofeudal distribution of assets.* As political
power was literally translated into money, large-scale corruption became
endemic.’ Independence delivered billions in international aid, which soon
started flowing in private accounts overseas. The country’s important
geopolitical position could also be “sold” to both Russia and the West.®

Later on, Kravchuk boasted that the three leaders in Belovezhe could opt
for the renewal of the Union, if Ukrainians were more inclined to entertain
the idea. However, the December 1991 referendum closed this possibility.
Ukrainians were no longer interested. The “elder brother” (Russia) lost both
power and authority, while the “younger” one (Ukraine) was morally pre-
pared to start afresh. The idea that Ukraine would be much better off on its
own was widespread among all groups of the Ukrainian society, not least
among the national-communist nomenklatura. By the end of 1991 the break-
up of the Soviet Union became the reality.

PARTING WITH UKRAINE: FIRST REACTIONS
The Russians met Ukraine’s separation in one of two ways. On one hand, it

must be fair to say that the majority did not take it quite seriously. This
attitude, both plainly expressed and masked by the “wait-and-see” caveats,
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fed the expectation that Ukraine would sooner or later “come back” into the
Russian embrace. After all, Ukraine was nothing like the Baltic states, which
through all of their Soviet history were never able to shed the aura of the
“inner abroad.” Unlike the Central Asian nations of the former Soviet Union,
Ukrainians were not separated by race or religion. Ukrainians and Belarusians
were unlike the Caucasian nationalities, whose “exotic” cultures and lan-
guages that bore no words similar to any of the Slavic family. For all practical
purposes and in other nations’ imagery, Ukrainians were the Russian alter
ego, indeed, the second branch on the “all-Russian” family tree. If they wanted
independence, let them go, but leave the door open and wait for a knock
after dark.

Such was the way of thinking of many, relatively early expressed in Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn’s article “How Are We to Rebuild Russia.” On the other hand,
there were people who saw the loss of Ukraine as an inevitable step on the
way of Russia’s transformation into a “normal” nation-state with limited geo-
political ambitions. For these liberal democrats, personified by Andrei Sakharov
and initially Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev, Russia’s continued control over
the whole, or even most, of post-Soviet space was incompatible with the
country’s democratic development. The right of national self-determination
had to be granted to all non-Russian republics of the former Soviet Union
unequivocally, and the separation of Ukraine was seen as a major prerequi-
site for Russia’s own national liberation.

The second line prevailed from 1990 to 1993. First formulated in the oppo-
sition-prepared “Declaration of the Principles of Inter-State Relations between
Ukraine and the RSESR. Based on the Declarations of State Sovereignty,” it
informed Yeltsin’s visit to Kiev in November, 1990, and signing of the first
“post-Soviet” Russian-Ukrainian treaty that recognized inviolability of the
existing inter-republican border. The “nonimperialism” of the Russian presi-
dency stood in sharp contrast with more traditional quasi-Soviet views of
Russian legislature: first, the Congress of People’s Deputies chaired by Ruslan
Khasbulatov and, second, the first State Duma elected under the provisions
of the new presidential constitution (1993) to replace the Congress. Occa-
sional lapses notwithstanding, the Russian reformers endorsed the factual
existence of an independent Ukrainian state and agreed to respect its borders,
as inherited from the former Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic.” The out-
standing problems in Russian-Ukrainian relations seemed to be few and had
to do mainly with the division of ex-Soviet hard currency reserves and strate-
gic and military assets. Moscow had the full support of the United States on
such a crucial issue as the denuclearization of Ukraine and the transfer of the
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Ukrainian weaponry of mass destruction under the Russian control. The di-
vision of the Black Sea Fleet (BSF) and the status of its main base in Sevastopol
were on the agenda of direct bilateral negotiations. The Ukrainian share of
the Soviet property abroad was traded for debt when both sides agreed to the
so-called zero option that left Russia solely responsible for the external debt
incurred by the Soviets. The fairness or unfairness of the deal is still debated
by Ukrainian diplomats and experts. Beyond that, however, the Ukrainian-
Russian divorce proceeded fairly smoothly.

IN SEARCH OF FOREIGN POLICY: ATLANTICISM

Aside from continuing gas and oil subsidies to the former junior partner, two
years of Russian flirtation with the West left Ukraine pretty much to its own
premises. New Russia’s adulation of all things Western, pinned on the hope
of being able to join the object of adoration in the typically Russian act of
spiritual transmigration, resulted in the “Atlanticist” course in foreign policy.
The Atlanticists, also known as Russian liberal internationalists, took an
unashamedly “idealist view of international relations, seeing economic and
political collaboration and observance of international norms as the most
effective way of advancing national interests.”® This led to the willful accep-
tance of a junior partner’s role in relations with the West and relative neglect
of “less developed” worlds, including the former Soviet companions.

At first, the Russians did not consider Ukraine a problem, and did not
accord it more than a peripheral role in foreign policy. Since both ex-Soviet
countries were seen as moving into the “all-European home,” where national
specificities would be subordinate to the dictate of “universal human values,”
to use a couple of splashy figures of speech much abused by Gorbachev’s
speech writers, Ukraine’s diverging trajectory gave no grounds for concern.
The loss of Ukraine could be considered even beneficial, in some ways, as it
allowed for the concentration of resources and the focus of attention on Rus-
sian domestic problems. Parallel and complementary to that, one could dis-
cern a less idealistic desire to get the most spoils of the Soviet inheritance in
Moscow’s exclusive possession, which could be difficult to implement with-
out a certain alienation of other pretenders. Finally, the Atlanticists shared in
what must be seen as a key component in the Russian myth of Ukraine—the
idea that Ukraine is naturally a part of a bigger Russian universe and destined
to remain this way. From this perspective, independent or not, Ukraine was
expected to follow in Russian footsteps as if by its own will. Hence, there was
nothing in Ukraine’s separation that could have hinted at the slightest trouble.
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As a train of thought and a kind of surrogate ideology for the Russian
foreign policy, Atlanticism was the primary manifestation of a deep crisis in
Russian national identity that was traditionally construed on the basis of
self-centered cultural opposition to Europe and the idea of Russia’s special
role in the Slavic Orthodox world, of which Ukraine was a principal part.
Atlanticism logically extended ideas of the nineteenth-century Russian
Westernism (zapadnichestvo), postulating that Russia formed a natural
division of the West European civilization and, therefore, was destined to
repeat the West European path of development. For postperestroika
Atlanticists, the United States played the role of a quintessential incarnation
of Western European imagery, and, Russia, as a prospective junior partner
of the last remaining superpower, had to be accordingly refurbished to fit in.
Here, traditional cultural opposition to Europe melted into insignificant
differences of a predominantly quantitative character: Russia was behind,
but had all chances eventually to catch up. It lacked in democratic institutions
or market infrastructure but could create them reasonably fast. Countries of
what used to be the Russian external periphery could probably learn from
the Russian experience, and yet Russia could do little to speed up their
individual transitions and assimilation into the Western cultural milieu. It
was not Russia’s task, after all, to Westernize its erstwhile clients and “junior
brothers.”

This picture of the world had no place for the oft-cited Russian imperial-
ism, messianism, and cultural or political hegemony even on a limited scale.
With respect to the Russian policy toward Ukraine, it dictated to minimize
Russian influence within the former republic, thus pushing it—more or less
inadvertently—into the West European and American spheres of interest. As
we shall see later, the program was sharply criticized by the national patriots,
who asserted that it ran contrary to the mainstream Russian political culture
and historical memories of the nation. The Atlanticist course was looked upon
as detrimental to a number of established cultural stereotypes (“archetypes”)
that are hard to ignore in any definition of Russian national identity. Indeed
Atlanticism denied Russia’s unique role in the European cultural universe,
presenting the “easternmost European country” simply as an underdeveloped
part of the West. Consequently, Russia could no longer pretend to any lead-
ership with respect to other East European nations and had to become con-
tent with its subordinate position vis-a-vis more developed centers of the
capitalist world. These tenets were rather unorthodox in terms of both reli-
gious and political traditions that made up the historical core of the Russian
national identity.
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As an ideology of foreign policy, Atlanticism could not go deeper than a
rather narrow circle of idealistically procapitalist elites. Its incapacity to create
a new national identity in place of the one demolished by perestroika was
both symptomatic of the depth of the crisis and conducive to the alternative
attempts to resolve it. Such an attempt came between 1992 and 1993 under
the name of Eurasianism, borrowed from the eponymous current of thought
that first showed itself in the Russian émigré literature of the 1920s.” As a
homegrown reaction to liberal internationalism, Eurasianism should be con-
sidered the second and secondary manifestation of the crisis that affected
Russian political and cultural self-awareness.

BACK TO THE ROOTS: EURASIANISM

Unlike Atlanticism, Eurasianism has sought to anchor Russia in the East,
underscoring the differences between Russian and Western values, ways of
development, and historical and geopolitical profiles. The Eurasianist inter-
pretation of history set medieval Muscovy sharply apart from the Petrine empire
and blamed the latter for all the vices of Russia’s European “seduction.”
Eurasianists insisted that two and one-half centuries of Mongol domination
were not so much a ruin of the East Slavic civilization of Kievan Rus as a
necessary push that started the engine of Russia’s own historical development.
Postperestroika Eurasianists proclaimed the spiritual and typological close-
ness of the two “traditional” civilizations—the Russian and East Asian ones,
both of which valued collectivity and equity over individual achievement and
private property. Geopolitical doctrine counted Russia among the great con-
tinental powers destined to control the core of the Eurasian “landmass” and
naturally opposed to hegemonic moves of the “oceanic” (both Atlantic and
Pacific) powers. A hostile counterposition of the world maritime powers, suc-
cessful traders, and seafarers on one hand, and their continental antagonists,
toilers of land and unifiers of warring tribes on the other, denigrated the first
as natural exploiters, while elevating the second as peacemakers and guard-
ians of communitarian values.!”

Eurasianism emphasizes the conservative side of Russian political culture,
elevating the state over society and defending impersonal “order” against the
“anarchic” impulses of individual freedom. On a broader spiritual plane,
Eurasianism seeks to restore the ties of organic solidarity between people,
which are increasingly lost with the advance of Western civilization.
Corporatism, rather than liberalism, is the preferred Eurasianist formula for
state-society relations. In foreign policy, post-Soviet Eurasianists strove to
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emulate China, not America, and to ally with Muslim, rather than Catholic or
Protestant countries. In some of its more extreme manifestations, Eurasianism
gravitates to Asianism pure and simple and loses Russia’s European connection
altogether. While it may be useful in justifying Russia’s vast geopolitical
pretenses, a radically antiwestern strand in Eurasianism paradoxically denies
Russians their own European roots. Thus, though an interesting rendition of
the “corporate nationalistic nature” of some segment of the Russian society,
Eurasianism tends to create a historical and intellectual blind spot where good
part of what Russians take as their “universe of the mind” disappears without
a trace."! Ukraine is an obvious victim of this lack of sensitivity.

For a number of reasons, if Russia is a true heir of the medieval Mongol
empire (as Eurasianists argue), Kievan Rus emerges as somehow alien to the
later princedom of Muscovy. This is an argument popular with the Ukrainian
nationalists, driven by the acute “psychological need to disentangle Ukraine
from Russia.”'? The fact remains that, despite all contacts with various Turkic
tribes, the political and legal organization of Kievan Rus essentially follows
all-European patterns of development. Neither the limited autocracy of Kievan
princes nor the merchant oligarchy of the Great Novgorod had ever come
close to the military centralism and despotism of the horde. If the Russian
monarchy was modeled mainly on the Tatar example, its claims to the Kievan
inheritance appear largely nominal. Insisting on the “Eurasian” roots of mod-
ern Russia means striking out most early history it shared with Ukraine,
Belarus, and the Balts and substituting it with the history of a desportic tribe
of conquerors drawing from the Mongol steppe. However, there is no empiri-
cal evidence to support the idea. Instead, the available evidence supports the
opposite position: that the Tatar-Mongol occupation destroyed important
elements of the early Russian statchood without giving back anything of value.
As Dmitrii Likhachev argues, both short-term and long-term consequences
of the invasion were “disastrous for Rus, despite what the Eurasianists, who
subject facts to their own preconceived ideas, write.”"

Another problem with the Eurasianist reconstruction of history concerns
the religious incongruence of eastern Christian and Asian civilizations. Until
the Union of Brest (1596) put quite a few parishes of southern Rus under the
authority of Rome, the ancestors of contemporary Russians and Ukrainians
predominantly belonged to the Orthodox faith. Most of their eastern neigh-
bors were Buddhists or Muslims. Mongol domination left the Orthodox
Christianity intact, and the subsequent growth of Muscovy saw creeping
Christianization of its Asian subjects, rather than the ethnic Russian embrace
of Asian religions. Most analysts agree on the special role that the Orthodoxy
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played in formation of the Russian national identity and its reconstitution
after the periods of crisis. But Christianity came to Rus via Kiev, and Kievan
monks inspired continuous resistance to the Mongol rule over Rus’ian lands.
If the Eurasianists elevate Moscow over Kiev to save the “Asian” links of the
Russian empire, they inescapably lose Russia’s European grounds and have to
downplay all history of Kievan-Russo-Ukrainian religious continuity. A con-
temporary Russian polemicist is worried that this perspective “objectively
corresponds to the goals of the [Ukrainian] independentists: the Eurasianists
abandon Kiev without any resistance and even show some disappointment
that the break-up of Moscow and Kiev did not occur earlier and in a more
radical form.”!

The gist and main justification of the current “Russian [rossiiskii] Euro-
Asian project” is its passionate rejection of “primitive Westernism” that in-
formed political and social orientations in the first postperestroika years."
Most Russian politicians now agree that the time for “romantic relations with
the West” is over, and no one will take care of Russian national interests save
Russians themselves.'® But does it mean that Russia’s natural allies should be
found in the East? Why must western enchantment be fought with the help
of eastern spells? Eurasianism has no answer to these questions. Its failure to
keep Ukraine inside the Russian cultural orbit (or, reciprocally, to anchor the
Russian national identity in pre-Mongol Kievan past that Russians share with
Ukrainians) betrays certain intellectual limitations and makes Eurasianism
politically and culturally inadequate for modern Russian nation building.

Post-Soviet Russian nationalism has embraced the idea of the USSR as a
greater Russia, a more or less legitimate heir to the Russian Empire—an idea
that was tabooed throughout the Soviet period. The breakup of the USSR is
accordingly rethought as a Russian national tragedy, the main cause of the
ongoing crisis of the Russian national identity. However, the understanding
that the former empire cannot be resurrected in any of its previous forms
prompts the quest to save what, in the opinion of many, properly belongs to
the “pan-Russian” sphere. Ukrainians, presented as an “integral part of Rus-
sian super-ethnos,” are the primary target of this quest."”

DEALING WITH UKRAINE

Even if the underlying view of Ukraine as Russia’s significant other may be
the same for various political actors, their prescriptions for policy differ.'®
Variation is wide: from the calls “to learn from the younger brother”" to the
idea of total annihilation of Ukraine’s independence and incorporation of
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most, or all, of presently Ukrainian lands into a greater Russian state
(Zhirinovsky’s LDPR). Liberal voices are among the weakest, while
neohegemonic nationalism is on the rise, furnishing a new paradigm for
postimperial Russian thinking on the problem.

Liberals and Cosmopolitans

A good part of liberal democratic intelligentsia still waits for the Atlanticist
promise to come true. They basically support NATO’s expansion to the east
and would not mind Russia’s military participation in the U.S.-led war against
terrorism. They rarely object to Ukraine’s prospective membership in the al-
liance. They tend to see the source of most problems in Russo-Ukrainian
relations after communism in what is often called “the old mentality” and in
the reappearance of Soviet and pre-Soviet codes of thought and behavior that
are demonstrably inadequate in the new situation. The idea is that psycho-
logical problems of this sort can be overcome as people grow accustomed to
new realities and with the help of the enlightened “intellectual and educa-
tional work” aiming to dispel divisive ideological myths of old.?® If so, Russia’s
patronizing attitude toward Ukraine is little more than a “remnant of the
past.” Speeding up both countries’ entrance into the world community of
nations will ease and eventually eliminate all tensions between them. Lin-
guistic and cultural proximity, political and economic interdependence, and
a densely intertwined history should not be taken to support claims to any
special rights with the other, and Russian-Ukrainian relations in the future
can be best modeled after Austria and Germany, or Great Britain and Ireland,
or any other pair of culturally close European states. There is no way as effective
in drawing Ukraine and Russia together as their further democratization and
membership in the same European and Trans-Atlantic structures.

The liberal position in the Russian foreign policy debate, as summarized
by Iver Neumann, was that of Russia’s apprenticeship with Europe. Over the
course of several years, it has gradually evolved to a somewhat more assertive
idea of a partnership. “This insistence that Russia is just like Europe, only a
little slower and a little less subtle, was initially the assessment made by the
Russian state under Yeltsin’s leadership. The state took over the liberal posi-
tion and tended to see Russia as an apprentice returning to European-based
‘civilisation.”*! The terms of the apprenticeship were harsh: Russia would
have to turn into a “normal” national state and learn to deal with its erstwhile
peripheries according to the norms of international law. Ukraine gave a lit-
mus test: if no “revisionism” on the Russian part was observed here, one could
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reason that the times of the expansionist empire were finally over. Nation
building in democratic Russia would be assumed to enter the safe track of
political consolidation within the present boundaries of the Russian Federa-
tion, with its non-Russian parts protected by the broadest possible autonomy
of the local government and the right of exit if they so desire.?

For Russian liberals, support of the Ukrainian independence became a
matter of honor, making them shy away from such “inconvenient” issues as a
formal legal assessment of the transfer of Crimea to Ukraine in 1954 and
again in 1991, or the plight of the Russian compatriots caught on the “wrong”
side of the Russo-Ukrainian border and fiercely stigmatized as “occupiers”
and unwanted migrants by the Ukrainian nationalists. A passionate desire to
“come back to Europe” as soon as possible prompted both scrupulous obser-
vance of international ethics in relations to the “near abroad” and almost
blithe disregard of the Russian diaspora and the multiple problems it faced
in these very same countries. In A. Pushkov’s critical rendering, the logic of
over-diligent Westernizers was simple: “We had to absolve ourselves of all
the “extras”—the Central Asia, Ukraine, Transcaucasia. If we could only have
a perfectly European Russia, would it not be swell?”? Liberals believed that
national interest could be better served, if Russia’s powers were concentrated
within a small, tightly knit country that would have no clients to support
and no national peripheries draining on the limited resources. As long as
liberals were in a position to influence the government, much of this attitude
had been adopted by officials of the state and continued to play its part in
Russian domestic and foreign policies until the financial shock of 1998 and
subsequent marginalization of liberals in the December, 1999, parliamentary
elections.

The Government

An ofhicial position of the Russian government, though now skeptical of trans-
atlantic unity of interests, is also unambiguously critical of “nationalist conceit
and imperial ambitions.” It comes close to the liberal-democratic understand-
ing of Ukrainian independence as a serious political fact, something to be reck-
oned with. Throughout both of his terms in the office, Boris Yeltsin corrected,
downplayed, and officially refuted occasional declarations of the State Duma
and statements of individual politicians that could have been read as unfriendly
toward Ukraine. Vladimir Putin has not digressed from this policy. At the Janu-
ary, 2000, summit of CIS heads, Putin insisted that the sovereignty of the
former Soviet republics was irreversible. Though Moscow still believes that a
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union with some of them may well be possible and desirable, Russia’s Foreign
Policy Concept now speaks of “different-speed and different-level integration
within the CIS framework.””

Putin’s participation in celebrations of the tenth anniversary of Ukrainian
independence in Kiev underscored the importance Russia attaches to Ukraine
as a sovereign partner-state. The preferred vision of Russian-Ukrainian rela-
tions, designated as relations of “friendship and cooperation” in the 1997 “big”
treaty, is that of close bilateral cooperation. The treaty recognizes inviolability
of the state borders and, hence, acknowledges Ukrainian sovereignty over
Crimea, deemed “truly Russian” by Moscow mayor Yurii Luzhkov and the
nationalist parliamentarians. Granted, the Russian government would like to
see Ukraine as a formal and informal ally, just as it sees the whole post-Soviet
space as a sphere of Russias “live interests.” As Putin said with all clarity,
“relations on the post-Soviet territory are a priority for us, especially with
Ukraine, our largest partner.”?® Western involvement in the region is not in-
frequently lamented as manipulative and disruptive. An official line is that
“any external forces” should be denied “a possibility to ‘drive wedges” between
Russia and the other CIS countries.”

In the opinion of the experts of Moscow’s Institute of World Economy and
International Relations, the problem of Russian-Ukrainian rapprochement may
serve as a good example of divergence between Russian and U.S. interests in
the region. A closely affiliated Ukraine makes Russia stronger, but resurrection
of the Russian might is not among American priorities. The Russian Federation
should exert maximum effort to encourage centripetal tendencies inside the
Russian-Ukrainian duo, making no fuss about the “concrete form” that the
process of integration may take.?®

Officials of the Russian Foreign Ministry take pride in the Ministry’s role
in the negotiations that led to the conclusion of the “big” treaty and the three
related agreements on the BSE even if viewing these achievements as “fruit of
an immense trade-off” on the Russian part.”” Much of the State Duma was
harshly critical of the documents, and their endorsement looked problem-
laden throughout 1997-98. The treaty was finally ratified by the Russian leg-
islature on December 25, 1998. In a symbolic gesture, Boris Yeltsin and
Belarusian president Aleksandr Lukashenko chose the same day to agree on
merging Russia and Belarus into a common state. Russian Foreign Minister
Igor Ivanov interpreted both events as marking “a milestone in the effort for
the unity of the three Slavic peoples.” Sufficiently tactful not to press Kiev
into immediate action, official Moscow still expects Ukraine to follow the
path blazed by its Belarusian neighbors. The alternative, which is losing Ukraine
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to the West, makes even hotly contended issues wane in importance. “Yes,
the town of Sevastopol has been and will be the town of Russia’s military
glory. But juridically it now belongs to a sovereign state,” Ivanov said before
the Duma vote. “If we start questioning Ukraine’s territorial integrity today
and if the Russian-Ukrainian treaty on friendship and cooperation is not
ratified by us today, that would reinforce those forces in Ukraine that are
looking to the West.”*

To deal with Ukraine as desired, Moscow needs a regularly functioning
mechanism of cooperation that would allow a continuous dialogue on key
issues and reciprocal accommodation of interests. So far, and despite all efforts
to increase Ukrainian participation in several regional forums presided over
by Russia, a mechanism of this kind has been absent. Since the CIS could
not provide a reliable substitute, the Russian government pursues direct
bilateral relations with Ukraine as a second-best alternative. The February,
1998, meeting of the two presidents resulted in a long-term bilateral program
of economic cooperation until 2007. The Dnipropetrovsk summit in
February, 2001, saw them signing more than fifteen documents, including
the program of interregional and border cooperation for 2001-2007.
Coordinated policies are expected in such areas as free trade within the CIS,
regional and European security, energy, the economy, and finance. At the
same time, “creation of a military-political union has been ruled out,” at
least for now, and those in charge of the Russian policy toward Ukraine
continue to insist that relations between the former republics “hide no edge

against the third countries.”'

Communists

For the Communists, constituting the largest faction in the State Duma,
Ukraine is key to the Russian “second coming.” The future of Russian-Ukrai-
nian relations is consistently depicted as some form of a “close union,” con-
federation or even federation, voluntarily chosen by both “fraternal” nations.
Although striving for economic, political, and military union with Ukraine,
communists insist that reintegration will not affect Ukrainian sovereignty.
Ideally, it should come as a result of mass initiative and would be an act of
popular free will. Before it happens, however, Ukraine and Russia are ex-
pected to work together on the main issues of foreign policy, and the pro-
NATO course of the Ukrainian government is correspondingly seen as a matter
of “great concern,” a principal stumbling block in Russian-Ukrainian rela-
tions today.’?
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While the communists pay lip service to the notion of equality, Russia’s
leadership in the prospective union or confederation is either openly assumed
or taken for granted. In the opinion of one of the most influential ideologues
of the new “Russian communism,”

Russia must immediately initiate creation of the East Slavic coalition,
possibly a confederation, as its would-be members are doomed to
remain ‘Europe’s pariahs’ anyhow. This movement should be
launched in confidence, with special attention paid to the following
principal components:

* ideological preparation, realized through dissemination of the
ideas of Panslavism;

e regeneration of the ruined links to former members of the
Warsaw Treaty Organization and the CMEA;

* reintegration of the CIS;

 prevention of the untimely hostility on the part of NATO
member states.”

A key point in the Communist Party of the Russian Federation’s program
reads as “denunciation of the Belovezhe agreements and gradual restoration,
on a voluntary basis, of a consolidated union state.” As the first step, commu-
nists “support the union of Russia and Belarus, setting up integration links
with all the other CIS countries.” In Gennadii Ziuganov’s presidential elec-
tion platform, the task was concretized as voluntary reestablishment of “broth-
erly” ties, “first of all, between Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and Kazakhstan.”**
Ukraine and Belarus are regarded as torn-away parts of the “Russian civiliza-
tion,” rather than sovereign countries: “That is precisely why the second stra-
tegic task—after the internal consolidation of all healthy political forces—is
the task of a new reunification of Ukraine and Belarus with Russia.”

Some of the more forthright advisers to the Russian government basically
concur with this assessment. Sergei Kortunov speaks for many Russian secu-

rity analysts when he writes:

The direction of priority in Russia’s policy in the CIS are relations
with Ukraine. In perspective, our relations must acquire an allied
character, moreover, there are essentially no serious obstacles—not
economic, nor cultural or civilizational, not even military or politi-
cal—for the development of such an alliance. The basic problem here
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is external: the attempts of the U.S. and other large countries not to
allow a reunion of Russia and Ukraine, which would lead to the
formation of a powerful state in Eurasia, almost of the same scale as
was the former USSR. On the other hand, without a strategic alliance
with Ukraine, Russia will not become a genuinely great power which
would in reality be appreciated, respected and addressed as a real
power in the new system of international relations. The departure of
Ukraine from Russia, the conversion of brotherly Ukraine into a
good-neighborly state, and later, into simply a neighboring state
would be a strategic loss for Russia.*®

Although “actively supporting centripetal tendencies in the post-Soviet space,”
Moscow has no “longing to restore the Soviet Union. Sovereignty of the CIS
countries is not to be reversed. At the same time, comprehensive integration
is in our common interests, since it allows to create favorable conditions for
development of all of the CIS countries.”” But what are the long-term cul-
tural and civilizational prospects of this development? If communists seek
resuscitation of the state-socialist governance, if liberal democrats envision
separate participation of the post-Soviet countries in global capitalist devel-
opment led by the West, a growing group of Russian intellectuals defend the
project of a unique “metanational corporation,” where Russia becomes a kind
of “intercivilizational melting pot.” The East Slavic trio of Russia, Ukraine,
and Belarus is looked upon as a natural core of a future “imperium” united by
the bonds of common spirit and culture into a transnational and supraethnic
entity.*®

Nationalists

For Russian nationalists, the problem of Ukraine is at the very heart of the
Russian nation- and state-building dilemma. Ukraine is not only “natu-
rally” Russian; in some respects, it is more “Russian” than Russia itself. After
all, the Russian Orthodox Church was born in Kiev, and historiosophical
pilgrimage to Byzantium, Athens, and Jerusalem cannot but pass through
Ukrainian lands. Ukrainians are lured back by promises of power and
prosperity and are threatened with direst consequences if they choose the
“wrong” side of what many see as a global divide separating the Russia-led
world of Orthodoxy and the consumerist, individualist, and exploitative
West. Russia, of course, will not deliberately seek to punish Ukraine if it
goes astray. It is assumed that Ukraine “objectively” does not belong with
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the West and that both Russia and Ukraine will lose if the latter will push its
way into the European Union without the former: “the status of the Ukrainian
nation as an integral part of the Slavic triumvirate in the former USSR
should be compared with its potential status in Central Europe, being
currently forged under the aegis of the united Germany. In the geopolitical
system of Central Europe, Ukraine is definitely looking at the status of a
marginal state.””

Concern with Ukraine’s national interests does not prevent argumentation
for “free self-determination” of ethnic Russians living on the Ukrainian terri-
tory. According to the Act on Unity of the Russian Nation, adopted by the
second World Russian Congress (February 3, 1995), ethnic Russian irredenta
possesses “indivisible national, i.e. extraterritorial sovereignty” and “has the
right of reunification in a singular state body through peaceful change of the
borders.”* Natalia Narochnitskaia, cochair of the World Russian Congress,
explains that “reunification” should not necessarily mean “restoration of ex-
actly the same territory that used to be called Russia before, but the right of
the Russian people, who found themselves divided without moving anywhere
off their historical territory, to reunite.”! The best way to solve the problem
of Russian irredenta would be, of course, to draw the lands of its current
habitation back into the orbit of the Russian state. But how to do that with-
out provoking a naturally hostile response from the host nations and #heir
titular states? Nationalists offer several solutions: (1) to restore a unitary Rus-
sian state within the borders of the former USSR (LDPR); (2) to launch a
new Slavic Commonwealth on the basis of the Russian-Ukrainian-Belarusian
triangle (Aleksei Podberiozkin, “Dukhovnoe nasledie,” the CPRF nationalist
wing); and (3) to incorporate Ukraine, Belarus, and northern Kazakhstan
into a bigger “Russian Union,” while supporting and encouraging Russian
out-migration from Central Asia, the Caucasus, and the Baltics (Aleksandr
Solzhenitsyn, the Congress of Russian Communities, Sergei Baburin and the
Russian Public Union).

The latter idea, which has grown increasingly popular in the “national-
patriotic” circles, is premised on the assumption of “organic unity” that al-
legedly bonds Russians, Belarusians, and Ukrainians together into a single
entity with the same “religion, culture and genealogy.”** As Russian reactions
to the plight of coreligious Serbs in Kosovo and the second war on Chechnya
convincingly demonstrated, nationalism gained some mass support and wider
acceptance in mainstream Russian politics, which now are not infrequently
influenced by similar “culturalist” considerations. This repeatedly demon-
strated “ability of the Romantic nationalists to attract the uncommitted or
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the lapsed liberals” makes Western observers wonder, “how success on this
score may force the state to shift its position away from the liberal and further
towards the Romantic nationalist.”*?

IMPERIAL LEGACY AND ALL-RUSSIAN IDENTITY

Most sources for the Romantic interpretations of Russian identity lie in the
double heritage of the Romanov Empire and its quasi-imperial successor, the
Soviet Union. Slavophilist and Eurasianist arguments of A. Prokhanov,
A. Solzhenitsyn, and I. Shafarevich find their ground in the first, while the
national neocommunism of such people as G. Ziuganov, S. Kara-Murza, and
A. Podberiozkin feeds on the second. A certain tension between the two groups
arises out of different choices of the model state and different opinions on the
“correct” mix of imperial and internationalist elements therein. If traditional-
ists are proud of their Russian imperial roots, defenders of Soviet socialism,
even such an unlikely one as Alexander Zinoviev, do their best to convince
the reading public that “the Soviet Union was not an empire in the proper
sense of the word.” Among the most commonly cited arguments against the
imperial hypothesis are two: (a) the lengths Russia went to develop non-Russian
peripheries of the common socialist state, and (b) the price that Russia’s own
ethnic core had to pay to subsidize this development. “No one seems to re-
member any more how much good [the Soviet Union] did to the ethnic
minorities that lived there. If anything, it was an anti-empire or a topsy-turvy
empire, as it were, as the one people trampled under foot in that ‘empire’ was
the main nation—the Russians.”**

Presenting the Soviet Union as an “antiempire” leads to one of the two
conclusions that can be posited in either a conflictual or mutually comple-
menting manner, depending on the political orientation of a publicist. The
first inference is openly restorationist. It maintains that newly independent
nations should accept the renewed Russian tutelage for their own sake. If
anything, their economies will be given a boost. The rights of local self-ad-
ministration are to be respected, too, though different writers offer varying
views on the exact measure of local autonomy (republican, gubernial, and so
forth). The second conclusion has more to do with negative merits of the
bygone antiempire, that is, its failure to take proper care of the Great Russian
nation. The refurbished empire, or “metanation,” is consequently envisioned
as the one that will correct the mistakes of its predecessor, being in particular
more openly pro-Russian in its policies.

The problem, however, is that the Russians are hard to define, especially in
the Russian-Ukrainian juxtaposition. Agreeing that all citizens of the present-
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day Russian Federation should be considered Russians would help to solve
the problem of civic nation building and dissipate ethnic unrest in internal
peripheries, but at the price of leaving ethnic Russians in the near abroad out
in the cold. The 11 million Russians in the diaspora in Ukraine accordingly
become “civic Ukrainians” and have to be abandoned to the respective poli-
cies of the Ukrainian government. On the other hand, defining the Russian
nation on purely ethnic grounds not only threatens political stability but also
undermines the whole idea of a multinational federation. Ethnicization alien-
ates those very “brothers” who are so desperately sought: Ukrainians and
Belarusians. An attempt to base the prospective statechood on the Russian
ethnicity narrowly defined blows up the idea of “all-Russian, common to all
Russians” cultural-political field, where differences between Great Russians,
Belarusians, and Ukrainians are presumed unimportant and signed off as
merely local variations of the same quality.

Beyond considerations of political utility, extracting a separate Russian
ethno-nation from a rather amorphous “all-Russian” mixture is hardly pos-
sible at the moment because of the blurred national identity of the Russians
themselves. A particular path of imperial development through direct ab-
sorption of new territories and cultural assimilation of their inhabitants by
the metropolis left Russians with no real frontier between the Russian heart-
land and its numerous peripheries. This legacy invalidates any consistently
ethnocentric solutions to the problem of Russian identity.

The case of Ukraine is illustrative. The name of Ukraine means, literally,
“borderland.” Both Russians and Poles considered that “borderland” to be a
part of their territory. Consequently, the Russian czars and then commissars,
though always aware of the borders separating Russia and Poland, had never
accepted the legitimacy of the “internal” Russo-Ukrainian frontier, even when
the latter existed in interstate reality. From the Left-Bank Ukraine’s incorpo-
ration into the Russian czardom from 1654—67 until the transfer of Crimea
on Khrushchev’s order in 1954, the Moscow rulers had never imagined that
“Little Russians” would require more than a limited and conditional autonomy.
Russians grew accustomed to appropriate Kievan literary monuments, writ-
ten in a language that is equidistant from both modern Russian and modern
Ukrainian. The Kievan monks’ “Russianness” was taken for granted, since
their ecclesiastical pursuits reformed the Russian Orthodoxy and put it into
its current shape. Political continuity between Kievan Rus, medieval Mus-
covy, and modern Russia seemed to be fairly clear and not interrupted through
assimilation of the local/national elites in the foreign body politic. The his-
tory of Ukraine, if mentioned at all, has always been read as an inseparable
part of the Russian history.
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Kievan Rus, this “ancient area of Slavdom, the cradle of the Russian Or-
thodoxy and the symbol of the Byzantine succession,” remains a focal point
for this mode of thinking.* The problem is, however, that it has to be shared
with both Ukrainians and Belarusians. Kievan descent cannot be plausibly
denied to any of the three East Slavic nations, and the founding myth of
Russian nationalist thought immediately outgrows its ethno-national confines
to become a myth of the East Slavic unity. The solution, shared by national
monarchists and national republicans alike, is a straightforward one: “we ought
to proceed from the fact that, with the exception of the West Ukrainians
(Galicians), the shared (all-Russian) traits in Russians (Great Russians), Ukrai-
nians and Belarusians prevail over the traits that are specifically Russian (Great
Russian), Ukrainian, and Belarusian.”#®

If so, there is but one way to lift Russian national consciousness from its
presently underdeveloped state: to accelerate its further merger with “com-
mon to all Russians” (that is, eastern Slavs) “transnational” identity. Yet, real-
istically speaking, this proposal is untenable. The “all-Russian” medium will
be inevitably shaped by the Great Russian component, if not modeled on it.
The question of a common language in particular has all the chances to be-
come a stumbling block for the proposed integration on the grounds of cul-
tural unity. If Russian has already become a de facto vernacular for most
Belarusians, nationally mobilized Ukrainians will never agree to part with
their mother tongue or readily exchange it for the language of the eastern
neighbor. The enduring prominence of the Russian language in about half of
the Ukrainian territory, and the very proximity of the two East Slavic tongues
breed fears of continuing Russianization. The overwhelming cultural hege-
mony of the Russian language, even in the present situation of sustained
legislative and administrative policies aimed to elevate Ukrainian as the official
medium of communication, does not bode well for the national language
devoid of such an intensive support. Hence, administrative Ukrainianization
continues, and the “all-Russian unity” is once and again rejected in that very
sphere where, according to modern Russian Slavophiles, it could have the
best chance of succeeding, namely, in the sphere of culture and “metanational”

mentality of the people.
RUSSIAN REPUBLIC OR EAST SLAVIC UNION?
The idea of a separate Russian Republic inside the former USSR was first

formulated during the late phase of perestroika, 1989—90. Though many times
proclaimed dead, it proved surprisingly resilient, gaining new strength after
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the collapse of the Soviet Union, during the 1992—93 federal debates and in
the process of subsequent regionalization of the Russian Federation itself. In
a nutshell, the plan calls for the formation of a singular, formally defined unit
that would absorb all ethnically Russian oblasti and give them the right of a
separate legislation and representation inside the federal Russia, including
the right of ethno-political representation, presently enjoyed only by people
of the non-Russian autonomous republics. Here, the logic of national-terri-
torial division of the country would be drawn to its end, and the Russians
would finally become a de jure titular nationality, if only within the limits of
the one, though central, subject of the Federation. This would solve the prob-
lem of “Russian political nonidentity,” the argument goes, and bring the for-
mal “acknowledgement of the state-building role of the Russian ethnos.”
Then, the Russian Republic could lead the charge for consolidation of the
presently amorphous and debilitated Russian Federation. Propagandists of
the idea believe it to be the best response to the double-edged problem of the
“Russian territories” and “Russian power,” since addressing only one side of
the dilemma is counterproductive and may backfire.*®

On closer look, however, the idea of a Russian Republic cannot withstand
criticism, as even many nationalist thinkers came to realize. First of all, it
would have meant either shrinking of the current Russian Federation to a still
smaller political body patched with numerous non-Russian enclaves or
reassertion of Russian direct domination throughout the country. Either way,
the national minorities will be alienated and those who enjoy the rights of
titular nationalities in their respective administrative homelands (especially
on the republican level) may be forced to take a hostile stance toward the
newly born entity. As the experience of the Chechen war has all too clearly
demonstrated, this is a recipe for disaster, “a way that will lead to a civil war.”#
Peaceful disintegration of the country into a number of the national-admin-
istrative units may not be the worst-case scenario.

Secondly, the birth of the Russian Republic would automatically raise the
size of the diaspora in need of protection, since Russians living beyond this
republic’s hypothetical borders would have lost their extraterritorial status
with other subjects of the federation. This, incidentally, might add to the
already huge ethnic Russian repatriation from ex-Soviet countries.”® An at-
tempt to proclaim the whole Federation as a Russian state par excellence will
give a tremendous boost to the Chechen struggle for independence and, even
in the absence of a hot conflict, will make an inzernal diaspora out of most
Russian locals found in Tatarstan, Tuva, and elsewhere. The next logical step
would be to abolish non-Russian republics formally, recreating the federation
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on a territorial-administrative but not national-territorial basis. This is, inci-
dentally, what Zhirinovsky’s LDPR proposes.”® For Zhirinovskyites, “a new
administrative division of the country and abolition of the division based on
the principle of nationality in favor of territoriality (2030 gubernii) will per-
mit to cut down on administrative expenses and to provide for real equality
of rights for citizens throughout the whole territory of Russia.”* If so ap-
proached, the slogan of Russian Republic loses its primary justification, and
the problem will have to be rethought along the lines of constitutional re-
form, which, once again, none of the more powerful non-Russian nationali-
ties would be willing to consider.

The recentralizing promise of the idea to shift the weight of Russian ad-
ministrative structure on the territorial units or provinces, which are not defined
in national terms, was not lost upon the Kremlin. One of the Putin admini-
stration’s first policy steps, initiated by the presidential decree of May 13, 2000,
jumpstarted the implementation of an ambitious administrative reform by
ordering to create “federal regions” on the top of the existing territorial-
administrative structure. While keeping the present hodge-podge of national
republics and purely administrative oblasti intact, the top level of super-regions,
controlled by the presidential appointees and directly answerable to the
president, significantly empowers Moscow in dealing with provincial demands
couched in the language of national rights. This way, the federal center was
able to reassert control over both Russian and national peripheries without
formally changing the constitutional makeup of the country.>

A Case of Nationalist Internationalism

Adherents of the Soviet or Eurasian patriotism call for the restoration of a
Union-like entity with most of the non-Russian republics of the former So-
viet Union, perhaps excepting the Baltic states. The leader of the Russian
social and political movement “Spiritual Heritage” Aleksei Podberiozkin for-
mulated the task this way: “we will never acquiesce to those borders that
Russia has found itself in after 1991. These are artificial borders that go against
history, economy, geography, and people’s will. And we will do everything 7
reestablish Russia in its 1990 borders by peaceful, democratic means—no matter
whether it will be called the Union, the Empire, or something else. Moreover,
we are certain that other European and Asian peoples who suffered from the
break-up of the USSR will join us in this quest.”** Neoimperialists equate
Russia as a geopolitical entity with the whole of the former Soviet Union. All
the ex-Soviet territories are parts of legitimate Russian space. Russia’s revival
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is accordingly thought of as a new round of “gathering of lands” and claiming
one’s “patrimonial” inheritance. The proposed movement’s vector is the op-
posite of that favored by the Russian Republic’s propagandists: the expan-
sion, not contraction of the territory, and further national amalgamation,
instead of administratively achieved consolidation, as a payoff and an inevi-
table consequence.

If Russia bounces back to embrace its former Transcaucasian and Central
Asian peripheries, ethnic Russians will automatically become a minority. Since
the fall of the Soviet Union, natural population growth in the Russian Fed-
eration has stopped, and the demographic situation has rapidly worsened to
the point of a full-blown national catastrophe. Between 1992 and 1997, Russia’s
population shrank by 4.2 million people and is likely to drop by another 8.6
million by 2015.” It currently decreases at a rate of 0.5-0.6 percent a year.
Because of differences in the birth rate, ethnic Russians are affected more than
Russia’s Turkic nationalities. Russian depopulation continues to parallel
freefalling living standards, while demographic pressure and local conflicts in
the ex-Soviet south bring millions to the north. No longer willing to wait for
a dramatic upturn in the economy, both Russian talent and labor flee to the
West, being gradually replaced by people coming from abroad. Thus far, most
of them have been ethnic Russians and other Slavs, and migration by non-
Russians is also significant.® Russia’s neighbors Tajikistan and Uzbekistan
have their own problem with refugees fleeing Afghanistan. Under the cir-
cumstances, recreating the new Russia “in its 1990 borders” might be the
surest way to establish a country dominated by Turkic and other Asian na-
tionalities.

Such a change in the ethno-political composition of society may trigger
reactions that are hard to predict and yet more difficult to control when
they gain momentum. The concrete form of the Union can matter a great
deal, as even a unitary state cannot be guaranteed against ethnic violence
and separatism when different nationalities compete for power and resources
in a politically and legally unstable environment. Eurasian restorationism
might end up relying on the increasingly authoritarian powers of the state,
which nevertheless would not be able to find a solution that could satisfy all
ethnically consolidated centers of local power and privilege. To eliminate
the sources of ethnic competition in economy, the government may be forced
to impose harsher regulations on the market. As both economic and political
freedoms must be restricted to keep such a country together, reincorporating
Transcaucasian and Central Asian borderlands will effectively work against
the Russian national interest.
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East Slavic Union: Images and Realities

If neither Soviet or Eurasian restorationism nor the ethnically consolidated
Russian national state can be regarded as a satisfactory solution, the question
is, what can? Many are sympathetic to the idea of the East Slavic Union. The
very concept of the Union fights ethnic isolationism hidden in all visions of
the Russian Republic. As a core nation in the East Slavic triangle, Russia will
have to be internally united and perceived as such by the partners. Unioniza-
tion creates additional incentives to make the domestic federal structure work
the way it should. Creation of a tripartite union with Belarus and Ukraine
may dispel the menace of Russia’s continuing disintegration and even sym-
bolically reverse the process, exploiting the imagery of a “bigger country” and
“unity in diversity.” Symbolic “growth” of the country will send an important
signal to the unstable autonomies. If transnational cooperation strengthens
democracy and respects national sovereignty, it becomes a de facto part of the
pan-European process. Russia might prove itself capable of becoming a leader
in the comprehensive development of the region, which could thereby be
moved closer to Europe. If Russian influence could limit presidential
authoritarianism in Belarus and rampant corruption in Ukraine, the idea of
the “common European home from the Atlantic to the Urals” (M. Gorbachev)
might have a chance to become a reality.

The Russia-Ukraine-Belarus union looks better than the Russian Repub-
lic, but it is also preferable to the Eurasian Union and other projects of resur-
rection of the imperial glory. For one thing, the East Slavic Union can be-
come viable only if talks of an “empire” are dropped by all the concerned
states. Even demonstrably pro-Russian President of Belarus Aleksandr
Lukashenko could not agree to a suggestion of a unified government for the
Russian-Belarusian Union he himself initiated. A model of a loose confed-
eration was tried instead. Ukraine, which until 1999 refused to participate in
the CIS Interparliamentary Assembly and was reluctant to sign the customs
union with Russia for fear of losing some intangible part of its sovereignty, is
an unlikely candidate for the empire-like Union. To get Ukraine onboard, its
“special relationship” with Russia has to be developed and given a new mean-
ing to demonstrate that Ukraine’s sensitivities are taken into account.

Second, the East Slavic Union could probably help to protect the Russian
(Ukrainian, Belarusian) ethno-cultural core from close to uncontrollable mi-
gration from the republics of the post-Soviet south. It might have solved
demographic problems of closely associated East European nationalities, pre-
serving existing ethnic make-up of their societies. On the other hand, cultural
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solidarity and ethnic kinship that might characterize this kind of a union would
be annulled if other post-Soviet states were likely to join.

Taking their clues from prerevolutionary Russian historiography, most ar-
dent proponents of the idea even talk of what they call the “free triunity” of
Russians, Belarusians, and Ukrainians.”” This imagery overrates the cultural
proximity of the three nations. Available statistics prove, however, that ethnic
intermarriages among Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians are common-
place, while intermarriages between Russians and, say Georgians or Uzbeks
are much less widespread. By the same token, the intensity of negative ethnic
stereotyping within the East Slavic group of nations, with a sole exception of
a rather unique Russian-West Ukrainian animosity, is practically negligible,
especially when compared to similar phenomena on a broader post-Soviet
and East European scale.

The Russia-Belarus-Ukraine Union could boost economic development
of all the involved sides and sponsor creation of a regional free trade associa-
tion with good prospects for growth. A new round of economic restructuring
will be required, but the arrangement of the three countries keeping each
other in check may help to negotiate the path of reforms without major ex-
cesses. While Russian businesses may serve as an engine for market reforms in
Belarus and Ukraine, their national authorities would see that domestic eco-
nomic interests are well protected and balanced internationally.

Finally, the East Slavic Union could be instrumental in satistying all coun-
tries’ national security interests. Even Russian nationalists tend to agree that
the arrangement could dissuade their claims to Ukrainian territory, most no-
tably the Crimea and the Sea of Azov. Ukraine would find a way out of its
present predicament of a cordon sanitaire between Russia and the expanded
NATO. The three countries would be in a better position to coordinate their
joint security arrangements with the appropriate Euro-Atlantic structures, and
military policy would still be decided by the national legislatures. Building on
the accumulated positive experience of the Ukraine-NATO collaboration, the
whole prospective union might be expected to adopt a more relaxed stance
toward NATO and even negotiate an associate membership of some sort.

Although some of these points may seem far-fetched, the scenario is not
utterly improbable. It could actually work if certain conditions were met
first: the proposed union must result from voluntary association of the three
nations; its political system should guarantee equal sovereignty of the par-
ticipants; power concentration in one center must be avoided; participating
countries should undertake sincere efforts to establish democratic govern-
ments; the right of exit has to be guaranteed; and national legislatures must
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remain final arbiters of any decisions reached through the prospective organs
of the Union. It is not yet clear if propagandists of the idea are aware of these
qualifications and prepared to take them seriously.

But there is a more serious obstacle to Russia’s state-building efforts, which-
ever direction they may take. This obstacle may be called a loss of the state will,
“imperial fatigue,” or a “breakdown” in ethno-political development. It has to
do with the state of Russian national consciousness, as represented at both
the elite and mass levels of society. This is, perhaps, the deepest dimension in
the current crisis of Russian national identity, the one most intimately con-
nected with the nation’s vision for the future and its sense of mission.

If people have neither an image of a desired future nor an understanding
of their place in it, any appeals for social consolidation will fall on deaf ears.
Meanwhile, reforms require certain social cohesion to succeed. The idea of a
shared national destiny is necessary to build social cohesion. The problem
with Russians is that their feelings of national allegiance were disrupted by a
series of self-inflicted misfortunes that befell the country during the course of
a “long twentieth” century, which in Russia’s case can be said to start in 1881
(the assassination of Alexander II). Periods of reaction, revolution, revolu-
tionary reaction (Stalinism), stagnation, and mockery of reform (a political
convolution that became a state tradition in Russia) left little space for demo-
cratic national development. Whether or not the country long deprived of
modern national identity can rebound now remains to be seen.

IN SEARCH OF RUSSIAN NATIONAL CONSCIOUSNESS

A clear sense of the national identity, of “who we are” and “who we are not,”
forms a nucleus for more complex forms of the national consciousness. Rus-
sia lacks a modern national consciousness and cannot simply rely on the tra-
ditional patriotism espoused by leaders of the Russian “white” movement
and a large group of national neocommunists.® Russians are still arguing
about who must be counted in and who should be vested with the job of
national revival: the state, the society, the people at large, all of the “compatri-
ots” found here and there, or all of these taken together? As one publicist who
prefers the “society” has recently noted, no one can definitely establish, what
“the Russian society” actually is or even whether it exists as a real-world en-
tity: “indeed, does it unite only those who found themselves after the collapse
of the Soviet Union within the borders of the new Russian state? Does it
include Russians by origin who are stuck on the territory of those [non-
Russian] state formations that were created anew? Should we also count, among
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its members, that part of the country’s population that, for national or other
reasons, practically does not feel that it belongs to the Russian society?”

The list can go on. Some people might add the Russian diaspora in the
West and exclude national minorities of the present-day Russian Federation.
Some others would think of all Russophones, even all those versed in the
Russian culture, disregarding their concrete ethnic origin or political alle-
giances. Still others would equate Russian society with the community of
Russian Orthodox believers and preach the cult of a “sacred Fatherland that
is not identical to the state, i.e. a political institution with all its imperfec-
tions and vices.”®

If the contours of Russian society are at best unclear and at worst impos-
sible to draw with elementary precision, the “Russian state” appears plainly
inadequate. For one thing, it still has to free itself from the grip of the
postcommunist oligarchs who are rarely motivated by the national interest.
Yeltsin’s decade in the office became notorious for systematic abuse of the
state by powerful external interests, Boris Berezovsky being but one better-
known example. Second, the tradition of the absentee government launched
by Yeltsin has continued under Putin, as witnessed by his hands-off response
to the catastrophic sinking on the nuclear submarine Kursk. Third, there is
no unity whatsoever on the question of what the ideal state should look like.
Should it be a dictatorship or a democracy; a monarchy, absolute, or consti-
tutional; a republic; a federation; a confederation; a nation-state; or an em-
pire? Should it be centralized or decentralized? Can liberal democracy be
adopted as a working model? What, if any, part of Russian historical legacy
can be drawn upon? What social forces should constitute a backbone of the
state revival? No unity on this front either. The “Russian state,” though con-
stantly invoked in the discussion, remains, so to say, a “thing in itself,” an
abstract existing beyond the realm of political practice.

Finally, “the people’—an amorphous category that shares all the draw-
backs and uncertainties noted in the discussion of “society,” but adds some
extra deficiencies of its own. In Russian classical thought, from Radishchev
to Berdiaev, “the people” exist in a conceptual opposition to the educated
“society,” the elite, and the intelligentsia. The split between Russian intellec-
tuals and “the people,” according to the thinkers of the Silver Age of Russian
philosophy (N. Berdiaev, S. Bulgakov, G. Fedotov, S. Frank et al.), precipi-
tated Russian tragedy of the last century. As “people” do not belong to the
“society,” so the “society” appears miles away from the people. Invoking
“people” means piling a load of social and cultural contradictions on the
top of purely ethno-political difficulties unavoidable in any definition of
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“Russianness.” It also means indirectly stigmatizing the intelligentsia as alleg-
edly “alien” to the people.

New works in this genre were published in the late-Soviet period and regu-
larly appear in postcommunist Russia. In the tale of the “two peoples” (erro-
neously interpreted as anti-Semitic par excellence), Igor Shafarevich attacked
no one else but the elitist part of the multinational Russian intelligentsia
(“the small people”), which he represented as a culturally alien group espous-
ing anti-national values.®' Similarly, Sergei Kara-Murza has published a num-
ber of articles and several books on the topic. One of them, characteristically
titled “Intelligentsia on the Dust-heap of Russia” (Moscow, 1997), makes a
point of conscious juxtaposition of the “non-Russian” (i.e., Westernized, “cos-
mopolitan”) liberal intelligentsia and the mass of ordinary people, arguing
that only the latter are able to preserve the soul and spirit of the nation.
However, these very people, in the author’s opinion, betrayed their calling
once they succumbed to the pro-Western propaganda and traded pearls of
the Russian/Soviet civilization for the anarchic and irresponsible “blind free-
dom” of self-seeking individualism. Thus, the people “liberated” themselves
from participation in the state-building process, while the state fell prey to
antinational forces exemplified by the Russian “comprador” capitalists.®*

And so, the subject of the Russian national consciousness, or the supposed
nation-building agent of the postcommunist era, is missing, as almost every
analyst of Russian national identity today seems to admit. The Russian man
looks like “a man without roots or identity.”®® The idea of an East Slavic
Union cannot materialize on such a precarious foundation. In the words of
one author, “Russia is powerless, and there is absolutely no hope for her re-
vival. Even if a certain weak hope existed before, it died after the idiotic
Chechen adventure.”*

Ukraine could benefit from Russia’s weaknesses if the drift away from Rus-
sia could actually move it closer to the West. Instead, the Kuchma govern-
ment has joined the list of the ten worst enemies of the free press in the
world, and the ten most corrupt regimes among nearly a hundred surveyed.
As the killing of independent reporter Heorhii Gongadze all too clearly dem-
onstrated, “soft” forms of presidential authoritarianism in Ukraine had sub-
stantially hardened by the year 2000. Ukraine’s turning away from Russia did
not make the country any stronger or happier. It stands to reason that some
form of rapprochement between the two states could help to solve national
crises they both experience. If properly channeled, Russia’s influence could
actually aid Ukraine’s democratic development. Reciprocally, Ukraine’s prox-
imity could help the Russians develop a modern national consciousness.



Ukraine’s Departure and the Crisis of Russian Identity 121

DENATIONALIZATION OR MODERNIZATION?

For Russian nationalist thinkers, the “loss” of Ukraine and the formal separa-
tion of Belarus, however precarious the latter’s independence might be, mean
nothing less than a national tragedy, the breakup of an allegedly singular
“Russian nation” into the three “regional” branches. The roots of the tragedy
thus defined are traced back to 1917. The Bolsheviks, according to a new
reinterpretation of history, launched an “experiment on the historical Russian
statechood that was conducted under pretexts of the right of national self-
determination’ but eventually denied this very right to one of the biggest
nations of the world—the Russians.”® If the imperial form of nation-being is
deemed the only one viable for the nation, then the loss of the empire is
tantamount to this nation’s disappearance from history. Neoimperialists
proceed from these premises. Hence, their inability to define the Russian nation
with any precision: for the Empire, all Orthodox subjects of the Crown were
Russians by definition, while the Soviets did their best to hide Russians (and
others) behind the mask of a “new Soviet man.” For all the deficiencies of
both czarist and Soviet nationality policies, they were built on essentially
political definition of a nation: the state was a primary anchor of national
identification.

The problem with Russian nation seekers today is that they disagree with
the present form (and especially the present size) of the state, and thus are
unable to use the latter as a frame of reference. Therefore, they have to turn to
ethno-cultural definitions of the nation, which had no barter in Russia until
recently. In this turn, Russian nationalists are paradoxically trailing intellec-
tual developments in East Central Europe in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. They copy nationalism of the “small nations” of Europe, of those
who were subject to foreign domination and had to consolidate themselves
on the basis of common ethnicity and locally spoken vernacular, rather than
common citizenship typical for ex-imperial metropolitan centers.

By seeking a nation in the cultural traditions, religion, and political history
of the empire, Russian nationalists attempt a combination of the two hardly
compatible constructs. One of those, the empire-breaking nationalism of a
culturally distinct community, negates a good part of Russian history, leaving
the ex-imperial nation alone and in opposition to other subjects of the former
empire. The other component looks like a common civic patriotism for the
ethnically diverse and disparate nationalities that are supposed to form a
transnational unity under the one leadership. This one does not square well
with the task of reinventing a distinct cultural tradition. Pulling in opposite
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directions, the forces of political and cultural nationalism form an unsure
unity. More often than not, they neutralize each other, thus aggravating the
crisis of Russian identity. Meanwhile, both demographic losses in the ethnic
Russian core and the accelerating process of ethno-national reidentification
of the “compatriots” beyond the sphere of Moscow’s immediate influence
evokes the ghost of “denationalization”—a concept of growing significance
in Russian public debates.

“Denationalization” means various things to various people. Most of those
who speak of it in Russia today are actually concerned with some of the
following problems: physical diminution of the ethnic Russian (russkiz) popu-
lation, its negative growth trend; same trends affecting all citizens of the
Russian Federation (rossiiane); the loss of parts of the Russian “homeland”
to neighboring states of the former Soviet Union that made a diaspora out
of local Russian settlers; the loss of a sense of Russian national unity, the
identity crisis per se; the dramatic change in national values and the spread
of egotistic individualism; increased alienation between various segments of
society; and, finally, political and economic changes that seem to privilege
non-Russians over Russians on individual, societal and ethno-regional scales
of comparison.

Those unwilling to accept “the loss of the Russian ethnic territories” to
Ukraine, Kazakhstan, Moldova, Estonia, and some other neighbors (the list
varies) continue to raise the question of legitimacy of the post-Soviet politi-
cal-territorial arrangement. Whatever the merit of the criticism of “arbitrarily
established borders,” an attempt to redraw them unilaterally by either side
would lead to an armed conflict, perhaps even a war.®® Similar lamentations
(and the popular mobilization that they inspired) preceded the wars and
armed clashes in Karabakh, Trans-Dniester, Bosnia, Ossetia, Abkhazia,
Macedonia, and other hot spots of postcommunist irredentism and seces-
sionism. When millions of ex-Soviet Russians became the Russian diaspora
in the “near abroad,” the change must have been painful for them and thor-
oughly confusing for the rest of the nation. Still, one has to acknowledge
that the arrival of the Russian diaspora does not and cannot jeopardize the
nation’s physical existence. When the European empires collapsed, they left
scores of compatriots abroad. Denationalization did not follow in any of
these cases.

The cultural trends that signify denationalization for the national patriots
may actually indicate something else, namely the impact of modernization
and even postmodernization on a less than adequately prepared postcommunist
society. The sense of national unity would not be lost so easily if unity itself
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had a chance to mature. While the Empire was united by loyal subjects of
different ethnic backgrounds in a common faith and common allegiance to
the monarch, the Soviet regime anticipated the end of national distinctions
and attempted to unify everyone in a movement to a transcendent goal—the
future communist society. In both cases, the Russian public had no chance to
pursue modern national self-identification. People’s unity was defined (and
enforced) by political power, not the national consciousness. The tension
between emerging “nationalism and other, older forms of legitimization” pre-
vented national consolidation on a modern basis, creating a kind of impasse
where “modern and traditional legitimizations live side by side and, to some
extent, engage in struggle.”®”

Russia’s failure to modernize “correctly” led to the abrupt and swift disso-
lution of the ephemeral “unity” of its people, which had received no chance
to grow into a real national unity. In most European nations’ history, cul-
tural “homogeneity imposed by objective, inescapable imperative” of indus-
trial development eventually led “to the convergence of political and cultural
units,” that is to national consolidation.®® In Russia, cultural homogeneity
was dictated from the top. Imperial expansionism, the preferential assimila-
tion of non-Russian aristocrats, and the protracted neglect of underprivileged
compatriots divorced the political and cultural elements of the nation. This
gap could not be fully closed by the revolution whose ends were messianic,
rather than national. Soviet quasi-federalism, internationalist overstretch, and
arbitrary migration policies have further diluted cultural integrity. Industri-
alization brought about through administrative feats had lavishly contrib-
uted to “denationalization,” meaning the eradication of traditional ways of
life and social atomization. Guided by the Marxist-Leninist imagery of the
postnational society, Soviet modernization actually prevented national
consolidation.

Russian nationalists attempted to return to the roots, seeking the nation in
its own primordial past. Meanwhile, the process of (re)modernization contin-
ues, this time rebuilding on what many Russians take to be Western individu-
alism. A slightest hint of still unfamiliar Western communitarianism is es-
chewed. Transition to the market is not infrequently interpreted as a social
and economic free-for-all, where appeals to group solidarity are doomed to
fall on deaf ears. Sharp polarization of society after decades of official egalitari-
anism does not help to unify people on a basis of any single idea, even the idea
of national revival. Living in today’s global village, the Russian political and
business elites feel less obliged to define their cultural allegiances in national
terms. Political and social anomie also enters into the picture, as indicated by
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growing disorientation, social estrangement, “decentering” of authority, gloomy
renouncement of only recently acquired experience of modern public life,
cultural segregation, and exotic life styles. The balance of these often-contra-
dictory tendencies is not favorable for Russian national consolidation. The
crisis of identity is bound to be a long and painful one. The “lost” lands and
the “abandoned” compatriots will continue to haunt Russian consciousness
for some time to come. Ukraine, commonly acknowledged as a link to Russia’s
glorious past and a centerpiece of the would-be working model of the pres-
ently moribund CIS, is fated to remain an object of close attention.

REVIVING RUSSIA: WHO AND HOW?

Russia’s present condition is lamentable. With an economy turned into a pale
shadow of its own Soviet past, a crumbling social sphere, ubiquitous crime
and corruption, and politics that has a long way to go to its avowed goal of
participatory democracy, Russia seems to have entered a period of devolution
to some archaic state of existence, rather than the much-hailed transition to
welfare capitalism and liberal democracy. By now, it is obvious that the na-
tion cannot simply “cross over” to the Western shore; it has to rebuild itself in
the most fundamental way. The task of the national revival is but one of
many, yet the idea that here lies the key to the rest of problems may well prove
its worth.

But what do we call national revival? How to assess its progress? What
should be its dimensions—economic, political, cultural, and intellectual? There
is no clarity, still less agreement on these issues, though concrete policies ob-
viously depend on how the powers that be see the problem. True, national
revival cannot be achieved without comprehensive regeneration of all sides of
the nation’s life. Yet, it is a trivia that says nothing about priorities. For liber-
als, the transition to a market economy and law-based society overshadows all
other problems. Nationalists argue that the task of national consolidation
should be first. The main difference in this camp is between those who think
that national consolidation can be achieved within the borders of the Russian
Federation, and those who believe that the Russian diaspora in the near abroad
should be included in the process. Since the diaspora issue legitimizes visions
of a “powerful state with broad responsibility,” the latter group has secured
some influence with the establishment.”

The diaspora problems intersect with the losses of territory to form a com-
plex and potentially explosive combination. These two factors alone would
suffice to account for a comprehensive crisis of identity. However, there is a
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third element to it, and nowhere can it be seen better than through the
Russian perceptions of Ukraine—the country that took not only land and
people, but the core of the established historical mythology, and thus, a
good part of the remembered history itself. For Russians, dealing with
Ukraine means having to deal with all three aspects of the identity depriva-
tion they suffered after the fall of the Soviet Union. Territorial claims of all
sorts would have to be expected. Yet a serious conflict on these grounds was
excluded from the start, and even extreme nationalists shy away from the
perspective of what they see as civil war between ethnic brethren. Ukraine
has been slated for “reunion.” An alternative, in the words of an influential,
though officially disowned report, is “forcing [it] into friendship,” not stop-
ping short of direct political and economic sanctions if a would-be friend
fails to comply.”

Nationalists have never been so close to capturing the command heights in
Russian intellectual life and politics as near the turn of the century. It is no
wonder, then, that Vladimir Putin took their ideas seriously and incorpo-
rated them into his government’s policy blueprints. The debate on Russia’s
national revival has changed its terms: now nationalists and statists are talk-
ing to each other, rather than attempting to engage their liberal opponents.
Politics of the state do not significantly diverge from “patriotic” precepts, like
those repeatedly offered by the semiofhicial Council on Foreign and Defense
Policy. The latter essentially leaves the government with a choice between
“reintegration with a sizable part of the republics of the former USSR” that
must lead to the “institution of a new federated state,” and a characteristically
reluctant “preservation of these states’ political independence in exchange for
the right of unrestricted access to their markets, the creation of an effective
military-political union for defense, and the guarantees of a unified legal space
for all national minorities.””!

Since the “sizable part” does not include the Baltic states, Ukraine and the
Ukraine-led group of CIS dissidents that also includes Georgia, Azerbaijan,
Uzbekistan, and Moldova remain the main obstacle for realization of these
plans. Without a firm alliance with Ukraine, Russia will remain crippled. There
is little doubt that even the occasionally demonstrated outright hostility to-
ward Ukraine’s postcommunist leadership and its “treacherous” policies could
be largely explained by the fact that “Ukraine is not only and not simply a
problem for Russia but, more importantly, that it is also a problem of Rus-
sia.”’* That is, it is a problem of Russia’s perception of itself: posthegemonic,
yet appreciably revanchist toward its ex-Soviet neighbors, and sentimentally
nostalgic in its visions of past imperial glory and recipes to reclaim it.
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One should be not surprised that the crisis of Russian national identity
would bring about cultural and psychological trauma. However, most locally
offered methods to heal it are less than adequate. Once again, the national
energy of the Russian people is being channeled astray. Russia’s revival, it is
said, should begin with more assertive stance abroad. A growing number of
intellectuals raise the banner of empire with pride, not shying away from
respective advice to the country’s foreign policy makers. One may be forced
to think, as Richard Pipes does, that liberal-democratic development runs
contrary to the values of Russian traditional political culture. If so, a demo-
cratic Russia is in serious jeopardy.

We do not have to share this conclusion, however. While it is true that
national identity is shaped through the constant interplay between tradition
and innovation, and political culture obviously represents a major reserve of
tradition, political culture itself is not and cannot be a homogeneous, unidi-
rectional force. Russian political culture in particular exhibits a host of contra-
dictory tendencies. It harbors elements and even complexes of diametrically
opposite nature, whose very coexistence bewilders generations of researchers:

the Russian people are held to be indifferent to politics, passive in the
face of a government that promises to protect them. How, then, do
we explain the turbulent course of Russian history, with its countless
popular rebellions, political breakdowns and revolutions? Russians are
said to be prone to grant legitimacy to whatever regime is in power.
How, then, do we explain the rapid disappearance of the govern-
ment’s legitimacy? . . . On the one hand, Russians can identify the
values associated with gosudarstvennost—statehood or the state
system—as vital to the people’s national life; on the other, they can
portray themselves as an anarchic people, to whom government had
to be brought in from outside—Dby the Vikings, Tartars, or the Baltic
Germans, for example. How do we explain such contradictory self-

interpretations?”’

One or another tendency prevailing at a given moment defines a lot in both
domestic and international politics and changes contours of the national iden-
tity. A timely analysis of these tendencies is more than just a theoretical exer-
cise, it is important for policy. In the next chapter, I discuss paradoxes of
Russian political culture, concentrating on the ideal-typical complexes that

epitomize its contradictory drives.



CHAPTER 4

Russian Political Culture

Recurrence and Reformulation
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It became customary to single out authoritarianism as a Russian tradition of
almost perennial longitude and significance. Indeed, the authoritarian rule
importantly characterized various periods of Russian history and exerted no
small influence on political culture. However, there were also manifestations
of other styles of relationships between the state and society. We have to ac-
count for those and explain periodical “openings” toward more participatory
and more liberal types of politics. Russian authoritarianism must be looked
upon from a comparative perspective. Authoritarian manifestations around
the globe are many, which means that we cannot distinguish one nation from
the others by simply labeling it as “authoritarian.”

However, the attempts to fully exhaust the theme of the Russian political
culture with an authoritarian story of some kind never cease to appear in print.
The story usually starts with the Tatar-Mongol domination, linking it to Ivan
the Terrible and the early Muscovite czardom, then goes further to include the
Russian Empire and the Soviet Union. The advocates of the authoritarian
thesis never fail to spot the same pattern of “despotism and servility to both
czar and commissar.”! Few theorists ever attempt to question either the
comprehensiveness or the comparative value of this historical pursuit.
Nevertheless, neither protracted foreign domination nor serfdom nor abso-
lute monarchy is unique to Russia. Poland, Romania, and other countries in
Europe and Asia experienced similar periods in their development. Direct
extrapolations from the past might be treacherous and must be approached
with caution. No one seems to argue that German feudal disunity somehow
explains, say, contemporary problems in the German federal system. Why do
we look, then, for historical explanations of Russia’s current politics?
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Political cultures are many, and every national tradition makes use of
more than one. It hardly serves any good to attach the authoritarian label to
Russia, the democratic label to Great Britain and the United States, and, for
example, the corporatist label to the Low Countries. Just as authoritarianism,
and, before that, autocracy, was a common feature of many political regimes
around the globe, democracy exists in too many forms to be equated with a
single Anglo-American tradition. It is important to note nationally specific
variations of democratic, authoritarian, or corporatist regimes. In addition,
seeing only “authoritarianism” in Russia, or, as was the case earlier, only “to-
talitarianism” in the Soviet Union, is about as correct as finding only
“democracy” in South Korea or Lebanon.

Russian political culture has never conformed to any singular tradition, be
it authoritarian or democratic, statist or anarchist. An ambiguous and more
than fairly contradictory character very likely constitutes one of its systemic
and historically persistent features. While its “authoritarian” core was ad-
dressed so often that the thesis itself became a cliché, democratic and
libertarian elements were habitually ignored. Several corrections to this typical
unidimensional assessment appeared in the first post-Soviet years, when hopes
for imminent democratization in Russia were running high. Once again,
however, an attempt was made to assign some unambiguous, logically, and
systemically consistent quality to what should have been properly seen as an
inherently conflicting constellation of values. This time, political culture in
Russia was streamlined along the positive axis of its closeness to the West,
rather than the more familiar negative axis of “Asiatic despotism” and brutality.
Thus, while Hahn suggested a certain proximity of Russian political culture
to “what we find in Western industrial democracies,” Petro portrayed Russia
unequivocally “as an integral and necessary part of the West.”

The idea was subject to criticism from both Russian and Western advo-
cates of Russian specificity, though their reasons differed widely. Russian com-
mentators insisted on positioning Russia somewhere “between the West and
the East,” often arguing for cultural superiority of the Russian Orthodox
civilization.? This very same civilization provoked harsh criticism from those
who read Russia’s historical inability to become fully Western as a sign of
weakness, if not inherent hostility to liberalism and democracy.* Even when
seeing Russia as a part of Europe, domestic commentators tended to locate it
within a cultural zone of its own. Then, the country does not have to con-
form to Western models and might be better advised to look for a separate,
original path of development. The opposing view showed Russia as little
more than Europe’s perennial backwater that for various reasons failed to
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modernize correctly. While Russian high culture was more or less willingly
appropriated, Russian civilization continued to be dismissed as fundamen-
tally incapable of keeping up with the West.

Apart form the question of Russia’s relationship to the West, intricacies of
the national history prompted to introduce the notion of Russian “alterna-
tive” political culture.” Diverging values and traditions were thusly accom-
modated. Political culture came to resemble more of a medley of various
“ways of life” than any singular, monochrome quality, presumably shared by
all co-nationals. However, it was not enough to say that. Both dominant and
alternative trends were still presented as more or less clearly identifiable and
uncontroversial. Yet, the main problem with Russian political history is not
the fact that it embraces more than one national tradition, but rather that all
major traditions are inherently contradictory. Russian political development
offers a continuity of inconsistency. Historically inherited inconsistencies are
only exacerbated since the collapse of communism. The postcommunist situ-
ation in Russia resembles a game whose rules are being constantly renegoti-
ated. In this game, no quality can remain uniform or fixed for any prolonged
period. The ideological and institutional chaos of a transition period sharp-
ened the traditional ambiguity of political values and behavior. This ambigu-
ity now exceeds historically accepted levels, becomes intolerable, and breeds
an anticipated reaction.

If any consistent pattern in postcommunist public opinion and political
behavior may be observed at all, it reveals a desperate desire of the population
to stop further degeneration of the state and society and to stabilize the po-
litical situation on whatever grounds seem better suited at the moment. This
pattern of situational adaptation to rapidly changing reality appears in the
late-perestroika period and may be illustrated by people’s response to
Gorbachev’s initiatives aimed at the last-moment salvation of the Soviet Union.
In the referendum on establishing a “renewed Union,” called on March 17,
1991, 80 percent of the Soviet electorate showed up, and 76.4 percent of those
supported the idea. In Russia proper, 73.6 percent voted for a renewed Union.°
Several months later, however, most of the same voters endorsed state inde-
pendence of the former Union republics, thus dismantling the Soviet Union
in practice. Both in the Baltic republics and in Ukraine predominant num-
bers of the local Russian minorities voted for independence.

If the March, 1991, vote indicated a desire to preserve the USSR, why did
Russians support Ukrainian independence in the December, 1991, referen-
dum? Why did Muscovites back Yeltsin, and not the plotters of the August
coup? After all, preservation of the Soviet Union was both a declared and an
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implicit goal of the short-lived putsch. Why everywhere in the country, with
the exception of the self-proclaimed Trans-Dniester Republic in Moldova,
did local Russians not move a brow at the declarations of independence of the
respective national republics? It can be argued that they wanted to salvage
whatever elements of governability that could still be salvaged at the time.
The simplest way to do that was by halting rampant devolution of authority
on the republican, regional, or even local level. The Union “center” had dem-
onstrated its incapacity, wasting the mandate given to Gorbachev at the March
referendum. The “dual power” situation in Moscow masked practical depar-
ture of the center. In fact, most Russians did not even have to throw their
support behind the democrats: it was enough to turn away from the commu-
nists and let the State Committee for the State of Emergency fall by itself—
which it promptly did. “Revolutionary” conservatism reemerged as a political
culture mainstay and facilitated the regime’s fall by the end of 1991.

REVOLUTIONISM AND CONSERVATISM

Russian liberal thinkers of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries
were the first to acknowledge a peculiar combination of revolutionary aspira-
tions, radical goals and tactics, and conservative, if not outright archaic, ten-
dencies in both the outlook and behavior of Russian revolutionary intelligen-
tsia.” With the elite leading the way, the rest of society followed. Revolution in
Russia has always been half-hearted and burdened with reactionary backslides,
even when it professed a most dramatic break with the past. Domestic
conservatism, on the other hand, proved unable to sustain traditions of lasting
historical importance, perhaps, with the sole exception of Russian Orthodoxy.
Attempts at stabilization robbed the nation of developmental momentum and
prepared the ground for new revolutions. Attempts at revolution failed to
establish sources of a consistent evolutionary change. The post-Soviet events,
arguably a profound revolution in its own right, are once again retracing the
vicious circle of unrevolutionary revolution and unconserving conservatism.®
A reconsideration of history is needed to understand the origins of this unique
pattern of development.

More than one author saw Russian history as a succession of several pro-
longed periods of stagnation, separated one from another and occasionally
punctuated by short-lived catastrophes, that sometimes brought the desired
change in their wake, but also laid the ground for a new variant of staleness.
Russia has never experienced its own Renaissance or Reformation, though
indigenous protoreformational heresies did exist, culminating in the “New
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Teaching” of Feodosii Kosoi and other Russian Antitrinitarians.” Intrachurch
debates were usually won by the powers that were. Whatever changes the
Russian Church experienced through its history, they have never had any
revolutionary impact on either the Orthodox doctrine or the ritual. All at-
tempts to push the Church along the path first beaten by Western Protestant-
ism did not grow to anything more than disunited, underpowered, and even-
tually marginalized “reformation movements,” rather than the full-blown
Russian counterpart of the Reformation as a complex (and completed) his-
torical event.'

Having missed the Reformation, Russia nevertheless managed to suffer
substantial turmoil, owing to the largely bureaucratic and, in a sense,
counterreformational Nikonian reform of 1653. The latter was aimed at the
organizational streamlining and unification of some elements in ritual. Being
oriented to old Greek standards, it actually strove to strengthen religious and
sociopolitical conservatism, not undermine it.!' The public reaction (raskol)
was a burst of desperation: revolutionary in form, it completely denied “in-
novations” for the sake of “old ways,” that is, the traditional Russian prac-
tices. Though the proposed reform was, in fact, no reform at all, it split the
Church in two parts, each trying to outcompete the other with the preferred
brand of religious conservatism. The net result of the schism was “to weaken
the power of the church and to make it more dependent on the government
for support.”'* Authoritarian tendencies in the government naturally gained
further momentum.

Many authors trace the source of the later troubles to the extended period
of Tatar-Mongol domination. Muscovite Rus had suffered 240 years of Mon-
gol overlordship that brought the country’s development close to a halt. Be it
for this or for another reason, Russia was the last country in Europe to abolish
serfdom; it was among the last to embark on the path of capitalist industrial-
ization and political reform." The country did not develop a modern legal
system until the late-nineteenth century, and it did not have a constitution
until the early-twentieth century. By 1917, it lagged behind the rest of Europe
in constitutional development, representation, local governance and public
administration, and other aspects of political development. Very soon, the
October, 1917, Revolution thwarted whatever small progress, on all these is-
sues, that had been made before. In one view, the Bolshevik regime contin-
ued “patrimonial” patterns of governance and servility inherited from the
early, Mongol-influenced Muscovy.'

At the same time, Russia was the venue for several dramatic and prolonged
peasant wars and rebellions. Its transition from medieval ages to the age of
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reason was among the shortest in Europe (the Petrine epoch), and, although
it had skipped revolutions of 1789 and 1848, three revolutions of the early-
twentieth century compensated that generously. While it is probably true
that “in the long run there is no appreciable difference in this respect” be-
tween Russia and a number of other nations, at least in terms of “frequency,
length, and magnitude of these disturbances,” the Russian case is distinguished
by the extraordinary packing of catastrophic events into relatively short seg-
ments of historical time." The convulsive, spurtlike character of Russian de-
velopment contrasted it sharply with a more balanced evolution in Europe.
The recurrence of stagnation and reversal after the most radical efforts at reor-
ganization prohibits parallels to North America, Japan, or late developers in
Asia-Pacific. The ill-fated attempts at sustained modernization allow com-
parison to Latin America and Africa, but, given the profound difference in
political and socioeconomic history, make the Russian case truly unique. One
of the ways to grasp this uniqueness for the purposes of representation, if not
explanation, is to look at Russian conservative revolutionism as a persisting
pattern of political culture.

The emergence of Russian conservatism has been attributed to a number
of factors. Most of the researchers tend to agree that the frontier position of
the country, together with its peculiar vulnerability to external aggression,
tilted the balance between tradition and innovation in favor of the once found
ways of existence. At least on this account Russia does not stand alone. An-
other large continental country in a similar situation, also suffering from in-
ability to effectively protect its lengthy borders and keep the invaders out, fell
back on quite rigid traditionalism to maintain political and social cohesion.
Chinese political culture became an epitome for “tory conservatism,” which
had developed, embedded in political history and geography not wholly dis-
similar to those of the Russians.'

In contradistinction to China, Russian conservatism has been attended
by a radical and uncompromising tradition of violent changes in political
and social system (in China, we cannot find this pattern until the nationalist
revolution of this century). The new regime, once it emerges as victorious,
immediately falls back on the familiar ways of development, and shapes the
conservative modes of political behavior in its own image. Though it is true
that “the eventual conservative aftermath of a great social revolution may be a
kind of historical law,” Russia has been experiencing this pattern in a more
intense and persistent way than many other countries, thus rising above the
rest as “one of the most conservative countries in the world.”"” Post-Soviet
illustrations of this paradigm include more than the paradoxical support for
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both Gorbachev’s “renewed Union” and Yeltsin’s “sovereign Russia” in 1991.
The Russian president also enjoyed some sort of a popular mandate in a vio-
lent clash with the first post-Soviet Parliament, the Congress of People’s Depu-
ties, in October, 1993, while only a couple of months before, in the April,
1993, referendum on the executive-legislative relations and general confidence
in the government, most Russian voters divided their sympathies almost
equally between the two contending branches of power. Political observers
had grounds to interpret the results as “a vote against a dramatic change of
course and for the retention of both branches of power.”'® Why, then, did
the mass public opinion not confront Yeltsin in his less than conciliatory
move in October, 1993?

A large part of the public was prepared to excuse forceful measures, if
they were required to stabilize the situation and resolve the crisis. Russian
conservatism, though fearful of change, is even more fearful of the change
uncontrolled. As demonstrated by the severity of antiterrorist operations in
Chechnya, the public may be willing to give the government a mandate for
a limited use of force to prevent an even larger calamity. Of course, the
government has to be seen, at a minimum, as legitimate and capable of
exercising the control it seeks. That is why the 1991 putschists had no chance
to succeed: the government they represented had already lost all credibility
and most institutional power. A unique combination of cautiousness and
decisiveness that characterizes Russian revolutionary conservatism was re-
vealed in 1993, too, but public assessment of the forces involved in both
crises differed: “as a result, many of the same factors that had been at work in
August 1991 were at work in October 1993, although the direction of their
effect was changed. Whereas Yeltsin’s legitimacy and the military’s fear of
split worked against [military] intervention in 1991, in 1993 they worked in
favor of intervention.”"

Not only formal legitimacy was important: after all, both 1991 and 1993
oppositionists had legal status as members of the higher political hierarchy. In
1993 as in 1991, the putschists had the vice presidents of the country on their
side: Yanaev, the vice president of the USSR, in 1991, and Rutskoi, the vice
president of the Russian Federation, in 1993. All “power ministers” (defense,
security, internal affairs) rallied on the “wrong” side in 1991, and many parlia-
mentarians, including the Supreme Council speaker (Khasbulatov) did the
same in 1993.

Yeltsin’s personal charisma can only partially explain the 1991 outcome,
and even less the outcome of the 1993 standoff that followed the period of
bitter dissatisfaction with Gaidar’s “shock therapy” policies, endorsed by the
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president. It seems, however, that in both cases the Russian populace backed
stabilization efforts of the government and did not fail to support the stronger
contender in a dispute. Yeltsin was stronger than the communist reactionar-
ies in 1991, and he indeed offered some hope for improvement in the economy
and politics alike, while his opponents could promise only the return to widely
unpopular oscillating policies of the late-Gorbachev era, if not to an outright
dictatorship. Dictatorship had to be based on force, which required a mini-
mum of ideological and institutional commitment on the part of millions of
rank-and-file functionaries, who alone could make the dictatorship work.
And precisely this element had been missing—a fact that did not go unno-
ticed and contributed to the GKChP’s perceived weakness. On the other hand,
Yeltsin did manage to win some active support in the national capital and
substantial passive sympathy nation-wide. “His” institutions (newly created
institutions of the Russian presidency and the national government) were
working and attracting cadres, while the institutions of the old regime, the
so-called Soviet “center,” had been paralyzed and demoralized by Gorbachev’s
ill-conceived innovations. Yeltsinites were stronger both morally and institu-
tionally.

By the end of 1993, the “democrats” had lost moral appeal but more than
compensated that in political, institutional, and economic power they amassed.
The coup leaders in 1991 lacked control to such an extent that they could not
even transmit the command properly, let alone get it implemented.* Yeltsin,
on the other hand, did not have much trouble convincing military and police
chiefs in Moscow of the necessity to suppress opposition with force. While
using the army against civilians was deemed impossible only two years earlier,
it came to be seen as appropriate once the reform government felt itself threat-
ened. After trying it in the dispute between two branches of power in the
center, Yeltsinites went on to apply military force in another type of conflict,
this time with a secessionist Republic of Chechnya between 1994 and 1996.
As earlier, the Russian populace predominantly backed the side of order and
stability, and tolerated forceful (“revolutionary”) measures that were believed
unavoidable in the situation of protracted and seemingly insoluble crisis. Al-
though giving their conditional and mostly passive support to the use of force
by the government, Russians did not look forward to the despotic predomi-
nance of the central executive. Several surveys showed that, as Petro rightly
noted, “this was clearly not a desire for a new dictatorship.”

A leading Russian vision of today is a variant of executive-led develop-
mentalism. Ten years after the fall of communism, Russians learned to cherish
such basics of democracy as free and contested elections, freedom of speech,
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conscience, religion, mass communication, and association. These and other
fundamental “rights and freedoms of man and citizen” are guaranteed by the
Russian Constitution (chapter 2), which was adopted by a popular
referendum. Freedom of the press and free elections are valued more than
other aspects of democracy, while a presidential republic is preferred to all
other forms of the government.”? Given the character of the Russian presi-
dential regime, one might hypothesize that Russians value freedom as chiefly
an individual prerogative exercised within an orderly institutional context,
provided by a strong and responsible executive. The vast powers of the presi-
dent, endorsed by the constitution, do not normally ignite much worry on
the part of the electorate. Until the dramatic deterioration of Boris Yeltsin’s
health prompted an impeachment hearing in early 1997, it was not a struc-
tural imbalance between executive and legislative branches of power that
troubled Russian voters. Much more than that, they were troubled by the
demonstrable abuse of power and the president’s inability to control his cro-
nies, thus breaching the unwritten social contract between the executive and
the citizens.

THE “RED-BROWN  SCARE: ELECTIONS 1993

Immediately after the shelling of the Russian Parliament and the arrest of
parliamentary leaders, the Russian public appeared passive, if not supportive
of the president. Yet, only two months later, in the elections for the newly
constituted State Duma of the Russian Federation, pro-Yeltsin parties suffered
humiliating defeat. About 23 percent of the party-list vote was given to the
radical nationalist LDPR headed by Vladimir Zhirinovsky; an additional 13
percent went to the somewhat reformed, yet unashamedly “red” CPRE resur-
rected by Gennadii Ziuganov. The Agrarian Party of Russia (APR), repre-
senting mostly the antireform kolkhoz lobby, and the left-center Women of
Russia got about 8 percent each. The propresidential Russia’s Choice had 15.5
percent, the centrist Yabloko 8 percent, and the Party of Russian Unity and
Concord 7 percent of the vote, which gave the liberals a combined represen-
tation of roughly one-third of the Duma seats.”

Most pundits were quick to attribute the red-brown vote to the inherent
antidemocratism of Russian political culture. Others cautioned against ag-
gressive nationalism and, following Alexander Yanov, drew parallels to the
last years of the Weimar Republic. Still others acknowledged the protest vote,
exercised under conditions of stress and specifically aimed against unfair ad-
vantage, given to the propresidential Russia’s Choice party by the government.
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However, the protest vote would have to be consistent with earlier probed
values of the electorate. The problem was, it was not.

Once and again, surveys detected large and growing support for demo-
cratic values, individual rights and freedoms, reasonable inequality of income,
private property, and a market economy.* The humiliated Russia’s Choice
espoused just these liberal-democratic values. Why did people fail to support
the political organization so neatly fitting their beliefs? Polls “suggest a curi-
ous paradox: many of those whose values an outside analyst may classify as at
least partially democratic refuse to vote (or at least failed to vote, at the end of
1993) for candidates explicitly identified with a democratic program or nomi-
nated by a democratic party.”” Wias it just a peculiar instance of the “protest
vote”? A differently accentuated explanation might well be closer to the point.
The conservative strand of the national political culture, with its “abiding
anxiety that another disaster forever looms,” motivated rejection of the dilet-
tantish neoliberalism of Yegor Gaidar and other “democrats,” whose experi-
mentation with social and economic fundamentals plunged the country into
chaos.?® Conservatism meant advocating stabilization through the retreat to
already tested policies, and those could not be anything else but moderated
Sovietism of the CPREF variety. For those who were not happy with that op-
tion, there were no other alternatives but turning to Great Russian patriotism
and nationalism.

The LPDR’s success was not wholly accidental. By late 1993, Zhirinovsky
epitomized both a restorationist longing for lost “greatness” and a radical rejec-
tion of the powers-that-were. His party did not waste time in dissociating itself
from both the communists and the new “democratic” oligarchy. When both
sides of the executive-legislative conflict between 1991 and 1993 lost in public
opinion—the first because of the methods used to solve the dispute, and the
second because it so closely resembled the old Soviet nomentklatura—the LDPR
emerged victorious as the one and only political actor known to the wider
public as: (a) anticommunist; (b) not sponsored by the government; and
(c) sufhiciently close to the frustrations and hopes of an ordinary citizen. In this
situation, the more preferential treatment by the state-controlled media Russia’s
Choice received, the more outraged the Russian public was, turning in large
numbers to the available alternatives. The support given to the LDPR aimed to
prevent the installation of a “democratically” embellished system of oligarchic
rule. This support was retrogressive in its nationalist vision, the goals of stabi-
lization, and the desire to recover the lost superpower status of the country.?” It
was revolutionary in seeking to stop the concentration of power in the hands of
Yeltsin’s coterie and to throw the “shock therapy” government out.
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RETURN OF A SUPPORTIVE VOTER:
THE ELECTIONS OF 1995—96

The next elections took place on December 17, 1995. Apart from the contin-
ued adventure in Chechnya, these were not conducted under the duress of a
sort that could explain the strong showing of antipresidential opposition in
1993. The “second” Russian republic stabilized politically, and the elections
were held on schedule. The turnout grew from about so percent in 1993 to 65
percent in 1995, opening up what Michael McFaul calls a remarkable “series
of democratic achievements.”? A 5 percent entry requirement for the parties
helped to cut off a number of smaller self-serving groups, thus clearing the
stage for serious players. As a result, only four parties made it to Parliament
on the party-list vote.

However, the good news of relative stabilization was balanced with the bad
news of a near complete collapse of more or less genuine liberal representa-
tion. In the December, 1995, Duma elections, the reformed communists won
22.3 percent of the party-list vote and §8 seats out of 225 allocated for single-
member districts. The results of the combined vote brought them 157 Duma
seats, or more than one-third of the 450-seat lower house of the Federal As-
sembly. Together with their allies, the procommunist Agrarian Party of Rus-
sia (20 seats), Power to the People (9 seats), less significant groups on the left,
and a number of left-oriented independent deputies, the communists had no
difficulty in securing control of over about 42 percent of the State Duma.
Zhirinovsky’s LDPR, though on the decline, managed to come in second on
the party-list vote (11.2 percent), retaining st seats and the chairmanship in
several Duma committees, including an important committee on geopoli-
tics. Overall, the “national-patriotic” coalition in the Parliament included
fifty-seven people. A propresidential party called “Our Home Is Russia” had
10.1 percent of the vote and ss seats, but it lacked in organizational unity or
clear ideological orientation. The radical reformist Russia's Democratic Choice
had to reduce its already small representation (seventy-six seats after the 1993
elections) to a mere nine deputies. The center-liberal Yabloko was the last
runner to clear the 5 percent barrier, with its 6.9 percent of the party-list vote
and won 45 seats. It could additionally count on no more than twenty sup-
porters among other deputies of liberal-democratic persuasion.”

The net result of these elections was the strengthening of the communist
influence on Russian legislative politics. The new CPRF was nothing like the
old CPSU, however. Ziuganov’s communists allied themselves with national-
ists and parted company with the more radical “worker” parties on the left.
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This patriotic coalition has found mutually acceptable modes of coexistence
with the government. What could become a force capable of toppling the
postcommunist ruling elite evolved into a so-called systemic opposition jockey-
ing for positions and privileges. Once again, certified “radicals” turned out to
be conservatives, working for the status quo and building up that very system
they were supposed to fight. Restorationist rhetoric at the forefront and
clannish politics behind the scenes made the second Russian Duma an unlikely
factor of stability mediating between the people and the government. In
voting for the party that essentially turned its back on revolutionary Marxism,
the Russian electorate revealed its preference for the negotiated settlement of
issues and mitigation of the reform hardships, rather than the outright
overthrow of an antisocialist government. Even so, Ziuganov’s time was clearly
running out.

The presidential elections in 1996 saw people voting for the widely un-
popular Yeltsin, only to block the prospects of power monopolization in the
hands of the CPRE A dramatically inconsistent vote helped to compensate
for the de facto absence of an effective system of institutional checks and
balances that would make democracy work. Throughout most of the winter
season of 1995 and 1996, the communist victory seemed inevitable. All polls
showed Ziuganov leading Yeltsin by a substantial margin. However, Yeltsin
started narrowing the gap in the late spring of 1996, and the first round of
elections on June 16 brought him 35.3 percent of the vote. Ziuganov finished
second with 32 percent. The subsequent conclusive victory of the incumbent
in the July 3 runoff (53.8 percent to Ziuganov’s 40.3 precent), despite allega-
tions of a fraudulent vote count in several regions, cannot be attributed
wholly to manipulation by the government, nor just to the enormous
advantage Yeltsin had in campaign spending, the use of state-controlled
media, and organization. Even with all of these factors counted, the fact
that the majority voted against the communist candidate still stands. The
sanity of the electorate was also revealed by a relative preference given to
liberal Grigorii Yavlinsky (8 percent) over Vladimir Zhirinovsky (6 percent)
and by a modest third showing of the nationalist darling Gen. Alexander
Lebed (14 percent).*

And yet, the same electorate had voted largely procommunist and antigov-
ernment less than a year before. To what end? Electoral behavior in 199596
was guided by a logic that was not dissimilar to that of 1993, when the Rus-
sian public also acted to prevent a potential usurpation of power—then, by
the radical reformers associated with the government, and now, by the re-
formed, but recognizable neocommunists, associated with the dislodged gov-
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ernment of the past. In both cases, there were signs of an electoral “revolt,”
aimed to deny the government control over the national legislature. Yet, the
conservative side of the “revolutionary-conservative” posture eventually pre-
vailed. It was paradoxically revealed even in the red-brown vote of 199395,
which was the only surrogate Russians had, at the moment, to indicate their
longing for a “normal” civil society, where the free hand of the government
has to stop at the electoral poll booth and might be tied by the results of
popular expression. By 1996, postcommunist stability (Yeltsin) seemed a bet-
ter bet than a new round of turmoil, political and economic reshuffling, insti-
tutional restructuring, and psychological uncertainty (Ziuganov). Russians
had had enough of perestroika and shock therapy, in less than ten years, to
become fascinated with the promise of another revolution. As much as one-
third of those who voted for Yeltsin were in reality indifferent to his victory,
yet voted as they did to block the prospect of a communist takeover.*' Rus-
sians thus showed that they indeed preferred order and stability, even at a cost
if need be. Of course, the concrete content of this or that preferred “order”
makes all the difference. While “revolutionary conservatism” persisted, its his-
torical modifications stood wide apart, even when they were as close as the
elections of the period.

POST-YELTSIN REALIGNMENT:
THE ELECTIONS OF 1999—2000

The turmoil of the first post-Soviet years, characterized by indiscriminate
struggles of primary accumulation and rampant impoverishment of the ma-
jority, contrary to the expectations of progressive bulging of the protest vote,
wore “revolutionary” resolve of the citizenry down. Revolutions ordinarily
require massive amounts of energy on the part of the people and its active
channeling toward revolutionary ends by radical movement entrepreneurs.
By 1998, these elements were missing. The energy was spent on mundane
tasks of social adaptation under the conditions of uncertainty, while both
communist (CPRF) and nationalist (LDPR) opposition grew “systemic,” sup-
porting the Kremlin then and there where a more principled stance would
require an open confro