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General Editor's Preface

The contemporary world is both repelled and attracted by the existence of
the nation. Talk of globalisation sometimes presumes that the nation will
fade away as organisations and individuals build for themselves new
networks which by-pass the commonalities and loyalties expressed in the
idea of the nation. Nationalism, too, whenever it is that various writers have
supposed it to have 'risen', has been held to have been an unmitigated
disaster, at least when it has been accompanied, as it not infrequently has
been, by virulent xenophobia and intolerance. In the twentieth century there
were significant attempts to restrain or circumvent the influence of nationalism by creating international or supranational structures and agencies.
On the other hand, it is apparent that the nation has not in fact faded away
and, despite the surge of new nations, or at least new states, in the second
half of that century, there remain across the contemporary world communities which feel themselves to be nations, or are in the process of becoming
nations, and who see in the attainment of statehood a legitimate, desirable
and beneficial goal. In other contexts, too, old nations reaffirm themselves as
necessary carriers of individuality and distinctiveness in a world threatened
by homogeneity. It is asserted that the nation remains the essential building
block in the structure of the contemporary world. Nationalism need not be
vicious. Nations can and do speak peace unto nations.
It becomes clear, however, reading references of 'narrow nationalism' on
the one hand or 'national liberation' on the other, that how particular
nations come to exist or be defined remains obscure and contentious. This
series revisits these issues in the light of extensive debates about national
identity which have been conducted over recent decades by historians,
anthropologists, political scientists and sociologists in particular. To speak of
'Inventing the Nation' picks up one of the interpretations which has gained
favour, or at least excited interest. Influential writers have seen 'invention'
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taking place in Europe in the 'springtime of the nations' at the dawn of
'modern' history, though their explanations have varied. Others, however,
have regarded 'invention' with some suspicion and identify a medieval if not
primordial 'nation'. Problems of definition and location clearly abound.
A volume on Russia, with these issues in mind, is particularly pertinent
at this juncture. The demise of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics - so
often and so misleadingly shortened to 'Russia' in common Western use has brought to the fore in contemporary politics the issue of Russian
identity and the geographical definition of the new Russia. In the wake of an
imperial collapse, of course, it is frequently the previously dominant ethnic
element, dispersed often in some numbers beyond its population 'heartland'
by the very fact of empire, which feels most disorientated. In a circumstance
in which successor states reassert or re-invent themselves, Russian people
ask themselves whether 'Russia' can really be only the residue of what
remains of the old order once fissiparousness has run its course? To think of
Russia in such a negative way, however, has been wounding for those many
Russians who have felt humiliated by what has happened to a state which
was in some sense 'theirs'. The Russians, they continue to feel, are a great if
tragic people whose achievements have been unjustly discredited.
The contemporary relevance of these matters needs little further
emphasis. The great virtue of this book is that it sets these recent anxieties
and issues in an appropriate historical context. There is a long pedigree of
soul-searching and spiritual agony as Russian writers and intellectuals have
sought to place Russia both on a geographical map (in Europe or looking at
Europe?) and on a mental map. The Soviet Union, albeit ostensibly a
federation, was in territorial terms almost a continuation of a Russian
Empire that in 1914 was more than twice the size of the modern United
States and more than two-thirds the size of Africa. Around that date, some
45 per cent of the population spoke Russian as their first language. Was
there then a 'European Russia' at its core surrounded by a non-Russian
periphery? Some thought so - but was not Siberia more 'Russian' than
many of the 'European' parts of the Tsar's territories? Was Moscow more
'Russian' than St. Petersburg - two cities which were themselves not
connected by rail until 1852? And, to take just one more example, where
did Odessa fit as a Russian city? To draw attention to such questions is at
once to realize that the 'invention' of modern Russia has always somewhat
had the character of a contest: and its outcome remains unclear.
Keith Robbins
Vice-Chancellor
University of Wales, Lampeter
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Introduction: Russian identity
between empire and the West

This book studies the ways in which Russian national identity has been
constructed through the efforts of intellectuals and politicians from the
eighteenth century to the present day. This is done by focusing on the three
main ways in which Russia and the Russians have been defined by Russian
nation-builders in this period: Russia vis-a-vis the West; Russians as
creators and preservers of a unique multi-ethnic community, which many
intellectuals and politicians have viewed as profoundly different from
European and Eastern empires; and Russians as members of a community
of Eastern Slavs, the origins of which lay in Kiev Rus.
The concept of a nation as a sovereign people came to Russia from France
in the late eighteenth century and it set the analytical framework for the
thinking of a handful of educated Russians about their country. These
Russians were a product of the policies of Peter the Great aimed at
Europeanizing the country. The majority of books they read were by
French, English and German authors. It is understandable that under such
circumstances the imagined construction which these Russians called the
West (zapad), became the main constituent other, against which they tried
to construct a new Russian identity. The fact that Russia's political, economic and social conditions were different from Western models created an
agonizing ambivalence in the intellectuals' attitude towards their chosen
point of comparison. The book argues that these constant attempts to
compare and contrast Russia and the West provided a powerful creative
stimulus for Russian cultural figures, but proved dysfunctional as a tool of
political analysis of Russia's development.
Russia differed from France, England and Germany in several ways. In
addition to the persistence of autocracy, the lateness of industrialization
and the delay with the emancipation of the serfs, which set Russia apart
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from its West European models, it was also a land-based empire, in which
the political and geographical boundaries between the metropolis and the
colonies were far from clear. Russia's territorial expansion into nonRussian areas began in the sixteenth century and in 1721 Peter the Great for
the first time designated his state an empire. Yet it was a special kind of
empire. Russia had some common characteristics with two quite different
types of political unit - the West European maritime empires and large,
multi-ethnic agrarian polities such as the Ottoman and the Ching empires.1
Some members of the Westernized Russian political elite regarded the
conquered peoples of the Caucasus and Central Asia in the same way as the
British saw the native population of their overseas colonies. But at the same
time, in the Russian land-based empire the native elites of the non-Russians,
to a great extent, were integrated into the Russian ruling class. At the level
of government bureaucracy, no clear distinction existed between colonial
administration and internal Russian policy. On a number of occasions,
institutions devised by the tsarist government to rule its newly acquired
colonies were extended to the Russian core area. Under such circumstances,
how could the boundaries of the Russian national homeland be defined?
The Russians found it exceedingly difficult to answer this question.
Within the empire, some non-Russian areas became more closely
embedded in Russian national mythology than the others. Parts of the state
which geographically belonged to Asia have played an important role in
helping Russians to conceptualize their position vis-a-vis Europe. The
Russians' relationship with the other east Slavic peoples of the empire has
also proved particularly important for Russian national consciousness.
Since the mid-nineteenth century, the conflict between Russian and
Ukrainian readings of east Slavic history has been a crucial element of
Russian nation-building, and Russian-Ukrainian relations remain to date
the most unresolved part of the Russian imperial legacy. To be sure, other
ingredients have been used in the construction of Russianness, but it is these
three interpretations of Russian national identity which have affected the
Russian nation-building process most directly.2
This book seeks to account for the failure of the attempts of Russian
intellectuals and politicians to construct a Russian nation, in opposition to
the West, while preserving an imperial state and maintaining a particularly
close union with other East Slavs. It also addresses the issue of how this
historical heritage affects the current options facing Russians at a time when
their imperial state is gone.
Dominic Lieven, 'Dilemmas of Empires 1850-1918. Power, Territory, Identity,' Journal of
Contemporary History, vol. 34, no. 2 (1999), p. 163.
For a comprehensive account and a stimulating analysis of many of the formative elements
of Russian national identity, see Elena Hellberg-Hirn, So/7 and Soul. The Symbolic World
of Russianness (Aldershot, Ashgate, 1998).
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Theories of nationalism and their application to the
Russian case
One can roughly distinguish three approaches to nationalism, a doctrine
that holds that 'humanity is divided into nations, that loyalty to nations
overrides all other loyalties, that the source of all political power lies within
the collectivity of the nation, and that nations are fully realized only in
sovereign states.'3 The first is the primordial approach, which traces back
the history of a nation over many centuries. The second is modernist, which
dates the formation of nations to the late eighteenth century at the earliest
and sees them as a product of the political, cultural and economic transformation of European societies following the French revolution. The third is
post-modernist, which focuses on a deconstruction of nationalism as a
particular form of narrative. Today, the perception of nationalism as a
modern phenomenon prevails among academics. The primordial view is
now largely the domain only of nationalist activists themselves. Yet,
Anthony Smith has warned his colleagues about the danger of taking the
modernist approach too far by thinking that all pre-nineteenth century
phenomena, which earlier scholars often mistook for a manifestation of
modern nationalism, are irrelevant for the study of the latter. He has argued
that pre-modern ethnic identities were not the same, yet were often closely
linked to modern national identities.4 A number of medievalists have
recently expressed a similar view.5
I would argue that the modernist and post-modernist approaches, as well
as Smith's suggestion that pre-modern ethnic communities are relevant for
the study of modern nationalism, have something to contribute to our
understanding of the Russian case. At the same time, I think that none of
these three approaches on its own is sufficient to provide a comprehensive
analysis of Russian nation-building. The recent realization by a number of
Russians that they probably still have not forged a modern nation, and that
throughout most of their modern history they have lacked their own nationstate underscores the complexity of the Russian situation.
Smith's attempt to define a pre-modern ethnic community - ethnie - in
relation to a modern nation is useful in the case of Russia. According to
Smith, ethnie is a 'named human population with shared ancestry myths,
histories and cultures, having an association with a specific territory and a
sense of solidarity.'6 In the course of the sixteenth and the seventeenth
3

4
5

6

Ronald Grigor Suny, The Revenge of the Past. Nationalism, Revolution and the Collapse
of the Soviet Union (Stanford CA, Stanford University Press, 1993), p. 13.
Anthony D. Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations (Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 1986).
See, for instance, Adrian Hastings, The Construction of Nationhood. Ethnicity, Religion
and Nationalism (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1997).
Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations, p. 32.
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centuries, a strong Russian ethnie was formed. Members of the Russian
ethnic community were united by their adherence to Orthodox Christianity;
their ethnic territory was limited to the areas of Moscow, Vladimir, Suzdal,
Tver, Riazan, Novgorod and Pskov Principalities, which during the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries came under the rule of Moscow. Although they
were racially very mixed (they included assimilated Tatars, Finns and other
neighbouring peoples), the inhabitants of Muscovy spoke an east Slavic
language, which was comprehensible to all. Differences between regional
dialects were less pronounced than among the peoples who eventually
constituted the French or German nations.
The solidarity of the Russian ethnie was tested in the early seventieth
century, during the so-called Time of Troubles (1598-1613). In that period,
Moscow fell into a state of anarchy and a series of pretenders lay claim to
the Russian throne. At the same time, Poland-Lithuania and Sweden took
advantage of the weakness of the Muscovite state, and sent their troops to
Moscow in order to pursue their territorial and dynastic interests. In that
period the concept of the Russian land (i.e. all the people of Muscovy) as a
supreme force, which had the right to select a tsar, was articulated. That
was a novel idea in the Russian context. In 1612, the Russians finally
liberated Moscow and next year the Council of the Land (Zemskii sobor),
which included representatives of all estates, proclaimed Mikhail Romanov
as tsar. He was the first in the Romanov dynasty which was to rule Russia
until 1917. A charter issued by the Council stated that Mikhail was
enthroned by all the Orthodox Christians of the Moscow state. The Council
did not impose any conditions to limit the powers of the tsar, and promised
that the people would fully submit to the new ruler once he was elected.
However, Geoffrey Hosking has remarked on this period of Russian history
that 'the way in which the land recovered in the absence of a legitimate Tsar
suggested that Muscovy had the potential to outgrow the dynastic patrimonial framework, that a potentially state-bearing people existed.'7
It is not surprising that some of the key historical myths of the Russians
were forged precisely in that period. One such key myth was that of Holy
Rus. This referred to the Orthodox Russian people, seen as not only
separate from, but often in opposition to, a state which persecuted them.
From the seventeenth century onwards, this image could often be found in
popular songs. It was to become a commonplace in the classical Russian
literature of the nineteenth century. Another was the image of Mother
Russia represented as a peaceful and long-suffering peasant woman. First
articulated in folklore, this image captured the minds of the newly emerging
secular Russian poets as early as the 1720s. Finally, the myth of the
historical origin of the Russians, which proclaimed Kiev Rus (the union of
7

Geoffrey Hosking, Russia: People and Empire, 1552-1917 (London, HarperCollins,
1997), p. 60.

