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Nicholas V. Riasanovsky

Russian Identity and Russian Nationalism:
Prolegomena’

Hemopua, a 0yMaio, co 6pemerem npusnaem, 4mo MHO20 4eno-
Geyeckux nAeMeH ucue3n0 ¢ AuUYa 3eMAu eOuHCmEeHHo om
mM020, UMO HEOABHO U UNHCMUNKMUBHO 3adaiu oHu cebe gonpoc:
uyoscnst au onu Bozy uau modam — u He nawiu cebe ydosie-
meopumensio20 omgema.

Khomiakov

History, I think, will recognize in time that many human tribes
disappeared from the face of the earth only because inadvertently
and instinctively they had asked themselves whether they were
needed by God or humanity — and had been unable to find
a satisfactory answer.

Khomiakov'

Ymom Poccuro ne noname
Apwunam obwum ne usmepums.

V neit ocobennas cmams —

B Poccuio MOMCHO MOAbKO 8epump.
Tiutchev

One cannot understand Russia by reason,
Cannot measure her by a common measure:
She is under a special dispensation —

One can only believe in Russia.

Tiutchev?

* I am grateful for this occasion to present in a preliminary manner some central issues and problems in
the book I am writing on Russian identity and Russian nationalism, all the more so as a modest contribu-
tion to the volume dedicated to one of the very best specialists in my field, my friend Professor Andrzej Walicki.
! Aleksei Stepanovich Khomiakov, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, eight volumes, Moscow,
1910-1914; quoted from Volume III, pp. 427-428.
2 Fedor Ivanovich Tiutchev, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, St. Petersburg, 1913, p. 202.
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When I asked an eminent political scientist during the question period which
followed his lecture on nationalism what he thought of the influence of the
Hundred Years’” War on the nationalisms of England and France, he first
ascertained that I was speaking of the war which had been fought from 1337 to
1453 A.D. and after that dismissed my question in two words: ,,Forget it.”
However, he explained later that he had responded as he had not because that
war could not have any appreciable impact on those nationalisms, but because
the present state of scholarship offered no way to establish or trace such an
impact reliably. The explanation has its point, and it becomes more convincing
as we go further back in time.

By contrast there is an enormous and ever-growing literature on nationalism
as a modern phenomenon, linked usually to the great French Revolution, or to
the industrial revolution, or to German idealistic philosophy and romanticism
as a whole, or to general education and ,,the rise of the masses,” or to any
combination of these and still other major recent historical developments. To
cite one leading writer on the subject, in a presentation that was both
outstanding and typical, the late Professor Ernest Gellner argued roughly as
follows: the modern economy develops dynamically and irreversibly, the only
alternative being collapse, and at a certain stage in its development it needs
critical elements of support. These include sufficient size, centralization,
discipline, an educated population, and an ideology to tie closely together and
inspire all components of the economic unit. Nationalism supplies or helps to
supply all these needs; and teachers, publicists, writers, professors, philoso-
phers, and intellectuals in general serve as its natural and effective agents.
Gellner’s scheme, as many others, it is worth noting, aimed not only to explain
nationalism, but also to determine its course and pace.’

Predicating nationalism on major recent historical developments has led to
another principal characteristic of contemporary scholarship on that subject,
namely the emphasis on the artificiality, the constructed nature of nationalism.
Far from being treated as immemorial, if not eternal, and based forever on
ethnicity or on some transcendent mission, nationalism has been described as
a device applied, both by believers in the nation and by cynics, to bolster
capitalism, mobilize society for war, or serve other interests of rulers and ruling
classes. From one point of view, it is a leading present-day example of false
conscicusness. Professor Benedict Anderson’s popular book, Imagined Com-
munities, captures in its very title this phenomenon.* And indeed much thorough
and convincing scholarship has gone into demonstrating how intellectuals have

* For an introduction to Gellner’s views on nationalism see especially: Ernest Gellner, Nations
and Nationalism. Ithaca, 1983.

* Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism. Revised edition. London-New York, 1983.
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built or at least helped to build modern nations and nationalism. In my case, in
addition to the usual published sources, I profited during the school year of
1954-1955 in Helsinki by the friendship of the late Dr. Sulo Haltsonen,
Secretary of the Finnish Literary Society, the society that, in a sense, made
Finland. It was fascinating to observe the still-continuing process of the shaping
of the national language itself, from several dialects, of the organization and use
of folklore, of the relationship which Finno-Ugric linguistics established
between the Finns and other peoples from Lapland to Hungary and Siberia.
One could easily think of similar developments among certain nationalities of
the Hapsburg Empire or some Balkan peoples a century or so earlier.

The constructed nature of modern nationalism can be seen most clearly in
the cases of new countries, such as Finland or Latvia, but the process of
construction is, of course, by no means limited to them. Thus, Professor Eugen
Weber gives in his splendid book, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization
of Rural France, 1870-1914° a striking presentation of the workings of that
process in France, especially by means of general education, compulsory
military service, and improvement of transportation and communication. To
repeat, presentation and analysis of the ,,imagined” nature of nationalism is one
of the most significant contributions of recent scholarship in the field, although
it is important to remember that almost everything else in history is also
,imagined” (even such unmitigated disasters as famine and plague become in an
important sense ,,imagined” once they enter human consciousness and discour-
se), and that ,,imagined” does not mean ipso facto weaker or less influential.

Recent scholarship has done much to elucidate nationalism, but some
serious problems remain. The most important and troublesome of them, in my
opinion, is the relationship between nationalism and the ,,pre-nationalist” past.
There is no satisfactory terminology. ,,Pre-nationalist” or ,,proto-nationalist”
has a teleological direction, which is not really warranted. One can refer to
,,identity,” but that is a general and flexible term, which can also be applied to
nationalism itself. The fact is that even if we accept in the main the modern view
of nationalism, we have to recognize that nationalism in each case descended
upon not a tabula rasa, but a society with a past. Moreover, the descent usually
took many years, decades, even centuries, with most of the people in question
still belonging most of the time to the old world.

But it is not only continuity and completeness that urge attention to the
pre-nationalist past. Substantively, too, what happened long ago can be
significant, even decisive today. For example, if I were to name the single
historical event most significant for Russian identity and Russian nationalism,
I would propose not Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 1812, not Stalin’s turn to
a limited and strictly controlled nationalism in the late nineteen-thirties, not

* Stanford, 1976.
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even the emancipation of the serfs in 1861, but the so-called baptism of the Rus
in 988 A.D. Without that baptism Russia (and Ukraine and Belarus too) might
have been at present a Moslem state with a radically different history, identity,
and nationalism. With the baptism, Orthodoxy became a central element in
Russian history and culture, whether in the days of the Kievan princes, of the
quasi-medieval appanage Russia, of the Orthodox tsardom of Muscovy, of the
Orthodox empire of the Romanovs, or even, as the enemy, during the
communist regime, which tried desperately but failed to eradicate it. It is there
today. Indeed, one must keep both the old and the new history in mind for a full
understanding of nationalism. If, at one extreme, France, with its rich historical
past, can nevertheless be interpreted by Weber and numerous other specialists
largely in strikingly modern terms, at the other extreme, Finland, which
appeared as a state as late as 1917 A.D., remains inconceivable without the
Finnish language, and language is old and never a fabula rasa.

Writing a history, even a brief and sketchy history, of Russian identity and
Russian nationalism from the beginning to the present is a daunting task
fraught with difficulties and obstacles. To start, prehistory is essentially an area
of speculation with no clear structure, few reliable sources, and grave dangers
lurking in arguments by interpolation and analogy. The advice to forget it,
seems extremely attractive. I propose, however, in my future book, at least to
summarize for the reader, without endorsing them, some of the far-reaching
interpretations of the nature and long-term influence of the Russian prehistoric
past, such as Boris Aleksandrovich Rybakov’s reconstruction of the secular
struggle between the steppe and the forest and of the nature and structure of
Slavic and Russian paganism.®

The baptism of the Rus in 988 did provide a new Christian identity and
brought the Rus into the mainstream of Christian religion and culture. Yet it
remains an ¢pen question how many Rus, how quickly, and how fully joined
that mainstream or even its rivulets. Not unlike in the West, for centuries monks
served as the main and usually only informants, a situation which no
self-respecting pollster of the beliefs and will of the people will accept today.
And the Church itself was constantly worried by dvoeverie, the peculiar ability
of the superstitious masses to retain incompatible pagan elements in their new
Christian existence. Kievan culture, so much admired by many commentators,
had a rather limited scope and duration, and the Kievan siate, while a remar-
kable and important historical achievement, did not last very long.

Yet, in spite of the view of some Ukrainian and other scholars, Kievan
Russia has to be included as a very important part of Russian history and
Russian identity. To be sure, Kiev is located in Ukraine, and, much more

¢ See especially: Boris Aleksandrovich Rybakov, Iazychestvo drevnikh slavian. Second edition.
Moscow, 1994.
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broadly speaking, Kievan Russia deserves full consideration as a very impres-
sive initial period of the rather fragmented and tragic Ukrainian history. But
not only Ukrainian. The Kievan state encompassed the ancestors of the
Russians (more precisely, Great Russians) and of the Belarus as well as of the
Ukrainians. The way ,,from the Varangians to the Greeks” ran through
northern Russia as well as through Ukraine and Belarus. Indeed, according to
the Primary Chronicle, the linkage between Novgorod and Kiev marked the
very origin of the new state. The same princely family ruled the entire vast
realm, individual princes changing their particular seats because of the fortunes
of constant civil wars, the support or lack of support of their subjects, or the
unusual rules of succession, but not out of considerations of ethnicity. The
,,baptism of the Rus” in 988 meant that Christianity spread to Great Russia and
Belarus together with Ukraine, and no other general date of conversion to
Christianity is known in the whole East Slavic world. The new Church was one
for the entire state. In the last century preceding the Mongol invasion, the
political center of gravity of the state shifted to the Great Russian northeast,
where, at the same time, in Rostov, Suzdal, and Vladimir, architecture and arts
developed with exquisite brilliance. It is worth noting that oral, folk literature
also testifies to a certain unity of Kievan culture. In particular, the celebrated
epic cycle of the deeds of the famous Russian warriors, the byliny and their
heroes, the bogatyri, linked very strongly to Kiev and especially to Prince
Vladimir, have been preserved in the popular memory only in the Great Russian
far north, which had been fortunate enough to escape the invasions and the
wars of the south. Earlier specialists postulated massive migrations from the
tormented south, during and after its breakdown, to the northeast, and thus, so
to speak, a physical continuity of population from the southern steppe to
Archangel; more recent historians have de-emphasized migration, but that
reconsideration only stresses the power and the unity of Kievan culture.

The Kievan legacy stood the Russians in good stead. It included, as has
already been noted, a uniform religion, a common language and literature, and,
with numerous regional and local modifications, common arts and culture in
general. It embraced a similarly rich heritage in the economic, social, and
political fields. While the metropolitan in Kiev headed the Church of the entire
realm, the grand prince, also in Kiev, occupied the seat of the temporal power of
the state. Both offices outlived by centuries the society which had created them
and both remained of major significance in Russian history, in spite of shifts in
their locales and competition for preference among different branches of the
huge princely clan. In a like manner the concept of one common ,,Russian
land,” so dear to Kievan writers and preachers, stayed in the Russian
consciousness.

All in all, mainline Russian historiography, together with some valuable
contributions by scholars of other orientations, present and explain well both
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the appanage period and the rise, nature, and history of Muscovy, tsar and
tsardom. In particular, they have demonstrated, detail after detail and step by
step, how over centuries in north-eastern Russia some elements of the Kievan
legacy atrophied and others hypertrophied to produce in the end the tsardom of
Muscovy, just as other circumstances and other selections of Kievan elements
resulted in the veche-centered societies of the Novgorodian north and the boyar
dominance in the south-western principalities of Volynia and Galicia. Yet, in
my opinion, and in terms of Russian self-definition and identity, one major
lacuna remains. That lacuna is the need to explain the new and overwhelming
image of the tsar in the Russian general, especially popular, consciousness. The
transition from Kievan-style grand prince to autocratic tsar occurred in the late
appanage or early Muscovite period, and it became a crucial part of early
modern and modern Russian history.

If the autocratic Muscovite tsar did not come from Kiev, where did he come
from? A radical answer to that question has been given by scholars who stressed
the Asiatic nature of Muscovy and, in particular, regarded the tsars more as
successors to the great Mongol khans, their one-time suzerains, than to Kievan
princes. Variants of this view, present in the writings of some non-Russian
historians, gained prominence in 1921 and the years following with the
appearance of a group of young Russian intellectuals, who identified themselves
as ,,Eurasians.” Moreover, whereas other references to the connection between
Asia and Muscovy or Russia emphasized characteristically backwardness and
despotism, Eurasians took a positive view of the Asian, especially the Mongol,
legacy: it gave to the Russians the unity, discipline, organization and strength so
sadly lacking in the Kievan period.’

Actually, however, although the great destructiveness of the Mongol
invasion and the oppressiveness of the Mongol rule are undeniable, and
although, on the other hand, the Mongols did contribute something valuable in
such areas as transportation and administration in Russia, as attested by the
rather few Mongol words that became part of the Russian language, Muscovy
never came close to becoming a Mongol State. The Mongols kept apart from
the Russians, limiting their interest in their unwilling subjects to a few items,
notably the exaction of tribute. Religion posed a formidable barrier between the
two peoples, both at first when the Mongols were still pagan and later when the
Golden Horde became Moslem. The Mongols, to repeat a point, were perfectly
willing to leave the Russians to their own ways; indeed, they patronized the
Orthodox Church. Perhaps a still greater significance attaches to the fact that

7 See especially Professor George Vernadsky’s (Georgii Vladimirovich Vernadskii) The
Mongols and Russia (New Haven, 1953), as well as his numerous other contributions to the subject.
Cf. my: ,,The Emergence of Eurasianism,” California Slavic Studies, Volume 1V, Berkeley and Los
Angeles, 1967, pp. 39-72.
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the Mongol and the Russian societies bore little resemblance to each other. The
Mongols remained nomads in the clan stage of development. Their institutions
and laws could in no wise be adopted by a much more complex agricultural
society. A comparison of Mongol law, the code of Jenghiz Khan, to the Pskov
Sudebnik, an example of Russian law of the appanage age, makes the difference
abundantly clear. The Eurasian argument also tends to misrepresent the nature
of the Mongol states. Far from having been particularly well organized, efficient
or lasting, they turned out to be relatively unstable and short-lived. Thus, in
1260 Kublai Khan built Peking and in 1280 he completed the conquest of
southern China, but in 1368 the Mongol dynasty was driven out of China; the
Mongol dynasty in Persia lasted only from 1256 to 1344; and the Mongol
Central Asiatic state with its capital in Bukhara existed from 1242 until its
destruction by Tamerlane in 1370. In the Russian case the dates are rather
similar, but the Mongols never established their own dynasty in the country,
acting instead merely as overlords of Russian princes. While the Mongol states
lasted, they continued to be rent by dissension and wars and to suffer from
arbitrariness, corruption and misrule in general. Not only did the Mongols fail
to contribute a superior statecraft, but they had to borrow, virtually everything,
from alphabets to advisers, from the conquered peoples to enable their states to
exist. As one of these advisers remarked, an empire could be won on horseback,
but not ruled from the saddle. True, cruelty, lawlessness and at times anarchy
also characterized in that period the life of many peoples other than the
Mongols, the Russians included. But at least most of these peoples managed
eventually to surmount their difficulties and create effective and lasting states.
Not so the Mongols, who, after their sudden and stunning performance on the
world scene, receded to the steppe, clan life, and the internecine warfare of
Mongolia. When the Muscovite state emerged, its leaders looked to Byzantium
for their high model, and to Kievan Russia for their historical and still
meaningful heritage. As to the Mongols, a single attitude toward them pervades
all Russian literature: they were a scourge of God sent upon the Russians as
dreadful punishment for their sins.

The search for Mongol roots of Muscovite tsars, tsardom, and identity has
been essentially illusory; the role of Byzantium in that respect is much more
complicated. In addition to the enormous religious and cultural influence of
Byzantium on Russia, the very title of tsar derives from the Roman title of
caesar, through Byzantium and South Slavic lands impacted by Byzantium. Its
reaching into Russia has been precisely traced; and Ivan IV was fully conscious
of it when he had himself crowned tsar in 1547 according to the Byzantine
ritual, which he tried to make even more magnificent. Yet it would be wrong to
call Muscovite and Russian rulers successors to Byzantine emperors. For one
thing, none of them ever made that claim. It is worth bearing in mind that,
whereas certain Bulgarian and Serbian monarchs declared themselves to be
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tsars of Bulgarians and Greeks or Serbians and Greeks, no Russian ruler
followed suit. In fact, Ivan III and, again, Basil II explicitly rejected the
Byzantine succession, when it had been offered to them by others. The view
of Moscow as the Third Rome, itself actually a religious and not a political
doctrine formulated in a letter of abbot Philotheus, or Filofei, to Basil III in
1510, attained no prominence until it was revived and misinterpreted by
certain writers in the nineteenth and especially the twentieth centuries, at the
time of ,,the cold war.” As to Muscovite rulers, they did covet and
eventually obtain the title of tsar as an affirmation of a new and higher level
of majesty and power for themselves and their state, but they thought of
that title in terms of the conditions and prospects in Russia, not in
Byzantium.

If Muscovite tsars never became Mongol great khans or Byzantine em-
perors, what was the source of their overwhelming, almost magical authority,
especially among the common people? Certain scholars wrote in general of the
religious or quasi-religious nature of the Muscovite tsar and tsardom. Some
excellent work has been done in tracing religious elements in Muscovite culture,
court ritual, even politics.® But that approach can also create more problems
than it solves. If one writes that the tsar was regarded in Muscovy as God or as
the chief servant of God, one should realize that there is an immeasurable
distance between the two identities. And the first is impossible in Christianity, in
particular Orthodox Christianity. Even Ivan the Terrible apparently repented
almost as much as he blasphemed, and there was no other candidate for
divinization in Muscovy. Later too, such extreme despots as Peter the Great and
Nicholas I insisted that a clear line be drawn between the divine and the human.
Yet, as Professor A. V. Kartashev pointed out: within Orthodoxy, in a constant
search for the right way between the extremes of Nestorianism and Mono-
physitism, the Russian Church came to emphasize the sacredness on this earth
of everything associated with the divine; that attitude was at the heart of Old
Belief’. It could also go a long way towards explaining the popular veneration of
the tsar, so closely connected with the Church (through the ritual of coronation,
constant prayers for the tsar, the great deference accorded him in religious
services and ceremonies, etc., etc.).

The seventeenth century was a period of transition from a quasi-medieval to
a modern Russia. The Muscovite political system, society, and culture reached
their full development to the amazement of numerous foreigners, who had never

¥ See especially: V.H. Zhivov, B.A. Uspenskii, Tsar i Bog: Semioticheskie aspekty sakralizatsii
monarcha v Rossii. Moscow, 1987.

° See especially: A.V. Kartashev, ,,Russkoe khristianstvo”, Transactions of Russian-American
Scholars in the U.S.A. (New York, 1989), Volume XXII, pp. 3-15. (First published in Put, No. 51,
May-October, 1936). Cf. Kartashev’s massive two-volume history of the Russian Church and other
works.
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