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Foreword

Igor Torbakov is a unique author and scholar of Russia and its East European and Eurasian neighbourhoods. He is of a kind that graduate schools do not produce nowadays. At a time when most political scientists—a cohort that is supposed to enlighten us on issues of the region’s political development—have taken refuge in model-building, while most historians concentrate on political, social and cultural processes that have completed their cycle of development, Torbakov brings the methods of both fields to the analysis of current events. He does so in order to answer questions about the present that neither of these fields can deal with on its own. The result is a history of the present, a penetrating analysis that draws on the past to explain current issues and developments.  

Torbakov belongs to the generation of scholars who in the 1990s started the process of the transformation of the field of Soviet politics into a new field of Eurasian studies. That transformation turned scholars of the region’s pre-Soviet past into a cohort better equipped to understand and explain current developments than experts who had focused exclusively on Soviet history and culture. Torbakov, whose graduate studies were directed by one of the leading East European early modernists, the late Yaroslav Isaievych, found himself uniquely qualified to take part in this dramatic transformation of the field—the process that sought to overcome traditional shortcomings of Soviet historiography by reassessing the political importance of different areas and periods of research and opening the field to the “foreign” influences. As is apparent from the essays collected in this volume, Torbakov is perfectly at home with a vast body of Western literature on politics, history and anthropology that deals with subjects far beyond the immediate focus of his research. Yet he has never left the “home” of the literature produced in the region and draws on both bodies of scholarship to enrich his interpretation of the intellectual and political developments that he studies. 

The essays collected in this volume are as much about empire as about the current problems preoccupying the societies that emerged out of the imperial ruins. As Torbakov reads present-day Russian and regional struggles, the empire continues to maintain its intellectual grip on its children and grandchildren, whether they seek to emulate or reject its legacy. The fall of the Soviet Union removed the cladding of Marxism and the internationalist ideology inspired by it from the framework of the Soviet state, exposing the imperial elements in its structure and, most importantly, highlighting the importance of studying pre-Soviet imperial thinking and cultural tradition in order to reconceptualize post-Soviet space. In the ideological vacuum of the post-Soviet era, the region’s political and cultural elites tried to get their bearings by grasping for pre-Soviet and non-Soviet ideas, tropes and paradigms. That development stimulated scholarly research on the intellectual and cultural legacy of empire—the phenomenon fully represented in this volume. 

Igor Torbakov’s keen interest in the Eurasianists and Eurasianism, exemplified in a number of essays collected here, reflects another trajectory of the field as a whole. As Western academic institutions sought frantically to rethink and rebrand the field of Soviet studies after the collapse of the USSR, looking for a term and a concept that would encompass the territory amassed by the Russian Empire and claimed by its Soviet successor, quite a few scholars gravitated toward the intellectual legacy of the Eurasianists. For Torbakov, however, interest in that legacy turned out to be something more than participation in a general academic trend. It was informed by his own quasi-émigré experience of living and writing in Western Europe (broadly defined) and Turkey, which had been “inhabited” by the fathers of the Eurasianist movement. 

The history and current state of the Russian-Ukrainian relations is another important topic of the volume. Ukraine, a real or imagined homeland for many Eurasianist thinkers and a key element in any mental geography of imperial, post-imperial, Soviet, or post-Soviet space, is also Igor Torbakov’s very real homeland—his place of birth and a country in which a good part of his intellectual maturation took place. Thus, his essays on Russo-Ukrainian relations and their role in the self-identification and positioning of Russia and Ukraine with regard to culturally constructed Europe and Eurasia are more than a response to the growing demand for expertise on the interaction of the two largest Slavic nations. They offer an engaged analysis of intellectual and cultural concepts that, for Torbakov, entail moral dilemmas and arouse emotions. The latter never distort his balanced and well-argued texts, but his personal engagement with the subjects he researches makes his analysis more profound and incisive.

If Igor Torbakov’s essays on Eurasianism, as well as on Russia’s “Ukraine problem” and Ukraine’s “Russia problem,” reflect the outcomes of his own grappling with history, the essays on the politics of history presented in this volume allow Torbakov to look broadly at the way in which post-imperial societies in general and Russia in particular deal with their past, select usable strategies, and discard faulty or downright self-defeating ones. Here, too, Torbakov emerges as much more than a skilled and dispassionate coroner conducting an autopsy on empire and seeking out imperial DNA in post-imperial societies. To develop this metaphor, he is engaged in what may be called genetic engineering of the new post-imperial body of knowledge and identity. Igor Torbakov is a scholar who can engage in intellectual battle while remaining above it. As the essays collected in this volume demonstrate, he is highly adroit in managing that difficult intellectual feat. 

 

Serhii Plokhy

Harvard University

 

 




Introduction:
Debating Russian Nationalism and Empire

Historians are mainly concerned with things past. This is not say, however, that they are not interested in the present. In fact, “histories,” as John Darwin reminds us, “are written to help to explain how we got where we are.”1 This book, penned by an intellectual historian of Russia and Eastern Europe, is no exception. Russia’s annexation of Crimea, and in particular the Kremlin’s rhetoric justifying this move, threw into the sharp relief, yet again, the question that has been hotly debated ever since the Soviet Union’s breakup: Where does Russia (as a national community and as a state) begin and where does it end? In all of Russian President Vladimir Putin’s recent speeches, especially those related to Ukraine and the simmering conflict in the country’s two eastern provinces, a murky notion of the Russkii Mir (Russian World) figures prominently. “We will always defend ethnic Russians in Ukraine,” said Putin, adding that Moscow’s protection will be extended also to “that part of the Ukrainian people who feel they are linked by unbreakable ties to Russia—not only by ethnic but also cultural and linguistic ties; who regard themselves as part of a broader Russian World.” Russia is highly concerned, in Putin’s ambiguous formulation, about the wellbeing and security of all those people—“not necessarily ethnic Russians, but those who regard themselves as Russian” and who constitute the “so called broader Russian World.”2 But what are the concrete political contours of the Russkii Mir project? How does it relate to the formulation of Russian nationhood enshrined in the Russian Federation’s Constitution? Has the Kremlin launched a kind of Russian irredenta—a gathering of the Russian (ethnic) lands? Or is Putin pursuing what essentially is an empire-building policy? Is Vladimir Putin a bona fide Russian nationalist and what kind of nationalist is he—a champion of Eurasianism or a builder of a national russkii state? And finally, what do Russian nationalist ideologues make of the Kremlin’s tackling of the “national question”? 

This book intends to discuss all these questions through exploring the nexus between various forms of Russian political imagination and the seemingly cyclic process of the “decline and fall” of the imperial polity over the last hundred years. While Russia’s historical process is by no means unique, two features of Russia’s historical development in particular appear to stand out. First, the country’s history is characterized by dramatic political discontinuity. In the past century “Russia” changed its (historical) skin three times: following the disintegration of the dynastic Russian Empire accompanied by violent civil war, it was reconstituted as the communist USSR whose breakup a quarter century ago led to the emergence of the present-day Russian Federation. Each of the 20th century dramatic transformations powerfully affected the notions of what “Russia” is and what it meant to be Russian. Second, alongside Russia’s political instability there is, paradoxically, a striking picture of geopolitical stability, meaning Russia’s quite remarkable longevity as a geopolitical entity. At least since the beginning of the 18th century, “Russia” has been a permanent geopolitical fixture on Europe’s north-eastern margins with its persistent pretense to the status of a great power. Against this backdrop, the book’s three sections investigate, respectively, the emergence and development of Eurasianism as a form of (post)imperial ideology and its interaction with the other strands of Russian nationalism; the crucial role Ukraine has historically played for the Russians’ self-understanding; and the contemporary Russian elites’ exercises in historical legitimation. 

***

How to be Russian? This seemingly quaint question was posed by Andrzej de Lazari, a renowned Polish scholar and one of the best specialists in Russian intellectual history, who used it also as a title of his recent article. But the question is not that quaint after all.3 De Lazari tells the following story. In 2002, he organized in Moscow a conference on mutual (mis)perceptions of the Poles and the Russians under the title “The Polish and the Russian (russkaia) Souls: From Adam Mickiewicz and Alexander Pushkin to Czeslaw Milosz and Alexander Solzhenitsyn.” On the eve of the conference’s opening day, he received a call from the Polish Embassy. In the course of the conversation, a Polish diplomat pointed out that de Lazari chose a politically incorrect title for the conference and it would be better to rephrase it as “The Polish and the Rossiiskaia Souls.” De Lazari strongly disagreed, arguing that, first, in the serious scholarly literature one would not find such a notion as rossiiskaia dusha, and, second, he was not interested in the misperceptions and stereotypes of the Poles that might be harbored by the peoples of the Caucasus or by the peoples of Siberia.4 His arguments appeared to have prevailed, and a Warsaw publisher brought out a book based on the conference proceedings under the original heading.5 

What de Lazari’s story illustrates so vividly is that there is an inherent tension between the notions of russkii and rossiiskii, which implies that the relationship between the ethno-cultural and the political understandings of Russianness is highly problematic.6 And this, of course, is precisely the kind of stuff out of which nationalism—both as an ideology and a political movement—has grown in Europe and in the world at large. More than thirty years ago, Ernest Gellner advanced the following, now famous, definition of nationalism. “Nationalism,” Gellner contended, 

is primarily a political principle, which holds that the political and the national unit should be congruent . . . Nationalist sentiment is the feeling of anger aroused by the violation of the principle, or the feeling of satisfaction aroused by its fulfillment. A nationalist movement is one actuated by a sentiment of this kind.7 

Put another way, nationalism is a demand for national self-determination (a thesis most eloquently highlighted by Elie Kedourie8) that has to lead to the formation of a nation-state. 

Let us now look at Russian history using the Gellnerian analytical prism.9 For several centuries in north-eastern Eurasia there has existed a vast and powerful country variously called the Tsardom of Muscovy, the Russian Empire, the Soviet Union, and the Russian Federation. This state entity is populated by people who call themselves “Russians” and who have always constituted a significant bulk of its denizens—their numerical strength ranging from being an overwhelming majority to comprising slightly less than half of the entire population in certain periods. Yet “Russia” has never become a nation-state. How, then, is Russian nationalism to be assessed within this context? Should not the feelings of the “Russians” be aroused because of the violation of nationalism’s key political principle? And if they were not, what accounts for this mysterious Russian quiescence? 

The analyses of Russian nationalism vary significantly. Throughout the past century and a half, the bulk of Western popular literature and quite a few scholarly works portrayed Russian nationalism as a formidable, menacing and ugly phenomenon. “The prevailing media image of Russian nationalism,” noted Geoffrey Hosking, “is that of a powerful and repugnant force, an overbearing imperial regime borne aloft by virulent chauvinism and inflamed by anti-Semitism.” Hosking’s colleague and compatriot Robert Service agrees, adding that “nationalism in Russia is [often] presented as the straightforward, constant, uncontested ideology of Russian rulers and their subjects from time immemorial.”10 

Then there is a diametrically opposite view. It would appear that, influenced by some of the recent theorizing on nations and nationalism, a number of scholars are inclined to completely dismiss Russian nationalism as a significant force in Russian history. Some commentators suggest that the history of Russian nationalism is, metaphorically speaking, a page out of Waiting for Godot. Not unlike the mysterious protagonist of Samuel Beckett’s absurdist masterpiece, Russian nationalism is much talked about and endlessly awaited, but, at the end of the day, it fails to arrive. Russian nationalism, these commentators argue, has never existed as a mass popular movement. To be sure, there might have been discontent, frustration, a sense of national grievance, xenophobia. There surely have been Russian nationalists—but not nationalism as an influential political force.11 The American historian David Rowley seems to have brought this argument to its extreme. It makes no sense, Rowley contends, to use the term “nationalism” when analyzing modern Russian history. Proceeding from the Gellnerian definition, Rowley asserts that over the last three hundred years, Russian governing elites were trying to preserve the empire, not to form a Russian nation-state, while Russian ideologues, instead of embracing a secular, particularist ideology, were preoccupied with elaborating the universalist, messianic and imperialist discourse of national identity. As a result, Russia failed to develop a nationalist movement.12 Other critics, who believe that Russian nationalism can be safely written off as a notable social force, argue that, historically, nationalism was successful when it pursued either of two objectives: social modernization (ultimately achieving a welfare state) or the creation of a new state. Since Russian nationalism (both past and present) pursued neither of these two goals, these critics contend, it is useless and lacks strategic potential.13

This book takes a more nuanced view on this tangled subject. Demonizing Russian nationalism obscures its historically controversial and fragile nature. On the other hand, the fact that a nation-state failed to emerge in Russia does not mean that Russian nationalism should be dismissed as an insignificant factor in Russian modern history. On the contrary, it has been present throughout most of the Russian imperial and Soviet era, at times playing a more prominent political role, at times finding expression in fields other than politics (above all, in literature and art), but always reflecting a desire to create a state of, for and by the Russian people. Thus, it would be more productive to follow Richard Wortman’s advice and try to make sense of Russian nationalism as a space of endless contestation.14 This never-ending struggle pitted the Russian powers-that-be against various segments of the country’s intellectual class, with each actor striving to represent the Russian people. Historians demonstrated that this struggle saw all kinds of alignments whereby certain groups of Russian ideologues would seek to ally themselves with the Russian authorities against other groups of Russian political thinkers in the endless process of debating the meaning of Russianness and the desirable contours of the Russian national homeland.15 

The peculiarities of Russia’s nation-building and the vagaries of Russian nationalism are best understood in historical context. I cannot agree more with Anthony Smith who argued that “the central question in our understanding of nationalism is the role of the past in the creation of the present.”16 Historically, two major factors militated against the formation of a sense of Russian nationhood—ethno-cultural diversity and social stratification. In Russia, which has long been regarded as the proverbial land of extremes, these two factors were extremely pronounced. Thus any discussion of Russian nationalism would inevitably revolve around two key issues—the historical role of empire and the difficulty of achieving societal cohesion. 

Remarkably, the historiographical tradition of seeing empire as the defining factor of modern Russian history was laid down by Russians themselves. It was none other than Count Sergei Witte, Russia’s Prime Minister from 1903 to 1906, who forcefully warned against underestimating the significance of the imperial nature of the Russian state. “The mistake we have been making for many decades,” Witte wrote in his memoirs, “is that we have still not admitted to ourselves that since the time of Peter the Great and Catherine the Great there has been no such thing as Russia; there has been only the Russian Empire.”17 Following Witte’s authoritative admonition, a number of leading Western scholars, most notably Hans Rogger, Roman Szporluk and Geoffrey Hosking, have argued that in the Russian case it was precisely the fixation on empire-building that seriously impeded nation-building.18 But “empire” is a controversial and ambiguous notion, which, as one prominent student of empire aptly put it, “has been a rapidly moving target over the twentieth century.”19 How are we to understand “empire” and distinguish between empire and nation-state? Two approaches have been predominant in the recent literature on the subject. Comparative historical research on empire represented by the works of such scholars as Ronald Suny and Michael Doyle has tended to emphasize objective, structural relationships of political dominance and control.20 This school of thought usually describes empire as a composite state in which a metropole dominates a periphery to the disadvantage of the periphery.

But other researchers such as Terry Martin and Mark Beissinger call on historians and political scientists to adopt a subjective approach to empire.21 The objective approach, they argue, overlooks the fact that the very use of the term “empire” is “a claim and a stance.” Thus empire should be understood not only as a type of a political regime but also as a system of attitudes and perceptions that are formed both inside and outside a particular state and that can change over time. Indeed, until the end of the 19th century, empire was generally considered to be the highest form of polity. However, by the end of the 20th century, this attitude had undergone a radical transformation, now basically implying the inevitable decline of the imperial political system. Within the framework of the subjective approach, “the most important dimension of any imperial situation is perception.” Empire and nation-state differ from each other not because the former would resort to violence and exploitation and the latter would not; the real difference lies elsewhere—“whether politics and policies are accepted as ‘ours’ or rejected as ‘theirs.’”22 

Now, a third approach has recently been advanced, which I find helpful. It proposes to move beyond objective definitions and subjective perceptions and focus instead on the concrete practices—in other words, analyze what exactly the rulers do.23 If rulers tolerate diversity and manage multiethnicity through the policies of differentiation, employing the services of the multiethnic institute of domination (say, the nobility, the top imperial bureaucracy or the communist party elite), they rule over empire; if rulers strive toward higher homogenization and start employing “nationalizing” practices, they seek to build a nation-state.24 Similar to this operational approach, a number of Western specialists as well as the new-generation Russian scholars associated with the “new imperial history” suggest that we should think of empire and nation not as really existing entities but rather as discursive constructs, analytic frameworks or ideal types.25 Thus the nation can be understood as a relatively homogeneous space united by universal rights, common duties, widely shared culture and language. By contrast, the empire is a heterogeneous space par excellence, with a plethora of various hierarchies and asymmetrical relations, providing for the development of a complex polyethnic and multicultural society. To be sure, the actual historical reality is always messy and cannot be neatly fit into either of these two ideal types; rather it fluctuates between these two opposing poles of nation and empire. As Ronald Suny and Valerie Kivelson write in their recent book, “In historical experience, we see the practices of empire working in polities that we would usually characterize as nation-states, and nation-making practices working in polities that look, walk, and smell like empire.”26 That is why it will be more correct to talk not about really existing empires—with the exceptions of the polities that officially called themselves as such—but rather of the persistence of imperial formations or imperial situations. 

Looked at through this analytical prism, both the pre-1917 Imperial Russia and the USSR would emerge as polities pursuing contradictory policies, vacillating between imperial/colonial and nationalizing practices. By the mid-19th century the Romanov Empire appeared to begin moving away from the traditional practices of differentiation that characterized the imperial policy of the previous three centuries toward a “nationalizing project” of sorts (i.e. destruction of the cultures, customs and languages of local communities) modeled on the policies of such European nation-states as France, Britain, Germany and Italy.27 However, until Imperial Russia’s collapse in 1917, there remained an ambiguity as to which parts of the empire might constitute the core area where the “Russian nation” would emerge28; there was also no consensus on what would constitute the Russianness at the base of the new national state—language, religion, and citizenship were all possibilities.29 Arguably, the Soviet Union’s nationality policy was even more incoherent, although it represented a radical departure from Russian imperial practices.30 In the Soviet quasi federative system, the Russians were the only non-nation in the USSR. But the “Soviet nation” did not emerge either: no wonder, the tension between russkii and rossiiskii/sovetskii was destined to remain high.31

Yet the same fault line was also the result of Russia’s perennial inability to bridge the gap between its upper and lower social strata. The failure to achieve at least a moderate level of societal cohesion led to the bifurcation of Russian identity into its two rival versions of russkii and rossiiskii, and frustrated the formation of the all-embracing nationalist ideology. The split occurred early on and predated the Petrine reforms as the two quite opposite “imagined communities” began congealing around gosudarstvo (state) on the one hand and zemlia (local peasant community) on the other.32 The aggressive Westernization of high culture and of the way of life of the Russian nobility launched by Peter the Great dramatically deepened the chasm between Russia’s elites and the narod. The former and the latter came to define Russianness in differing ways. The elites’ outlook was unmistakably rossiiskii: they exalted the Empire’s vastness and diversity, the military strength of the Russian state and its great power status within the “European Concert.” For its part, the narod’s outlook was russkii, which was well encapsulated in the idea of the “Holy Rus.’” “The peasants imagined a holy community of true tsar’ and people, a community standing in opposition to the ‘other’ of the gentry.”33 According to Andrei Zorin, the social and cultural chasm dividing the upper and lower estates in imperial Russia was unbridgeable. One would be hard pressed to identify any social mores or practices that were shared by both Russia’s nobles and peasants.34 Symptomatically, speaking about this deep social and cultural rift, Hosking characterizes it as being “almost ethnic,”35 and Leonid Luks argues that within Russia there were “two distinct states that had little in common ever since the start of Europeanization.”36

Two concepts—one of Russia as a peripheral European empire advanced by Dominic Lieven,37 and the other of “internal colonialism” as it has been reinterpreted and applied to Russia by Alexander Etkind38—elucidate both the Russian elites’ erratic attempts at turning “peasants into Russians” and the reasons why they miserably failed. In the age of European nation-states, which saw the vigorous dismantling of all kinds of pre-modern social privileges and barriers, and the emergence of modern urban civilization, the Russian dynastic empire, with its outdated estates system and the boundless sea of illiterate rural population, simply lacked the social power to create a proper milieu in which an all-embracing Russian nationalism could be born. Vasilii Kliuchevskii, Russia’s leading 19th century historian, portrayed Russia’s social backwardness and peripheral character in his trademark aphoristic manner. “In the Europe of kings, Russia was a decisive force,” one of Kliuchevskii’s notebook entries reads. “In the Europe of nations, Russia is but a thick log that is caught in an eddy.”39 

But the fact that, socially, Russia was lagging behind Europe does not mean that nationalism had no role to play in the Russian Empire. Drawing on the authoritative Russian historiographical tradition, Etkind invokes the thesis that “Russia was a country that colonized itself.” One important implication of this “internal colonization” was that Russia acted both as the subject and the object of the colonization process: notably, among those who were “colonized” were not only the borderland peoples but also millions of ethnic Russian peasants living in the Russian heartland. Being simultaneously a colonizing power and a colonized country had an impact on the development of Russian nationalism. Again, we see a bifurcation along the familiar lines. “As in India,” Etkind perceptively notes, “nationalism in Russia took two competing forms, rebellious and anti-imperial on the one hand, official and pre-emptive on the other.”40 

In contemporary Russia, more than a quarter century after the collapse of the Soviet Union, various strands of Russian nationalism—civic nationalists, ethnonationalists, impertsy, Eurasianists—appear to find themselves in the Hobbesian-like state of bellum omnium contra omnes, with the Kremlin leadership pragmatically cherry-picking and deploying disparate nationalist tropes while pursuing political ends. A panoply of opinions on the nature of contemporary Russian polity was on full display at the series of discussions on the theme “Empire in the ‘After Empire’ Era and Nation in the Post-national world” that were co-organized by Russia’s Council on Foreign and Defense Policy and Moscow’s Higher School of Economics in the end of 2016. At the center of the debates was a crucial question: What is Russia today—is it a nation or an empire? One group of experts argued that the present-day Russian Federation is not an empire because for Russia the “imperial stage” is already history. But neither is it a nation because Russian political realities militate against building a viable nation-state. One of the major stumbling blocks is the lack of political participation: when there is no democracy, any talk of civic nation is simply senseless. Russia, these experts contended, is not even a genuine federation as the latter presupposes the presence of regional political actors enjoying a high degree of autonomy. Such characteristics are lacking and they don’t appear likely to emerge any time soon. The other group of experts, however, suggested that Russia continues to be an empire—one without fixed or clearly delimited borders. Russia, they argued, is forced to act like an empire—both within its own territory (e.g. in North Caucasus) and beyond its international boundaries. In the emerging new world order, these experts claimed, Russia is doomed to “imperial solitude.” Under present conditions, Russia’s sense of strategic solitude, which is of course a feature of an imperial outlook, appears inevitable: whereas “regular nation-states” often join various broader blocs, there is no international association that could guarantee Russia’s development as a fully sovereign state. Thus Russia is destined to go it alone, its geopolitical kismet being a “solo voyage”: “From 2014 onward, a new period of unknown length spreads before us, the ‘[20]14+’ era, in which we face one hundred (two hundred? three hundred?) years of geopolitical solitude.”41 The third, and seemingly largest, group of experts sought to bridge the gap between the two opposite views and advanced the vision of Russia as “civilization.” The notion of “state-civilization,” they argued, allows to overcome the conundrum created by the rigid empire—nation dichotomy. It highlights both the importance of national identity (the primacy of Russian culture) and tolerance toward other (non-Russian) cultures. Also, unlike the idea of empire, the notion of “civilization” appears devoid of expansionist connotations.42 

The Moscow intellectuals’ wrestling with Russia’s perennial empire—nation dilemma appears to echo some key insights in the work of the Australian Sinologist Ross Terrill, who tends to operate not with the notion of “empire” but with that of “imperial mindset.” According to Terrill, “China’s imperial mindset is defined above all by the innate sense of empire, a historical-civilizational phenomenon that has an identity beyond that of a nation-state and that is equipped with a whole edifice of supporting mechanisms and myths”43—in a word, what one contemporary Russian conservative thinker wistfully called China’s “ideology of civilizational self-sustainability.”44 So even if the empire as a “really existing” entity might well have receded into history, Terill and other like-minded scholars seem to suggest, the idea of empire is still with us.45

It would seem, then, that the struggle over how to define “Russia” and “Russianness” will continue for some time—remember the wisdom of Richard Wortman’s conclusion: Russian nationalism is a space of endless contestation. “What does it mean to be Russian or non-Russian in post-Soviet Russia?” ask Stephen Norris and Willard Sunderland in the introduction to their masterful gallery of portraits of Russia’s “people of empire.” “It is hard to make out clear answers to these questions,” they confess, “because we are in the moment ourselves.”46 The jury is still out as to whether Professor de Lazari will ever be able to get a definitive answer to his one-million-dollar query, How to be Russian? 

***
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I. THE VISION OF EURASIA




1. 	Becoming Eurasian:
The Intellectual Odyssey of 
Georgii Vladimirovich Vernadsky

There is only one Russia, “Eurasian” Russia, or Eurasia.

—George Vernadsky, A History of Russia

It is very difficult for outsiders, Czeslaw Milosz famously noted, to under­stand the intractable national problems of Eastern Europe. In his beautifully written Native Realm, Milosz, himself a typical East European, accord­ing to his own self-description, paints a nuanced and colorful picture of the mind-boggling mosaic of the numerous peoples, religions, and cultures cohabitating in the East European marchlands that were incorporated in the Rus­sian Empire. In his childhood years in Wilno (now Vilnius), Milosz recalled, “Practically every person I met was different, not because of his own special self, but as a representative of some group, class, or nation. One lived in the twentieth century, another in the nineteenth, a third in the fourteenth.”1 To be sure, the interplay between all those sociocultural groups on the one hand, and the different relations that each one had with the central government on the other made the issue of local loyalties and identities extremely complex. But, as Milosz points out, the Romanov Empire’s disintegration and the rise of a number of national states in its former borderlands did not make matters any easier. In fact, he writes, the shift from the often loose imperial allegiance to a more rigid nation-based identity led to the most dramatic developments: sometimes it “severed even the closest ties and set brother against brother. One was forced to make a choice, the more emotional for being based on un­clear data, yet, like every decision, demanding proper motives.”2

The chaotic exit from the imperial order in 1917–1920 could not fail to trigger a quest, both inside and outside “historical Russia,” for new para­digms that would problematize the relations between center and periphery, cultural (and political) liberation and subjection. Intensive and heated debates created an intellectual atmosphere concerned with the problems of cultural relativity and emancipation. Out of this very atmosphere Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of polyphony or heteroglossia emerged in literary criticism that, some scholars argue, can be perceived as a latent theory of nation and nationalism.3 Within the Russian émigré milieu in Europe in the 1920s—1930s, the notion of polyphony, similar to Bakhtin’s, was upheld by the Eurasianists who were struggling with how to harmonize the “voice” of the imperial center with those of the multiple subimperial communities.4

Significantly, over the past decade, the body of scholarly literature on “classical” Eurasianism has been steadily growing.5 The broadest reason for this interest is obvious. Following the collapse of the Soviet Union and the emergence of the new geopolitical landscape in what has tellingly come to be designated as Eurasia, both scholars and general public alike have expe­rienced crises of identity—not unlike those that tormented the Eurasianists themselves in the wake of the unraveling of the Russian Empire—and are still grappling with how best to analyze the new reality. A 2004 essay by the historian Mark von Hagen is both a manifestation of those crises and a help­ful attempt to show the way out of them. Remarkably, not only did von Hagen invoke the iconoclastic spirit of classical Eurasianists, he also advanced Eur­asia as the antiparadigm for the post-Soviet era.6

The study of Eurasianism, however, has produced mixed results so far. As one contemporary student of this fascinating school of thought observes, “As a body of doctrine, Eurasianism has been much more frequently summa­rized than critically examined.”7 The Eurasianism-related archival materials, in particular the voluminous correspondence among the participants of the movement, still need to be studied. Moreover, interest in Eurasianism has traditionally been skewed toward the geopolitical (the “Exodus to the East”), the sociopolitical (Eurasianism’s authoritarian leanings toward “ideocracy”), and, to a lesser extent, the historiosophic. Since 2000, some useful studies of Eurasianist theory of culture have appeared.8 But the Eurasianists’ attempts at rethinking empire and nation and at crafting a new historical narrative in which Russia’s multiethnic character would find a more thorough treatment were not sufficiently explored.9

This brings me to the figure of Georgii (George) Vernadsky, who is rightly regarded as Eurasianism’s principal historian. There is, it would appear, a virtual flourishing of Vernadsky studies in today’s Russia. Most of the works of the émigré historian have been reprinted in his historical homeland and there is a seemingly endless stream of monographs and articles on his life and scholarship.10 Surprisingly, as the eminent Harvard historian Richard Pipes has remarked, since its emancipation from communism a kind of cult of Vernadsky has emerged in Russia.11 This atmosphere of adulation has also prompted the senior Russian historian Nikolai Bolkhovitinov, Vernadsky’s most recent biographer, to comment that, while in Soviet times G. V. Ver­nadsky was a popular “whipping boy,” mercilessly criticized for his non-Marxist understanding of the historical process, in postcommunist Russia, he has be­come the object of almost “limitless praise.”12

But despite the impressive range of scholarly research on Vernadsky, the question persists: How well do we understand his intellectual legacy—in par­ticular, the links between his own national identity (identities?), his choice of the Eurasianist paradigm, and his historical scholarship?

George Vernadsky is generally regarded as a historian of Russia.13 At first blush, this seems quite understandable: his multivolume magnum opus is titled A History of Russia, and his last big study, published posthumously, was Russian Historiography. Yet this traditional perception of the scholar obscures the fact that Vernadsky’s ambition was to write not the history of Russia as a nation-state but the history of Russia-Eurasia—the vast terri­tory, virtually a world unto itself, inhabited, to borrow his Eurasianist friend Petr Savitskii’s words, by an “assembly of peoples” (sobor narodov). Thus Ver­nadsky tried to create a master narrative that would incorporate the histories of all major peoples living on the Eurasian plains—both the eastern nomads (“the peoples of the steppe”) and the western neighbors of the Great Russians, first of all the Ukrainians. In doing this, he naturally drew heavily upon Rus­sian imperial historiography in whose tradition he was steeped in Moscow and St. Petersburg universities. But Vernadsky also introduced a new vision of Russian history obviously inspired by his Eurasianism. In 1933, in a letter to his father, Vladimir Ivanovich Vernadsky, he described his work on An Essay on the History of Eurasia: “In the general concept of Russian history I try to devote much more attention than has been given previously to Western Rus’ and Ukraine.”14 In the same vein, in his study of Russian historiography one finds the scholarly portraits of the leading Ukrainian historians of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, such as Mykola Kostomarov, Mykhailo Drahomanov, Volodymyr Antonovych, and Dmytro Bahalii.

Furthermore, Vernadsky appeared to view the history of Ukraine as a legitimate subject per se. He authored an English-language biography of Het­man Bohdan Hmelnytsky and wrote an introduction and did editorial work for a translation of Mykhailo Hrushevsky’s one-volume history of Ukraine. Ver­nadsky seemed to be especially fascinated by the personality of Mykhailo Drahomanov. In the mid-1930s he urged a fellow émigré Aleksandra Gol’shtein, a family friend and long time acquaintance of Drahomanov, to write a memoir about him.15 Later Gol’shtein sent him a manuscript of her reminiscences, along with her copious correspondence with Drahomanov.16

Among Vernadsky’s works preserved in his archive are two typescripts underscoring his professional interest in the history of Ukraine—“The Kievan and Cossack Periods in Ukrainian History” and “Prince Trubetskoi and the Ukrainian Question.”17 This archival collection also contains two folders of materials titled “The Ukrainian Question before and during the Second World War.” It would be only proper to add that as early as 1941, in an interview with an English-language Ukrainian publication, Vernadsky spoke in favor of plans to establish a Ukrainian research institute in the United States that would publish a Ukrainian-language journal.18

Given all this, a strong case can be made for revisiting George Vernadsky’s understanding of what he himself called a “Russian history.” Particularly intriguing is the exploration of how Vernadsky’s Eurasianism relates both to his own struggles with identity issues and to his thinking on empire, nation, Russian and Ukrainian history.

Thus, in this essay I propose to place Vernadky’s research on Russian and Ukrainian history within the context of his biography and Eurasianist worldview. My central argument is that George Vernadsky’s post-1917 his­torical scholarship was influenced by one powerful motive—namely, his per­sonal search for national identity, a search that was obviously made more complicated by his exile. Internal contradictions and the resultant tensions between Ukrainian origin and imperial Weltanschauung, between his ardent love of “historical Russia” and his wretched status as an émigré deprived of his beloved homeland by the victorious Bolshevik regime, made grappling with the issue of identity emotionally agonizing for Vernadsky, but also fruit­ful in terms of producing new and unorthodox solutions.19

Like other Eurasianists, Vernadsky understood that after the 1917 Rev­olution it was simply impossible to turn the former Russian Empire into a classic nation-state. The early Soviet practices that were aimed at managing multiethnicity only confirmed his view. At the same time, Vernadsky, in keep­ing with the Eurasianist intellectual tradition, put an immense value on the preservation of the unique geopolitical and geocultural space that this school of thought called “Russia-Eurasia.” The need to reconceptualize the notion of nation and the way national history should be written was thus inevitable. I argue that Eurasianism was precisely the intellectual framework within which to achieve this goal.

Two key Eurasianist ideas were instrumental in shaping Vernadsky’s his­torical vision. The first was the concept of Eurasian nationalism advanced by Prince Nikolai Trubetskoi, who contended that the nationalism of each people of Eurasia should be combined with pan-Eurasian nationalism. Being a precursor to the theory of multiple identities, this concept not only helped resolve the problem of Vernadsky’s personal soul-searching but also appeared to show the way to preserving the precious unity of “historical Russia.” The other fundamental idea, set forth by Petr Savitskii, was the image of Eur­asia as a natural “developmental space” (mestorazvitie) for the host of various ethnic groups residing in its vast expanses. Eurasia, being a highly cohesive geographic world, had molded those groups into a unique “assembly of nation­alities and religions,” and, in turn, was itself being reshaped in the process of those peoples’ economic and cultural activity. Eurasianists asserted that the political unity of the Russian Empire was the result of the efforts of not only the Great Russians but of many peoples of Eurasia. That vision had prompted Vernadsky to steer away from the traditions of Russian imperial historiog­raphy that tended to write the history of Russia as that of a nation-state. In contrast, Vernadsky was among the first to try to craft a historical narrative of Russia as a Nationalitätenstaat. The Eurasianist conceptual limitations, however, prevented him from writing a truly comprehensive history of Russia as a multiethnic empire.

Biographical Context

Given all the current interest in classical Eurasianism, what is really surprising is the dearth of explanation of what exactly prompted George Ver­nadsky (and, for that matter, all other leading members of the movement) to adopt such an unorthodox outlook on the Russian historical process. Some researchers (for instance, Nikolai Bolkhovitinov) simply state the fact of Ver­nadsky’s association with the Eurasianist movement without bothering to in­vestigate the underlying reasons for this affiliation.20 Other scholars (such as Natalia Alevras) try to prove that Vernadsky was somehow predestined to become a Eurasianist, given his prerevolutionary scholarly interests in Rus­sia’s eastward expansion and colonization of Siberia.21 Alevras refers to the early, pre-1917 works by George Vernadsky and Petr Savitskii,22 calling them the “proto-Eurasianist” essays that prefigured the authors’ postrevolutionary embracing of Eurasianist historiosophy.23

There are also scholars who, while acknowledging the tremendous im­portance of Vernadsky’s choice of Eurasianist paradigm for his subsequent historiographic development, claim that we will probably never know the true reasons that were behind his Eurasianist affiliation. “Only detailed bi­ographical information about individual Eurasianists can illuminate the dis­tinct characteristics of those original minds which led them to non-normative beliefs,” wrote Charles Halperin, Vernadsky’s American biographer. “For Vernadsky,” he added, “and perhaps for all the Eurasian epigones, such informa­tion is lacking.”24 Indeed, Halperin is right in noting that Vernadsky “was not a self-revealing man and did not dwell in his memoirs upon this momen­tous intellectual event”—that is, his joining the Eurasianist movement in mid-1920s. But this lack of direct evidence should nevertheless not prevent a researcher from attempting to reconstruct George Vernadsky’s intellectual evolution in the aftermath of the 1914–1921 “Russian catastrophe.” My start­ing point here will be an analysis of all available information that might shed light on Vernadsky’s struggle with the problem of his own national identity following the collapse of the Russian Empire, the Whites’ defeat in the Civil War, and his flight into European exile.

In his seminal article, “The Emergence of Eurasianism,” Nicholas Riasanovsky noted that it is probably not accidental that the main Eurasianist theorists had Ukrainian roots.25 He did not elaborate on this valuable intu­ition and it was largely neglected in the subsequent scholarly literature.26 Indeed, it does not seem a mere coincidence that three of the four founding members of the movement—Petr Savitskii,27 Petr Suvchinskii28 and Georgii Florovskii29—originated in Ukraine and/or spent some time there in their childhood and youth. Prince Nikolai Trubetskoi,30 Eurasianism’s fourth founding father, was the descendant of Gedymin, the Grand Prince of Lithu­ania, and his keen interest in all things Ukrainian was, in Vernadsky’s de­scription, a manifestation of an ancestral instinct.31 And George Vernadsky himself (who joined the movement somewhat later), although he was born and grew up in Moscow, could boast of a long and illustrious Ukrainian pedigree. This “Ukrainian connection” appears to be crucially important indeed. On the one hand, the attachment to Ukraine and its culture would distinguish Vernadsky and other key Eurasianists (particularly Savitskii) from the bulk of their fellow Russian émigrés who continued dreaming of Russia’s resurrec­tion as a “unified state”—“one and indivisible”—and were bent on denying the Ukrainians even a modicum of a distinct identity that might make them look somewhat different from the Russians and result in some sort of Ukrainian autonomy.32

On the other hand, Vernadsky and his fellow Eurasianists held that the Russian-Ukrainian unity forged throughout several centuries of intensive interaction within one state produced tremendously beneficial results for both East Slavic peoples. Most important among them was the high culture of the late imperial epoch that was, in Vernadsky’s view, both Russian and Ukrainian—a magnificent product of the two peoples’ fruitful collaboration. This dual loyalty—Ukrainian Landespatriotismus and appreciation of the imperial high culture that flourished under the conditions of political unity of “historic Russia”—created an internal tension that had to be reconciled. This reconciliation appears to have involved the reconceptualization of empire and nation within the Eurasianist philosophical framework.

The Vernadskys’ Ukrainian roots are very well documented, including by George Vernadsky himself. Shortly before his death in 1973 Vernadsky started publishing his memoirs: several chapters were serialized in Novyi zhurnal.33 A fascinating manuscript in the Vernadsky archival collection ti­tled “The Story of the Vernadsky Family as Related by My Father” is par­ticularly interesting in that both Vernadskys, father and son, had made an attempt to reconstruct their Ukrainian lineage and trace the ties that con­nected Vernadskys with other illustrious old Ukrainian families such as the Korolenkos and Konstantinoviches.34 Extremely valuable information on the Vernadskys’ Ukrainian roots and interests can also be gleaned from Vladimir Vernadsky’s diaries.35

But of course place of origin or ethnic roots do not necessarily define one’s national identity and loyalty. More important, most scholars within the hu­manities disciplines today hold that national identity is “not a fixed category, but a fluctuating process, in the course of which one or more identities can evolve side by side in the same person, in greater or lesser tension with each other . . . [N]ational identity can be multiple or compound . . . an individual can be both Scottish and British, or Ukrainian and Russian. The two (or more) national identities are not just superimposed on one another, but may complement each other, since the defining features of each nation differ from case to case.”36 In this sense, the Vernadskys case is particularly instructive in that it shows how complex, contradictory, and vague the issue of national identity and political loyalty was in Imperial Russia’s twilight years.






















































































































































































































OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
Edited by

Andreas Umland

>
et
2
Q
o
/)
©
c
O |
2
&)
=
o
o
et
9
>
o
v |
-
2]
o
o
©
n.
®
e |
Q
>
o
7))

it Ihﬂ-!-“u: - ‘l’-n i

- pass Tiey
o o « S
.‘aﬁ}r f# .Wm.ﬂw,. %

“ LEEE b (6
wtt.... ni_ .‘ ﬁi,

b j’:.ﬂ-h‘-’uﬁ .-: -H-ul-..

s lnillllq.- I == ll‘ﬂl_

E .ﬂ._

T T TR L R T LT P ) -I‘rla-l‘n;&iqil-:i:i

..

Y et
"t
o

[gor Torbakov

AFTER EMPIRE

Nationalist Imagination and S )/mbolic Politics

in Russia and Eurasia in the Twentieth and

First Century

Iwen ty-

ibidem

With a foreword by Serhii Plokhy





