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This is, to an extent, an unexpected book. Since the publication of my book 

The Ukrainian Question: The Russian Empire and Nationalism in the Nineteenth 

Century in 2000, I have continued to deal with the issues of empire and na-

tionalism, this time without a hard link to the Ukrainian question.1 My atten-

tion has been focused to a greater extent on the issues of Russian nationalism 

and on the way the imperial context, including interactions between empires, 

influenced nation-making processes. 

The articles I wrote during this period were not originally intended as chap-

ters of a future book. One day, however, György Péteri, my colleague at Col-

legium Budapest in 2002, asked me about the title of the book whose chapters 

I had shown him. I am grateful to him for the idea, but I do not hold him re-

sponsible for the consequences. 

The previous articles2 have turned into mere raw material for this book, and 

the traditional statement that all of them have been significantly revised 

and/or supplemented in this case should be taken at face value. It can be said 

that the book continued to change as my studies progressed. The English lan-

guage version that the reader holds in his hands is quite different from the 

Russian original published in 2006.3 A new chapter, on S. S. Uvarov and the 

early stages of relations between the empire and Russian nationalism, has 

been added. The chapter on language policies has been changed significantly, 

largely thanks to my collaboration with Oksana Ostapchuk.4 The Conclusion 

looks different too. Other chapters have undergone less radical alterations. 

The book is less solidly united by a single subject than is usual for a mono-

graph, which permits additions without damage to its structure while at the same 

time constituting something more integral than a collection of separate articles. 

The book does contain narrative fragments, including those based on pre-

viously unused archival material. However, they do have a supporting func-

tion. The focus of the book is the methodological questions we face in study-

ing the history of nationalism in the Russian empire. 
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The narrative of empire that has to a great extent been inherited by the pre-

sent-day Russian historiography—at least by the version of it that is reflected 

in history textbooks—has been invariably focused centrally, on the state, that 

is to say the power. The national historiographies of the peoples that were 

once part of the empire, on the other hand, concentrate on their own nation, 

and often relatively recently acquired statehood, by projecting them into the 

past. The empire for them is only a burdensome context in which a particular 

nation was “waking up,” maturing and fighting for independence. The na-

tional historiographies have rarely if ever posed questions of what motivated 

the central authority, simply because, for them, it is axiomatic that the impe-

rial authority had always attempted to make the lives of its non-Russian sub-

jects as miserable as possible. The issues of interaction with other ethnic 

groups are inevitably moved to the margins in such narratives. 

A new history of the empire should address exactly that complex fabric of 

interaction between the imperial authority and local communities that one has 

to attempt to restore in its fullness. When we speak about the imperial dimen-

sion of Russian history, we mean primarily the diversity of the empire’s popu-

lation; the complex systems of relations between the center and the peripher-

ies and between the imperial power and local communities; the asymmetry of 

administrative, political and legal structures, the resources of the empire’s 

longevity; and its ability to stabilize society, despite its ethnic, religious and 

sociocultural heterogeneity. It is self-evident that the histories of the central 

bodies of power, such as the army, is one of the key imperial institutions; for-

eign policy; economic development—all constitute an important part of the 

empire’s history, though much remains to be done for a more comprehensive 

study of these issues. However, it is very important that such studies which 

have traditionally been favored by historians should acknowledge the factor of 

the empire’s heterogeneity. In other words, on the one hand, they should fo-

cus on the entanglement of foreign policy issues (including diplomacy and 

warfare), the development of the army as an institution or the economic proc-

esses in the empire, and, on the other, its internal, peripheral and national 

policies. 

Here is a list of key questions that the contemporary historiography of the 

Russian empire should address in the section that deals with the relations 

between the imperial center and the borderlands. How did the authorities 

structure the space of the empire? In what manner did they accomplish this: 

by establishing and changing administrative divisions; by introducing and 

abolishing the positions of governor generals and viceroys; by preserving or 

abolishing the legal norms traditional for the regions; by expanding or reduc-
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ing their autonomy; by founding new towns and/or by giving towns the status 

of administrative centers; by establishing universities in some towns and by 

closing them in others; by gerrymandering school districts; by building chan-

nels, railroads and telegraph lines; by regulating migration of the populations 

within the empire? What were the economic relations between the border-

lands and the center? How, in different periods, did the empire construct its 

policies in regard to religion, missionary activities, changes of confession by 

its subjects or inter-faith marriage? How and why was the use of different lan-

guages regulated? How did the central authorities and local officials create 

and implement policies regarding different population groups? How did the 

experience, acquired in particular borderlands, influence the policies of the 

authorities in other borderlands, whether by borrowing administrative strate-

gies and legal norms or through officials who often changed their place of 

service several times during their careers? How did the local elites and com-

munities react to the policies of the imperial authorities? How did they uphold 

their special interests if the empire encroached on them, but also—how did 

they collaborate with the empire and how did they use imperial resources for 

local interests? 

One should keep in mind that the number of actors interrelating in a par-

ticular region, on a particular issue, was invariably more than two. The central 

bureaucracy was never united; the central authority, in its turn, could, and 

usually did, have serious differences with local officials in their understanding 

of the situation. But the local communities were not united either. Their elites 

were often fractured over the question of loyalty to the empire, and they often 

appealed to the authorities for resolution of internal conflicts. It should also 

be borne in mind that the composition of the population of the various bor-

derlands of the empire significantly changed in the course of time, often as a 

result of migrations. 

It was not uncommon for large populations to leave the empire voluntarily 

or by force. The most familiar examples include the Muhajir movement of the 

Caucasian highlanders, the Polish, and subsequently Jewish emigration. In all 

of these cases the number of émigrés ran into hundreds of thousands. There 

was, however, an even more massive migration to the borderlands of the Cos-

sacks and the population of central and south-western regions, as well as the 

immigration of the German, Serbian and Czech colonists to the European 

part of the empire and the Chinese and Koreans into the far eastern regions. 

Different religious and ethnocultural groups could cooperate in the con-

frontation with the central authority, or they could have had conflicts between 

each other and attempted to secure the support of the imperial powers for 
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their struggle. Both the imperial authorities and local elites pursued assimila-

tion policies regarding various population groups, sometimes collaborating, 

but often resisting to these assimilation efforts with varying degrees of success, 

depending on the circumstances. Invariably, however, these interactions pro-

vided for the mutual adoption of various cultural habits, which created a great 

diversity of hybrid and transitional cultural forms. 

The character of these interactions gradually changed throughout the nine-

teenth century as the relationships between different population groups in the 

empire undergoing modernization were increasingly considered under the new 

categories of nation and class. The empire had become not only the arena for 

the competition between nationalist movements, but an object of this compe-

tition, since each of these movements was forming and planting in the mass 

consciousness its project or image of national territory, i.e., the land that 

“rightfully” belonged to one nation and no other. It goes without saying that 

these images of national territory formed by different nationalist movements 

were in conflict with each other, typically “overlapping” in part, vying for the 

same territories, and sometimes completely rejecting the right of certain other 

groups to claim the status of a nation. The interactions of national movements 

and the competiting nature of their projects did not have a preordained out-

come. These processes can only be understood in the context of imperial his-

tory, for all the national narratives that are supposed to affirm the “natural-

ness,” the inevitability, and the depth of a nation’s historical roots are not 

able, because of their very nature, to pay due attention to the issue of alterna-

tives in the nation-building processes. 

All of the above is fully applicable to Russian historiography. Attempts to 

refurbish the traditional imperial historical narrative by making it more “na-

tional” boil down to efforts to tell the story of the Russians separately from 

all the other residents of the empire. Such a strategy is doomed to failure 

from the outset because even such questions as who the Russians were (for 

instance, when and how it was decided whether Belorussians, Little Rus-

sians and Cossacks belonged to the Russian nation or not), or how the Rus-

sians’ idea of their “national territory” was formed (e.g., when and how Si-

beria, the Don and Stavropol regions became “Russian”) can be clearly 

formulated and studied only in the context of the inter“national” history of 

the empire. 

This range of questions is closely connected to the subject of the relation-

ship between Russian nationalism and the empire. These relations had com-

plex dynamics—the Romanov Empire did use the nationalist resources, but at 

the same time actively opposed “nationalization” for the larger part of the 
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nineteenth century. Russian nationalism in its different versions could be both 

an ally and an opponent of autocracy. 

The imperial policy toward various ethnic groups was diversified, but often 

contradictory and meandering, and the notion of russification does not always 

describe it adequately. In fact, the notion of russification itself needs a similar 

deconstruction and an analysis of the diversity of political strategies and iden-

tification processes that is often hidden behind the indiscriminate use of the 

term “russification.” 

The question of the comparative approach to the study of the Russian Em-

pire is also highly relevant today. What comparisons can be made between the 

Romanov Empire and other empires, and which empires in particular? What 

are the limitations of the comparative approach, and what can be offered, if 

not as an alternative, then as an addition to the comparative perspective? This 

book, devoted primarily to methodological questions of research into the his-

tory of the Romanov Empire, offers answers to some of these questions. 

As a Russian historian, the author of this book inevitably reacted to the 

contemporary relations of people and history in his own country. It is hoped 

that in most cases proper self-reflection was applied. Long experience of 

teaching the history of the Russian Empire at the Central European Univer-

sity to the students who come from various countries, often from the former 

Soviet republics, greatly facilitates such self-reflection. The contemporary 

mentality and the historical memory of the Russians have at least one essen-

tial difference from the mentality and the historical memory of their 

neighbors—both those who now live in independent states and those who 

have remained citizens of present-day Russia. In his essay “The Distress of the 

Small East European States,” the Hungarian thinker István Bibó remarked 

upon a specific psychological feature of the peoples of this region—the exis-

tential fear experienced on the collective level, the fear of real or imaginary 

danger of the death of the national community as a result of the loss of state-

hood, assimilation, deportation or genocide.5 This fear was associated initially 

with the Turks, later with the Germans, in some cases with the Poles, and 

later still, with Russia. Germany ceased to be perceived as an immediate dan-

ger after the Second World War, Turkey much earlier. This existential fear, 

the product of centuries of unpredictable, often catastrophic development, has 

been, in the last fifty years, focused on the USSR and, since 1991, has refo-

cused on contemporary Russia. 

For the Russian mentality, the motif of ethnic victimization is a recent 

characteristic trait. The Russians have always felt oppressed, but oppressed by 

a state that they did not perceive as ethnically alien. The phenomenon de-
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scribed by Bibó is not psychologically familiar to the Russians and therefore 

often remains incomprehensible to them. Collective existential phobias can 

hardly be counted as healthy psychological features, but an inability to under-

stand them and consider the gravity of their causes cannot be helpful, espe-

cially for a nation with an acute necessity to critically reassess its own history, 

including its relations with its neighbors. Herein lie the historical roots of the 

crisis of understanding and trust that is so characteristic of Russia’s contem-

porary relationships with its neighbors. Each side has to meet the other half-

way. The Russians will have to, among other things, realize more fully the 

repressive character of the empire of which they are heirs, both in the positive 

and in the negative sense. Russians’ neighbors, in their turn, will have to over-

come the one-sided negative image of the Russian empire under which the 

well-being and freedom of its citizens had certainly never been a priority, but 

which had not been the “evil empire” of the contemporary school textbooks of 

the neighboring nations either. 

I am grateful to the participants of the conferences in Moscow (2003), Vi-

enna (2004), Kouvola (2006), at the Central European University (2004) and 

Yale (2005), as well as the seminars at Stanford, Columbia, Harvard and Mu-

nich, the University of California, Berkeley and the University of Glamorgan, 

where parts of this book were presented and subjected to discussion and cri-

tique. I am especially indebted to my colleagues who have read particular 

chapters and helped with advice: Mikhail Dolbilov, Velvl Chernin, Ernest 

Guydel, Benjamin Schenk, Vladimir Bobrovnikov, Anatolii Remnev and Vel-

jko Vujacic. I am also grateful to the participants in the three year educational 

project for university teachers “History of the Russian Empire” (2003–2006) 

sponsored by the High Education Support Program of the Open Society Insti-

tute. I cannot judge whether they have learned anything from me, but I have 

certainly learned much from them. 

I am grateful to Collegium Budapest, where the idea for this book was con-

ceived in 2002, and to the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation for the won-

derful working conditions they created for me in the summer of 2005. I also 

acknowledge the Gerda-Henkel Stiftung for the financial support of my stud-

ies of Russian nationalism in 2006–2007. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

THE HISTORY OF THE RUSSIAN EMPIRE: 

IN SEARCH FOR SCOPE AND PARADIGM 

 

 

 

 

 

When the study is finally written on how the history of the Romanov Em-

pire as a multiethnic state was investigated at the end of the last and the be-

ginning of the present century, its author will have no trouble identifying the 

early 1990s as the boundary between two substantially different stages. 

The change was signaled by the 1992 appearance of Andreas Kappeler’s 

book, The Russian Empire: a Multiethnic History.1 Kappeler set himself the task 

of presenting a generalized view of the problem and fully used the material 

available at the end of the 1980s. 

The multiethnic dimension of the history of the Russian Empire had never 

before been represented so completely, and Kappeler took a very important 

step away from the narrative which focused on the imperial center towards a 

new history of the empire. Even if his truly remarkable book was in fact 

flawed, these flaws reflected precisely the general level of development of a 

particular subject. It also comes as no surprise that Geoffrey Hosking was 

unsuccessful in his attempt to fill Kappeler’s most obvious lacuna, the absence 

of the Russians, for the theme itself had not been sufficiently studied or theo-

retically questioned.2 The publication of Kappeler’s book coincided with radi-

cal political changes as the Soviet Union ceased to exist. The conditions under 

which historiography was developing across the former Soviet Union, the 

interaction among historians living in the post-Soviet region as well as with 

their colleagues in other countries, and the scholarly and political approaches 

made to the topic, all changed sharply and have continued to adjust dynami-

cally over the course of the past fifteen years. 

It is easier to date when the change occurred than to predict what a future 

author may write about the characteristic features and basic tendencies of the 

past decades. At present, the most varied judgments abound.3 I would like to 

use my disagreement with one rather widespread opinion as a springboard for 

this argument. 
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Regional vs. Situational Approach 
 

The opinion has lately been widespread that the regional approach is very 

successful and represents the fundamental signpost for the future. Kappeler 

himself, for instance, writes of this approach in his recent article “The Russian 

Empire: a Multiethnic History Eight Years Later”: 

 

In the future, it seems to me, the regional approach to imperial history 

will be the most innovative one. Overcoming the ethnocentrism of the na-

tion-state tradition, it will permit the investigation of the polyethnic charac-

ter of the empire over various spatial terrains. In distinction from national 

history, here ethnic and national factors will not be absolutized and along-

side ethnic conflicts the more or less peaceful coexistence of different reli-

gious and ethnic groups will be examined. Above all, this shift in perspec-

tive will break the centuries-long tradition of the centralized gaze at Russian 

history, which has outlived its time.4 

 

It seems to me that, so far, the regional approach has remained methodol-

ogically so undefined that one can speak of it only conditionally, as a ten-

dency in the historiography. There is no reason why the historiographic short-

comings that Kappeler mentions cannot survive in the various versions of the 

regional approach. In fact, they can even be aggravated by new difficulties. 

We can begin by observing that the very notion of “region” is quite vague. 

It is applied to territories that range in size from vast expanses (Siberia or 

Central Europe) to ones so small that they can be shown on a panoramic 

photograph, as Peter Sahlins does in his study on La Cerdagne and Roussil-

lon.5 These “regions” may belong to a single state, be crossed by international 

borders, or contain a variety of states. In fact, historians use “region” to de-

scribe any territories that do not coincide with present state borders. The 

principles for identifying or imagining regions are endlessly varied, and Iver 

Neumann is right to point out that they are imagined according to the same 

criteria by which nations are imagined.6 

Xosé-Manoel Nuñez recently remarked that “[t]o give a clear definition of 

what a region is seems as complicated a matter as giving a definite answer to 

the question of what a nation is.”7 Not one of the numerous attempts to give 

an essentialist definition of nation has been satisfactory, and there is no reason 

to expect a successful one for region. Like many scholars, Nuñez notes that it 

is often difficult to draw a precise line between regionalism and minority na-

tionalism.8 In most cases, to paraphrase Ernest Gellner’s famous bon mot, the 
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distinction is between nationalisms that have barked and ones that have not 

barked. The regional approach is therefore unlikely to become the panacea for 

the national narrative’s deficiencies; on the contrary, the more essentialist the 

regional paradigm becomes, the more obvious the national narrative’s weak-

nesses will be. 

Clearly, in the overwhelming majority of cases, the criteria for isolating this 

or that space as a region are not explained precisely or in detail. Often hidden 

(or disguised) by such lack of explanation is the historians’ conviction that the 

boundaries selected are “natural” and not figments of their imagination or 

borrowings from the mental mapping of current political discourses. 

Studies in imagined geography or “mental mapping” became widely popu-

lar among historians and political scientists with a noticeable lag, during 

roughly the last twenty years. The notion of the “mental map” (kognitive Land-

karte) was first introduced by E. C. Tolman in 1948.9 The major studies of the 

subject were done in the 1970s by the geographer R. M. Downs and the psy-

chologist D. Stea. They define mental mapping as an abstract notion including 

the mental and spiritual abilities that allow us to collect, prioritize, store, re-

call, and process information on the environment. Consequently, a mental 

map is “an image of a part of the outside world created by man… It reflects 

the world as it is imagined by man, and may be incorrect. In fact, distortions 

are very likely.”10 The subjective factor in mental mapping leads to a situation 

in which mental maps and mental geography can vary depending on the angle 

of human world-view. Cognitive psychology views mental maps as a person’s 

subjective inner notions of a part of the outside world. 

Historians approached this problem in the Foucauldian sense. Their studies 

usually focus on discursive practices that create various models of geographi-

cal space and attribute its parts with particular characteristics. The titles of 

historical studies began to feature the words imagined and invented. The most 

popular works were those that continued to some extent the traditions of Ed-

ward Said’s celebrated book, Orientalism, which analyzed the discourse of the 

Orient formed by the West as an instrument of domination and subjugation.11 

Highly relevant for historians is an analysis of their own relations with the 

problem of mental mapping, especially with the choice of scale for historical 

study. Immanuel Wallerstein has repeatedly insisted that the object of analysis 

should be a “world-system,” that a more limited format does not allow for an 

understanding of the events of the last five centuries in their real interdepend-

ence and interconnection.12 This is a legitimate yet extremist position. It is 

clear that Wallerstein himself could not have written his grand opus without 

the wealth of material collected by local studies. In the vast majority of cases, 
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we are forced to put limitations on our object of study in one way or another, 

including spatial limitations, to select a particular “scale” and to justify our 

choice. The question is how conscious we are of the dangers that lie ahead. 

Even when regionalist historians are aware that they operate with concepts of 

imaginary geography, they are not inclined as a rule to explain to the reader in 

full detail the conditional character of their selection and its mechanisms. The 

list of factors that can be used in their choice is almost endless. They can in-

clude natural features (mountains, rivers, etc.), administrative borders, limits 

of ethnic settlements, economic relations or political factors. It is clear that all 

these factors are relative. A river can divide as much as it unites, administra-

tive borders are changeable, ethnic groups, as a rule migrate and assimilate, on 

the one hand, and do not occupy compact territories, on the other. Each time 

we make a choice, the key question is: by what criteria?13 

Consider the following examples. National historical narratives in the strict 

sense can be called a variant of the “regional approach” to the Romanov Em-

pire, inasmuch as they separate out regions by retrospectively applying the 

borders of modern entities, not previously existing ones. As a rule, these nar-

ratives combine ethnic and territorial approaches, that is, the nation’s history 

is combined with the story of how this or that territory “rightfully” belongs to 

it. It could be said that this is, today, the principal means for “constructing” a 

region: it is candidly teleological, rooted in ideology, and poorly adapted to 

exposing the logic of the empire’s dynamic processes, since these are treated 

as “external,” alien, and not the object of interest but merely the background 

and context for the development of the nation and nation-state. The teleology 

of this approach is combined with a conscious (and sometimes unconscious) 

primordialism that is much more widespread than we are accustomed to ad-

mit. This is apparent from the frequency with which present-day designations 

of nations are employed, often without reservation, to describe the social real-

ity not only of the nineteenth century, which is problematic enough, but for 

even earlier periods, and even in cases where the scenarios of national or 

ethno-confessional identifications and the results of these processes could 

have been significantly different.14 As a rule, interest in alternative outcomes 

for historical processes arises in national historiographies only in the form of 

disquisitions on how history “justifies” the possible expansion of the national 

territory at the expense of a neighbor. 

In the Russian Federation the same mechanisms are enacted when historical 

narratives are constructed along ethnic lines—the only difference is between the 

institutional conditions of the functioning of such historiographies in independ-

ent states and in autonomous republics within the Russian Federation. 
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This is also manifested in contemporary Russian historiography by the dis-

appearance from history textbooks of the former imperial territories that are 

no longer part of the present-day Russian Federation.15 The empire as a 

state—with the victories of its armies, the reforms carried out by its central 

bureaucracies, and so forth—remains a part of the narrative, but its multieth-

nic character is considerably less represented in Russian textbooks today than 

even in the 1930s–1950s (at least in terms of the sheer amount of space de-

voted to various ethnic groups.) 

This is true not only of educational materials. Contemporary political geog-

raphy in general invariably influences historians. It has long been observed 

that the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Finland lie outside the 

field of interest of foreign specialists in Russian imperial history. This is now 

taking place to some degree in regard to Central Asia, the Caucasus, and the 

Baltic region as well. During the Soviet period, serious restrictions applied: 

historians in Moscow and Leningrad operated under an unwritten ban on 

researching the history of the Soviet Union republics, that is, the former bor-

der regions of empire. The historians themselves were not given a chance to 

make this mistake—it was made instead by those who exercised political con-

trol over academia. In the past decade, as the ban has ended, those who or-

ganize the study of history have shown that they can commit such errors on 

their own. One example may suffice: the Center for the Study of the History 

of the Eastern Slavs, devoted primarily to the Ukrainians and Belarusians in 

the Romanov Empire, was established not in the Institute of Russian History, 

but in the Institute of Slavic Studies (slavianovedenie), which traditionally has 

studied the history of foreign Slavs. 

This tendency toward ethnicization was manifest in Boris Mironov’s recent 

study of Russian social history. He suggests that one can write the social his-

tory of the Russians in the empire in isolation. Mironov believes that the so-

cial history of the empire as a whole can be presented as the mechanical sum 

of the histories of the various ethnic groups.16 The title of the book, A Social 

History of Russia during the Imperial Period, already presupposes that Russia 

can be separated from the Empire. The principles on which this operation of 

“extracting” Russia from the Russian Empire can be done seem so obvious to 

Mironov that he does not explain them anywhere to the reader. The entire 

problematic situation of the interactions of the various ethnic groups, which 

of late has become such a popular subject of study,17 as well as the issue of the 

vagueness of the very term “Russian,” and of the boundaries of the Russian 

nation during the imperial period, have thus completely disappeared from 

sight. Only some thirty pages of this large work (the Russian-language version 
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encompasses two volumes) are devoted to the multiethnic aspect of the state’s 

history, and those pages are difficult to list among the successful parts of the 

work.18 

Today, the conviction prevails throughout the post-Soviet states that the na-

tional myth is a legitimate paradigm for historical writing. At a conference in 

Chernihiv in 2002, entitled “Russia–Ukraine: A Dialogue of Histo-

riographies,” the present author was astounded at the reaction of an over-

whelming majority of the participants, from abroad as well as from Russia and 

Ukraine, to skeptical remarks about the pertinence of the national narrative to 

the present stage in the development of historiography. These opponents ar-

gued for a theory of “development by stages,” according to which a decon-

struction of the national narrative can take place only after it has been fully 

constructed. That is, the nations first had to pass through the stage that was 

characteristic of the new states of interwar Europe, which had arisen from the 

ruins of the old empires. It didn’t bother them in the least that the context, 

unlike the interwar period, when this approach was predominant worldwide, 

is obviously obsolete and quite different in today’s world historiography. 

Hence there is a paradox that those historians in the post-Soviet space, who 

do not write in the genre of the national narrative, and in that sense belong to 

the global mainstream, are marginalized within their national milieu, which is 

in turn marginal to today’s mainstream. 

Ethnicization (or, more precisely, concentrating on one ethnic group while 

marginalizing the rest) is far from being the only problem—although it is the 

most apparent—that a regional approach by itself cannot resolve. Several 

years ago the present author had the opportunity to participate in the discus-

sion of a book project proposed by a group of Russian historians: a history of 

the Volga region (Povolzhie), intended as part of a series of books about the 

various borderlands of the Russian Empire.19 Most of these historians were 

from Saratov and Samara. Their leitmotiv was the role of the Volga as a trans-

port artery, the specificity of the cities along the river, and other socio-

economic questions. The project also proposed to investigate interethnic rela-

tions, but only in the narrow band of territory along both banks of the river. 

The authors were referred to the extensive body of literature already existing 

that explores in depth the collision of various nation-building projects or 

ethno-confessional identifications in the Volga-Kama region. These include 

the Ural region (Priural’e) as the zone of Bashkir settlement, where the Bash-

kirs were one of the chief objects in the power struggle between Tatar-Islamic 

and imperial strategists in the identity formation of the local population. This 

example shows the dangers lurking in attempts to imagine regions not only 
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through a monoethnic prism, but also without taking into account the ethnic 

factor, or in general, without reference to structures of interaction between 

different ethnic groups. In such a case it is possible from the outset to draw 

the boundaries of the region in question in a way that will be detrimental to 

the understanding of these processes.20 

Further problems with the regional approach arose during the discussion of 

other book projects in this series. Hardly any of the original projects explained 

exactly why this or that region had been selected. This was the case of even 

the most “obvious” region, Siberia. Siberia is, in fact, merely a product of 

“mental mapping,” for it is extremely heterogeneous in its nature and econ-

omy, has never (by conscious political decision of the authorities) been a sin-

gle administrative unit, and has never had any kind of clearly defined bound-

ary in the southern steppe region. (For example, the 1822 “Decree on the 

Siberian Kirgiz” clearly indicates that in the eyes of the decree’s authors, Sibe-

ria included a part of present-day Kazakhstan.)21 

There is a long tradition of “regional histories” in Siberia that serve as es-

pecially vivid examples of the general tendency to study regions as independ-

ent entities while paying only minimal attention to their interaction with the 

center. It is precisely in this spirit that standard history courses on “native 

regions” are taught at Russian universities. These courses’ pedagogical goal is 

to strengthen local patriotism. In their ideology, and often their methodology, 

they come close to “local studies” (kraevedenie); as a matter of fact, it has 

become fashionable among Russian local-studies experts to call themselves 

“regional specialists” (regionovedy). The imperial center and its politics have 

become marginalized in these narratives. These courses, which are allotted a 

generous number of class hours, are an important institutional factor, since 

outside the capitals, the overwhelming majority of historians in Russia work at 

universities and often select their research topics with an eye to their class-

room application. 

Another reason the regional approach creates an illusion of fruitfulness is 

that some genuinely productive research trends are included under this um-

brella term. One of them is the study of imperial systems of borderland ad-

ministration. A fairly broad circle of scholars studying the western border-

lands have paid more or less close attention to this subject, among others.22 

One has to single out the articles by Leonid Gorizontov, John LeDonne and 

Steven Velychenko that focused completely on the question of bureaucratic 

personnel formation.23 

Government administration systems have been fruitfully studied in recent 

years by Anatolii Remnev in Russia and Valentina Shandra in Ukraine. Remnev 
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has published a large number of studies on government administration in Sibe-

ria and the Far East.24 Shandra has been systematically studying the history of 

governor-generalships on the territory of present-day Ukraine. Her books about 

the Kiev and Little Russian governor-generalships have already come out, and a 

compilation volume with the added New Russian governor-generalship is forth-

coming.25 It is useful to compare these authors’ approaches. For Remnev, the 

starting point is Siberia as a region, and he studies administrative structures and 

methods of government in the area, while Shandra from the beginning selects as 

her object of study the administrative structure of separate governor-

generalships. However, the choice of these particular governor-generalships as 

objects of analysis is evidently motivated by the fact that they occupied the terri-

tory of today’s Ukraine. In the long run, both historians are led by certain con-

cepts of imaginary geography (Siberia or Ukraine). This generates fewer difficul-

ties for Remnev, since his own images of space are fairly close to the concepts 

that the empire’s rulers had in mind. Shandra’s imaginary geography, on the 

contrary, has little to do with the imaginary geography of the imperial bureauc-

racy. The Kiev governor-generalship, as part of the Western Province with its 

Polish and Jewish “questions,” the Little Russian governor-generalship which 

ceased to exist in the mid-nineteenth century (as this space was increasingly 

incorporated in the empire’s core),26 and the New Russian governor-generalship 

in the intensively developing Black Sea coastal areas all presented very different 

problems. This creates serious methodological difficulties for Shandra both in 

terms of comparative analysis and in defining the role of particular territories in 

the empire’s structure. 

In the article cited earlier, Andreas Kappeler remarked that the regional 

perspective “is receiving wide distribution now, at the very time that national-

ism and regionalism in Russia have become politically significant, demonstrat-

ing the close interconnection between politics and history.”27 To my mind, this 

should serve as a warning signal to historians. As ideological and political 

movements, the “regionalisms” of the past are legitimate objects of study, and 

in today’s world regionalisms certainly have a right to exist, for they are no 

better or worse than any other political tendency. But the attitude a historian 

adopts toward regionalism should be constructed in the same way as attitudes 

toward nationalism—that is, taking extreme care to avoid falling into essen-

tialism, so that the agenda of the ideology under investigation does not be-

come the agenda of the one doing the investigating. In today’s Russia, this 

combination of political agendas, often formulated by the province-level 

(oblastnoi) leadership, encourages the locals to produce a highly parodic ver-

sion of “regional history.”28 
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Generally speaking, one gets the impression that many historians do not 

find adequate ways to express their civic commitment. Instead of writing a 

political-science (or just plain political) text about the contemporary issues 

they are concerned about, they are trying to react to them in one way or an-

other in their historical essays. Certainly, any choice by a historian of the 

scale of study cannot be methodologically immaculate and absolutely free of 

ideological bias. There is no simple recipe for dealing with this problem. 

However, some recommendations can be offered. First of all, historians, with 

all their preferences, have to be objects of their own analysis. They have to ask 

themselves the question: how does my situation in time, space and society 

influence my research strategy? Secondly, they always have to keep the widest 

possible distance between the art of a historian and the contemporary political 

discourse. History cannot serve as a justification of bad politics, and reason-

able politics does not need historical arguments. Nothing said above amounts 

to a utopian call to lock the historian up in an ivory tower. The point is that it 

is precisely the historian (who else?) who has to take precautions so that the 

instrumental attitude to history will be as limited as possible. 

When it comes to questions of imaginary geography and mental mapping, 

historians are largely inclined to engage in polemics with those who are outside 

their own community. This can be an honorable enough task. However, it is 

more important that historians should turn their critical gaze to precisely those 

concepts of imaginary geography that have currency in their own society and 

take a stand against those more or less conscious manipulations with mental 

maps that are perpetrated both by politicians and, unfortunately, by their own 

colleagues who participate in the formation of the image of the enemy or “the 

Other,” and in propagating political ideas based on historical determinism. 

In a sense, the regional narratives are not all that different from imperial or 

national narratives. The imperial narratives of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries set out to legitimate a particular empire; the national narratives of 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries both legitimated nations and help build 

them. If the regional historical narratives continue to service contemporary 

political interests in the same way, we have no reasons to expect that they will 

be any less tendentious than their “precursors.” The principal question is 

whether it is possible to return to the history of empires not as an imperial 

narrative servicing some relevant political interests of the day but as a history 

of the closed past.29 

All this shows that an effective definition of the boundaries of the region 

under study has to begin with defining the object of our interest, i.e., exactly 

what process we are studying. I am not aware of any work that would rise 
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above the level of local studies and reach for a reconstruction of the totality of 

all social, economic and political processes on a given territory.30 If we speak 

about an analysis of the empire as a multiethnic structure, it is more logical to 

think in terms of the situational, not regional, approach. 

In that case, our focus shifts to a particular system of ethno-cultural, ethno-

confessional and interethnic relations. Our task is to identify those participat-

ing in this interaction and understand the logic of their behavior, that is, to 

reconstruct the context of the interaction as fully as possible.31 First, this pre-

sumes that the definition of geographic boundaries, however easy it may seem 

to draw them, remains secondary and conditional.32 For example, a pan-

Islamic or pan-Turkic composition might be written in Crimea, published in 

Istanbul, and mobilize supporters in Kazan’ or Ufa, but also be read, albeit 

differently, in Petersburg where it might influence the imperial regime’s rea-

soning and decision-making. In a case like this, trying to determine where this 

work should be “placed” is fairly useless. 

Second, the situational approach eliminates the tendency to concentrate on 

a single actor that is characteristic both of historians of national movements 

and of the traditional centralizing approach to studying imperial politics. The 

focus shifts from the actors as such to the process of their interaction and to 

unveiling the logic, including the subjective logic, of their own behavior and 

their reactions to the contexts and activities of other actors. By examining the 

question in this way, we actually recognize actors as being such. Ideally, all 

actors should be seen by the historian as equally important for his study. Of 

course, we all know that the ideal is unattainable. However, the logic of the 

situational approach frees historians from a conscious or unconscious self-

identification with their “own” actor and his “truth,” and opens their eyes to 

the possibility of seeing the “truths” of other actors.33 

Robert Geraci has rightly noted that one of the characteristic weaknesses 

of the historical literature is the paucity of attention to what motivated the 

behavior of various imperial actors.34 This is particularly true of national histo-

riographies, in which the regime is often represented as though it had re-

garded repression as an end in itself. However, even though an empire is any-

thing but a charity, the simple logic of self-preservation prompts its authorities 

not to provoke the discontent of the local population and not to use repres-

sion without a particular reason. 

The logic of the situational analysis leads us to the widely accepted notion 

that the local population was not simply the object of coercion by the authori-

ties, but an independent actor. Once this is accepted, researchers need to ana-

lyze local processes in more detail. 
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In the 1990s, provincial archives became widely accessible to foreign histo-

rians, who could more easily, partly because of political factors, obtain fund-

ing for work in these archives.35 Historians who wanted to study the interaction 

of various agents in the empire turned to studying processes on the ground, 

giving detailed accounts or “thick descriptions.” Local historians already 

working in the provincial archives—freed from the limitations of official 

methodology, influenced by western historiography, and grounded in these 

approaches—became more disposed to applying the “big” questions to the 

local material.36 In cases where archival work is combined with methodologi-

cal sophistication, the ability to use the techniques of historical anthropology 

and/or micro-history, and the skill of writing the material into the wider con-

text, we are rewarded with valuable studies. In other words, the success of the 

“regional” investigation depends greatly on how well the author is grounded in 

the methodology and is able to visualize the processes under investigation as 

part of a greater whole. 

The logic of the situational approach not only keeps the central agencies of 

the empire in the historian’s field of vision but allows us to dispense with sim-

plistic clichés where the interaction is depicted as a “play for two actors,” with 

the russifying state versus those resisting russification (in the primitive version 

of the national narratives) or the grateful adoption of enlightenment by the local 

population (in the primitive version of Russian historiography). Paul Werth has 

recently written in Kritika about the “triangular relationship—Russians, non-

Russians and the state in specific locales.”37 Also in regions where the Great 

Russian population was extremely small, there were always more than two ac-

tors. In the Western Province, the dramatis personae were the state, and the 

larger local population groups (Ukrainians, Belarusians, Lithuanians, the Poles 

and the Jews); in the Baltic area, it was the state, the larger local population 

(Estonians, Latvians), and the German state or population.38 

In many cases, the geometry was more complex than a simple triangle. His-

torians have drawn up a list of the empire’s ethnic groups that had a signifi-

cant potential for assimilation of neighboring groups and were capable of 

pursuing projects of cultural-linguistic, religious and political expansion that 

were alternatives to russification. Alongside the “usual suspects”—Poles and 

Germans—the list includes the Tatars and even the Yakuts. A wide range of 

work has dealt with the competition between russifying projects and alterna-

tive assimilatory projects in the western borderlands,39 the Volga-Kama region 

and the Kazakh steppe.40 It is the similarity of situations, not regions, that 

allows recent works to compare the structure of the interaction between vari-

ous actors in different borderland regions of the empire. It is important to 
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remember that these interactions were not completely isolated from each 

other, since they caused experience to accumulate in the central agencies of 

the empire and bureaucrats were often transferred from one region to another. 

The advantages that its advocates claim for the regional approach, that is, 

the attention to local actors and their processes and the departure from the 

empire-centered and nation-centered perspective, are in fact more reliably 

guaranteed by the situational approach. The situational approach can help 

avoid dangers and traps endemic to the regional approach, such as the essen-

tialization of the region, the reliance on questionable geographic borders, and 

the marginalization of actors outside the region. 

 

The Ensemble of Contiguous Empires 

on Europe’s Periphery 

When we speak of the multiplicity of interdependent actors on the border-

lands of the Russian Empire, it is evident that we also have to take into ac-

count the forces beyond the empire’s borders. It has to be emphasized here 

that the density and the variety of interaction in the field of national policies 

between neighboring contiguous empires makes it qualitatively different from 

the geopolitical competition typical of all empires, who play the separatist 

card against rivals. Thus, in a study of national policies and nation-building 

processes, at least with regard to the long nineteenth century, it is important 

to keep in mind the ensemble of the contiguous empires of the Romanovs, the 

Habsburgs, the Hohenzollerns and the Ottomans. The former two shared 

borders with the other two empires of this system, while the latter three each 

shared borders with two others. Not only did these borders repeatedly shift, in 

fact, they were also perceived by the rulers of these empires as potentially 

movable at all times. A whole number of territories on the outskirts of the 

contiguous empires were “complex frontiers” where the influences not of two 

but of three neighboring powers were in conflict. Comparative analysis of 

such complex borderlands as the Ottoman, Russian and Habsburg empires (as 

well as of the Chinese and Persian empires) constitutes the subject of several 

articles by Alfred J. Rieber.41 

Several factors were significant with regard to this interaction. The first was 

a religious one. The Romanov Empire put herself forward as the protector of 

all Orthodox believers, both inside and outside her borders. The Sublime 

Porte played the same role in relation to Muslims. The Habsburgs protected 

Catholics, and Vienna often worked hand in hand with the Vatican, including 
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its politics relative to the Greek Catholics.42 Repressive policies directed 

against Catholics in Germany (Kulturkampf, which affected the Poles espe-

cially badly, since it coincided with the national anti-Polish measures), anti-

Polish politics towards Catholics and Greek-Catholics in Russia influenced 

Habsburg attitudes toward its Protestant, Greek-Catholic and Orthodox popu-

lations. In an earlier period the relative tolerance in the treatment of Protes-

tants by the Habsburgs came out of the necessity to fight for their loyalty with 

the Ottomans, who adopted a favorable attitude towards Protestants. It was 

only after the defeat of the Ottoman army (with many Hungarian Protestants 

in its ranks) near Vienna, when the Habsburgs could afford to apply pressure 

on Protestants in their empire. The situation of the Old Believers in the Rus-

sian Empire cannot be understood without considering the events in the 

Habsburg monarchy, for it was there, in Belaya Krynitsa, that the hierarchy 

for the Old Believers’ church was restored. 

Another important factor of interaction within the ensemble of contiguous 

empires was the largely interdependent development of pan-ethnic ideologies: 

pan-Slavism, pan-Germanism, and pan-Turkism. All these ideologies used 

religious motives, but even in the cases of pan-Turkism and pan-Islamism, 

which developed into an especially tight symbiosis, one has to differentiate 

between ethnic and racial ideological elements and religious elements. 

If Russia undertook a war for the “hearts and souls” of the Slavs of the Ot-

toman empire, often under the banner of pan-Slavism, then the Porte strug-

gled for the loyalty of the Muslim subjects of the Tsar. It is not accidental that 

Kemal Karpat, author of a wide-ranging monograph, The Politicization of Is-

lam, gives his chapter on the “Formation of the contemporary nation” the 

subtitle “Turkism and pan-Islamism in the Russian and Ottoman Empires.”43 

The processes which took place among the Muslims of the two empires were 

indeed intricately connected. Emigrants from Russia were no less involved in 

the foundation of the pan-Turkic and pan-Islamic movements than the Otto-

man subjects. Moreover, because of the large Arab population in the Ottoman 

Empire, pan-Turkism long remained a more suitable item for export than for 

internal consumption in the Ottoman domains. 

Russian pan-Slavism was addressed to the Habsburg Slavs no less than to 

the Ottoman. Czechs and Slovaks, not to mention Galician Rusyns, were at 

times quite receptive to this propaganda. However, not infrequently, pan-

Slavism would undergo highly significant changes among the Austrian Slavs, 

including a transformation into Austro-Slavism which offered loyalty to the 

Habsburgs. In its neo-Slavist version, early-twentieth-century pan-Slavism elic-

ited a response even from the Poles who had previously advanced their own 
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versions of pan-Slavism that excluded the Muscovites or at least granted the 

leading role in the Slavic world to the Poles rather than Moscow. 

Another challenge for the Habsburgs (since they had lost their quest for the 

leading role in the German unification in 1848, and, finally, in 1866 after the 

battle of Sadová) was pan-Germanism because it was putting a huge question 

mark over the loyalty of the Austrian Germans to the house of Habsburgs. In 

1867 the Austrian prime minister Friedrich Ferdinand von Beust argued that 

if the Slavs were also included in the projected national compromise, Austrian 

Germans would be reduced to a neglected minority and would begin to orient 

themselves politically towards Prussia. Thus, the dualism was to a large extent 

the by-product of the Prussian unification of Germany on the one hand and 

fear of pan-Slavism on the other.44 

But pan-Germanism was a challenge to the Romanovs as well. The unifica-

tion of Germany by Prussia not only alerted Russian nationalists and the au-

thorities of the Russian Empire to the need for accelerating their own plans 

for consolidation of the eastern Slavs into a single nation which would be the 

pillar of the huge empire. Pan-Germanism was supposed to claim, sooner 

rather then later, the Baltic provinces of the Russian Empire as a part of a 

greater Germany and the loyalties of all the numerous Russian subjects of 

German origin, be they Baltic nobles—so instrumental in ruling the Empire 

since the beginning of the eighteenth century—or peasant colonists—who 

populated strategically important regions of the Empire, including her western 

and southern frontier in hundreds of thousands. It was precisely since the 

1880s, after the unification of Germany and the formation of the anti-Russian 

bloc of Central powers, that Baltic Germans ceased to be the problem of the 

frondeur Russian nobility (from General A. P. Ermolov to the Slavophile Iu. 

F. Samarin) and became a major factor in the authorities’ geopolitical fears 

and plans. Armstrong was right that it was the rise of the second Reich that 

triggered the gradual decline of the multimillion German diaspora in the Ro-

manov empire and then in all of Eastern Europe.45 And during WWI the state 

of possession of Germans, be they alien or Russian subjects, was challenged 

altogether.46 

It is important to keep in mind that many ethnic or ethno-religious groups 

were divided between two, three, or even, like the Jews, all four empires. The 

outcome of the processes of identity formation and consolidation of the images 

of national territories in many such cases depended to a very great extent on the 

interactions taking place on the macrosystemic scale of the continental empires. 

We have already mentioned the situation of ethnic Germans in the two 

empires and the expectations of major changes in their loyalty on the part of 
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St. Petersburg and Vienna. Different parts of the Polish elites were in different 

periods more loyal to some of the imperial governments that had divided the 

Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth rather than others, on the principle of 

“enemy hierarchy.” Thus, the readiness of the Marquis A. Wielopolski to co-

operate with St. Petersburg in the early 1860s was partly defined by his inabil-

ity to forgive the Habsburgs for their Polish policy in 1846, when count Sta-

dion triggered a bloody peasant revolt against the disloyal Polish nobility in 

Galicia; and the relative loyalty of R. Dmowski to Russia in the early twenti-

eth century was due to his conviction that Germany was a more dangerous 

enemy of Poland than the Romanov Empire. After the suppression of the 

1863 uprising, the Poles and Vienna were able to come to a fairly stable com-

promise in Galicia thanks largely to their common perception of Russia as a 

mutual enemy. And one of the reasons for the legendary loyalty of the Habs-

burg Jews to Franz Joseph—and, to an extent, of the German Jews to the 

Hohenzollerns, including the period of the First World War—was rooted in 

their perception that the situation of their brothers in faith in the Russian 

Empire was extremely harsh. 

For groups whose national identity was formed later, in the latter half of 

the nineteenth or even in the twentieth century, the outcome of these proc-

esses was also largely defined by interaction within the macrosystem of em-

pires. Such groups that populated the Russian Empire but had large or small 

enclaves beyond its borders included Romanians, Azeris, Ukrainians, Lithua-

nians and Tatars. 

It was not only ideas and money to support the desirable orientation of par-

ticular groups that crossed the empires’ borders. These borders were also 

crossed by the populace whose migration could be organized by the authori-

ties or be spontaneous. These borders were often military frontiers that were 

determined and changed as a result of conquests. They were not based on 

natural boundaries or ethnic principles. Quite often, in an effort to secure the 

border, the imperial authorities resorted to resettlements, deportations and 

colonization. Hostilities between the empires or insurrections inside their 

borders would frequently drive the population from their lands and prompt 

them to migrate. Mass movements of the populace took place even in times of 

peace. Examples are numerous: the Russophile Rusyns migrated from Galicia 

to Russia, while the Ukrainian activists emigrated from the Russian Empire to 

Galicia; the Poles and the Jews moved from the Russian Empire to Prussia, 

sometimes only to find themselves back in Russia as a result of a new shift of 

borders after the Vienna Congress; later on, Polish migrations proceeded in 

both directions—mostly out of, but also into, Russia; the Muslims were leav-
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ing the Russian Empire for the Ottoman (the so-called Muhadjir movement); 

while the Balkan Slavs, mostly Bulgarians and Serbs, were heading in the op-

posite direction47; the Germans and the Czechs—in fewer but still large num-

bers—were migrating from the Habsburg Empire and small German states 

into the Russian Empire. These movements created special cultural enclaves 

in new places, and in some cases had a serious influence on the process of 

identity formation in the places of departure. 

Thus, for example, the migration of several hundreds of educated, Russo-

phile Galician Rusyns to Russia from 1860 to 1880 considerably weakened 

the Russophile movement in Galicia.48 Generally, Galicia, with its well-

researched history which remains a popular subject among historians, can 

serve as a good illustration to many of the theses stated above. First of all, 

Galicia itself as a region was a product of imperial imagination: the province 

was created by the Habsburgs and provided with an appropriate legitimizing 

historical myth after the first partition of the Polish–Lithuanian Common-

wealth. Analyzing the situation in Galicia in the latter half of the nineteenth 

century, I have managed to come up with seven actors: Vienna, the Vatican, 

St. Petersburg, the local Rusyns and Poles, the Polish émigré community, and 

the Ukrainian movement in Russia (even with the simplified treatment of both 

the imperial centers and ethnic Galician groups as internally unified actors).49 

The majority of the actors on this list can be characterized as extra-imperial. 

They actively attempted to influence the identity formation and loyalty in the 

local population both by financing particular forces in the province and by 

sending its agents there.50 The question of a possible annexation of Galicia 

was periodically discussed in the ruling circles of the Russian Empire as early 

as the mid-nineteenth century,51 and in the early twentieth century, as we will 

see, it would become one of the key points of the foreign policy agenda of 

Russian nationalists. In its turn, Vienna, the local Poles and their ally, the 

Vatican, were combating the Russophile sentiments in Galicia itself, and with 

time, began to support the local Ukrainian nationalists in their effort to influ-

ence “Russian” Ukraine. It was their joint efforts that largely defined the char-

acter of the Uniate church in Galicia in the last two decades of the nineteenth 

century as the main stronghold of anti-Russian orientation. We will see further 

on, in the chapter on language policy, how closely St. Petersburg was follow-

ing the development of the situation in Galicia, and how the events in that 

Habsburg province gave an impetus to decision-making in the Romanov Em-

pire as early as in the mid-nineteenth century. 

The Ottoman Empire provides an example of how the migrations from the 

neighboring empires and the newly independent Balkan states, and tied to them 
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the demographic policy within the empire, became key factors in the nation-

building in the core of the Ottoman domains. The growing awareness of the 

government of Abdulhamid II of the fact that the strategically important areas 

around the capital were populated by non-Muslims (mostly by Greeks and Ar-

menians), with questionable loyalty, coincided with the intensification of emi-

grant movements of Muslims from Russia, both voluntary and forced. Muslims 

also emigrated from the newly independent states in the Balkans, and from the 

Habsburgs’ Bosnia. During the Balkan wars, and, especially, in the course of the 

First World War, they were complemented by refugees from the threatened 

territories of the empire itself. These people were now consciously resettled in 

the central areas of the empire, first on the vacant lands and later on the lands 

cleared of Christians. Initially Ottomanist in its ideological foundations, the 

policy of replacing the non-Muslim population with Muslim immigrants radi-

cally changed the demographic picture in Asia Minor, and its results became the 

foundation for the Young Turks’ nationalist project. It is not by chance that the 

overwhelming majority of Young Turks were “the men of the borderlands,” with 

few born in the Romanov Empire and Istanbul, and none coming from Anato-

lia.52 Researchers believe that the migrations into the Ottoman empire and the 

deportations of population within the empire, with the dispersed resettlement of 

the deportees (so that the number of a particular non-Turkic ethnic group in 

each locality would not exceed 5–10 percent), were not simply coordinated, but 

became, in time, part of a unified plan. Coordination of this policy, whose key 

element was no longer faith but ethnicity, was now entrusted to the Directorate 

for Public Security and the Directorate for Settlement of Tribes and Immigrants 

at the Ministry of the Interior.53 

All the modern empires were in one way or another interconnected by eco-

nomic and military rivalry and by the shared experiences in different regions, 

including the government of the empire itself. However, the interconnected-

ness of neighboring contiguous empires within a special macrosystem has a 

qualitatively different character. Ronald G. Suny has remarked that it is more 

difficult to conduct a different policy and to uphold radically different politi-

cal systems in the core and in the periphery in contiguous empires than it is in 

maritime empires.54 It is possible to formulate two theses that go even further. 

Firstly, it was more difficult for continental empires to conduct a particular 

policy within its borders without affecting their neighbors. Secondly, they had 

more difficulty projecting their influence outside without serious conse-

quences for their internal policies. 

The first thesis finds a perfect illustration in the reunification of Germany 

by Prussia which had immediate and far-reaching consequences for the Habs-
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burg and Romanov empires. Here follows a few examples to illustrate the 

second thesis. If Britain decided to support the fight of the Caucasian high-

landers against Russia, that decision did not have any consequences for its 

policy regarding its “own” Muslims. If France decided at some point to sup-

port the Poles, that did not affect its policy inside its own empire. However, if 

the Habsburgs wished to support the Polish or Ukrainian movement in the 

Romanov Empire, it inevitably suggested a corresponding correction of their 

policy toward the Poles and Rusyns-Ukrainians in their own empire. 

Another clear example of this dilemma was the policy of the Russian Em-

pire regarding the Armenian church after the annexation of the residence of 

the Catholicos in Echmiadzin from Persia in 1828. From that moment on, St. 

Petersburg used its control over the spiritual center of the Armenians to pro-

ject its influence over the Armenian population of the Ottoman and Persian 

empires. In his study of this policy Paul Werth emphasizes that the preserva-

tion and strengthening of the prestige of the Armenian Catholicos abroad 

demanded from the imperial government some essential concessions regard-

ing the question of administering Armenan religious affairs inside the Russian 

Empire. In fact, it was a conflict between the ideal standards that St. Peters-

burg used in governing questions of faith and those special decisions that St. 

Petersburg had to make in order to strengthen the position of the Catholicos 

abroad. Werth comes to the conclusion that St. Petersburg invariably sacri-

ficed the general standards of interior religious administration in an effort to 

use the Catholicos effectively in its foreign policy.55 

The macrosystem of continental empires remained internally stable for a 

long period of time because, despite frequent wars between neighboring em-

pires, all of them adhered to certain conventional restrictions in their rivalry. 

All in all, they did not attempt to destroy each other—largely because the 

Romanovs, the Habsburgs and the Hohenzollerns needed each other in order 

to cope with the legacy of the partitions of the Polish–Lithuanian Common-

wealth.56 It was only during the preparations for the great European war and 

in the course of World War I that the neighboring empires so actively began 

to play the ethnic card against their opponents, casting aside the earlier re-

strictions. The force of the national movements in this macrosystem by the 

end of the war was largely the result of the support of the rival empires that 

were now fighting each other to the death.57 

In this connection, one can re-think the question of whether the role of the 

nemesis of the contiguous empires belongs to the national movements or to 

the empires themselves who used and supported those movements against 

each other. This also prompts a new approach to the question of whether the 
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life potential of the continental empires was exhausted by the time World War 

I broke out. In other words, were all these empires in various stages of irre-

versible decline by the beginning of the war? Perhaps some of them were un-

dergoing a crisis whose outcome was not predetermined? Was the First World 

War only the last nail in the coffin for these empires or the giant shock that 

destroyed these empires regardless of whether they had already been incurably 

ill by that time? In my opinion, the potential of these empires, with the excep-

tion of, perhaps, the Ottoman, had been far from exhausted by the beginning 

of the war. They were adjusting to the challenges of the modern world in ways 

that allow one to speak of them in crisis rather than in decline. It was pre-

cisely the First World War that made the empires, among other things, wield 

the double-edged sword of nationalism without restrain,58 and finally destroy 

the continental imperial macrosystem that had played a certain stabilizing 

role, thus making them prey to history. 

 

 

The Russian Empire in a Comparative Perspective 
 

The perspective of entangled histories within the ensemble of contiguous 

empires does not at all cancel out the traditional comparative approach. How-

ever, it is hardly possible to speak of a rich tradition of the use of the com-

parative approach to the history of the Russian Empire. Until recently, the 

Russian Empire had been compared almost exclusively to the Habsburg Em-

pire.59 It was only very recently that another contiguous empire—the Otto-

man—began to be included in this comparison.60 Practically omitted from 

analysis in comparative terms was the Hohenzollern empire, which was con-

sidered exclusively—and quite unfairly—as a nation-state.61 

In recent years we observe a growing interest in the comparative approach 

to the history of empires in general and to contiguous empires in particular. 

The main methodological innovation of the new research is that the focus of 

comparison is moving from traditional elements and characteristics of the 

empires under consideration to the patterns of their response and adaptation 

to the challenges of modernity. The Ottoman, Habsburg and Romanov em-

pires faced similar challenges of modernity and survival in a highly competi-

tive environment of the more developed empires. All of them were gradually 

involved in the global economic system, in which they were assigned periph-

eral or semi-peripheral roles. All of them tried to survive by adopting new 

techniques of imperial management and mobilization of resources,62 while 

maintaining some elements of the traditional regime and social order. These 
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empires are now more and more seen as empires in transformation. Some 

prefer to speak about multiple modernities, represented by these and other 

peripheral polities.63 Whether historians continue to call these empires of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries traditional or not, all agree that it would 

be a mistake to see even the Ottoman empire of the nineteenth century, not to 

speak of the Habsburg and Romanov empires, as a strictly traditional polity, 

totally deprived of the features of a modern state.64 The eighteenth century 

also witnessed in all contiguous empires some serious change and even organ-

ized reforms, which aimed at building a modern state and bureaucracy, and 

included the first steps for promotion of the elites of education in addition to 

the elites by birth. A rigid opposition of empires and modern states as two 

fundamentally irreconcilable types of political system was gradually becoming 

a thing of the past—the evolution of empires in the nineteenth century can be 

regarded as a gradual gestation of modern states within empires. 

On the other hand, having said that the modernizing agendas of these con-

tiguous empires had some common features, we should keep in mind how 

different their reactions were, both in strategy and in results. One might say 

that the tendency to “normalize” the history of these polities, particularly that 

of the Romanov and Ottoman empires, and to overestimate their success in 

adapting to modernity is a new extreme in historiography. This is quite a 

change from only a decade ago when, as in the swinging of a pendulum, the 

position was at the other extreme—almost total negation of these empire’s 

ability to adapt and change.65 

Speaking of the traditional and ongoing struggle of the tendency to “nor-

malize” Russian history and the tendency to regard it as a unique phenome-

non that rejects the categories informed primarily by the West European ex-

perience, Maria Todorova believes that the content of these polemics is not 

only academic but also political. From the scholarly perspective, a radical 

choice in favor of either tendency calls for sacrifices—whether it is the “semi-

otic inequality” that comes with the choice of the universalist paradigm, or the 

denial of the comparative approach as part of the tendency to stress the 

“uniqueness.” It will be noted that this is normal, since a “normal” historiog-

raphy is pluralistic. 

However, to the extent to which this dilemma reflects politics, the choice is 

being made beyond the academic disciplines. Todorova compares the current 

debates about Russian history to those not long ago about the German Son-

derweg. That approach was topical when Germany had not yet been assimi-

lated into general European structures and perceived its history as deviating 

from the European model of development. Now those same “peculiarities” are 
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presented as one of the versions of European history, with the accent placed 

on common features, and thus Germany’s historical development is “normal-

ized.” The same mechanism works when applied to Russian history–the prob-

lem of its “uniqueness” will remain topical only until its place in European 

and world structures is finally resolved.66 

This observation is very true and extremely timely because now is the time 

when we can see a change in the political context and the influence of this 

factor on the academic discourse of Russian history. At the same time, this 

description of the problem is incomplete, since it does not take into account 

the difference between mechanisms of Russia’s “singularization” in foreign 

and Russian historiographies. For a long time (centuries, not decades), Russia 

had been the object of a discourse not simply on the Other, but on the alien 

and dangerous constituting Other.67 Western historiography was actively used 

to service this discourse. Insofar as the current trend to “normalize” the his-

tory of the Russian Empire means a deconstruction of the biased, negative 

“singularization,” it deserves to be supported in every way. 

In Russian historiography the motives for the segregation of Russian his-

tory have usually been different, but at the same time they differed from one 

historian to another. There is no shortage of cases in which the emphasis on 

Russian history’s “uniqueness” hides professional egotism, i.e., an effort to 

create more comfortable conditions for oneself at the expense of foreign 

scholars who are treated condescendingly as “unable to understand” the 

unique Russian situation. At the same time, this attitude is used to justify the 

ignorance of Western historiography and an inability to work with compara-

tive methodology. There are no reasons to treat such positions leniently. At 

the same time, the methodologically sound studies that accentuate, one way 

or another, the specifics of Russian history constitute an absolutely legitimate 

part of historiography regardless of whether they belong to domestic or for-

eign authors. 68 

On the way to the “normalization” of Russia’s history there are pitfalls as 

well. First of all, such normalization, as was the case with German history, 

can be carried out through tendentiously emphasizing some subjects and as-

pects of German or Russian history while airbrushing others. In this case, 

“normalization” sacrifices science to politics in much the same way as the old 

“singularization” did. 

Secondly, there is a dangerously high probability of getting stuck in unpro-

ductive versions of the debate on the limits of the “European model” of his-

torical development. Today, in and around the European Union, the musings 

on the history of this or that particular region or nation as “European” or 
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“non-European” are being shamelessly used as arguments in political debates 

on whether or not this region or nation is worthy of membership in the EU.69 

The discussion aimed at expanding our notions of the European model (in 

fact, multiple and extremely different models) of historical development is 

very useful, but this route leads us to another conflict of history and politics, 

as is demonstrated so clearly today by the emergence of a historical myth of 

European unity created to service the EU.70 It is, in fact, a new version of the 

question, painful for historians, of the relationship of their studies to myth-

making and of the reflection on their own methodology and its ideological 

dependency. 

Let us return to the problems of the comparative approach. Comparing the 

modernizing economic efforts by the contiguous empires, one has to appreci-

ate the complexity of measuring their efficiency. For instance, the dependence 

of the Porte on its foreign creditors was noticeably higher than that of Russia. 

However, it is not easy to assess whether Russia’s qualitatively higher eco-

nomic independence was to a larger extent determined by the higher effi-

ciency of its financial policies rather than by the military successes of the Rus-

sian army. The Romanov and Ottoman empires were both waging wars on 

each other largely on borrowed money. But one empire was winning and the 

other losing. Military might and a better strategic position allowed Russia to 

receive new loans on better conditions than the Ottoman Empire could. Ac-

cess to capital affected the military potential, but a higher military potential in 

its turn helped some empires fight for a better place in the global economic 

system. 

It seems that the comparative approach has lately been used in the most in-

tensive and productive way for studies of the elites of the contiguous empires. 

As early as 1976, John Armstrong came up with a number of very interesting 

comparative observations on “mobilized diasporas” in the Russian and Otto-

man empires.71 An important contribution to the comparative studies of the 

subject was the volume edited by Andreas Kappeler and Fikret Adanir.72 A 

collection of comparativist-oriented articles dedicated to the Habsburg, Ro-

manov and Ottoman imperial elites was recently published in Russian.73 

The text that summarized the efforts of recent years and formulated impor-

tant theoretical theses was the comparative article by Andreas Kappeler, “The 

Imperial Center and Elites of the Periphery.”74 Kappeler, for instance, notes 

that it was only in Russia that from an early stage the imperial elites included 

representatives of various religious groups. In the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries all three empires witnessed a strengthening of the bureaucracy, the 

gradual elevation of the educational criterion in elite-building, and the fairly 
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active employment of foreigners and representatives of diasporas. Kappeler 

also remarks that the reforms aimed at centralization and implementing direct 

rule, which were repeatedly undertaken in all these empires, did not on the 

whole bring an end to the general principle of cooperation between the impe-

rial center and peripheral elites that was mutually beneficial and was con-

ducted at the expense of the lower social strata of the periphery. It could be 

added furthermore, especially in regard to the Ottoman and Russian experi-

ence, that it was also done at the expense of the lower strata of the empire’s 

core. Kappeler makes an interesting observation on the gradual implementa-

tion of elements of the Ottoman millet system in the Russian and Habsburg 

empires. This is, incidentally, an illustration of the important but often over-

looked fact that the experience of imperial rule was not always borrowed from 

the West. On the whole, Kappeler notes a tendency for the approximation of 

the principles of the elites in these empires. The processes of urbanization, 

industrialization and dissemination of literacy had led to the emergence in all 

these empires of new elite groups that demanded their share of power under 

the slogans of democracy and nationalism. Analyzing the experience of the 

empires in adapting to this new situation, Kappeler correctly observes that, 

compared with the experience of nation-states that emerged from their ruins, 

the policies of the empires do not look as grim today as was portrayed in na-

tional narratives. 

An interest in elites is part of a more general tendency that focuses atten-

tion on various models of imperial authority and on transitions, characteristic 

of contiguous empires, from traditional forms of “indirect rule” to direct con-

trol by the imperial center and back again to indirect rule in new forms and 

under new circumstances.75 Another direction that has been developed lately 

and will definitely bring about interesting results is the comparative study of 

the religious politics of these empires, including missionary activities, prosely-

tism, conversions and apostasies.76 

In the not-too-distant past, there existed in historiography a practically im-

penetrable membrane between contiguous empires which were usually de-

scribed as “traditional” and maritime empires that were described as “mod-

ern.” This frontal opposition is being successfully dismantled today. Present-

day historians acknowledge both that the “traditional” contiguous empires in 

the eighteenth and especially nineteenth centuries were no longer fully tradi-

tional, and that the maritime empires of the period retained a large number of 

traditional elements of social organization and forms of control of the center 

over the periphery. David Cannadine has convincingly shown that not only 

did the British ruling class use indirect forms of rule in its empire widely, but 
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that it also preserved traditional class and dynastic forms of legitimization 

both in the relations between the center and the periphery and in the organi-

zation of life within the colonies. In the twentieth century, the periphery of 

the British Empire turned into a kind of reservation for such traditional, aris-

tocratic forms that had already been largely undermined in the imperial core.77 

In general, this means that the concepts of “traditionalism” and modernity are 

being questioned and are no longer used in strict conjunction with the con-

tiguous or maritime type of empires. 

This opens a way to a comparison between contiguous and maritime em-

pires. The area where such a comparison could be especially fruitful for un-

derstanding certain mechanisms in the late history of the Russian Empire is 

the nation-building processes in the imperial core. Today’s historians admit 

that many of the oldest nation-states, including France, are rooted in hetero-

geneous dynastic conglomerates in which it was easy to single out the core 

and the periphery traditional for empires. It was only as a result of the hard 

labor of national homogenization that these hierarchical empires turned their 

cores into relatively egalitarian nation-states based on the ideas of civil equal-

ity.78 

“‘The nation-state’ has become too centered in conceptions of European 

history since the late eighteenth century, and ‘empire’ not centered enough”—
this very important methodological observation was formulated by Ann Laura 

Stoler and Frederick Cooper in connection with maritime empires.79 “We are 

accustomed to the idea that Spain created its empire, but it is more useful to 

work with the idea that the empire created Spain,” Henry Kamen recently 

wrote.80 Such theorizations are also applicable to Russia, to the Hungarian 

sub-empire after 1867, and to interpretation of the policies of the Young 

Turks. It was the imperial elites, or more precisely, certain segments thereof, 

that were building nations at the core of their own empires, and they never 

attempted to include the entire imperial realm and all of the empire’s subjects 

into such a nation-building project. By excluding such a comparative perspec-

tive, many of the researchers of the Romanov Empire have deprived them-

selves of a chance to notice an important fact: the Russian nation-building 

projects differentiated between the Russian “national territory” and the em-

pire as a whole, between the groups that such a nation-building project 

planned to assimilate and the groups that were not included in the Russian 

nation-building project, and, consequently, were not targeted by the assimila-

tionist policies.81 

There are many other aspects of the history of empires where a comparison 

between maritime and contiguous empires can be productive. Steven Vely-
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chenko has shown the usefulness of the quantitative comparison of imperial 

bureaucracies. In particular, he has demonstrated the deceptiveness of the 

image of a bloated bureaucracy in the Romanov Empire. In fact, the empire 

suffered from “undergoverning,” from the shortage of officials whose number 

was proportionally almost ten times lower than at the cores of the French, 

British and German empires, and was very close to the corresponding propor-

tional shares in the overseas colonies of Britain and France. Studying the 

composition of bureaucracy in the western borderlands, including the territory 

of today’s Ukraine, Velychenko has also demonstrated that the local residents 

had a proportional representation in the officialdom that mostly corresponded 

to the size of various ethnic groups in these gubernias.82 

Wayne Dowler and other researchers of the Russian imperial policy toward 

education of the Muslim population have compared this policy with the poli-

cies of France and Britain toward the education of their Muslim subjects in 

Africa and India.83 Closely related to these studies are works that compare the 

Western and Russian versions of orientalism.84 These studies, among other 

things, serve as reminders of the intensive exchange of “imperial experience” 

between maritime and contiguous empires. The article by Ilya Vinkovetsky 

considers a very interesting example of such an appropriation in Russia. It is 

devoted to the history of the Russian-American Company which was organ-

ized along the principles of British colonial trade companies and traces the 

mutation of this institution in a different institutional and cultural context.85 

The work of Dominic Lieven which makes excellent comparisons of geopo-

litical strategies of maritime and contiguous empires, especially the Russian 

and the British, deserves special mention.86 Also important are his compara-

tive observations regarding the internal policies of contiguous and maritime 

empires. He believes that all the empires of the modern era faced the common 

“key dilemma … how, on the one hand, to hold together polities of great terri-

tory, population and therefore power, and, on the other, to square this priority 

with satisfying the demands of nationalism, democracy and economic dyna-

mism,” thus confirming the contemporary historiographic tendency to per-

ceive a common agenda in the maritime and contiguous empires.87 Inciden-

tally, Lieven notes that the democratic cores of the maritime empires often 

pursued a harsher, not to say more brutal, policy on their colonial peripheries 

than the authoritarian rulers of the contiguous empires.88 Taken as a whole, 

these works have destroyed the “Berlin Wall” that existed in comparative stud-

ies between maritime and contiguous empires, and have increased the heuris-

tic potential of the comparative approach to the history of empires, including 

the Russian Empire. 
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federal district and bears all the traces of hastiness typical of such publications, but it 
still has a certain value as a reference. 

 24 A. V. Remnev, Samoderzhavie i Sibir’. Administrativnaia politika v pervoi polovine XIX veka 
(Omsk, 1995); Idem., Samoderzhavie i Sibir’. Administrativnaia politika vtoroi poloviny 
XIX-nachala XX vekov (Omsk, 1997); Idem., “Problemy upravleniia Dal’nim Vostokom 



 THE HISTORY OF THE RUSSIAN EMPIRE 37 

Rossii v 1880-e gg., in: Istoricheskii ezhegodnik (Omsk, 1996); Idem., “Sibirskii variant 
upravlencheskoi organizatsii XIX-nachala XX v., Vestnik RGNF, No. 3 (2001): 36–45; 
Idem., “Imperskoe upravlenie aziatskimi regionami Rossii v XIX-nachale XX vekov: ne-
kotorye itogi i perspektivy izucheniia,” in: Puti poznaniia Rossii: novye podkhody i interpre-
tatsii (Moscow: MONF, 2001), pp. 97–125; Idem., “Imperskoe prostranstvo Rossii v re-
gional’nom izmerenii: dal’nevostochnyi variant,” in: Prostranstvo vlasti: istoricheskii opyt 
Rossiii vyzovy sovremennosti (Moscow, 2001), pp. 317–344. 

 25 See: V. S. Shandra, Kyivs’ke general-gubernatorstvo (1832–1914) (Kiev, 1999); Idem., 
Malorosis’ke general-gubernatorstvo 1802–1856: Funktsii, struktura, arkhiv (Kiev, 2001). 

 26 For interesting observations on Little Russia as part of the empire’s core see the review 
of Shandra’s book on the Little Russian governor-generalship: K. Matsuzato, “Iadro ili 
periferiia imperii? General-gubernatorstvo i malorossiiskaia identichnost’,”Ab Imperio, 
No. 2 (2002): 605–615. 

 27 Kappeler, “Rossiia – mnogonatsional’naia imperiia”: vosem’ let spustia,” 21. 
 28 Aleksandr Kamkin, instructor at Vologda University, provides a curious and telling story 

about how the history of the “Vologda region” was constructed in the Vologda oblast’, 
which was only established in 1937: Novye kontseptsii rossiiskikh uchebnikov po istorii 
(Moscow: AIRO-XX, 2001), pp. 82–84. 

 29 This is the reason why the notion of the “novaia imperskaia istoria,” or “new imperial 
history” literally translated from the English—and now suggested by the editors of the 
journal Ab Imperio, seems stylistically unfortunate to me. In the Russian linguistic con-
text, it evokes associations with attempts to recreate the “imperial history” or the impe-
rial narrative, while the task, especially for Russian historiography, consists in separation 
from the imperial narrative and in working out a new history of the empire. See: I. Gera-
simov et al., eds., Novaia imperskaia istoriia postsovetskogo prostranstva (Kazan’: Tsentr 
issledovanii natsionalizma i imperii, 2004). 

 30 The only exceptions are some studies of urban centers, e.g., Patricia Herlihy, Odessa: � 
History, 1794–1914 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991). 

 31 Beyond the limits of this article, but meriting detailed study, is the question of the diver-
sity in nature and internal structure of the various actors: the state and its agencies and 
institutions, national movements (both elite and popular), the political and social or-
ganizations, local associations, etc. I am aware of the danger of “constructing” the ac-
tors, for example – “imperial bureaucracy,” which in most cases is internally divided. 
However this pitfall is less dangerous then the essentialization of a region, because, if we 
follow the situational approach, the very logic of research leads to problematization of 
the internal structure of actors and to questioning the initial list of such actors or agents. 

 32 In preparing a volume on the western borderlands (okrainy) for the abovementioned 
series on the borderlands of the empire, we were in fact guided by the situational ap-
proach. We defined the object of study as the competition between the Russian and Pol-
ish cultural, state and nation-building projects, in the space of which the new actors kept 
appearing with their own projects for the construction of Ukrainian, Belarusian, and 
Lithuanian nations. We therefore included the Western Borderland (Zapadnyi krai), the 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

RUSSIFICATION OR RUSSIFICATIONS? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The more we learn about the regional peculiarities of interactions surround-

ing ethnicity and nationalism in various parts of the Romanov Empire the less 

satisfied we are with numerous overstretched notions that have functioned in 

historiography for a long time. Among those notions is the term “russifica-

tion.” 

The situation is somewhat reminiscent of the one that emerged in national-

ism studies in the early 1990s and prompted John Hall to write his remarkable 

article “Nationalisms: Classified and Explained.” In his polemic with the au-

thors who in the 1980s were engaged in an attempt to create an all embracing 

theory of nationalism, Hall demonstrated that this term signifies a whole array 

of phenomena and processes that vary significantly depending on the circum-

stances of time and place. “No single, universal theory of nationalism is possi-

ble. Since the historical record is diverse, so too must be our concepts,” was 

his central claim.1 What was becoming the primary goal, in Hall’s view, was a 

description of nationalisms in their specific manifestations, a classification 

and explanation of their diversity. 

Following Hall’s example, I believe it is more correct to speak not of rus-

sification in the singular, but of “russifications,” i.e. of a whole cluster of 

various processes and interactions that often differ not in some minor detail 

in the manifestation of a general principle but in their inner logic and na-

ture. The obvious question arises: how useful is the term “russification” 

itself? Further on, I will make some suggestions on the limitation of its use. 

Practice shows, however, that any complicated conventions in regard to 

terminology do not take root easily or, at least, immediately. The main task 

now is to highlight “russification” as a problematic concept in the hope that 

a more selective and conscious use of it will gradually assert itself in histori-

ography. 

If we read in a study that the authorities in a particular place and in a par-

ticular time “pursued the policy of russification,” can we imagine, on the basis 
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of this statement, what exactly the authorities did? It is clear that we cannot, 

from which it follows that “russification” is not a descriptive but an evaluative 

term. Therefore, first of all, we have to define the criteria of the formation of 

such evaluative judgments. Secondly, we have to clearly differentiate whether 

we evaluate the intentions of the authorities or the “objective” content of the 

process. Finally, in each case it has to be clearly defined whether we speak of 

assimilation, acculturation, colonization or some other processes which we 

will analyze later. 

In their response to Hall’s article, many scholars have independently for-

mulated the general principle of resolving the problem of analysis of the diver-

sity of nationalisms he had put forward. Since the subject of study is various 

forms of social interaction, it is necessary to single out, as far as possible, all 

the actors in this interaction, to understand the logic of their behavior (includ-

ing their subjective motivation), in order to account for the circumstances 

under which this interaction takes place. This same principle is quite applica-

ble for an analysis of the diversity of “russifications.” 

One cannot say that historians have been previously unaware that this no-

tion is an umbrella term for a number of different processes. It seems that the 

first historian to attempt to classify russifications was Edward Thaden. Strictly 

speaking, no more detailed classification has been suggested since then. Tha-

den differentiated between (1) spontaneous russification, a process that began 

as early as the sixteenth century and continued at least to the early twentieth 

century; (2) the “administrative russification” as part of the policy of the abso-

lutist administrative centralization that began in the second half of the eight-

eenth century, continuing to the reign of Alexander II, and which particularly 

characterized policy in the Baltic provinces; and (3) forced cultural russifica-

tion (an effort to impose Russian language and the Orthodoxy) beginning 

already under Alexander II and continuing into the  nineteenth and early 

twentieth century.2 

A closer look at Thaden’s classification reveals several major problems. 

When Thaden discusses the processes of assimilation and acculturation, he 

differentiates between spontaneous russification, i.e., the adoption and as-

similation by particular groups of certain features of “Russian-ness” (variant 

1) and the forced imposition of particular features of “Russian-ness” (vari-

ant 3). In this division Thaden correctly draws the line, firstly, between the 

periods before and after the emergence of nationalism in this region it is 

clear that both the conditions of interaction related to assimilation and ac-

culturation and the logic of the actors’ conduct were changing as nationalist 

ideologies and a nationalist world-view asserted themselves. However, one 



 RUSSIFICATION OR RUSSIFICATIONS? 47 

cannot agree with his clearcut differentiation between the voluntary and 

enforced components of the assimilation and acculturation processes. 

The second variant in the Thaden classification, i.e., the “administrative 

russification,” points out a very significant circumstance: the concept of “rus-

sification” is used not only to describe the assimilation and acculturation 

processes, but to denote other administrative, and I will add, symbolic prac-

tices. The Thaden classification does not single out any regional peculiarities 

of the processes described. 

It is clear that this degree of detail and conceptualization no longer satisfies 

today’s historians. For instance, in his 2001 book Window on the East, dealing 

with the Volga and Urals region, Robert Geraci is quite justified in making 

another statement on the extreme vagueness of the notion of “russification.”3 

He does not offer any ready solutions to the problem, but correctly maps out 

some “problem fields” where these solutions could be found. First of all, he 

suggests referring to Begriffsgeschichte, i.e. an analysis of the historical mean-

ings of that large group of terms that have been used to denote the processes 

of identity formation and identification mechanisms in the Romanov Empire, 

including russification.4 He lists these terms: “Christianization,” “assimila-

tion,” “rapprochement,” “fusion,” “civilization” and “russification.”5 Geraci’s 

suggestion is undoubtedly productive, but one has also to realize the limita-

tions of such research. It is possible even now to formulate with assurance one 

of its main conclusions: about the uncertainty of the above notions, their lack 

of precision, and contradictions in their usage at the time.6 

Secondly, Geraci correctly calls for more research on the methods of defin-

ing the very category of Russian-ness and on the various political, psychologi-

cal, racial, linguistic and other criteria that have been used to do it.7 Many 

historians have written on the diversity of interpretations of the Russian na-

tion.8 In recent years, this problem has been quite intensively studied, not 

without success, by a large number of scholars on the example of the western 

provinces. 

Let us now take a closer look at the set of processes and interactions be-

hind the concept of russification, and at the problems that confront their re-

searcher. 

First of all, we will address the processes of assimilation and acculturation. 

There is no unanimity in the treatment of these terms. Sometimes accultura-

tion is understood as an early stage of the assimilation process.9 More often 

than not, however, the difference between these notions is emphasized, and 

that seems, in my opinion, a more productive approach. In fact, the very 

emergence of the term acculturation, which occurred in the early twentieth 
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century in the context of French debates on the policy of assimilation in the 

colonies,10 in addition to the very old and already widespread term assimila-

tion means there was an attempt to find a new word to describe phenomena 

different from assimilation. In other words, acculturation may be followed 

(though not necessarily) by assimilation, but this transition means a change in 

the very nature of the process. Acculturation does not affect a sense of group 

belonging or national identity, while the assimilation processes inevitably 

does.11 While acculturation consists in internalization of new cultural models 

borrowed in the course of contacts with another community, assimilation is a 

process of appropriation, of inclusion in a new community, adoption of a new 

world-view, new traditions and emotional attachments.12 

In his study of the assimilation concept on American material, Milton 

Gordon names, among other conditions necessary for complete assimilation, 

“absence of prejudice; absence of discrimination; absence of value and power 

conflict,” thus emphasizing the readiness of the assimilating community to 

accept new, assimilated members.13 We will still have to discuss the differ-

ences in the levels of rejection of assimilated groups in different periods and 

in different segments of Russian society. 

There is also the notion of dissimilation that in social sciences describes 

the consequences that a separatist policy of ethnic and dialectal groups, postu-

lating a self-contained national status and a refusal to belong to a larger com-

munity, have on the self-identification of these groups’ members. In this case 

the cultural and linguistic distancing from this larger community is con-

sciously increased.14 This notion is applicable for describing changes that oc-

curred to strongly assimilated groups and individuals from, e.g., the Belorus-

sian, Little Russian or Jewish communities when and if they began to give 

preference to the Ukrainian, Belorussian or Jewish identities as national iden-

tities. 

According to American anthropologists, acculturation, i.e., internaliza-

tion of new cultural models, invariably happens when there is systematic 

contact between two different communities.15 The French interpretation is 

more narrow: “Acculturation is a phenomenon of social adaptation of an 

individual or a group that appears as a result of a previous loss of adaptation 

or a complete change of the environment.”16 The Encyclopedia Britannica 

also states that acculturation can occur either as a result of a contact of two 

groups on equal terms or under conditions of military or political domina-

tion of one group by another.17 For our purposes this definition works—an 

inclusion in the empire invariably meant being subjected to military and 

political domination. 
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However, even in the case of a contact of two formally independent com-

munities, one cannot always speak of equality, even when these communities 

have their own independent states, since there are many forms of class-based, 

economic and cultural domination. It is precisely these forms of domination 

that are characteristic of relations between more developed groups in the em-

pire’s borderlands (Poles, Baltic Germans and Tatars) and their non-Russian, 

and sometimes also Russian, neighbors. In certain periods these dominating 

groups could count on the support of the imperial authorities, but the situa-

tion was growing more complicated as the empire adopted elements of Rus-

sian nationalist policy. 

Thus, acculturation does not lead to a change of identity, and a successful 

assimilation does precisely that. The word russification is used essentially 

without distinction to describe both these forms of social interaction. 

But should, for instance, missionary activity and Christianization always be 

regarded as a variant of a russifying policy? Conversion, without a doubt, 

deeply affects identity, and in this sense is connected with the phenomenon of 

assimilation. But this assimilation can either have a national dimension, i.e., 

contribute objectively and intentionally to the establishment of the Russian 

identity, or not have it, i.e., be directed not at the destruction of a traditional 

tribal or ethnic identification but exclusively at religious assimilation. Some 

elements of confessional policies are connected with russification more rigidly 

than others. As an example one can cite various forms (both forced and un-

forced) of converting Uniates to Orthodoxy. I am not sufficiently competent 

to discuss religious subjects in greater detail, but it is clear that historians still 

have much to do to understand the relationship between the policy of reli-

gious conversions and the policy of nationalist assimilation, in different peri-

ods and in different borderlands of the empire. 

Another important question is whether the actors that impose certain ele-

ments of Russian-ness always aim at the assimilation of the targeted individu-

als and groups. Should russification be described as any imposition of ele-

ments of Russian-ness or only as the actions that were strategically directed at 

assimilation? The same kind of question can be asked of those actors that 

adopt certain elements of Russian-ness: is this adoption instrumental or is it 

connected with the assimilation strategy? It is obvious that any actions can 

have not only planned but unforeseen consequences that may sometimes even 

contradict the initial goals. But the distinction we describe is nonetheless im-

portant for an understanding of the logic of the actors involved in “russifica-

tion” interactions. If we want to avoid an excessive “straining” of the term 

russification, one of the possible limitations is to apply the term exclusively to 
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the actions or strategies that imply an effort to make someone Russian and/or 

an effort of someone to become Russian. 

The pre-reform Russian language was in some respects better suited to the 

description of the processes that interest us. It had two different words for 

russification. Spelled with an “e,” i.e. the way we use it today (o��������), it 

denoted a pressure applied to an individual or a group in order to russify 

them. When spelled with an “jat’,” however (i.e., o����Š���), it meant the 

process of acceptance by an individual or a group of certain features of “Rus-

sian-ness.” This distinction can now be observed in the words o�����	
 (in 

Dal’s dictionary, “to make Russian”) and o�����	
 (according to Dal, “to 

become Russian”). Dal’s dictionary illustrates the distinction with the phrase 

“������ � 	��
�� ���
�ä�� 
 ���, � ��
��
 ������� ���
����” (“The 

Karelians and the Mordvins have become Russians here, but you can’t make 

the Yids into Russians soon”).18 

It goes without saying that in the late imperial discourse both terms were 

objects of ideological manipulations. Thus, e.g., in the well-known polemic 

between Petr Struve and Vladimir Zhabotinskii in the Russkaia mysl’ in 1911, 

the former spells it o����Š��� (with an “jat’”), and the latter, o�������� (with 

an “e”).19 It is clear that both are making an ideological choice. Struve wrote 

of o����Š��� as a predominantly voluntary process, even though he was per-

fectly aware of the russifying pressure of the state, and his own journal was 

actively involved in discussing, editorially, both the negative and positive sides 

of such a policy. Zhabotinskii, on the other hand, in condemning the Jewish 

intelligentsia as Zionist for their engagement with an “alien” Russian culture, 

was writing of a phenomenon that was in fact best described as o����Š���. He 

himself had adopted Russian culture in his russified family without enforce-

ment—Russian was in fact his native tongue.20 

In reality, the black-and-white situations of exclusively forced or exclusively 

voluntary russification were but extremes. In the majority of cases, the agents 

of russification attempted, along with pressure, to create a positive motiva-

tion.21 And those who underwent russification in the form of assimilation or 

acculturation had their own motives, often quite unexpected by the “russifi-

ers,” for adopting the Russian language or certain elements of Russian culture. 

In many parts of the empire Westernization and russification were connected, 

and modernizing strategies of local communities could imply a partial, in-

strumental russification. Thus, the Muslim intelligentsia, e.g., Ismail Gaspirali 

(Gasprinskii), in the late nineteenth—early twentieth century could favor the 

adoption of Russian exactly as an instrument that, firstly, facilitated access to 

West-European thought and education, wherein one could borrow ideas and 
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resources for one’s own nationalist projects, and secondly, provided an oppor-

tunity for a more effective defense of the local community interests in the 

relations with the imperial authority and in public opinion. This was what 

Nikolai Il’minskii understood quite early on: in discussing the candidates for 

the position of the mufti, he characterized as “excessively good” a candidate’s 

general education and his command of Russian in particular.22 

In any case, it is important to distance oneself from the idea of interaction 

within russification in which one of the sides is only a passive object whose 

activity, if any, is limited to the efforts at resisting and developing an alterna-

tive language and culture. The motives for the adoption of Russian by a Polish 

engineer or entrepreneur, by a Baltic German (or again Polish) bureaucrat, by 

a Jew intent on receiving education or gaining financial success, by officers 

from all manner of ethnic roots, by Muslims from traditional and new elites—
this infinite field of variations is still very little researched: in part because 

national historiographies until very recently have not been particularly inter-

ested in this subject, since they were and largely remain concentrated on the 

subject of opposition to the imperial power. Thus, e.g., two leading Estonian 

historians in their recently published book on educated Estonians of the late 

empire devoted less than one page to Estonian tsarist civil servants.23 

Meanwhile, the Estonian example may be very telling. The number of Es-

tonians in the state civil service in Revel (Tallinn) in 1871 amounted to only 4 

(or less than two percent of the total), while by 1897 it rose to 442, i.e., over 

50 percent of all civil servants. The extensive growth of bureaucracy in general 

during the period in question was an important precondition for this phe-

nomenon. However, another, no less important factor of this truly dramatic 

rise in the number and percentage of Estonian bureaucrats consists in the fact 

that this period marked the entrance into active professional life of the first 

generation of Estonians who had received education in the gymnasia and 

higher education in Russian and were ready for a career in the imperial ad-

ministration.24 This became a precondition for incredible career success, as far 

as this ethnic group is concerned. 

Certainly, the very fact of mastering the Russian language by educated Es-

tonians should be regarded only as a precondition for this phenomenon. An 

important factor was the conscious favoring of Estonians as opposed to Ger-

mans on the part of the imperial authorities in the wake of the German unifi-

cation and the growth of tension in the Russian–German relations.25 

Similarly underresearched are the positive motives for the adoption of Rus-

sian by the lower orders. A peasant could wish for his son to be able to under-

stand the Tsar’s laws, that is, to be able to read Russian. (There are known 
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cases when Little Russian peasants insisted on schooling in Russian instead of 

Ukrainian). The prospect of becoming a scribe in one’s own village was likely to 

be attractive—for some as an opportunity to help neighbors, for others as an 

opportunity for bribery. The career of a village teacher, a secretary or even a 

priest was also quite real. The economic activity of non-Russian peasants requir-

ing geographical mobility—whether seasonal labor in the cities, cab driving, or, 

for Estonian women, working as maids, which was widespread in St. Peters-

burg—also often facilitated some learning of Russian, however limited. 

We know more about the motives and forms of resistance to cultural and 

linguistic russification, and more frequently take them into account in our 

research. This is the only reason why I have concentrated on the problem of 

the positive motivation of russification, and not to present cultural and lingus-

tic russification as a predominantly voluntary process. Russification as an 

assimilationist influence could meet with total resistance, as it did, e.g., in the 

case of the majority of the Jewish population up until the 1840s (which was 

reflected in the phrase quoted by Dal). However, the processes that brought 

about some serious change by way of assimilation or acculturation were inevi-

tably combinations of o�������� and o����Š���. (Thus, assimilation and ac-

culturation of the Jews began to actively develop at the time when persons of 

Jewish descent became teachers in large numbers at secular Russian-language 

Jewish schools.)26 

When considering these terms a very important factor which has to be 

taken into account when analyzing cases of far advanced assimilation is the 

readiness of the authorities and society to accept that assimilation. It was 

different with respect to a Jew, a Tatar, a Chuvash or a Little Russian.27 The 

assimilation of some groups, e.g., the Finno-Ugric peoples of the Volga region, 

was especially welcome, as there existed a widespread conviction in their 

“complementarity” with the Russians. The Little Russians and Belarussians 

did not experience the problems of “rejected assimilation” at all; on the con-

trary, they were denied the right for a special ethnic status, different from the 

Great Russians. The phenomenon of rejection of different categories of the 

assimilated groups was changing with time, and it was also different within 

different social groups of Russian society itself. At the bottom of the social 

pyramid there were different mechanisms at work than among the educated 

strata. The latter were not unanimous in their attitudes toward the assimilating 

groups either. In regard to Poles, the threshold of “rejected assimilation” grew 

especially high after the spreading of political Polonophobia in Russian soci-

ety as a reaction to the uprising of 1863. In regard to Jews, the liberal invita-

tion to assimilation on the part of educated society as a whole was extended 
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throughout the 1850s–1870s, and was finding an increasing response in the 

Jewish community. However, from the late 1870s, it was increasingly replaced 

in a significant part of Russian society by a growing, in select cases, racially 

motivated rejection. One result of this, among others, was the mass enlistment 

by assimilated Jews into revolutionary and, in part, liberal movements, which 

did not reject them. While in the early 1870s the share of Jews among the 

participants in the revolutionary movement did not exceed their share in the 

population of the Russian Empire, by the end of the 1880s Jews comprised 

over 40 percent of its participants. The striving of assimilated Jews to find an 

environment that would not reject them played a role in this process that, in 

this author’s opinion, was no less important than the fact of legal discrimina-

tion and the pogroms of the early 1880s. 

The extreme rightwing nationalists in the early twentieth century carried 

this problem to an extreme. They, on the one hand, promoted a maximally 

aggressive and comprehensive russification, and on the other, were treating 

the Russian nation in exclusively ethnic terms—denying the right of even the 

fully russified inorodtsy (“aliens”) to aspire to membership in the Russian 

nation. This, in its turn, influenced the strategies of the assimilating groups 

and their individual representatives. 

A number of other important factors have to be taken into account when 

analyzing interactions related to assimilation and acculturation. Firstly, the 

logic of the situational approach implies that we have to keep in mind the 

entire set of identity-forming interactions. In particular, we have to take into 

account that various steps and projects aimed at “russification” did not hold a 

monopoly throughout the empire: in a number of regions they faced serious 

competition from alternative projects of expansionist assimilation. Thus, for 

instance, the educational system that existed in the western provinces before 

the 1830 uprising, and which was partially preserved in the following decades, 

definitely had a polonizing effect on the local East Slavs and Lithuanians, and 

the educational system in the Baltic gubernias up until the mid-nineteenth 

century. It was an instrument of the germanization of Latvians and Estonians. 

In the western provinces the presence of Poles and Germans who possessed 

highly developed cultures and strong elite groups (nobility and intelligentsia) 

made the competition of assimilationist projects especially tough—but, it was 

not limited to this part of the empire. An expansionist project of cultural-

religious homogenization was implemented by the Tatar elites in the Volga 

and Orenburg regions. 

The potential of russification projects was often assessed by their activists as 

weaker than their competitors’, at least in the short run. This significantly af-
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fected their tactics. The government and the local Russian actors were often 

ready to show temporary support for the formation of a separate national iden-

tity of particular groups that were targeted by alternative projects of assimilation 

and cultural expansion in order to sabotage the efforts of their more powerful 

competitors. When Il’minskii gave priority to the dissemination of Orthodox 

Christianity, sacrificing for the time being the task of spreading the Russian 

language in the Volga region, and worked to give the Volga ethnic groups liter-

ary culture in their own languages, this was (along with missionary intentions) 

largely connected to the fact that he saw a clear and present danger in the 

spreading of Islam in the region and, connected to it, the Tatar influence. 

Another important circumstance is that empires are heterogeneous by defi-

nition. Even in the age of nationalism they are less preoccupied with achieving 

a cultural-linguistic hegemony than nation-states, especially in the border-

lands. Their priority is often not assimilation and affirmation of a common 

national identity for the entire population but loyalty. This loyalty is not 

merely political, but is also expressed in cultural forms, i.e., in an orientation 

toward the imperial center as a prioritized source of cultural models and in-

fluences. For example, the use of the Latin alphabet was forbidden for a long 

period in the second half of the nineteenth century for the Ukrainaian, Byela-

russian, Lithuanian and Lattgalian (dialect of Latvian) languages. This meas-

ure was primarily intended to undermine the Polish influence on the ethnic 

groups of the western borderlands. With regard to the East Slav population, 

this policy was a part of the consistent assimilationist project because it was 

combined with the repressions of the Ukrainian, and partly, Byelarussian lan-

guages; with the purpose of thwarting the emancipation of these “dialects of 

Russian.” There were no such repressions in respect to the Lithuanian and 

Latvian languages (unlike their alphabets!), i.e., publications in these lan-

guages were not limited as long as they were in Cyrillic. Assimilation of 

Lithuanians and Latvians was not regarded as a foreseeable priority, and that 

is why the ban on the Latin alphabet was as a whole an ineffective measure 

aimed not at assimilation but at acculturation and at ensuring imperial loyalty. 

Let us now turn to the agents of russification. They can be classified ac-

cording to their socio-political characteristics, but also according to their 

agendas. In the former case, it is the difference between the state and public 

agents. 

The dynastic imperial power itself had always been preoccupied with the 

problem of its own political legitimization and the education of loyalty among 

its subjects. The questions remain open: when, how and to what extent the 

“Russian-ness” of the Romanovs’ power became an important motive of its 
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legitimization, and thus too, does the question of the russifying role of the 

“rituals of power.” Obviously, Richard Wortman’s research has significantly 

advanced our understanding of this problem, but it would be a mistake to 

think that Wortman has “exhausted” the subject, particularly since the ques-

tion of translation and perception of the imperial rituals in different strata of 

society requires a closer study.28 

For the late Russian Empire, the problem of the alienation of an educated 

society from the state was extremely relevant. The nationalist policy was no 

exception in this regard. It is quite correct to point to the weak coordination 

between the state policy and the public initiative in the russification area. 

Many contemporaries noted the weak assimilating potential of Russian soci-

ety. The historians, as a rule, agree with these observations, and attempt to 

define the causes for this state of affairs. Some believe—in my opinion, with 

reason—that it is more correct to speak not of the Russian nationalist move-

ment as an organized force but, rather, of the Russian nationalist discourse 

that gradually asserted itself in society throughout the nineteenth century but 

did not lead, until the early twentieth century, to the emergence of political 

structures. If it is possible to differentiate between “strong” and “weak” na-

tionalisms, the Russian nationalism most likely belongs in the second cate-

gory, in both an organizational and emotional sense.29 

The role of particular state institutions (the army, the church, the school, 

etc.) as agents of russification deserves a special comparative analysis—both 

in terms of comparing the russifying efficiency of these institutions in relation 

to the region and its population, and of comparing the assimilating role of 

these institutions with that in other empires.30 

The absence of unity on the questions of the tactics and strategy of russify-

ing efforts between the state and society, as well as within the bureaucracy 

between various social movements and within those movements, was charac-

teristic of the Russian Empire throughout its history. An analysis of views of 

the Tsarist officials of the late nineteenth century foreshadows, in each indi-

vidual case, a strange mixture of traditionalist perceptions and new nationalist 

ideas even in “individual minds.” 

Similarly, there was no consent on such issues as to what constituted “Rus-

sian-ness.” What are the criteria of inclusion in the Russian nation-in-the-

making? Where should or does one draw the territorial boundaries? What is 

the relationship of this nation to the empire? The debates over these questions 

had a truly vehement character up until the collapse of the empire. 

In the standard of “Russian-ness” itself some attributed a key role to the 

Orthodox religion, others to the language and culture, still others to race or 
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blood. As a consequence, the ideas of measurements, instruments and goals of 

russification diverged, too. The idea that the essence of Russian-ness is in the 

Orthodox Church was imbued with serious problems. First of all, it made the 

goal of integration of the Great Russian population itself—of the Old Believ-

ers and sectarians—extremely acute.31 Secondly, the tendency to look at the 

East Slavs of the Uniate or even Catholic faith as a part of the Russian nation 

was gradually gaining strength. For instance, Katkov, an important figure in 

the Russian nationalist discourse, insisted that the Belarussian Catholics 

should be considered Russian. The authorities already began to heed this 

point of view in the reign of Alexander II.32 Shortly before the second occupa-

tion of Galicia during the First World War, the Special Political Department 

of the Ministry of the Interior produced instructions for the Russian authori-

ties in Galicia demanding that they not demonstrate any difference in their 

treatment of the Orthodox and the Greco-Catholic population33. 

Katkov himself went much further on the question of the connection be-

tween religion and nation (to be more precise, in the question of the weakness 

of this connection) and believed that the Russian nation should be open for 

membership by assimilated representatives of any religious groups. In 1866, 

he wrote: 

 

Neither Christianity nor Orthodoxy coincides with any one nationality… 

Just as non-Russian people can be, and in fact some are, Orthodox Chris-

tians, Russians, in exactly the same manner, can be non-Orthodox… It 

would be highly incompatible both with the universal character of Ortho-

doxy and with Russia’s national interests to sweep away from the Russian 

people all Russian subjects of Catholic or Evangelical faith as well as of the 

Jewish law, and turn them, contrary to reason, into Poles or Germans. 

Peoples differ from each other not by religious faith but primarily by lan-

guage, and as soon as Russian Catholics and Evangelicals, as well as Jews, 

adopted the Russian language not only for their everyday use but also for their 

spiritual life [emphasis mine], they would cease to be an ethnically alien, 

hostile and dangerous element for Russian society.34 

 

The words in italics show that Katkov understood the difference between 

acculturation, whose manifestations include adoption of Russian as a way of 

communication in the public sphere, and assimilation, which necessarily pre-

supposes the transformation of Russian into a language of “spiritual life.” 

The ethnic boundaries of the Russian nation were also interpreted differ-

ently: the supporters of the equation of the notions Russian and Great Russian 
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had remained a minority until the very collapse of the empire. The dominating 

idea was that of an all-Russian nation that united all East Slavs. But the East 

Slav ethnicity was not a rigid barrier either. As we have already noted, the 

attitude toward the assimilation of Finno-Ugric groups was invariably positive. 

The significant number of russified and christened Tatars among both Russian 

peasantry and Russian nobility was neither a secret nor a problem for anyone. 

The racial concept of nation received some currency in Russia in the early 

twentieth century, but was neither dominant nor even as strong as in 

neighboring Germany. 

The few supporters of the concept of a multiethnic Russian nation that ide-

ally would have to cover the whole empire, for instance P. B. Struve, empha-

sized expanding political participation and instilling civic loyalty in the em-

pire. This position added urgency to the problem of civic and political inclu-

sion of the peasant masses—a problem that was recognized, at least with re-

gard to Russian peasantry, by a wide circle of Russian nationalists.35 

The notion of russification is often used in historiography to describe not 

just the linguistic and cultural assimilation, but other forms of interaction 

between various imperial agents as well. The term “administrative russifica-

tion” was used by Thaden to describe the process of imposing administrative 

institutions and government forms typical of central regions. It was precisely 

in this sense that Catherine II spoke about the task of “russifying” the 

Smolensk Province, Little Russia, and the lands annexed as a result of the 

divisions of the Polish Commonwealth. The term russification is suitable for 

description of absolutist unification and administrative centralization in Rus-

sia no more than the term germanization suits an analogous policy of Joseph 

II in the Habsburg Empire. 

The imposition of Russian as the official language could be motivated at 

different stages by an effort to make bureaucracy more cost-efficient or could 

also be a conscious drive for russification as such. The last tendency grew 

more pronounced since the mid-nineteenth century. Quite often in discussing 

a specific solution in this area the participants were motivated by different 

intentions—some were concerned about its bureaucratic efficiency, and some 

about the russifying effect. The debate in the Duma and in the government 

over the question of the language for the lowest courts can serve as a charac-

teristic example of such a discussion. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, one can see increasingly fre-

quent attempts to restaff certain positions exclusively with Russian officials. A 

“true Russian” origin becomes an important factor for appointment to high 

positions during the reign of Alexander III.36 Incidentally, already in the reign 
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of his father instructions were issued—but never fully implemented—on fill-

ing, for example, the positions of history teachers in Western Province gym-

nasia with “native Great Russians.” Today we are not yet ready to assess the 

scale of russification of cadres in the empire’s various borderlands—
quantitative analysis of the composition of the bureaucracy has only recently 

begun to attract researchers’ attention. However, the calculations done in the 

published works show that the drive toward russification of the bureaucracy 

should not be exaggerated. L. Gorizontov has demonstrated that Poles consti-

tuted a significant percentage of the officials in the Kingdom of Poland even 

after the 1830–31 uprising. A. Chwalba has shown that the number of Poles 

in the imperial apparatus remained large after the uprising of 1863 as well. 

According to S. Velychenko, the number of Ukrainians among the officials of 

the South-West Province was proportional to their percentage in the popula-

tion of these gubernias, and the study by Bradley Woodworth on the ethnic 

composition of the Revel bureaucracy, quoted above, even shows a decrease 

in the proportion of Russians among the officials there under Alexander III.37. 

Here it is important to differentiate the policy of russification of bureauc-

racy from the attempt of the authorities to block or limit the access of particu-

lar ethnic groups to official positions in certain regions. For example, after the 

1863 uprising, the authorities decided to cease to accept more Poles to the 

state apparatus of the Western Provinces, and the educational institutions of 

the Vilna and Kiev districts even conducted an anti-Polish purge of the teach-

ing staff. After the German unification, the authorities clearly attempted to 

lower the proportion of Germans among officials in the Baltic gubernias spe-

cifically. (On the whole, they continued to play an important role in the bu-

reaucratic apparatus, including the borderlands). But in this case the anti-

German policy could lead to the proportional growth of other non-Russian 

groups in the bureaucratic apparatus, while the proportion of Russian offi-

cials, as we saw in the example of Revel, could even decrease. 

Various, often interconnected forms of reclamation/appropriation of terri-

tory present a huge number of problems, including: colonization, the rights to 

land ownership, and various practices of symbolic appropriation of space. 

The western provinces after 1864 presents the best example of the effort 

to russify large land ownership. Their effectiveness was rather limited.38 In 

the last two decades of the nineteenth century the authorities were engaged 

more in defensive rather than offensive russifying activities in the western 

provinces, by introducing a whole slew of limitations on the acquisition of 

landed property there not just by Poles but by Germans, and later by any 

foreign subjects. 
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However, the main activity in this area was, of course, peasant and Cossack 

colonization. The limited and hesitant efforts of the Russian peasant coloniza-

tion in the densely populated western provinces were essentially different 

from the colonization of poorly populated expanses of Siberia, the Far East 

and New Russia, as well as of the steppes sparsely populated by nomads. The 

indigenous groups there could be subjected to both the tactic of “condensa-

tion,” when the advent of the land-developing colonists did not imply that this 

territory should be abandoned by its former inhabitants altogether, and to the 

policy of eviction of the inorodtsy from their traditional lands. The same line 

was used with regard to the mountaineers of the North Caucasus. The situa-

tions were different, as were the goals pursued and the unplanned effects. In 

some cases, the main task was the development of the land in the area; in 

others, the resolution of internal military problems; in still others, the main 

motive was the logic of geopolitical rivalry. 39 

In many cases, one of the side effects of Cossack and peasant colonization 

was russification of the migrants themselves. In the new lands, often in an 

“alien” surrounding, the Cossack or Little Russian peculiarities of the mi-

grants turned out to be less significant, and the features of commonality with 

the Great Russians were accentuated, assimilation processes accelerated and 

an all-Russian identity was affirmed.40 There were cases, however, in which the 

migrants began to adopt not just economic methods, but the local popula-

tion’s way of life—there are examples not only of “Polonization,” but also 

“Iakutization” and “Bashkirization” of the Russian migrants.41 

The fascinating and diverse subject of russification in the area of imaginary 

geography is often connected to colonization. Siberia was originally perceived 

as an “alien” space, and in the eighteenth century it was conceptualized as a 

colony. Subsequently, in the nineteenth century, the movement of “Siberian 

separatism” emerged among the Siberian colonists, a movement that at a cer-

tain stage attempted, without denying the Russian roots of the Siberians, to 

formulate the idea of a special Siberian nation, modeled on the self-

government of the British colonies in Australia.42 The idea of Siberia as a 

“Russian land,” as an unalienable part of the national territory took hold very 

late, not until the twentieth century. For instance, in Anton Chekhov’s letters 

from Siberia during his travel to Sakhalin the space and the people of Siberia 

are presented in extremely ambivalent terms—sometimes as “alien,” some-

times as “ours.”43 Similar processes were taking place in regard to numerous 

other regions—the Crimea, the Don, Kuban, the Far East, the Volga and the 

Urals, which did not immediately—if at all—receive the status of national 

territories, and not of just parts of the empire, in the eyes of the Russian na-
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tionalism program. The authorities were able to purposely support this proc-

ess by changing the administrative status of the regions. The Stavropol guber-

nia, e.g., was separated from the Caucasus Province in the mid-nineteenth 

century, and attempts to separate the Kholm gubernia from the Kingdom of 

Poland were made as late as the early twentieth century. An effort to block the 

undesirable, from the authorities’ perspective, trends of political conceptuali-

zation of space is clearly seen in refraining, after a certain moment, from the 

use of the word ��
����������� (“Little Russian”) in the administrative no-

menclature, or in the refusal to create any all-Siberian bodies and institutions 

and in the administrative separation of the Far East from Siberia. 

Among the instruments of symbolic appropriation of space were 

toponymic changes and the building of monuments or churches. However, 

not all the actions of this kind can be regarded as symbolic russification. In 

order to demonstrate how the meaning of formally similar actions can change 

depending on the situation and on the subjective logic of the actors, we will 

use as an example the construction of Orthodox churches during the reign of 

Alexander III and Nicholas II in Sofia, Copenhagen, Helsinki, Warsaw, Riga, 

as well as Vilna, Minsk and a number of other places in the western prov-

inces.44 In the purely material sense these actions are identical, even the archi-

tecture of many of the churches is similar. They may be devoted to the same 

saints: Alexander Nevsky was especially popular as a patron saint.45 However, 

the meaning, the symbolic significance of these constructions can be different 

in principle. 

The churches in Copenhagen and Potsdam were primarily gestures in rela-

tions between dynasties tied by blood. The church in Sofia symbolized the 

role of Russia in the liberation from the Ottoman Empire. The churches in 

Warsaw, Helsinki and Vilna symbolized the Russian presence, and conveyed a 

sense of belonging to the Russian empire for these centers. The building of 

these churches can be described, if you wish, as a russifying measure. But we 

have to bear in mind that it was a period of affirmation of nationalism, even in 

the policy of the ruling dynasty. This is why it can be stated that the russifying 

role in the full sense of the word (i.e., the function of affirmation of the Rus-

sian character of a particular land in the nationalist sense, along with the im-

perial symbolism) was performed only by the churches in those regions of the 

Western Province that were declared a part of the Russian national territory 

and had a predominantly East Slav population. 

It is difficult to assess from the twenty-first century the successes and fail-

ures of the russification processes in the Russian Empire. The results of these 

efforts were severely tested in the course of the First World War, the revolu-
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tion and the civil wars on the territory of the empire, and were subsequently 

“canceled” in some cases and reaffirmed in others by the Soviet nationality 

policy, particularly during korenizatsia in 1920’s. Some elements of the policy 

of territorialization and institualization of ethnicity were preserved even after 

the Soviet leadership had canceled the nativization strategy, combining in 

bizarre ways with the new steps aimed at imposing the Russian language. Be-

ginning in the 1930s, the Soviet nationality policy was based on two deeply 

contradictory principles: the imposition of the Russian language and Soviet 

culture combined with the system of fixed national belonging of individuals 

that blocked a possibility of full assimilation.46 In many former borderlands of 

the empire the results of various processes of assimilation and acculturation, 

as well as of the population policy and of the symbolic appropriation of space 

that took place in the Romanov Empire, and subsequently in the USSR, pre-

sent a serious problem for the new nation-states in the making. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

IDENTITY AND LOYALTY IN THE LANGUAGE POLICY 

OF THE ROMANOV EMPIRE 

AT HER WESTERN BORDERLAND 

 

 

The Case of Script and Alphabet 
 

In a linguistically heterogeneous state and even more so in an empire, the 

regulation of the use of all the languages in government, the courts, and edu-

cation seems to be an unavoidable practice. In addition to the “usual” regula-

tion aimed—at least, in the view of authorities—primarily at ensuring an effi-

cient functioning of governmental and educational institutions, we can also 

single out the cases of government interference in the linguistic sphere that 

were directly and largely concerned with the issues of identity formation and 

loyalty. 

Language is one of among the most important elements in the symbolism 

of ethnicity, while script and alphabet represent symbols with multiple 

meanings which have played and continue to play a key role in identity for-

mation.1 Thus it comes as no surprise that the authorities often interfere 

with the issues of language, alphabet and orthography. This happens both in 

empires and in states which legitimize themselves as nation-states. However, 

the problem of the interrelation of linguistic processes and identity forma-

tion has been regarded almost exclusively in the context of nationalism and 

nation-building.2 

The question of regulating the use of languages loomed especially large for 

the Russian imperial authorities in the second half of the nineteenth cen-

tury—particularly in the empire’s western borderlands, but also in the Volga-

Kama region—when, with the abolition of serfdom, literacy ceased to be re-

garded as the prerogative of the elites. 

Imperial context means several important things for the analysis of the lin-

guistic situation. First of all, it is a special structure of interaction between the 

decision-making center and those peripheral communities whose linguistic 

sphere is subjected to regulation. This interaction and mutual influence goes in 

both directions: not only from center to periphery but the other way, too. There 

are various actors on the periphery; one is the local administration. In some 

cases it can be mostly imported, as it was in the North-Western Province after 
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the uprising of 1863. Often, however, locally born individuals played a highly 

visible role in it, as was the case with the South-Western Province in the same 

period. As for the earlier times, especially before the uprising of 1830–31, the 

empire had attempted to rely on local elites and indirect forms of government in 

all the western borderlands. In either case—when the local elites were repre-

sented in the government and when they were excluded—the plans and ideas of 

the local authorities could differ significantly from the plans and ideas of the 

center. The local authorities influenced the imperial center’s decision-making on 

various, including linguistic, questions—sometimes toward more repressiveness 

and, sometimes, on the other hand, toward more permissiveness. The native 

born functionaries could have influence in this process in either direction.3 

But even if they were denied access to administrative positions, the local 

communities had at their disposal various options to react to the authorities’ 

policies and various ways to communicate their opinions, including loyal and 

non-loyal forms of protest, legal and illegal forms of resistance to governmen-

tal measures, and outright sabotage.4 At the same time, the imperial authority 

wielded a strong influence on the processes of language development in a 

local community, including the choice of orthography and alphabet, especially 

in cases in which the community itself had not come to a consensus on these 

issues.5 

Another important factor that has to be considered in studying a particular 

process in the imperial context is the impossibility of its adequate description 

within the framework of a national narrative. It is necessary to pay close atten-

tion to the motivations of the imperial authorities and conflicting opinions 

among the highest bureaucracy, which is, as a rule, not attempted by national 

narratives. One should also take into account that the politics of identity in 

empires are somewhat more complicated and flexible than in nation-states and 

especially nationalizing states. The imperial authority would often give priority 

not to the imposition of cultural and linguistic homogeneity, but rather to how 

compatible a particular version of ethnic identity is with loyalty to the dynasty 

and the empire. 

A “national” history or even a history of interactions between a particular 

ethnic community and the imperial authority does not, in most cases, provide 

an adequate scale for the analysis of processes taking place in an empire. As a 

rule, the number of actors involved in a particular process is invariably larger 

than two, even if we will for the sake of simplicity, consider separate ethnic 

communities and the imperial center as internally united agents. 

It is extremely difficult to establish direct connections in the policies of the 

authorities regarding different languages, and especially in the policies in dif-
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ferent borderlands of the empire. Certain coincidences in the dates of deci-

sions, of both prohibitive and more lenient character, are evident. We will 

provide some examples further in the text. An example of a transfer of lan-

guage policy, specifically on the issue of alphabet that is of particular interest 

for us in this chapter, is the position on the language question of K. P. Kauf-

man who served as governor-general of the North-Western Province in 1865–

1866, before being transferred to Turkestan. N. I. Ilminskii who designed the 

writing systems for the peoples of the Volga and steppe areas using a modified 

Russian alphabet, described his discussion with Kaufman in 1876 thus: 

 

His patriotic view of the Russian alphabet that does not allow for the 

slightest change or addition when it is used for transcribing alien languages 

originated and developed in much earlier times, when he was governor-

general of the North-Western Province. He ordered Catholic prayer books 

to be printed in the Lithuanian language in Russian letters, and that proved 

to be quite convenient and comprehensible for Lithuanian children… Thus, 

I believe, he became convinced that the Russian alphabet was absolutely 

sufficient for all languages, which in its turn led to a desire to establish the 

Russian alphabet once and for all, as it is, without any changes or addi-

tions, in all the alien languages not only in Turkestan but also in our Volga 

area.6 

 

In an analysis of the implementation of administrative decisions and their 

consequences it is important to consider the situation not only in a particular 

region but also in neighboring empires. Thus, in the Lithuanian and Ukrainian 

cases, let alone in Poland, the Russian Empire did not control the entire eth-

nic territory of the group in question. The fact that the Lithuanian language 

had a base outside the empire—in the Prussian part of the Lithuanian lands—
and the Ukrainian in Galicia—was of principal importance. 

A whole range of considerations should be taken into account in analyzing 

the language policy. One has to define clearly what exactly was done by the 

central authority. This premise looks self-evident at first impression. However, 

in national historiographies there is a traditional tendency to exaggerate the 

scale of prohibitions. Thus, there exists in Lithuania, Poland and Ukraine a 

widespread opinion that the corresponding languages were in a particular 

period prohibited as such, and the motives of this policy are described as “rus-

sifying,” which is not correct in some respects in all three cases. In the Polish 

case the prohibition of the language on a particular territory was not a step 

toward russification of the Poles; in the Lithuanian case, there was no prohibi-
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tion of the language at all, as there was no plan for their russification in the 

foreseeable future; in the Ukrainian case, the drive toward russification un-

doubtedly was present, and repressive steps against the language had taken 

place, but even at the peak of these repressions there was no full prohibition 

on publications in Ukrainian. The problem here is not limited to exaggerating 

the repressiveness of the imperial powers, which is no better than attempts to 

downplay that repressiveness. What is more important is that such simplifica-

tions often deny the researcher an opportunity to understand what was in fact 

prohibited, and why. 

Forms of regulation could and did vary. The complete ban on the public 

use of the Polish language was enacted in the Western Province after the up-

rising of 1863–64. The restrictions were not as comprehensive in the King-

dom of Poland, i.e., they varied from one part of the empire to another in 

regard to the same language. Thus, two Poles boarding a train in Warsaw 

could freely speak Polish in their compartment until the train entered the 

Western Province, where this was illegal. However, having passed through the 

eastern border of the Western Province, they could again speak Polish quite 

legally, including in the imperial capital. For instance, the chief of the Third 

Department P. A. Shuvalov, who considered this prohibition especially ab-

surd, wrote in his memorandum to the Minister of the Interior on February 

16, 1872: “… In Verzhbolovo one can speak Polish at the station and in the 

car, but in Kovno in the same car Polish speech is already forbidden. And 

beyond Rezhitsa, in the Pskov guberniia, it is allowed again. The Third De-

partment knows of abnormal cases that this prohibition has generated.”7 

More or less stringent restrictions on the use of a language in administra-

tion, education, the press and the public sphere in various periods, especially 

in the second half of the nineteenth century, applied to all the languages spo-

ken in the empire’s western borderlands, including not only the Kingdom of 

Poland and the Western Province, but also the Baltic guberniias.8 

However, it is important to distinguish between the situations in which re-

strictions were imposed on the languages formerly dominant in a particular 

region, i.e., Polish and German, and the cases of restrictions against languages 

that did not have a “developed” status and were still undergoing the process of 

emancipation in the nineteenth century, i.e., Lithuanian, Latvian, Estonian, 

Belarusian, Ukrainian and Yiddish. In the former case, the languages were 

being forced out of the spheres where they had formerly held strong positions, 

i.e., the scope of the language usage was in fact being reduced. In the latter 

case, obstacles were being created for the appropriation by new languages of 

new functions in education, administration and the public sphere, i.e., obsta-
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cles aimed at preventing an expansion of these languages into the areas where 

they had not previously played an important role. 

The processes of the elevation of vernaculars to the status of standardized 

literary languages and their expansion into various spheres of public life were 

called by Benedict Anderson “the revolutionary vernacularizing thrust.”9 The 

main task for the emancipation of the Ukrainian language was to distance 

itself from Russian, since the position of the authorities and a large part of the 

public opinion was that the Russian literary language should be common for 

Great Russians, Little Russians and Belarusians. However, in most cases in 

the western borderlands of the Russian empire these “revolutions” meant 

primarily an emancipation not so much from Russian as from Polish which 

dominated in the western borderlands (in the case of Lithuanian and partially 

Belarusian), from German (in the case of the Latvian and Estonian lan-

guages), and from Swedish (in the case of Finnish). In these situations the 

imperial powers were not infrequently supporting the “revolutionaries.” 

Thus, in February 1865, an edict came out that gave the Finnish (“peas-

ant”) language in the Principality of Finland equal rights with the Swedish 

language of the traditional elites. This step was welcomed in Russian society. 

A. Gilferding, who was close to Slavophiles, wrote, for instance, that in all the 

borderlands only the Russian language should be official, while local vernacu-

lars should serve local needs in elementary schools, liturgy and in local 

courts.10 Iu. F. Samarin, in his famous Letters from Riga and later in Russia’s 

Borderlands, decisively supported a union between the empire and the local 

“non-Germans” in the Baltic provinces. 

A special means of regulating the linguistic sphere consisted in changing 

the customary alphabet (such was the case with Lithuanian and later also with 

Latvian, or, to be more precise, with its Latgalian dialect); in attributing a 

particular alphabet for the languages that had traditionally used different tran-

scription systems (as in Ukrainian and Belarusian); or in the choice of alpha-

bet for languages whose writing systems were created by missionaries and/or 

linguists, for instance, for Kazakh, Chuvash and a number of other languages 

of the peoples of the Volga region (where the Cyrillic was preferred to the 

Arabic script). A partial change of transcription was also possible, as in the 

case of the Tatar language: the Arabic script was not forbidden, but the mis-

sionaries developed a parallel Cyrillic system for the Tatar language of Chris-

tened Tatars. Regulations could concern questions of orthography as well. In 

the case of the Ukrainian language the authorities supported the etymological 

rather than phonetic orthography since the latter increased the distance be-

tween Russian and Ukrainian. 



72 THE ROMANOV EMPIRE AND NATIONALISM 

All of these regulations, restrictions and prohibitions could be imposed by 

local authorities and later be confirmed by the central authorities (e.g., such 

was the case with Lithuanian), or could be made at the very “top,” with the 

direct participation of the monarch, as with Ukrainian.11 However, the role of 

the local, borderland actors was highly important in the case of the Ukrainian 

language, too. What is also important is the status of these decisions—
whether they were affirmed by the Tsar’s resolution or were made at the min-

isterial level or even at the level of governor-general. The former case signifi-

cantly limited the possibility of a discussion of the issue on a high bureau-

cratic level, though it did not completely cancel an opportunity for reviewing 

decisions already made by the autocrat.12 

Now, in accordance with the already formulated thesis of the necessity of 

the situational approach which takes into account the interaction of the larg-

est possible circle of actors, we will analyze the situation in the western bor-

derlands of the empire. Until the uprising of 1830–31, the Romanov Empire 

sought to obtain the support of local elites and had recourse to indirect forms 

of rule in the western borderlands. Its intervention in the linguistic situation 

there was minimal, and after the partitions the status of the Polish language in 

the western gubernias improved, if anything. Even in the early nineteenth 

century, when the authorities, seeking to enhance their control, required that 

their Jewish subjects discontinue the use of Yiddish for part of their official 

documentation and switch to a language more accessible to officialdom, they 

left it to the Jews themselves to choose between Russian, Polish and German. 

In other words, language concerned them as a medium, not as an instrument 

of identity formation. It was only after the uprising of 1830–31 that the au-

thorities ceased to consider the Polish nobility a loyal regional elite and con-

siderably limited the use of Polish in the western borderland, including the 

closing down of the Vilno University and the Kremenets Lyceum. At the Kiev 

University which was opened to replace the Vilno University, the Polish lan-

guage was no longer allowed. As is shown in chapter 5, the Ministry of 

Enlightenment under S. S. Uvarov attempted to dictate the use of the Russian 

language in all the universities of the empire; the purpose, however, was the 

establishment of a new form of imperial loyalty and acculturation, rather than 

the assimilation of the Polish and German elites in the borderlands. In the 

period between the Polish uprisings, Nicholas I and his senior officials dis-

cussed the possibility of switching the Polish language completely to the Cyril-

lic alphabet, but this plan was considered to be unrealistic.13 

Although St. Petersburg was alarmed by the specter of Little Russian sepa-

ratism, especially after the Brotherhood of SS. Cyril and Methodius was un-
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covered in 1847, the imperial authorities for all practical purposes did not 

interfere in the development of the Ukrainian language until the very end of 

the 1850s. Immediately after the coronation of Alexander II, the authorities 

did not have a clear position on a program of action for the issues of language. 

One can note the original tendency to treat benevolently the various publish-

ing and educational initiatives in local languages. 

However, the first prohibitive interference of the authorities dates back as 

early as 1859, and it concerned alphabet. Before 1859 the very possibility of 

issuing Latin-alphabet Ukrainian publications in the Russian Empire was not 

questioned, as evidenced particularly by the editions of the verses of Spirydon 

Ostaszewski.14 The same holds true for Belarusian. Between 1855 and 1857, 

with no problem whatsoever, Wincenty Dunin-Marcinkiewicz published four 

Latin-alphabet books in the Belarusian language in the Romanov Empire. 

In 1859, however, a Latin-alphabet Belarusian translation of Adam Mickie-

wicz’s Pan Tadeusz was seized precisely because of the alphabet used in the 

edition. Pan Tadeusz itself was not banned in the Russian Empire. The au-

thorities even compensated Dunin-Marcinkiewicz for the losses he had suf-

fered, as the press run was completed before they adopted a resolution declar-

ing that “the printing of characters containing the application of the Polish 

alphabet to the Russian language” was forbidden from that day forward. The 

censorship circular specified particularly that a rule should be established to 

the effect that works in the Little Russian dialect, especially for distribution 

among the common people, should not be printed in other than Russian let-

ters.15 After 1859, there was no further legal opportunity to publish Latin-

alphabet books in Belarusian or Ukrainian in the Russian Empire until the 

twentieth century. 

The initiative to ban the use of the Latin alphabet in the Ukrainian lan-

guage came from the Kyiv censor (otdel’nyi tsenzor) Novitsky.16 On 14 March 

1859, Novitsky sent a letter to the administrator of the Kyiv school district, N. 

I. Pirogov, noting the dissemination in the empire of “manuscripts in the Lit-

tle Russian dialect, but written in Polish letters,” as well as the import from 

Galicia of books “in the Red Ruthenian (chervonoruskii) dialect, also printed 

in Polish letters.” The immediate impulse for Novitsky was probably his en-

counter with the “Nova ukrainska azbuka” (New Ukrainian Alphabet), written 

in the Latin script, which was presented to him in order to obtain permission 

to print it.17 The censor wrote in particular: 

 

Considering that with the imminent liberation of the peasants literacy 

will, in all likelihood, spread and increase among them; that the peasants of 
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the western gubernias, encountering books here that are written in the Lit-

tle Russian language but in Polish letters, will naturally have a greater pref-

erence to learn the Polish alphabet than the Russian one…that, because 

they understand the Polish language owing to contact with the Polish popu-

lation of this land, they can very easily go over to reading Polish books per 

se and thereby become exposed to the influence of Polish literature alone, 

with consequent alienation from the spirit and tendency of Russian litera-

ture; and, finally, that in Galicia…the local Polish population is deliberately 

and insistently striving to promote the exclusive use of the Polish alphabet 

instead of the Cyrillic one among the indigenous Russian population in or-

der to suppress the Russian nationality by means of literary influence and 

gradually turn it into the Polish nationality, which tendencies may spread 

to our western gubernias by the same means…. Will it not be considered 

useful, in order to protect the Russian nationality among the Russian popu-

lation of the western gubernias, to resolve for the future that works in the 

Little Russian language be printed in Russian letters within the boundaries 

of Russia, or, where it should prove necessary, in Church Slavonic letters, 

and that texts in the Red Russian dialect, published abroad in Polish letters, 

not be allowed to be imported into Russia in any considerable quantity of 

one and the same work?18 

 

On 5 May 1859, on the basis of this letter, Pirogov wrote a memorandum to 

the minister of education, Count E. V. Putiatin, and by 30 May Putiatin had 

already issued a circular (no. 1296) establishing that very prohibition.19 Similar 

measures were taken with regard to the Belarusian language. On 19 June 1859, 

Pirogov sent a directive on the application of that circular to the censorship 

agencies subordinate to him. That is to say, a mere three months passed be-

tween the moment when the Kyiv censor Novitsky formulated his proposals and 

their implementation as an official instruction of the Ministry of Education. 

Novitsky’s letter contained a clear formulation of all the reasons that might 

inspire caution among the authorities with regard to the dissemination of the 

use of the Polish alphabet in the Ukrainian and Belarusian languages. It is safe 

to say that it was precisely the events of 1858–59 in Galicia that led the au-

thorities of the Romanov Empire to focus on the alphabet problem. In May 

1858, at the behest of the governor of Galicia, Count Agenor Gołuchowski, a 

special commission was established to oversee the Galician Ruthenians’ 

switch from the Cyrillic alphabet to the Latin. An attempt was made to intro-

duce the Latin alphabet by legislation in the Galician schools where the 

“Ruthenian” language was taught.20 
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With the blessing of the Austrian authorities, the Czech Josef Jireček, who 

held an important post in the Austrian Ministry of Education, drafted a 

scheme for rendering Ukrainian speech in Latin script.21 A brochure giving an 

account of Jireček’s proposal was printed at the beginning of 1859 as an offi-

cial, but de facto, internal publication; it was not offered for sale. In his draft, 

Jireček deliberately combined the principles of phonetic and etymological 

orthography and, not by accident, chose a Czech and not a Polish model for a 

Ukrainian–Latin script, foreseeing a possible negative reaction on the part of 

the local Ruthenian elites to any sign of Polishness. But such a reaction was 

inevitable in any case. Upon its appearance, Jireček’s proposal mainly aroused 

suspicion that the Czech viewpoint was being imposed.22 However, ultimately 

the link between the Latin alphabet and the tradition of Polish letters proved 

more durable in linguistic consciousness, having become a distinctive stereo-

type: by no coincidence, it was often called the “abecedarium” (the Polish 

abecadło).23 Thus Jireček’s efforts to produce a Latin script cleansed of na-

tional connotations proved futile, and the practical advantages of the new 

system of orthography remained unappreciated.24 Jireček, for his part, made 

no secret of the ideological motivation behind his proposal. A member of the 

Czech Conservative Party and a supporter of Austro-Slavism, he was con-

cerned not only that the Cyrillic (that is, Church Slavonic) script could not be 

adapted to the needs of the vernacular. It also troubled him that as long as the 

Galician Ruthenians used Cyrillic for reading and writing, they would be bi-

ased in favor of Church Slavonic and thus of “Russianism.”25 Here his opinion 

fully coincided with that of the Austrian authorities, who, given the crisis in 

relations with St. Petersburg after the Crimean War, were concerned about 

the spread of “russophile” sentiments. Evidently it was this concern that be-

came the basic reason for the establishment of the commission. In this re-

spect, Vienna’s interests intersected with those of the local Poles, who were 

attempting to hinder the development of greater and lesser national projects 

competing with the Polish one. 

Infuriated by Austria’s conduct during the Crimean War, St. Petersburg 

now paid close attention to Vienna’s every move, and the reaction to the “al-

phabet games” in Galicia was not slow in coming. This is all the more curious 

because at that point the imperial bureaucracy had no clear idea on questions 

pertaining to the status of the Ukrainian language in the Russian Empire. The 

question of the status of the Ukrainian language in the Russian Empire, in 

particular, of the possibility of its use in elementary schools, for the transla-

tion of the Holy Scripture, and for magazine publishing was not actively dis-

cussed until 1862, while the authorities at the time did not object to the open-
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ing of elementary schools with Ukrainian as the language of instruction and 

the publication of Ukrainian primers and a literary journal. The ominous no-

tion that the Poles wanted to “take the initiative into their hands in the matter 

of educating the common folk in the Southwestern land in order to propagate 

the Polish nationality” remained an important element of those discussions.26 

The Polish uprising of 1863 not only accelerated the process of adopting 

bureaucratic decisions with regard to language policy in the western border-

lands of the empire but also the crystallization of the project of the “all-

Russian nation.” In the summer of 1863, the Valuev circular, understood as a 

temporary measure, prohibited the translation of Scripture into Ukrainian and 

the use of Ukrainian in schools and in publications “for the common folk.” 

The project of an “all-Russian” nation from its very inception interpreted dif-

ferences, including linguistic differences, between Great Russians, Little Rus-

sians and Belarussians as having been inherited from the time of the Polish 

rule.27 In that context, Galicia figured as the centre of a competing project, 

first Polish and then purely Ukrainian. With regard to the Ukrainian language, 

imperial policy posited various levels of regulation of the linguistic sphere. 

Concurrently with the authorities’ efforts to permit no enhancement of the 

status of the language and to stave off the literary emancipation of the “dia-

lect,” the linguistic system as such came under pressure. The goal was to pre-

vent formal isolation from the Russian language at all levels of the system. 

The decision of 1859 to prohibit the Latin alphabet for the “Little Russian 

dialect” (which was originally a reaction to developments in Galicia and to the 

efforts of the Poles, pro-Polish Ukrainians and Belarusian activists to dissemi-

nate the Latin alphabet among the peasants of the western borderlands) now 

became part of an extensive set of measures intended to assimilate the East 

Slavic population of the empire into one nation. 

Regarding the East Slav population of the western borderlands, by 1862–63 

the bureaucracy had come to the view that the teaching of literacy had to be 

done in the “all-Russian” literary language. Ukrainian and Belarusian had to 

be preserved as vernaculars suitable for “domestic use,” for publishing litera-

ture on local life, and for historical and folkloristic texts. The attempts by the 

Poles to use the Latin alphabet for Ukrainian and Belarussian were unequivo-

cally perceived as an effort to attract the Rusyns to their side, and those who 

already thought in nationalist categories regarded them as an attempt to “di-

vide” the newly forming all-Russian nation. It is no accident that the ban on 

the use of Latin alphabet for the Russian language in 1859 speaks of Polish, 

not Latin letters. It is evident that the policy regarding the Ukrainian and Bel-

arussian languages combined the efforts to neutralize the Polish attempt to 
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draw a civilizational line in this space along the border of the Polish Com-

monwealth of 1772 (which included the use of alphabet, too) with the assimi-

lation plan of uniting all the East Slavs of the empire under the aegis of an 

“all-Russian nation.” 

After the passing of the Valuev circular and Ems instructions of 1876 

which had drastically limited the area of the legal use of the Ukrainian lan-

guage, the authorities continued their attempts to regulate the Ukrainian lin-

guistic space, this time on the issues of orthography.28 The censors instructed 

publishers to use as a spelling model the etymological orthography of I. P. 

Kotliarevskii’s Collected Works in the Little Russian Dialect (Kiev, 1875).29 The 

authorities attempted to regulate the questions of orthography where Ukrain-

ian was permitted, with the purpose of limiting the distance between the Rus-

sian and Ukrainian norms. The Ems instructions specifically prohibited the 

so-called kulishovka, i.e., the phonetic orthography created by P. A. Kulish.30 

From the standpoint of the authorities, it amounted to nothing less than the 

extension of the gap between the “all-Russian” language and the “Little Rus-

sian dialect” through formal graphic means. 

The considerably lesser attention paid by the imperial authorities to the 

Belarussian language is explained by the weakness of the Belarusian national 

movement compared to its Ukrainian counterpart. By the early 1860s, the 

Ukrainian movement had clearly defined a strategy for the “lexicographical 

revolution,” a desire to emancipate the language and to turn it from a pre-

dominantly vernacular dialect into a standardized, developed literary lan-

guage. 

The sociolinguists studying analogous processes have singled out several fac-

tors that they consider to be decisive for a successful linguistic emancipation. 

One of them is the extent of the language’s development, i.e., its use in all cul-

tural and social contexts, for all communicative purposes, as well as the pres-

ence of a group of activists who identify with this language and are ready to 

make efforts to preserve and develop it.31 The Belarussian movement had not yet 

formed such a group by the 1860s, and the degree of the language development 

lagged behind Ukranian considerably, though the latter also had many problems 

in this respect. It can be said that the Belarusian challenge to the “all-Russian” 

nation project for all practical purposes had not been stated at the time. 

In this connection, it is interesting to investigate the use of language in Pol-

ish propaganda in the course of preparations for the uprising of 1863.32 Unlike 

in 1830–31, the propaganda texts, including appeals to the peasantry, were 

published either in Polish33 or in Ukrainian, but the latter now appeared ex-

clusively in the Cyrillic script. Particularly significant in this respect is a 
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document well known as the “Golden Charter,” which was disseminated 

across the whole territory encompassed by the uprising. The insurgent leaders 

did not rule out the possibility that the peasants might rise against the rebels 

and sought to prevent the peasantry of the western borderlands from perceiv-

ing the uprising as a szlachta and “Polish” affair. “For that very reason, the 

insurgent leaders avoided Polonisms, as in the text of the ‘Golden Charter.’”34 

The “Charter” attests to the definitive consolidation of Cyrillic as a Ukrainian 

national attribute—in Polish consciousness as well as Ukrainian. 

But this holds true only for the Ukrainian case. At the same time (in May 

1863), the underground insurgent government issued a special manifesto ad-

dressed to “the Belarusian brethren.” This document was printed in the Bela-

rusian language, using the Latin alphabet. As in the Ukrainian case, the lin-

guistic appearance of the appeal was carefully considered. The use of the 

Latin alphabet was evidently associated with the identity of the addressees of 

the propaganda texts: naturally, the insurgents expected to find allies mainly 

among Belarusian Catholics. A second possible reason for the insurgents’ use 

of “their own” graphic code in addressing the inhabitants of the Belarusian 

lands may have been the greater (as compared with Ukraine) vagueness of the 

cultural and civilizational boundaries, which is associated, inter alia, with the 

later formation of a purely Belarusian national (and linguistic and cultural) 

discourse. There were no “alphabet wars” involving the Belarusian language, 

and no rigid anti-Latinist position developed on the Belarusian side. 

Having accepted the challenge of the Polish insurgents, the Russian au-

thorities attempted to organize counterpropaganda and issued a series of Cy-

rillic-alphabet brochures in Belarusian, addressing them, as the Poles did, to 

the peasantry.35 In the Belarusian case, representatives of both competing 

“large” projects, the Russian and the Polish, continued to exploit the conflict 

of alphabets: as long as conditions remained indefinite, the issue was an inte-

gral part of the struggle for identity. 

Soon after the suppression of the uprising, in 1865, the Russian imperial 

authorities also introduced a ban on the Latin alphabet for the Lithuanian 

language. A comparison of this measure with the prohibition on the Latin 

alphabet for the Ukrainian and Belarusian languages in 1859 makes it possible 

to discern differences in the goals pursued by the authorities when adopting 

measures that seem identical at first glance. 

Imperial authorities are less concerned than those of nation-states about 

the homogeneity of populations, especially in border regions. By no means, 

even when resolving questions of language, are imperial authorities invariably 

guided by nationalist logic, that is, making cultural and linguistic homogeniza-
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tion the goal of one project or another. Not infrequently, the priority for an 

imperial power is loyalty, including civilizational loyalty, meaning the estab-

lishment of a version of local identity compatible with loyalty to the empire as 

a polity heterogeneous by definition. It is not always possible to distinguish 

national and civilizational factors in official policies with perfect clarity, but 

the matter deserves detailed consideration. The image of the Russian Empire 

as a particular civilizational space where the borderlands were loyal to the 

center, not only as the focus of power but also as a center of civilizational 

attraction, certainly existed as an ideal in the minds of the imperial elite. The 

term “drawing together” (sblizhenie), often used at the time, by no means 

always meant russification in the nationalist sense—assimilation and the in-

culcation of Russian national identity. Thus, Nicholas I’s consideration of the 

possibility of switching the Polish language to the Cyrillic alphabet in the 

period between uprisings was associated rather with the hope of establishing 

among the Poles a version of Polish identity compatible with loyalty to the 

empire and the dynasty. After the uprising of 1863, Nikolai Miliutin who no 

longer expected a rapprochement with the Polish nobility hoped to teach loy-

alty to the Polish peasant. B. A. Uspenskii notes that the attempts to intro-

duce Russian letters to the Polish alphabet (without completely banning the 

Latin script) made at that time by the civil administration of the Kingdom of 

Poland were aimed primarily at the peasantry.36 

The prohibition of the Latin alphabet with regard to the Lithuanian lan-

guage was also directed toward acculturation into the Russian Empire, not 

assimilation into a Russian nation. The goal was not to turn the Lithuanians 

into Russians but to put maximum distance between them and the rebellious 

Poles. (That same goal was behind banning the Latin alphabet for the Latga-

lian dialect, i.e., for those Latvians who lived on the lands of the former Pol-

ish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, while in the Baltic gubernias with their Ger-

man elites the Latin alphabet was not prohibited.) This step was likely moti-

vated by the fear of a polonization of the Lithuanians, which the authorities 

attempted to also prevent by dictating the printing of Lithuanian publications 

in Cyrillic. This does not mean that some representatives of the imperial bu-

reaucracy did not harbor hopes of russifying Lithuanians in the future; but, in 

the second half of the nineteenth century, russification was not a practical 

goal of a particular policy. It was more realistic to expect that, having adjusted 

to Cyrillic, the Lithuanians would have less difficulty learning Russian along 

with, not instead, Lithuanian. 

It has to be noted that the distancing from Polish was considered in the lat-

ter half of the nineteenth century a relevant problem by the Lithuanians them-
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selves, even though it was resolved not by transition to Cyrillic but rather by 

introducing Czech diacritical marks for double consonants transliterated by 

the Polish alphabet.37 

It is evident that the efforts by St. Petersburg to interfere in the matters of 

script and alphabet succeeded to a varying degree in different parts of the 

Western Province. The reason should be sought in, among other things, the 

differences of cultural and literary traditions that defined the forms of open or 

hidden opposition to the imperial linguistic policies. In the Lithuanian case, 

there was no tradition of using Cyrillic in principle. It was perceived as a sym-

bol of an unambiguously alien culture, which predetermined the failure of the 

imperial project of transition to Cyrillic, though among Lithuanian activists 

there were those who considered Cyrillic to be suitable for transliterating the 

Lithuanian language.38 The lifting of the ban on Latin script in 1904 can be 

regarded as a forced recognition by the authorities of their defeat. 

In the Ukrainian environment, the decisive ideological choice in favor of 

the Cyrillic alphabet was made, largely as a reaction to the Polish policies, as 

early as in the 1850s, and subsequent attempts to challenge it by some Ukrain-

ian activists, including Dragomanov, failed. It can be said that the Russian 

imperial authorities entered the struggle over script exactly at the moment 

when the Ukrainians themselves had made an unambiguous choice in favor of 

Cyrillic. 

In the Belarussian case, despite the official prohibition of publications in 

Latin script, the tradition of its use turned out to be rather strong. The compe-

tition of the two cultural-civilizational traditions in the Belarusian-speaking 

environment recommenced at the turn of the twentieth century after the re-

laxation and subsequent cancellation of a number of censorial restrictions. 

Thus, among the 25 periodicals published in Belarussia from 1901–1917, nine 

were published in Latin script, and Nasha Dolia and Nasha Niva used both 

scripts. All in all, before 1918, texts in the Belarusian language were featured 

in 423 publications, 129 of which were printed in Latin script, and some fea-

tured both Latin and Cyrillic texts.39 However, the Cyrillic alphabet finally 

became dominant as of 1912. It is highly likely that the policy of the imperial 

authorities in the second half of the nineteenth century contributed to the 

victory of the Cyrillic alphabet only in the beginning of the twentieth century, 

after the restrictive interference ceased. 

The principal difference from the Ukrainian case (for all the original simi-

larity in the use of Latin alphabet) was determined by the specificity of the 

confessional and social structure of Belarusian society. A significant part of 

the peasant population on the Belarusian lands identified itself with the 
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Catholic (Latin) cultural circle and the Latin alphabet was a central element 

of their sacral world. Belarusian nationalists could not fail to consider this in 

their attempts at national and linguistic mobilization. This fact, in turn, pre-

vented ideologization of the alphabet issue in the Belarusian national dis-

course. Practical considerations won over. Thus, Vaclav Ivanovskii, a probable 

co-author, with Marian Fal’skii, of the Belarusian primer written in the Latin 

alphabet in 1905, remarked on the use of two scripts in Belarusian publishing: 

 

We all know that among us Polishuks, Belarusians, or, as we also call 

ourselves, locals (tuteishiia), there are Catholics and Orthodox; Catholics 

are more accustomed to Latin letters, which they incorrectly call Polish; 

the Orthodox are more accustomed to Slavic or, as they say, Russian let-

ters. Those Russian letters are our immemorial Belarusian ones, but the 

whole world now writes in Latin letters. Arguments often arise among us: a 

Catholic encounters an Orthodox, and they start to argue—ah, one says, 

you are a Pole, and you are a Muscovite. And neither knows what he is 

talking about: neither is the one a Pole nor the other a Muscovite; although 

they are of different faiths, they belong to one people, for both grew up in 

this same local Polisian–Belarusian land of ours and heard their first words 

from their relatives in our native language, and they argue only to their own 

detriment and shame, making themselves a public laughingstock. We are 

therefore publishing this primer in two scripts: choose the one you like; just 

let everyone know that even though the letters are different, the sounds, syl-

lables and words are the same; the language is the same; and the people 

who speak the same language are brothers by birth. 40 

 

The main problem—a literary emancipation of the Belarusian language—
was not solved. Under the circumstances, Belarusian nationalists allocated a 

supporting, subordinate role to the alphabet.41 Having failed to become a 

means of national language policy, the Latin script did nonetheless become an 

important fact of linguistic usage which was contradictory to the all-Russian 

language project. 

The prohibition of the Latin alphabet for the Lithuanian language occupies 

a special place in the list of decisions regulating the use of various languages 

in the empire’s western borderlands. Following the uprising of 1831, the Pol-

ish language which had dominated the lands of the former Polish–Lithuanian 

Commonwealth, was banned from higher education, and the 1863 uprising 

led to an almost total ban on Polish in the Western Province. The prohibition 

of the Latin alphabet for the Ukrainian and Belarusian languages (1859), 
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which was originally aimed at counteracting the Polish influence, became 

after 1863, a part of the system of measures directed at assimilating the East 

Slav population of the Western Province. Unaccompanied by a ban on the 

language itself, the prohibition of the Latin alphabet for Lithuanian and Lat-

galian became a kind of “alphabet war” with the Poles for the civilizational 

appropriation of the Western Province. Another, pan-Slavic front in this war 

in which the imperial authorities were not directly involved, was opened in 

1864, when Catholic priest F. Ks. Malinowski created an “all-Slavic alphabet” 

based on the Polish language. A. Gil’ferding met Malinowski in an effort to 

persuade him of the advantages of the Cyrillic script for this task. This effort 

failed, and Gil’ferding himself set out to create an “all-Slavic” alphabet based 

on Cyrillic and published the result of his effort in 1871.42 (His textbook did 

not find any practical application since by 1870 experiments with Cyrillic for 

Polish textbooks had already been abandoned). 

In the Baltic gubernias and Finland, the script and alphabet did not become 

a subject of the struggle to assert identity. In the Baltic gubernias, as the Ger-

man cultural domination was turning into a problem after German unifica-

tion, the government made a gradual transition to the support of the Latvian 

and Estonian languages in primary schools. At higher educational stages, Rus-

sian was imposed. As for Finland, which preserved a special autonomous 

status, the authorities decisively supported the Finnish language by giving it 

equal rights with Swedish. 

Such policies were not restricted to the western borderlands. In 1858, mass 

conversions of Kriashens to Islam in the Volga-Kama region gave rise to a 

system worked out by the well-known missionary and specialist in eastern 

languages N. I. Il’minskii. In 1862, he prepared a Tatar translation of a primer 

and prayer book for the Kriashens, using the Cyrillic alphabet. Ilminsky 

adopted the same principle of translating religious literature into local lan-

guages, using Cyrillic script, when dealing with a number of peoples in the 

Volga-Kama region, including Bashkirs and Kazakhs. New words lacking in 

the local languages were borrowed from Russian. Two circumstances must be 

noted here. Back in the early 1850s, Il’minskii, placing missionary activity 

above linguistic russification, planned to develop writing systems for a number 

of local languages using the Arabic script. Only under the influence of the 

more experienced Orientalist V. V. Grigoriev, who convinced him of the dan-

ger of spreading Tatar influence (and, with it, ideas of Islamism and Pan-

Turkism) among neighboring peoples, did Il’minskii settle on Cyrillic.43 Time 

and again, his activities were criticized by supporters of linguistic russification, 

who maintained that by developing writing systems for local languages, Il’min-



 IDENTITY AND LOYALTY IN THE LANGUAGE POLICY 83 

skii was impeding that process. One of Il’minskii’s counterarguments was that 

the Tatar assimilationist project had considerable potential at the time, and 

his activity in developing local languages blocked that danger, while the Cyril-

lic alphabet was a prerequisite for the easier acquisition of Russian in the fu-

ture.44 

Thus, the differences in the situations on the empire’s borderlands not-

withstanding, we can see a number of similar features. In all cases, the au-

thorities were afraid that a particular group was powerful enough, materially 

and culturally, to attempt implementing its own assimilation project regard-

ing weaker groups. This menace was thought to come from the Poles in the 

Western Province, from the Germans in the Baltic provinces, and from the 

Tatars in the Volga and Kama region. In all cases the authorities tried to 

prevent the implementation of such a project, and one of the instruments, 

especially in the Western Province and the Volga area, consisted in a more 

or less insistent spreading of Cyrillic script. Il’minskii’s experience shows 

that it had not always been the result of a direct action aimed at achieving 

linguistic russification—he even created writing systems in local languages 

instead of attempting to impose Russian exclusively. Such was, most likely, 

the case with Lithuanian in the western provinces when the priority was 

given to the struggle against a competing influence and to the effort to 

strengthen the version of identity that would be compatible with political 

and civilizational loyalty to the empire. 

In the western provinces, the Russian Empire’s competitor was the stateless 

Polish movement. In the Baltic provinces this threat was directly connected to 

the growing power of Germany. Finally in the Volga region, the Ottoman 

Empire was the alternative gravitational center for the Muslim and Turkic 

peoples. However, if we consider the support by Vienna of the Polish policies 

in Galicia, it will become evident that in all of these cases it is possible to 

speak of language policy as a part of a complex system of competition be-

tween neighboring empires. All of this would be revealed with renewed power 

and clarity during World War I.45 

 

* 

 

During the first Soviet decades, policy with regard to various alphabets un-

derwent plenty of striking variations.46 The policy of korenizatsiia (indigeniza-

tion, taking root), implemented in the USSR in the 1920s, was based on the 

ideology of decolonization and promoted local languages in administration 

and education. Cyrillic was perceived as one of the symbols of Russian impe-
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rialism and russification. Even before an official position on language ques-

tions had been worked out, a number of peoples went over to the Latin alpha-

bet from the Cyrillic (the Yakuts in 1920 and the Ossetians in 1923). In quite 

a few cases, however, ethnic groups such as the Komi, Mordvinians, Chu-

vashes and Udmurts rejected efforts to introduce the Latin alphabet, prefer-

ring to reform the Cyrillic system that they already had. The Kalmyks went 

over from Mongol writing to Cyrillic. The Khakases, Assyrians, Roma, Oirots 

and several other small peoples chose the Cyrillic alphabet. It may be said that 

in a “free competition” between the Latin and Cyrillic alphabets neither 

gained a clear advantage over the other. 

The question of introducing the Latin alphabet was discussed with particu-

lar intensity among the Muslim population. The movement to establish a “new 

Turkic alphabet” based on Latin script was initiated in Azerbaijan in 1922. A 

Turkological Congress that approved a plan of reform was held in Baku in 

1926. In 1927, this initiative received the sanction of the Politburo and fund-

ing from the state budget. The Bolshevik leadership considered that the transi-

tion to the Latin alphabet would undermine the influence of Islam, which was 

closely associated with Arabic script. Moscow was not unduly worried about 

the Pan-Turkic aspect of the project at the time. By 1930, thirty-nine lan-

guages had been switched to the Latin alphabet. Some of them made that 

transition from Cyrillic, which the authorities, having proclaimed Great Rus-

sian chauvinism the principal danger, did not consider reprehensible in any 

way. A campaign to switch the Finno-Ugric languages to the Latin alphabet 

was undertaken in the late 1920s and early 1930s with the full support of the 

central authorities. By 1932, a total of sixty-six languages had been switched to 

the Latin alphabet in the USSR, and another seven were being prepared for 

the process. In the late 1920s, preparations were even made to switch the 

Russian language to the Latin alphabet.47 We see that, given a change of ideo-

logical outlook and political priorities, the central authorities in the new em-

pire, the USSR, could make a cardinal policy changes with regard to alpha-

bets. 

Against this background, the fate of latinizing projects in the Belarusian 

SSR and the Ukrainian SSR—the former western borderlands of the Russian 

Empire—is particularly instructive. The main task of language building in 

Ukraine in the 1920s was to create a single orthography for all the Ukrainian 

lands, taking account of the language’s historical development. The task was 

entrusted to a State Orthographic Commission attached to the People’s 

Commissariat of Education, established on 23 July 1925.48 A total of sixty 

proposals (thirty-seven of them from Galicia) were presented for its consid-
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eration, and the commission’s work resulted in the publication of a composite 

draft titled Ukraïns’kyi pravopys (Ukrainian Orthography; Kharkiv, 1926), 

which particularly stressed the task of setting the alphabet right (p. 4). The 

culminating stage of discussion was the convocation in 1927 of an all-

Ukrainian conference on the question of systematizing orthography, which 

took place in Kharkiv with the participation of representatives (seventy-five in 

all) from western and eastern Ukraine. The pronouncements of the republican 

leadership evinced an awareness that, as before, external actors were involved 

in the orthographic discussions: “Here it is necessary to avoid deviations in 

two directions that present themselves in connection with the publication of a 

Ukrainian orthography: a desire to use orthography to differentiate the 

Ukrainian language from Polish or Russian, depending on one orientation or 

the other that is to be found among representatives of our scholarly and social 

thought.”49 Following stormy debates at the conference and supplementary 

work on the part of the commission’s presidium, Ukraïns’kyi pravopys was 

ratified by the commissar of education, Mykola Skrypnyk, in September 1928. 

Somewhat later, in May 1929, the orthography was approved at a meeting of 

the Shevchenko Scientific Society in Lviv,50 marking an important stage in the 

establishment of a single Ukrainian norm. 

The orthographic discussion also provided grounds for returning to the 

question of the applicability of the Latin alphabet to the Ukrainian language, 

which appeared to have been settled definitively. In this case, the project of 

Latinizing Ukrainian writing was associated with the conception of Marrism, 

which also entailed switching the Russian language to the Latin alphabet. In 

that context, latinization was the foundation for the unification of languages 

and scripts on the basis of one Latin alphabet as the most widespread, and 

thus an urgent task of communist construction.51 

However, in the course of discussion at the orthographic conference of 

1927, the proposal to switch Ukrainian writing to the Latin alphabet was re-

jected. The well-known Ukrainian dialectologist and lexicographer Yevhen 

Tymchenko formulated his ideas on refashioning orthography in a reformist 

key, proposing the use of certain letters of the Latin alphabet in order to con-

vey specific Ukrainian sounds.52 Some of these proposals (presented by 

Mykola Skrypnyk) were initially approved by the conference, and it was only 

the intervention of the republican party authorities that prevented their ap-

pearance in the final version of Ukraïns’kyi pravopys.53 

Analogies to the Ukrainian situation are easy to find in Soviet Belarus of 

that period. The korenizatsiia policy offered extraordinarily propitious condi-

tions for establishing a consistently phonetic orthography for the Belarusian 
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language. An academic conference on systematizing Belarusian orthography 

took place somewhat earlier than the Ukrainian conference, in 1926. The 

question of the possible use of the Latin alphabet in Belarusian writing was 

raised there as well, with more fundamental argumentation in favor of such a 

measure than in Ukraine. Aside from declarations in a revolutionary Marrist 

spirit on the Latin alphabet as the graphic system and international alphabet 

of the future, the arguments of supporters of latinization included vindications 

of its advantages for rendering the phonetic peculiarities of Belarusian speech 

in writing. 

The conviction that radical changes in graphic forms of language were un-

timely,54 as well as the view that proposals for the introduction of the Latin 

alphabet masked yet another attempt at polonization, predetermined their 

failure in Ukraine and Belarus alike. Wholly typical in this regard was the 

pronouncement of one of the ideologues of language policy in Ukraine during 

the era of Ukrainization, the people’s commissar of education, Mykola Skryp-

nyk. In formulating the conclusions of the orthographic discussion, he associ-

ated the idea of latinization in various historical periods primarily with the 

theme of a “foreign” national threat: 

 

There were other attempts as well to establish the Latin alphabet for 

the Ukrainian language. The most prominent spokesmen for the intro-

duction of this tendency were, on the one hand, a group of Polonized 

Ukrainian writers of the 1830s and, on the other, the leaders of the colo-

nization of Western Galicia in the 1870s and 1890s, and, in recent times, 

the leaders of Czechization in Transcarpathian Ukraine and the Roma-

nian government, which in Bessarabia and Bukovyna is now forcibly in-

troducing the Latin alphabet for the Ukrainian population of Bessarabia 

and Bukovyna.55 

 

These arguments were subsequently exploited by the authorities, who has-

tened to intervene and carry out a political investigation. As early as 1929, 

accusations of planning to introduce the Latin alphabet and of pro-Polish 

attitudes figured in the arrests of Ukrainian and Belarusian linguists. Renounc-

ing the idea of introducing the Latin alphabet did not save them from accusa-

tions of nationalism and of an orientation on “Polish and Czech bourgeois 

culture” formulated by a commission of the People’s Commissariat of Educa-

tion of Ukraine to inspect work on the language front, headed by Andrii 

Khvylia.56 It was precisely this aspect that was now taking center stage instead 

of russification, for the policy of korenizatsiia released the powerful energies 
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of ukrainization and belarusization that to a large extend undid the achieve-

ments of the russification policy here before the First World War. 

After 1932, the program of latinization of Turkic languages came under re-

vision as well—the role of “enemy number one” passed from Islam to Turkic 

nationalism and pan-Turkism. The Soviet foreign policy was now oriented not 

so much toward exporting revolution as to cutting off external influences on 

the population of the USSR. As a result, the alphabet policy made another 

(not the last) about-face, which is one more proof of the thesis proposed at 

the beginning of this chapter—namely that the imperial policy in the linguistic 

sphere is more flexible then the policy of a nation-state and can only be un-

derstood in a wide context of interaction taking place both within the empire 

and in its foreign policy. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

THE ROMANOV EMPIRE AND THE JEWS 

 

 

 

 

Moscow isolationism 

 

In 1526 the Jews were banned from entering Muscovy. That happened 

soon after several leaders of the Judaizer heresy, which had spread its influ-

ence even to the court and profoundly shaken the Muscovite society, were 

executed in 1504. The ban, with a few qualifications, remained in force until 

the second half of the eighteenth century, spreading dangerous heretical ideas 

was the main accusation. (In the language of the time any heresy was de-

scribed as judaizing.) When a certain naval captain Aleksandr Voznitsyn con-

verted to Judaism during the rule of Empress Anna, he was publicly and quite 

expeditiously burnt in the new capital, St. Petersburg, in 1738 together with 

Borokh Leibov, who was accused of this act of proselytism.1 

By the eighteenth century the majority among the elite was convinced that 

allowing at least some Jewish merchants into the Empire would be fiscally 

beneficial, but no ruler was prepared to amend the law. Some were more 

equivocal about the reasons for keeping the ban than others—Peter I does not 

sound anti-Jewish in his explanations, but Empress Elizabeth very much does.2 

When Catherine II was offered the project of Jewish colonization in Russia in 

the very first days of her rule, she had to bow to the strong traditionalist oppo-

sition and postpone the advancement of the issue in spite of the fact that no-

body questioned its economic benefit.3 That did not prevent, however, the 

governor of New Russia, A. P. Melgunov, from recruiting some Jewish set-

tlers.4 Only several years later, in 1768, did the law for the first time explicitly 

permit certain Jews, namely the Ottoman prisoners of war, to settle in a cer-

tain region of the empire, New Russia. 

Thus, before the partitions of Poland, the Jews had been perceived in Rus-

sia as potentially beneficial trade partners (merchants), as potentially useful 

artisans and agricultural settlers for the vacant lands of New Russia. As bear-

ers of expertise, the few Jews who had been permitted to live in Russia were 

present in their capacity as doctors and other specialists. The majority of the 

Jews that Russia received in the wake of the partitions of the Polish–
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Lithuanian Commonwealth did not in any way correspond to the qualities and 

roles ascribed to them by the Russians before the partitions (when the Rus-

sians gave them any thought at all). Both the ruling elite and the populace had 

no experience dealing with Jews, and there was practically no awareness of 

Jewish life, particularly of life in the shtetls.5 

Since the sixteenth century the Jews had also been perceived as a source of 

threat in the form of Judaic proselytism. (The belief in the special suggestive 

powers of the Jews survived until the twentieth century.6) However, the anti-

Semitic motif of blood libel, traditional for the societies west of the Russian 

borders, had no currency in the Russian folk culture, in which an image of the 

Jew was practically absent.7 The attitude toward this anti-Semitic motif among 

the elites was likewise skeptical, both in the eighteenth century, when the 

Russian Orthodox hierarchs refused to canonize the alleged victims of Jewish 

blood rites, and in later times.8 

Russia as a whole was absolutely unprepared to turn, in two decades, from 

a country that had practically no Jews, into a country with the largest Jewish 

population in the world and one receiving as its subjects the majority of the 

European Jewry. To make matters even more complicated, it was not the Jews 

known to Western Europe in the eighteenth century, largely acculturated and 

integrated in local communities, but, predominantly, the traditionalist, isola-

tionist Jews that would soon be named Ost-Juden in a contrast with their ac-

culturated Western European brothers in faith. 

 

 

Getting Jews (not many) 
 

The first partition of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth in 1772 

brought under Catherine’s rule a certain number of Jews, residing in the an-

nexed territories of White Russia—the Mogilev and Vitebsk provinces. It is 

impossible to establish with any accuracy the number of Jews who became 

Russian subjects as a result of the first partition, but in all probability it did 

not exceed fifty thousand.9 The Jews produced a strange and revolting impres-

sion on the first Russian officials who had the duty to familiarize themselves 

with their life. It is clear that in their assessments these officials largely relied 

on the local Christians who provided them with various kinds of information 

on the dishonest trade practices of the Jews and their skills in circumventing 

the laws. 

In the years immediately following the first partition, the new authorities 

demonstrated contradictory tendencies in defining the legal status of the Jews. 
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This comes as no surprise. On the one hand, the knowledge about the Jews 

was extremely limited, and the authorities were inevitably influenced by Polish 

traditions and approaches. This is why in a number of documents the entire 

Jewry was regarded as a separate estate, in accordance with the Polish tradi-

tion. This approach was reflected in establishing taxation rates: all the Jews 

had to pay the same tax different from both the peasant and merchant rates, 

and this tax (1 ruble) was higher than that of the peasants, but lower than the 

merchant tax. 

On the other hand, the authorities took a number of steps that decisively con-

tradicted the tendencies of the Jewish legislation in the last years of the Polish–

Lithuanian Commonwealth. First of all, they restored the broad powers of the 

kahal, i.e., the Jewish communal self-government, which in the Polish–

Lithuanian Commonwealth had been abolished on the regional level in 1764, 

and had been reduced locally throughout the Commonwealth. This imperial 

measure can be partially explained by the wish of the authorities to find as soon 

as possible an effective agent to rule over the new and, for them, largely strange 

subjects—not in the least for the purposes of tax collection. However, it has to 

be noted that, in their drive to compensate for their own bureaucratic weakness, 

the authorities preferred to restore Jewish self-government rather than to dele-

gate the power over them to the local Christian elites. 

Catherine II shared the common Enlightenment view of the Jews as people 

whose bad qualities were the product of bad conditions rather their innate 

nature. It was unquestionably in the spirit of enlightened absolutism that 

Catherine II made the decision, at the request of the Jews of Shklov in 1787,10 

to prohibit the use of the word Yid as insulting, and to replace it in the official 

documents with the word Jew. The authorities adhered this ruling from that 

time on. 

The same tendency is reflected in Catherine’s decree of January 7, 1780, 

also issued at the Jews’ own request, 11 which ordered that all her Jewish sub-

jects should enlist in two of the existing estates—merchants and town dwell-

ers (meschanstvo)—and enjoy all the rights and privileges of these estates 

together with their Christian members. In fact, this decree, when we see it in 

the context of the absence of the later discriminatory laws, adopted in the 

1790s, was nothing less than a wholesale emancipation of the Jews in the 

Russian empire—to the extent that anybody could have been considered 

emancipated in this largely feudal, estate-based society. The decree of 1780 

ran against not only the Polish customs, but also against the centuries-old 

tradition of Magdeburg law, which banned Jews from the artisan and mer-

chant corporations, not to mention magisterial positions. If we take into ac-
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count that the “Edict of Tolerance,” issued by Joseph II for the Jews of Bo-

hemia and Moravia is dated to 1781, the pioneering character of Catherine’s 

decree becomes evident. 

The weakness of this decree was that it presupposed that all the Jews fell 

precisely into these two categories, while in fact a significant part of their 

population lived in the shtetls that had no urban status. This shortcoming of 

the decree would not be significant if the number of the Jews in Russia had 

not increased so radically after the subsequent partitions. 

In some respects, rich Jews found themselves in an advantageous position 

compared with non-Jewish merchants. The 1782 Senate decree permitted 

Jewish merchants, when their commercial interests demanded, to move from 

town to town, while generally the imperial legislation forbade town dwellers 

and merchants from leaving towns in which they were registered. Historians 

often make the caveat that the legislator most probably meant only the newly 

acquired territories, but it is nothing but a projection into the past of the later 

Pale of Settlement. The decree itself makes no limiting provisions. 

Before long, the authorities were faced with a typical reaction to emancipa-

tion measures regarding Jews, namely with the resistance and protests of the 

Christian, primarily Polish, population.12 In all such situations throughout 

Europe governments initially decided to bow and preserve the controls on the 

Jewish population.13 In the Russian case the authorities did not amend the 

law, which allowed Jews to elect and be elected to the local magistrates. The 

1785 Charter to the Towns reaffirmed the right of the Jews to enter any of the 

six categories of town dwellers that elected the magistrate. The Jews’ com-

plaints of the violations of the law on the part of the Christian population and 

administration were considered the same year by the Senate with the partici-

pation of Jewish representatives; and all the Jewish rights, including the right 

to be elected burgmeisters and councilors of the magistrate, were confirmed.14 

The Senate made a special confirmation of the abolition of all Polish laws that 

introduced differences between Jews and Christians. “As the people of the 

Jewish law,” read the decree of February 26, 1785, “have entered already, by 

virtue of Her Majesty’s edicts, into a state equal to that of the others, it is 

deemed necessary in each case to observe the rule, established by Her Maj-

esty, that every one is endowed with the rights and privileges in accordance 

with his rank and state, regardless of the law (faith) and the tribe.” At that 

moment in time, the legal situation of Jews in the Russian Empire was better 

than anywhere else in Europe. 

However, in practice local administrators in many cases were reluctant to 

oppose with full force those Christian nobles and town dwellers who pre-
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vented Jews from exercising these rights. In some cases that could be an ex-

pression of their own anti-Jewish attitude, in others it was the wish to avoid 

conflicts with the Christian subjects. 

David E. Fishman’s book Russia’s First Modern Jews convincingly demon-

strates that in the period between the first and the third partitions of the Pol-

ish–Lithuanian Commonwealth the elite of the Jews falling under the imperial 

authority of the Romanovs lived through an intensive acculturation process 

similar to the German Maskilim movement. Its leading representatives were 

actively developing contacts with the Russian aristocracy, receiving highly 

profitable contracts, and, thanks to their wealth and connections, wielded 

considerable political influence. The most remarkable individuals, e.g., Nota 

Notkin and Joshua Zeitlin, while retaining the Judaic faith, boasted courtly 

titles (Zeitlin was a court counselor—nadvornyi sovetnik), and possessed large 

estates with hundreds of serfs. 

Fishman justifiably considers the period between 1772 and the early nine-

teenth century a “golden era” in the life of the Jewish community of the town 

of Shklov, which is his object of study.15 Of course, the life of the Jews was not 

cloudless. However, when they entered a conflict with their former protectors, 

as the Jews of Shklov did with Semion Zorich, they would receive the protec-

tion of even higher notables, like Grigorii Potemkin.16 

An apt illustration is provided by the events of the early 1790s, when the 

Moscow merchants’ complaint of the “dishonest practices” of the Jewish entre-

preneurs who had settled in the city was supported by the State Council, leading 

to the emperor’s decree of December 23, 1791, that prohibited Jews from living 

and registering as merchants outside of White Russia. The same decree, how-

ever, allowed Jews to register as merchants in Ekaterinoslav and in Crimea. It is 

hardly possible to predict with any assurance just how the legislation regarding 

the imperial territories authorized and proscribed for Jewish settlement would 

have developed if the new partitions of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, 

which radically increased the number of Jews among the Russian subjects, had 

not soon followed. The assessment of this document by Klier is contradictory—
on the one hand, he describes it as “one of the cornerstones” of the ensuing 

discriminatory legislation; on the other, he states that “restrictions on Jewish 

mobility did not have a discriminatory intent.”17 The question here is whether 

the conscious legal discrimination against the Jews began before or after the 

new partition of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth. It seems that Klier was 

correct in his second assessment, in which case the beginning of purposeful 

legal discrimination should be dated to 1794, the year that saw the introduction 

of double taxation of the Jews.18 



98 THE ROMANOV EMPIRE AND NATIONALISM 

But even under the new circumstances, created by the final partition of the 

Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, Notkin, who was the main target of the 

Moscow merchants’ complaint, did not return to Shklov after the edict, but 

moved to St. Petersburg, under the protection of influential aristocrats. In 

1802, Notkin and his brothers in faith established in the imperial capital, the 

Jewish Burial Society, which was officially granted a plot of land for the ceme-

tery, where Notkin was buried after his death in 1804. 

On the whole, the period between 1772 and the early 1790s demon-

strated the tendency on the part of the authorities toward emancipation and 

integration of the relatively scarce Jewish subjects of the empire, which was 

reflected in a number of legislative acts. Even as late as in 1803, Judah Leib 

Nevakhovich, the author of the first Russian-language literary work written 

by a Jew,19 could still quite sincerely thank the government for the benefits it 

bestowed on the Jews and consider their situation in the Russian Empire as 

decisively advantageous compared to the situation in the Polish–Lithuanian 

Commonwealth in its late stages. Nevakhovich’s main complaint was about 

the hostile attitude on the part of society toward Jews. 

 

 

Getting Jews (a lot)—or—numbers matter 
 

As a result of the second and third partitions of the Polish–Lithuanian 

Commonwealth, the Russian Empire received, depending on the estimate, 

from 500,000 to 700,000 new Jewish subjects. The annexation of the Princi-

pality of Warsaw, transformed into the Kingdom of Poland, with its 300,000 

Jews (1815) and of Bessarabia with 20,000 Jews (1812) increased the Jewish 

population of the empire even further. More than half of all European Jews 

ended up in the Russian Empire. 

Throughout the nineteenth century, the Jews showed a higher natural popula-

tion growth rate than the vast majority of other ethno-religious groups of the Rus-

sian Empire, which increased their share in the empire’s population from 1.5 

percent in 1800 to 4.8 percent in 1880. By 1880, the Russian Jewish subjects had 

come to comprise more than half of the world’s Jewish population, while in 1800 

they had constituted less than a quarter.20 By 1900, in the list of the largest urban 

Jewish communities of the four continental empires of Europe (the Ottoman, the 

Hohenzollerns, the Habsburgs and the Romanovs), 5 out of 10, 13 out of 20, 19 

out 30 and 26 out of 40 were located in the Russian Empire.21 

According to the only all-empire population census of 1897, there were 

5,189,400 Jews, which constituted 4 percent of the empire’s population. 
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Between 1881 and 1914 almost 2 million Jews left the Russian Empire, 

which led to a decrease in their share of the total population to 3.1 percent 

by 1914. 

A researcher of Russian Jewry wrote that at the turn of the twentieth cen-

tury “just 300 thousand Jews lived outside the Pale of Settlement.”22 What 

deserves special attention in this phrase is the word “just.” To be precise, 

314,000 Jews outside the Pale of Settlement and the Kingdom of Poland23 

did indeed comprise only about 7 percent of the total number of Russian 

Jews. But these “just” 300,000 were triple the number of Jews in Holland 

(106,000) or France (90,000), more than a hundred times more then the 

number of Jews in Spain and Portugal (2,500), 60,000 more than the Jewish 

population of the United Kingdom, and equaled more than half of all Jews 

in Germany (607,000).24 In the meantime, in many European countries, the 

governments (and significant portions of the population) believed there 

were “too many” Jews, and, without question, no European government of 

the nineteenth and early twentieth century complained of a “shortage” of 

Jews.25 

The great number of the Russian Jews and their “unenlightened” condition 

was a subject raised time and again in the Russian press as an obstacle to their 

emancipation. For instance, the mostly liberal Golos, which generally did not 

show any hostility to Jews, suggested in 1866 that legal discrimination should 

be abolished only for those Jews who had graduated from public schools, 

citing the qualitative differences in the proportion of Jews in the population of 

Russia on the one hand and France, Great Britain and Holland on the other.26 

Undoubtedly, references to the excessive number of Jews in the empire were 

used as a dishonest argument by those who opposed legal emancipation of 

Jews in any case, but that does not negate the existence of the problem as 

such. When comparing the Jewish situation in the Russian Empire and the 

Russian government policy in the “Jewish question” with the policies toward 

Jews in Western Europe one should take into consideration not only the dif-

ferences between Jewish populations (the degree of their acculturation and 

peculiarities of their social structures) and contextual differences (i.e., general 

features of social and political development), but also the numbers, which 

reflected a radically different scale of the problem in the Russian Empire. The 

Jewish emancipation in Russia was indeed a more complicated task than in 

most European states (which, I reiterate, does not mean it could not or should 

not have been solved). Only the Habsburg Empire had a proportion of the 

Jewish population comparable to that of the Russian Empire. (We shall return 

to the comparison of the Jewish situation in the Romanov and Habsburg em-
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pires later.) It is surprising how often historians who know these figures well 

“forget” about them completely when comparing the “Jewish question” in the 

Romanov empire with that in other countries. 

 

 

After the Partitions 
 

Having realized after the partitions that the Jews had become, numerically, 

a major group within the empire, the government began to study the problem 

anew. The formation of the “Jewish question” in the empire, i.e., the recogni-

tion of the Jews by the authorities as a “problem” that required a special set of 

regulations, including legal measures, to turn them into “useful” subjects of 

the empire and in the meantime to prevent them from exercising their “harm-

ful influence” can be dated back to this time. In the late 1790s, the governors 

of the western borderlands were required to collect opinions of the local Pol-

ish marshals on the role of the Jews in the life of the land and on steps that 

should be taken to reform them. This question was mostly considered in con-

nection with the problem of the disastrous situation of the peasants in the 

borderland. The marshals, naturally, were quick to blame the Jews exclusively 

for the lamentable situation of the local peasants. From that time on, tavern-

keeping, the license to produce alcohol, money lending, estate rentals, and 

peddling began to be considered, not completely undeservedly, as undesirable, 

harmful Jewish occupations. 

Soon thereafter, the Governor of Lithuania I. G. Frizel and G. R. Derz-

havin presented their memoranda with plans for the reformation of Jewish 

life. They suggested measures for a hierarchical organization of the rabbinate, 

limitation of the rights of the kahal, incorporation of Jews into the existing 

social structure of the empire and a whole number of legal restrictions that, 

according to the authors, were designed to block the harmful influence of the 

Jews upon the Christian population. 

In 1802, the Jewish Committee was set up to prepare a legal code regarding 

Jews. The composition of the Jewish Committee was quite indicative—these 

were high-ranking Russian bureaucrats, Polish aristocrats and those Jews who 

already had close ties to the official and aristocratic St. Petersburg society—
Peretz, Nevakhovich, and Notkin. In the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, 

Jews as tenants and mediators served the interests of the dominant Polish 

nobility. After the partitions this nobility became a regional elite in the Rus-

sian Empire. In the early nineteenth century, the Polish aristocracy was in-

vited to become part of the imperial elite, but it is a telling fact that only the 
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Jews who already had close ties to St. Petersburg took part in the work on the 

Committee. Since 1815, with the creation of the Kingdom of Poland, the 

situation became even more complicated, and after the uprising of 1830–31 

the Polish nobility was no longer regarded as a loyal regional elite of the Rus-

sian Empire, and no large-scale incorporation of the Polish nobility into the 

imperial elite was on the agenda. Those Jews, still numerically dominant, who 

remained connected by economic interests to the Polish nobility, were no 

longer agents of an elite which dominated in the state, but of a regional elite 

that had entered into a protracted and deepening conflict with the empire. 

Certain repressive measures were intended primarily for the Poles, but, for 

example, the double recruiting quota, introduced in 1841, was in 1851 also 

extended to the Jews.27 It is possible to look beyond a simple statement of the 

interconnection of the Polish and Jewish questions in the imperial politics. 

The Jewish question must finally become a part of the general, complex sub-

ject: identifications, loyalties, and the imperial policy on the western border-

lands.28 And it should be considered within the framework of an interactive, 

situational approach. 

The Statute, introduced in 1804, confirmed the restrictions on the move-

ment of the Jews that had begun to form in the late eighteenth century, thus 

solidifying de facto the Pale of Settlement. It should be mentioned, however, 

that this legislation simultaneously provided a rather large expanse of territory 

open for Jewish residence—the Pale incorporated New Russia (permanently), 

as well as Astrakhan (temporarily). At the same time, many discriminatory 

measures suggested by Derzhavin and Frizel were not reflected in the Statute. 

The Statute invited Jews to send their children to state comprehensive 

schools, but allowed them to preserve separate schools funded from their own 

sources, and prescribed that they be taught one of three languages—Russian, 

Polish or German. This last rule was clear evidence that the authorities had no 

russification plans—what was important was teaching Jews any language that 

could serve as a means of communication between the authorities and the 

Jews and promote their acculturation in the spirit of the Enlightenment. The 

Statute made provisions for transferring all the documentation concerning 

commercial activity and property rights to one of these languages within six 

years, and also required the knowledge of one of them by rabbis and kahal 

members. 

The articles that encouraged the Jews’ transition to the category of agricul-

tural settlers (zemledeltsy) were also inspired by the Enlightenment ideas of 

adopting new, “useful” occupations. Jews could buy vacant land, settle on 

public land; they received credits and tax waivers for 10 years as well as the 
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waiver from the double tax that had remained in force since 1794.29 The Stat-

ute specifically emphasized that Jews working on the land remained free and 

could not fall into any form of serfdom. 

Initially, the Jews were supposed to receive public lands in all the regions 

where they had permission to reside. However, taking into account the short-

age of land in the western borderland and the still relevant problem of settling 

New Russia, the settlement became the main focus. 

The Jewish agricultural settlers were initially given an allowance from the 

state funds. In 1810 1,690 families were resettled to the Kherson gubernia. 

Due to exhaustion of the allocated finances, the resettlement was ordered to 

stop. The authorities had run into that traditional Russian problem—theft of 

state funds. After the inspection by General Inzov in 1819 the program of 

resettlement was renewed, but this time at the expense of Jewish societies. 

The 1835 Statute of Nicholas I allowed all willing Jews to transfer into the 

category of zemledeltsy. The inevitable problem—absence of agricultural skills 

and experience among the Jews—prompted the government in 1847 to decide 

to appoint German colonists as village heads in the Jewish settlements.30 The 

law of May 30, 1866, declared the cancellation of the Jewish colonization 

program. However, in fact, it continued until 1881. 

In 1897 New Russia alone had 500 settlements with 25,700 families, of 

which about 23,000 were Jewish, and totaled 34,531 men on 32,851 desiatins 

of land. About 10 percent of the families were German. As far as can be 

judged from perfunctory evidence, the relations between Jews and Germans 

were good. In 1881, Germans from the Jewish settlements were trying to de-

fend their neighbors from pogroms.31 

It is obvious that the government was sincerely interested in the Jewish ag-

ricultural colonization and provided support for it and even occasionally in-

vented novel solutions, such as the creation of model German farms in Jewish 

settlements. We should note the government’s indecision about the desirable 

areas of colonization—the sufficiently successful process of migration to Sibe-

ria was almost immediately halted by the order of Nicholas I. (It is possible 

that the tsar, obsessed with the idea of imposing control, feared that the re-

moteness of the region would prevent it). 

The partial success of this program that involved over 100,000 people is 

evident, especially in comparison with the almost total failures of the attempts 

at Jewish agricultural colonization in the USA and Palestine in the nineteenth 

century. At the same time, it soon became clear that the grand scale of the 

Jewish colonization would in no way help resolve the question of transform-

ing the Jewish masses in the spirit of the government’s notions of “useful oc-
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cupations.” It is likewise clear that there was no mass enthusiasm among the 

Jews for “land-plowing.” The sums that were required for resettlement after 

the government had ceased to finance colonization out of state funds (170 

rubles per family out of “korobka” money) were much lower than, for in-

stance, the payment for one recruit before 1827 (500 rubles), which means 

that potentially this program could have involved a substantially larger num-

ber of Jews than it actually did. 

What obviously became a retreat from the Enlightenment universalism of 

Catherine’s edict of 1785 in the definition of the rights of the Jews as estate 

members was the attempt to coordinate the norms of the statute with other 

legal codes, primarily with the Lithuanian Statute, which prohibited Jews from 

participating in the guilds and in municipal elections. 

Many shortcomings of the statute of 1804 were caused not by the ill will of 

its creators, but rather by the level of understanding of the problems and by 

the generally low legislative standards. The statute, also contrary to Derz-

havin’s recommendations, preserved the kahal, which unquestionably made 

Jews happy, but insured the closed structure of the Jewish community for four 

decades. 

At the same time, it is necessary to bear in mind that the direct emulation 

of the French example of total destruction of autonomous communal institu-

tions would be, first of all, contrary to the practices of the Russian Empire, 

which preferred to preserve such structures. Secondly, the task of governing 

Jewish life exclusively through state bureaucratic channels in Russia was 

completely different than in France with its small Jewish community and an 

incomparably more developed state apparatus. The real dilemma of the mo-

ment was not between the preservation of the kahal and the imposition of the 

direct rule—but between keeping the kahal under the control of the authori-

ties (which proved a very complicated task) and transferring the Jews to the 

control of the local Christian elites. 

Thereafter, in the reign of Alexander I, legislation concerning the Jews had 

a reactive and fragmentary character. 

 

 

Discipline, punish and transform 
 

The reign of Nicholas I, with its leitmotif of strict regimentation and disci-

pline, was notable for Jews by the introduction of conscription. A truly tragic 

perception of this measure by the Jews themselves leaves no doubt—during 

several months they, sparing no expense in bribes, had blocked the prepara-
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tion of this law both in the Jewish Committee and in Novosiltsov’s secretariat. 

But the tsar was adamant, and the law was prepared by the General Staff cir-

cumventing the usual legislative procedure in time for the first draft in the 

spring of 1827.32 The Jews’ horror was only partially explained by the well-

known hardships of the Russian army service. They invariably—and not al-

ways without reason—suspected that all the initiatives of the authorities were 

an attempt to convert Jews to Christianity, and in this case their fears were 

fully justified. The attempt at a radical reassessment of the narrative of Jewish 

suffering in the army made by Y. Petrovsky-Stern, does not always look con-

vincing.33 However, a few qualifications regarding this narrative can certainly 

be made. First of all, double recruiting for the Jews was introduced only in 

1851, and the Jews were not the first and not the only group affected by this 

repression. Up to that moment the draft quotas had been regular. Secondly, 

the draft of the cantonists was left to the discretion of the kahal, i.e., allowed 

by the authorities, but not prescribed. There is no data on the authoritarian 

pressure on the kahal with the purpose of receiving adolescent recruits spe-

cifically.34 The notion of the high mortality among cantonists which stems 

from the notorious episode in Alexander Herzen’s My Past and Thoughts is 

likewise incorrect.35 Thirdly, the common comparison of the Russian situa-

tion, one of strict repressions, to the West European, where the army draft of 

the Jews allegedly followed emancipation, is not quite true either. The draft in 

Prussia and Austria constituted a part of the emancipation process, and ex-

tended to Jews long before they received full rights. The draft in Russia was 

also regarded by the authorities not only as an instrument of conversion, but 

as a way of transformation and acculturation, and the retired soldiers of Ju-

daic faith, compared to other Jews, received privileges, including the right to 

enter the state service.36 

Finally, the subject of the draft itself, i.e., the scale of draft evasion, as well 

as the scale of draft-related abuse within the Jewish communities, deserves a 

special discussion. The measures of the last years of Nicholas’s reign, when 

the authorities threatened, e.g., to draft those responsible for recruiting in case 

of recruitment shortages, demonstrated not so much the impossibly high draft 

norms as the desperation of the bureaucratic system in its struggle with draft 

avoidance, which became a massive problem. 

The Polish uprising of 1830–31, which made the western borderland even 

more problematic in the eyes of the authorities, had a delayed impact on the 

Jews too. Incidentally, the Jews themselves did not reveal any sympathy for 

the “riot,” and, immediately after the uprising, some administrators of the 

western borderlands, including M. N. Murav’ev, proposed a kind of a union 
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with the Jews against the Poles and suggested, in particular, the creation of a 

special Jewish police force for the Kingdom of Poland.37 The project was not 

supported by the tsar, who followed the opinions of those who believed that 

the Jews would use this access to the power and information for their own 

ends.38 One can only speculate about possible consequences of the realization 

of this project, but it is highly probable that the Warsaw pogrom of 1881 

would still have had a bloody prelude in 1863. 

The order of Nicholas I to prepare a new Statute for the Jews did not imply 

the introduction of any new discriminatory laws, but rather the systematiza-

tion of the existing legislation. While elaborating the Statute, the Jewish 

Committee suggested several important innovations which would limit legal 

discrimination against the Jews. Only a small part of these suggestions was 

approved by the tsar, but in general the Statute had a positive influence. It 

stopped the further expulsion of Jews from the countryside, increased the 

allowed period of staying outside the Pale for the Jewish merchants from one 

to six months, and allowed them to visit the biggest fairs outside the Pale. The 

Statute, published on April 13, 1835, definitively fixed the borders of the Pale, 

kept the traditional system of education (hadarim and yeshivot), and intro-

duced limitations on marital age (18 for males and 16 for females). 

After the Statute, the only repressive measure till the end of the 1840s was 

the law of 1843, which forbade Jews from settling in the 50 verst border zone, 

which was a reaction typical for Nicholas I to the active participation of the 

Jews in smuggling and illegal cross-border trade. 

The activities of two top bureaucrats of Nicholas’s reign opened a new page 

in the imperial politics in the Jewish question and produced a deep impact on 

the life of the Jewish communities. Count P. D. Kiselev was commissioned by 

the tsar to develop a new policy towards the Jews. He took his inspiration 

from the politics of emancipation in the neighboring empires. The new meas-

ures included the abolition of the kahal (1844) and creation of a new system 

of state schools for the Jews in the hope of transforming the Jews of the em-

pire into something similar to the German Jews—educated in the language of 

the land, loyal citizens, moderate in religious beliefs, involved in “productive” 

occupations, and integrated into the economic and cultural life of society. 

These ideas reflected the mood of the tsar, but the nature of the regime and 

the deplorable state of the Russian bureaucracy produced inevitable and sig-

nificant modifications to these plans. 

The idea of the active involvement of the state in the education of the Jews 

was formulated by the minister of public education S. S. Uvarov. Acting to-

gether with Kiselev, he tried to involve foreign Maskilim in the process of 
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creating of the new schools and in the task of “selling” these new schools to 

Russian Jews. Stanislawsky described in detail the story of active collabora-

tion of Uvarov with a young reformist rabbi, Max Lilienthal, a doctor of Mu-

nich University.39 Even more important was the attempt of Uvarov to involve 

local Jews in the development of the new curricula by instructing the gover-

nors to invite Jewish representatives to work in the gubernia committees, 

which elaborated the reform. This experiment was not very successful—only 

the Odessa committee presented a report, signed by both Christian and Jew-

ish members. Lilienthal also faced much trouble when propagating new 

schools in Vilna and especially in Minsk. The suspicions of the Jews that be-

hind the school reform the authorities were scheming to convert the Jews to 

Christianity proved groundless, but Lilienthal failed to convince his brethren 

in faith. 

But the new schools gradually took root in spite of the resistance of the 

traditionalists. They became the arena for the collaboration of the authori-

ties and the still scarce local Maskilim. Here the Maskilim could find jobs, 

which were extremely important because usually they were rejected by the 

communities. Uvarov himself considered this fact to be of primary impor-

tance from the outset. In the Report of the Ministry of Public Education for 

1842, he wrote: “A comforting assurance is reached that even now there is a 

good number of young educated people among Jews who could usefully 

occupy teaching positions in the planned Jewish schools.”40 The first genera-

tion of the Russian-Jewish intelligentsia, which became so visible in the 

1850–60s, had studied in these schools almost without exception. The 

schools and the new rabbinical seminaries had opened up to the pupils the 

way to gymnasia and Universities. Without them the dramatic growth of the 

number of Jewish gymnasium and University students in the reign of Alex-

ander II would have been impossible. “Thus, we can date the emergence of a 

coherent Russian-Jewish intelligentsia to the latter part of the rule of Nicho-

las I, in large part as a response to the stimulus provided by the Russian 

government itself,” Stanislawski concludes.41 

Also important was the social effect of these new schools. The majority of 

the pupils were from poor families, which were prepared to ignore the pres-

sure of the traditionalist leadership of the communities partly because of the 

wish to educate their children, partly as an expression of protest against the 

abuse of justice by the kahal authorities during conscription. Attending school 

saved adolescents from conscription. 

We should accept the general conclusion of Stanislawski that the “‘Jewish 

policy’ throughout Nicholas’s reign remained shortsighted, repressive and 
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discriminatory. But it was not anomalous. On the contrary, it can only be 

understood as one part of Nicholas’s overall approach to governing his sub-

jects, especially those in the troublesome Western Provinces”.42 The methods 

of social engineering under Nicholas I were invariably based on disciplinary, 

usually militaristic principles, not only in the western borderlands. There were 

voennye poseleniia (military settlements) for peasants and the cadet corps for 

provincial nobility. But the spread of state education, achieved in the collabo-

ration of the authorities and the Maskilim, does not allow for the depiction of 

the policy of 1830–1850 as exclusively repressive and destructive. 

Stanislawsky is right that the destructive process of the isolation of the Jewish 

communal life, which started at that time (much later than in more developed 

countries of Europe) was a precondition for the political radicalization of a 

significant part of the Russian Jewry. But there is no direct causality here. The 

patterns of the incorporation of the Jews into the imperial society were de-

termined during the reign of the heirs of Nicholas Pavlovich. 

The state policy towards the Jews, from their inclusion into the empire up 

to the period of active modernization under Alexander II, can be divided into 

four stages. Before the early 1790s Catherine II aimed at the emancipation 

and incorporation of a small group of her new Jewish subjects, mostly by 

amending the discriminatory legal norms, inherited from the Polish–

Lithuanian Commonwealth. After the final partition of the Commonwealth 

and dramatic increase in the number of Jews in the Russian empire the au-

thorities took time to develop a new comprehensive legal system for the Jews. 

The Statute of 1804 was an attempt to introduce such a system. The degree of 

its consistency reflected the general quality of legislation and bureaucracy in 

the empire. The Statute combined the Enlightenment orientation with dis-

criminatory measures, which were supposed to prevent the “harmful” influ-

ence of the Jews. In general, during the period of 1804–1825 the empire pre-

ferred not to intervene deeply into the autonomy of Jewish life. The situation 

changed under Nicholas I, when such intervention became common. 

 

 

“Other” Jews43 
 

Russia received even more new Jewish subjects in the first quarter of the 

nineteenth century, as a result of the imperial annexation of Bessarabia 

(20,000), Georgia (about 6,000), and Northern Azerbaijan and Dagestan 

(about 15,000). The policy toward the “other” Jews was substantially different 

from the policy toward the Jews of the western borderlands. 
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The Jews of Bessarabia retained all the privileges granted to them by the 

former rulers, hospodars, of Moldavia. As a result, they had the right to trade 

alcohol in taverns, to rent mills and distilleries, which was prohibited by the 

statute of 1804 to the Jews of the Western borderlands. (Jews of the western 

borderlands were allowed to sell alcohol only “in their own homes”.) There 

were practically no attempts to extend the norms of the Statute to the Bes-

sarabian Jews.44 

On July 30, 1825, the Ruling Senate passed an edict that prohibited Jews 

from settling in the Astrakhan and Caucasus provinces. Beginning in the 

1830s Jews were evicted from the Caucasus Province. However, the Chief 

Administrator of Georgia had the right to allow a temporary settlement in the 

Caucasus to Jews of those artisan professions which were in short supply 

there. In 1844, Jewish artisans were permitted temporary residence in the 

fortified Russian settlements of the Black Sea eastern coast. 

As the Russians were familiarizing themselves with this borderland, they 

sent a number of official and scholarly memoranda to the Russian administra-

tion in Tiflis stating that many Jews of the Caucasus Province formed whole 

villages and were not so much traders as peasants. Some of them in the East 

Caucasus were even serfs to the local Muslim military elite. Due to this, on 

May 18, 1837, by the supreme order of Nicholas I, it was decided that those 

Jews in the Russian Caucasus who lived constituting whole villages and 

tended the land should be left alone. Other Jews (primarily the Ashkenazim), 

as well as the Sephardim from Jewish trading and artisan town quarters were 

forbidden to reside in the Caucasus permanently. 

The legal status of evrei-inorodtsy (alien Jews) and of the special category of 

prirodnye (natural-born) or gorskie evrei (Mountain Jews) of the Caucasus 

Province was ultimately defined in 1888. The latter had acquired the same 

rights as the Muslim mountaineers who had also become Russian subjects in 

the course of the Russian conquest of the land. In the eastern Caucasus (the 

Dagestan Province and the Zakatalsk region of the Elizavetpol gubernia) the 

Mountain Jews were included in the so-called military-popular government, 

i.e., were ruled according to the local custom by elected elders, whose ap-

pointment had to be confirmed by the Russian military. 

In 1886, the Caucasus borderland numbered altogether 45,666 Jews, in-

cluding Mountain Jews and alien Jews. At the beginning of the 1890s, the 

Mountain Jewish population was estimated at 4,090 households or approxi-

mately 21,000 souls. They occupied entire villages or quarters in the villages 

and towns of the Dagestan, Tersk and Kuban Provinces in North Caucasus, of 

the Baku and Elizavetpol gubernias in Eastern Transcaucasia. In 1886, about 
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10,000 lived in the villages of Eastern Transcaucasia and North Caucasus, and 

about 11,000 in towns. The Jews of Georgia, who were just as indigenous a 

population, nonetheless had not received the status of the “natives”, but were 

instead classified as aliens and thus limited in their rights in the same manner 

as the Jews in Russia’s western gubernias.45 

This tendency to differentiate between “local”, “natural-born” or “native” 

(tuzemnye) Jews on the one hand and “alien” Jews on the other turned out to 

be a stable one.46 After the annexation of Turkestan in 1866, the indigenous, 

so-called Bukharan Jews received rights equal to those of the rest of the local 

population and the status of Russian subjects. In 1876, Governor-General K. 

P. Kaufman officially granted them the status of natives.47 They could freely 

choose their occupation and buy property throughout the region. In practice, 

this “native” status gave Turkestan Jews an opportunity to reside, purchase 

property and engage in trade all over the imperial territory, including interior 

gubernias and the capital cities. 

Contrary to the law that prohibited Jewish foreign subjects from migrating 

to Russia, the Jews of the Bukharan Khanate were not prevented from doing 

so. The Bukharan Jews played a major role in trade with the rest of the empire 

and had the right to visit fairs in central gubernias. It was only in 1889 that the 

Jews who were Bukharan subjects were stripped of the right to purchase prop-

erty in the empire, while this right was retained for the native Jews of Turke-

stan. In March 1900, on the initiative of the war minister, a law aimed at driv-

ing Jewish Bukharan subjects out of Russia was passed. However, the law was 

not implemented until the collapse of the empire because of the sabotage by 

the local civilian authorities headed by Governor-General N. I. Grodekov. 

We see the same picture in the Caucasus and in Turkestan as in the western 

borderlands: at any given period there was no consistency in the imperial ad-

ministration concerning the treatment of Jews. The initial intention of the 

government to extend the discriminatory legislation on western borderland 

Jews to the indigenous Jews of the southern borderlands, which was revealed 

in the treatment of the Jews of the Caucasus by the authorities in the early 

years of the reign of Nicholas I, was corrected as soon as the authorities rec-

ognized the differences between the local Jews and western borderland Jews. 

In the southern borderlands, the legal situation of the local Jews improved in 

comparison with the period before the annexation of these territories by the 

Russian Empire, and the Jewry as a whole presented itself as a loyal, pro-

imperial group. 
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Religion 
 

It is difficult to judge how important religion was in shaping the imperial 

policy in the “Jewish question”. We can now confidently argue that anti-

Judaism was less developed in eastern Christianity than in the Catholic tradi-

tion.48 The anti-Semitism of a significant part of Russian Orthodox clergy in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth century was rooted in widespread 

modern anti-Semitism rather than in religion. 

The Orthodox church had always had a very cautious attitude to the con-

versions of the Jews because of the deeply rooted fear of heretical influence. 

The matter was not limited to the surviving memories of the judaizing heresy 

of old. The eighteenth century saw the appearance of the new and quite nu-

merous communities of judaizers or Subbotniks in Russia. Despite the repres-

sions of the authorities that intensified during the reign of Nicholas I, they 

were growing ever more popular throughout the nineteenth century. Entire 

Subbotnik communities were exiled to Siberia. The prohibition imposed by 

Nicholas I on the Jewish resettlement to Siberia that had begun so success-

fully may have been connected to these fears of the proliferation of the Sub-

botnik movement. Another prohibition, for Jews to have Christians as domes-

tic servants, was likewise linked to the fears of the latter lapsing from faith. 

The religious movement of Subbotniks has not been researched nearly 

enough. All kinds of assumptions are made on whether Subbotniks had any 

Jewish ancestry or any connection to the previous judaizing movements. But 

both the church and secular authorities viewed them unequivocally as Russian 

peasants who were severed from Orthodoxy and had lapsed into Judaism as a 

result of Jewish influence.49 The registry of sects compiled by the Holy Synod 

in 1842 lists the Subbotniks as number one among “the most harmful.” This 

shows that the Orthodox Church was more often concerned with measures to 

protect its own congregation rather than with any missionary tasks of Jewish 

conversion. 

John Klier has shown that the authorities never had any systematic policy 

of converting Jews. The only exemption was the case of the cantonists. The 

cantonist battalions were the vehicle of conversion, and Nicholas I was de-

manding systematic reports about the progress in the matter. However, Klier 

confirms the view of Stanislawski that the authorities only gave the kahal the 

right to choose whether to give up adult persons or adolescents for conscrip-

tion, without putting any pressure on the kahal in this question.50 

The very fact that conversion to Christianity freed Jews from legal dis-

crimination, was pushing the Jews towards conversion and, it seems, could be 
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considered a reliable indicator of the attitude of the authorities to Judaism. 

However, several small Judaic groups (Karaits, Krymcahks, and to some ex-

tent also Bukharan Jews and Mountain Jews) were not subjected to anti-

Jewish legal discrimination. It is not absolutely clear whether the conversion 

itself or its social consequences—inevitable and total separation from the 

community—was more important from the point of view of the authorities. 

The ties with the community were initially seen as an obstacle for accultura-

tion, later they were also seen key to the alleged secret Jewish solidarity. The 

25 rubles paid to a convert could be considered a reward, but also as a com-

pensation for the loss of the communal support. “The low rate of conversion 

also suggests that the enthusiasm of the Russian state for conversionary poli-

cies in the case of the Jews has been much exaggerated,” Klier observes.51 

There is no doubt that the authorities had always been hostile to the “fa-

naticism” of traditional rabbis, and were often suspicious of Hasidim. They 

wanted to create a loyal and controlled rabbinate, and pursued this goal by 

introducing rabbinical academies and through plans of creating a hierarchical 

structure for Judaic clerics. That to some extent is reminiscent of the imperial 

policy towards the Muslim clergy. But the question whether it was the result 

of hostile attitude to Judaism as such, or an effort to establish control over the 

religions which traditionally did not have hierarchical structure of clergy, re-

mains open for debate. In any case, Klier is absolutely right when saying in 

the article with a telling title “‘Traditional Russian Religious Antisemitism’—
A Useful Concept or a Barrier to Understanding?” that “a number of factors 

began the erosion of the status of the Jews, but none can be linked directly to 

religious prejudice alone.”52 

 

 

Selective integration instead of emancipation 
 

In the liberal atmosphere of the new reign, expectations of a lessening of 

Jewish discrimination and of a Russian-Jewish rapprochement in general were 

widespread. The public mood was conducive to that. In 1856 Alexander II 

himself gave an order to “revise all the existing statutes concerning Jews for 

an agreement on the general principles of integration of this people into the 

native population, since the moral state of the Jews can allow that.” The Tsar 

made a remark on the report of the Jewish Committee in his own hand, stat-

ing that he shared the opinion that Russia should follow the example of West-

ern European countries where the Jews had been successfully “integrated” 

into local communities.53 
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In 1858, the press began a very lively campaign for the abolition of legal 

barriers for Jews. Jewish journalists were playing an active part in this cam-

paign alongside their Russian colleagues. An attempt by the St. Petersburg 

weekly Illiustratsiia to publish some anti-Jewish articles in 1858 met with deci-

sive opposition from practically the entire Russian press, and even caused two 

letters of protest, including one that was signed by such renowned intellectu-

als as I. Turgenev, K. Kavelin and V. Spasovich. Klier, who has made a de-

tailed analysis of the contemporary journalism concerning the Jewish ques-

tion, 54 believes that “the year 1858 proved to be the first and the last year of 

widespread Judeophilia in Russia.”55 This assessment can hardly be regarded 

as entirely accurate. It is correct that in later years the Russian public opinion 

was no longer as unanimously sympathetic toward Jews, of course, we are 

speaking primarily about “enlightened Jews.” However, first of all, 1858 saw 

anti-Jewish statements too. Secondly, the general state of mind remained deci-

sively “pro-Jewish” as late as 1862, when the large majority of newspapers 

took the side of the Jewish journal Sion in its conflict with the Ukrainophile 

journal Osnova.56 The researcher of the Jewish history of Odessa, Steven J. 

Zipperstein, cites contemporary evidence to speak of the “dignity and stateli-

ness” of the richest bogatejuschih Odessa Jews in the early 1860s, and remarks 

that “during the early 1860’s, this sense of security and confidence character-

ized the self-image of the city’s Jewish intellectuals as well.”57 

In the western borderland the authorities hoped to find in Jews their anti-

Polish allies. In 1862, Kiev general-governor Prince I.I. Vasil’chikov, while 

suggesting a number of steps aimed at expanding Jewish rights in the territory, 

wrote: “In a numerous, well-educated Jewry, one that is released from heavy 

limitations, the government could find a counteracting force against the rest-

less Polish element.”58 In particular, he suggested allowing Jewish merchants 

to acquire landed estates in the southwestern borderland. The suggestion was 

accepted and the permission was extended to all of the Pale of Settlement. 

The Jewish entrepreneurs partook of the newly-opened opportunities enthusi-

astically.59 However, as early as March 5, 1864, a law was passed that renewed 

the ban on land acquisition by Jews in the western borderland. 

The situation changed radically as a result of the Polish uprising of 1863. 

Whereas in 1862, on the eve of the uprising, Vasilchikov had regarded con-

cessions to Jews as a measure that could win Jews over to the side of the gov-

ernment,60 now, after the rebellion was suppressed, the government relied 

primarily on the use of force in its relations with the Polish nobility, and had 

not much use for the Jews as allies. However, listing Jews as an enemy along 

with the Polish nobility was not in the government’s plans either: the Jewish 
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emancipation implemented in the Kingdom of Poland under A. Wielopolski 

remained valid, while practically all the laws and steps expanding Polish 

autonomy were annulled without hesitation. 

The landed estates of participants in the rebellion were confiscated, and all 

the Polish landlords in the territory were subjected to a special tax, the pur-

pose of which was to force them into selling their estates. Poles were simulta-

neously prohibited from buying estates. Thus, a considerably larger amount of 

land was to be put up for sale than anyone could have foreseen in 1862. A 

sharp increase in Jewish land-ownership was not what the authorities had in 

mind. Besides, many Jews, especially those who had the money to buy the 

estates, had close business ties to the Polish landlords. The permission for 

Jews to buy the Polish lands on sale created wide opportunities for Polish 

landlords to purchase them through Jewish front men. 

The participation of Jews in Polish patriotic manifestations on the eve of 

the uprising made the idea of a Polish and Jewish conspiracy against Russia 

popular in the Russian public opinion.61 Another argument favoring of such a 

view of the Jews was the development of the situation in Galicia, where Jews 

were active as Polish allies. In the meantime, the St. Petersburg authorities 

were always watching the Galician situation closely, and the course of events 

in that Habsburg province repeatedly inspired the decision-making impulse for 

the Tsarist authorities in their ethnic policies.62 

It was of utmost importance, however, that by 1863 the concept of an all-

Russian nation that included all Eastern Slavs had already become quite 

dominant, not only in the discourse of Russian nationalism, but in the views 

of governmental circles. In regard to territory this concept presupposed not 

only a “depolonization” of the western borderland, but the affirmation of its 

Russian character. This is exactly what was said in the resolution of the West-

ern Committee that discussed, in the wake of the uprising, the feasibility of 

granting Jews the right to purchase land: “the strengthening of the Jewish 

element among landowners of the Western gubernias would not correspond, 

in either political or moral respect, to the views of the government, which 

have recently come to realize both the necessity of strengthening the Russian 

element among the landowners in the Western Borderland and of providing as 

much independence as possible to the peasant population.”63 

Initially, immediately following the uprising, the government allowed an in-

flux of Germans into the region. Soon enough, however, after the Prussian 

victory over the Habsburgs in 1866, and especially after the triumph of Ger-

many in 1870 and the creation of the Berlin–Vienna alliance directed against 

St. Petersburg in 1881, even the increase of German landownership on this 
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territory would pose a problem for the authorities and for Russian national-

ism. In 1887, the government proscribed any foreign nationals from acquiring 

or renting lands in the Volynia, Kiev and Podolsk gubernias, as well as in the 

Vistula gubernias. 

The perception of the western borderland as a contested, endangered bor-

derland acquired a new dimension. The old suspicions of the Jews’ sympathies 

for the Poles were complemented by suspicions of their sympathies for the 

Germans. The 1860s clearly marked a negative attitude of the authorities and 

the Russian nationalist press, not only toward the Jews’ conversion to Ca-

tholicism and their schooling in Polish, but to their conversion to the Lu-

theran faith and schooling in German. This motif was already sporadically 

dominant over the motif of the Polish peril, both in the bureaucratic docu-

ments and in the press of the time. “The case will be settled… either in favor 

of Germanization or in favor of Russification of our Jews, depending on how 

our Government treats the matter of the permission to use the Russian lan-

guage in scholarly and study texts on Jewish subjects, in publication of Jewish 

prayer and service books, religious books and especially the Bible,” said the 

expert memorandum of the Ministry of Public Education.64 (We shall note 

that “russification” in this text is understood primarily as the adoption of the 

Russian language and secular culture, and does not suggest conversion to 

Orthodoxy). 

It was also in connection with the German, not Polish, peril that the “Jew-

ish question” was discussed on the pages of the Moskovskie vedomosti edited 

by M. N. Katkov, who wrote in 1866 of the dissemination among the Jews of 

the German, not Russian, language: “Can the Russian government wish for a 

German outpost in our one-million-and-a-half Jewish population, wedged al-

most into the very heart of Russia?”65 

In general, the tendency in government policy toward Jewish emancipation 

and the benevolent public mood continued to exist after the 1863 uprising. 

The emphasis on assimilation became stronger,66 but the Polish formula 

“Poles of the Mosaic faith” did not become popular in Russia—“Russian 

Jews” were never replaced in the public discourse by “Jewish Russians.” Kat-

kov even offered the rebellious Kingdom of Poland an example for the Rus-

sian politics in the Jewish question: 

 

The Jews, by their natural temperament, are distinguished by their en-

ergy, enterprise and quick wit—the qualities which, if misguided, can do 

much harm, but which, when turned in the right direction, can on the con-

trary bring a very significant public good. There is no doubt that anyone 
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who wishes good for Russia cannot help wishing for such an important and 

influential part of the population of the Western Province to be inspired by 

the honest Russian civic feeling. The example of other countries, the exam-

ple of England and Holland, Italy and France, Germany and the Kingdom 

of Poland itself, in the time of the latest rebellion, demonstrate convinc-

ingly that neither the alien origin of the Jews, nor the laws of their faith 

prevent them from sharing the patriotic feelings of the population among 

which they live.67 

 

Katkov was sure in 1868 that the legal emancipation of Jews was a matter 

of the near future. In enumerating the groups of Jews that had been recently 

allowed to live outside the Pale of Settlement, he wrote: “The Russian legisla-

tion is thus moving unstoppably in the same direction… It is desirable that the 

law did not draw a line of distinction between them and all the other Russian 

subjects.”68 “The Jews,” emphasized Katkov, “are acting in the interests of the 

political unity of the state everywhere their rights are recognized.”69 

Since the late 1850s, the so-called shtadlans—intercessors representing 

Jewish interests whose tactics consisted in a gradual, step-by-step lobbying for 

the easing of legal discrimination—were active in St. Petersburg.70 In 1863, 

Jews enrolled in public educational institutions became entitled to an annual 

stipend of 24,000 rubles—which was to be provided by the Jews themselves, 

out of candle tax payments. After the adoption in 1864 of the new code for 

gymnasium and progymnasium, which stated that they were open to “children 

of all estates with no regard to faith,” the number of Jewish gymnasium stu-

dents grew sharply. In 1865, there were 990 (3.3 percent of all students), in 

1870, 2,045 (5.6 percent), in 1880, 7004 (12 percent). It is clear that these 

figures conceal a much sharper increase in the number of Jewish students 

within the Pale of Settlement—in the area as a whole, by the end of the 

1870s, Jews constituted 19 percent of all gymnasium students, and in the 

Odessa school district up to one third. In 1879, the newly opened Nikolaev 

classical gymnasium accepted 105 Jews and 38 Christians. While in 1865 

there were 129 Jews in all Russian universities (3.2 percent of all students), in 

1881 their number reached 783 (8.8 percent). By 1886, Jews already consti-

tuted 14.5 percent of all students, and at the University of Odessa every third 

student was a Jew.71 

As early as 1859, the Jewish merchants of the First Guild were granted 

equal rights with the Russian merchants. During the 1860s and 1870s, a num-

ber of laws were passed that allowed freedom of settlement within the empire 

to those people of Jewish faith who had higher education: initially the post-



116 THE ROMANOV EMPIRE AND NATIONALISM 

graduate Candidate’s, Master’s and Doctoral (primarily M. D.) degrees (No-

vember 27, 1861); in 1865–1867, the law was extended to Jewish medical 

practitioners without a degree; in 1872, to the graduates of the St. Petersburg 

Institute of Technology; finally, in 1879, the right to live beyond the Pale was 

extended to everyone who had graduated from an institution of higher educa-

tion, as well as to pharmacy assistants, field medics, midwives and to students 

of pharmacy, field medicine and midwifery. On June 28, 1865, the same right 

was granted to artisans, and on June 25, 1867, to the retired Nicholas-era 

soldiers.72 Young Jews had the right to leave the Pale of Settlement for their 

period of study, including artisan apprenticeships. As a matter of fact, the 

possession of any profession deemed “useful” by the authorities, or an effort 

to get it, gave Jews a permission to go beyond the Pale of Settlement. 

Jews received the rights to enter state service, to participate in town and 

zemstvo self-government, and in new courts. The authorities, however, took 

care to make a provision in the Town Statute of 1870 to the effect that even in 

towns with a predominantly Jewish population Jews could not comprise more 

than one third of the voting members of the town duma and could not be 

elected as burgermeisters. 

The government strategy as a whole consisted, according to Benjamin Na-

thans, in “selective integration” of Jews into imperial society.73 The number of 

Jews beyond the Pale was growing at a brisk rate, including in the imperial 

capital, where, in 1869, there were 7,000 Jews, while in 1897 there were al-

ready 35,000 Jews living legally and about the same number of illegal resi-

dents. The Jewish population of big cities within the Pale of Settlement and in 

Kiev was growing even faster. It is worth noting that the number of Jews in 

Siberia was growing in the same proportion as the general population of the 

area.74 

The strategy of selective integration involved ever increasing numbers of 

Jews and worked, albeit not without problems, until the early 1880s. On April 

3, 1880, the Ministry of Interior issued a circular for local authorities, in 

which Jews who had settled illegally beyond the Pale, were permitted to re-

main in their current place of residence, which, in fact, meant an amnesty to 

all the violators of the Pale of Settlement laws.75 

A total of 69 statutes and directives concerning Jews were issued in the pe-

riod between 1859 and 1869. Only three of them (in 1859, 1861, and 1868) 

made the situation of the Jews worse, 19 had an explanatory or clarifying 

purpose, and the remaining 47 expanded Jewish rights. The period during 

which the “liberal invitation to acculturation and assimilation” remained in 

force was the same in Russia as in Germany—from the late-1850s to the late 
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1870s, though the factors that contributed to this coincidence were not iden-

tical. 

It is clear that in the 1860s and 1870s the political conditions were ripe for 

abolishing the Pale of Settlement. Such suggestions were expressed even by 

those high-level bureaucrats who were openly hostile to Jews.76 It was pre-

cisely in the last decades of the nineteenth century that the Jews began to feel 

the negative economic effects of the existence of the Pale severely. The Pale 

occupied an area larger than the territory of France and included the most 

economically developed of the empire’s western borderlands. The partitions 

of the Polish Commonwealth had actually increased the space available for 

Jewish settlement radically, by including New Russia in the Pale. It was there 

that the Russian government was trying to channel the Jewish agricultural 

colonization that was finally stopped in the 1870s. 

The experience of Austria-Hungary, where Jews were allowed freedom of 

movement in 1867, shows that economic factors limiting mobility worked 

without legal limitations. A look at the map of Jewish population in the Habs-

burg monarchy at the turn of the century, i.e., more than 30 years after the 

abolition of the legal limitations to their settlement within the empire, shows 

that the concentration of Jews in Galicia and Bukovina, where their social and 

cultural features were similar to those of the Jews of the western Russian bor-

derlands, remained the same. In other words, they were still mostly concen-

trated within the Pale of Settlement.77 If the Galician Jews ever decided to hit 

the road, their itinerary usually took them across the ocean, as was the case 

with the Jews within the Pale of Settlement. 

Why did the Russian authorities not take that course? Partly, because 

they did not (could not) know the results of the Austrian-Hungarian ex-

periment. Partly because the Russian imperial authorities had to deal with 

an incomparably larger number of Jews, which meant a significantly higher 

risk. Partly because the authorities were not at all sure that the majority of 

the Jews would follow the principle that David Feldman formulated thus: “If 

the Jews were to become citizens and subjects alongside others, then they 

would have to submit themselves to the sovereign state on a similar basis.”78 

(To what extent such fears were a product of anti-Semitic prejudice and how 

much they were a result of objective observation is a question deserving a 

special discussion.) This is partly because the political and social reforms in 

Russia did not reach as far as they did in the Habsburg Empire, and the 

authorities, in the Jewish question as well as in other matters, still relied 

more on the methods of direct administrative control.79 The Russian Empire 

introduced no constitution, and there was no triumph of the liberal princi-
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ples, in contrast to the Habsburg Empire, where it occurred in the 1860s–

1870s. 

In comparing the Jewish policies of the Romanov and Habsburg Empires, 

it should be kept in mind that the Hungarian elites of Transleithania that oc-

cupied the dominant positions in their sub-empire after the 1867 Compromise 

consciously made it their objective to create a Hungarian bourgeoisie primar-

ily out of magyarized Jews. The Hungarian nation-building project that was set 

in motion in the mid-nineteenth century envisioned magyarization of signifi-

cant groups of the population of Cisleithania, and the magyarized Jews were 

regarded by the Hungarian elites as necessary allies in its implementation. 

Russian nationalism also saw in Jews potential allies in the russifying policy in 

certain cases, but was far from allowing them such an important role in its 

own nation-building project. 

Thus, the failure of the Romanov Empire to emancipate Jews in the period 

in which it was done by the Habsburgs and when a real possibility existed in 

Russia needs to be explained by a combination of factors. The autocracy’s 

aversion to a constitutional method of development is chief among them—but 

not the only one. 

The observation of Sulamit Volkov that “antimodernism tended to flourish 

where the modern pattern of social stratification did not neatly unseat the 

traditional one, but tended to coexist with it,” was based on the German mate-

rial.80 It is even more relevant for Russia, for which Alfred Rieber has coined 

the perfect term: “a sedimentary society,” in which the new structures were 

imposed in a layered way on the old.81 And the Russian Jews would experi-

ence the consequences of this situation as early as in the 1880s. 

 

 

The era of modern anti-Semitism 
 

The early 1880s became a fault line in the history of the Jews in the Rus-

sian Empire. A wave of pogroms swept the western borderlands of the empire 

in 1881–1882. As a matter of fact, those were the first widespread manifesta-

tions of mass violence against Jews in the Russian Empire.82 The pogroms 

caused the first wave of mass Jewish emigration from Russia—altogether over 

20,000 people. The next large pogrom was in Kishinev in 1903, followed by 

the numerous pogroms of 1905–1906.83 

Our knowledge of pogroms is mostly negative. We are more prepared to 

answer the question of what pogroms were not than the question of what a 

pogrom was. We know that pogroms were not organized by the government; 
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that in Russia pogroms happened both within and outside the Pale of Settle-

ment; that pogroms were not uniquely Russian, and did not begin in the Rus-

sian Empire; that pogroms happened both in countries with and without legal 

discrimination against Jews, in both liberal and autocratic regimes.84 

It is probable that the question itself—“what is a pogrom?”—is not stated 

correctly. The events denoted by the word “pogrom” varied greatly in their 

circumstances, forms and causes. 

Donald Horovitz could possibly make a valuable contribution to the dis-

cussion of a particular type of pogroms, widespread in the 1880s, in light of 

his concept of the “deadly ethnic riot,” but he almost entirely leaves po-

groms out of his study.85 Horovitz admits that pogroms are a “subcategory 

of the ethnic riot” if they happen without the participation of the authorities 

and are accompanied by bloodshed. His proposition, that pogroms are 

largely provoked by the authorities, and thus do not fit this definition, does 

not bear scrutiny. In this respect, Horovitz’s notion of pogroms is based 

more on S. M. Dubnov’s than on H. Rogger’s. Regrettably Zygmunt Bau-

man’s diagnosis that the widespread tendency “to exile the Jewish fate to a 

special branch of history and to eliminate it from the mainstream historical 

narrative diminishes the interpretive potential of the latter” is applicable to 

this book as well.86 

At the same time, it is clear that a significant portion of the pogroms of 

1905 do not fit the definition of the ethnic riot. They were certainly not organ-

ized by the authorities, which could not organize much of anything within the 

revolutionary situation over which they had lost control. Also they were not 

ethnic in the strict sense of the word—they were primarily anti-revolutionary, 

and their victims were quite often not Jews.87 That said, the Jews were associ-

ated by the anti-revolutionary Black Hundred forces with the revolution and 

were, undoubtedly, the main target of their violence. 

Likewise, the bulk of the pogroms that happened during the wars of 1914–

1920 do not fall under the category of the “ethnic riot,” since pogroms were 

carried out primarily by organized armed groups. The diversity of phenomena 

hiding behind the word pogrom is one of the symptoms of the ideological en-

gagement of historiography.88 

Participation of the authorities in setting up pogroms (even the one in Ki-

shinev) can now be safely relegated to the realm of myth. The question of 

their conduct during pogroms is more complicated. Hans Rogger, who gave us 

as full an analysis of the 1880s pogroms as the state of historiography al-

lowed,89 mentions several factors, which could on different occasions prevent 

the local authorities from taking decisive action, including the use of firearms, 
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at the very early stage of pogrom activities, regardless of whether the officials 

shared anti-Jewish sentiment themselves or not. This could be due to a loss of 

control in a critical situation, to shifting responsibility between military and 

civilian authority, to a lack of troops on the site, etc. Similar mechanisms were 

also at work in situations in which pogroms were not anti-Jewish, even in the 

capital and even in a time of war.90 In the imperial elite there were people who 

effectively prevented pogroms,91 as there were those who sympathized with 

the pogrom perpetrators. Nicholas II was among the latter, which was mani-

fested in the mass clemency by the tsar of the participants in the pogroms of 

1905.92 

Ten years after the first wave of pogroms, the law of 1891 established 

criminal liability “for open attacks on one part of the population upon an-

other,” creating a legal basis for prosecution of those pogrom perpetrators 

who could not be charged with active participation in homicide. However, the 

direct legislative reaction to the wave of pogroms in the 1880s was to intro-

duce “The Provisional Rules of the 3rd of May, 1882.” The Rules reflected the 

conviction of the authorities that it was the “Jewish exploitation” of peasants 

that provoked the pogroms, and that they could be prevented only by separat-

ing Jews and peasants as much as possible. The Rules prohibited Jews from 

trading in alcoholic beverages in the countryside and banned all Jewish trade 

in rural areas during Christian holidays.93 Jews were forbidden from purchas-

ing and leasing any landed property in the countryside, and from settling in 

the countryside. Those Jews who already lived outside of towns and shtetls 

could stay on. Dubnov describes cases when the latter rule was abused by the 

local authorities who, under different pretexts, attempted to drive out the Jews 

who already lived in of the countryside. The only thing that Dubnov does not 

mention is that he borrowed all his cases from the files of the Senate, which 

invariably settled them in favor of the Jews. The rural Jewish population was 

higher in 1888 than in 1882.94 

Z. Bauman correctly observes that premodern violence occurs because 

things were not as they were yesterday, while modern violence because of 

the fear how things might be tomorrow.95 In the pogroms of 1881–1882, 

judging by what we know of them, both mechanisms were at work. How-

ever, it was precisely in the early 1880s that fear of the future as the basis 

for modern anti-Semitism was revealed most fully. Thus, it can be asserted 

that it was not pogroms in themselves, but rather their coincidence in time 

with the realization of the perils of capitalist development that made the 

beginning of the 1880s a turning point in the history of the “Jewish ques-

tion” in the Russian Empire. 
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In an attempt to save his radical modernist interpretation of nationalism as 

a product of industrial revolution, Ernest Gellner argued that in Eastern 

Europe it was rather a shadow of this revolution which triggered nationalism. 

The argument in general does not seem convincing, but there is, probably, 

some truth in it—many people in Eastern Europe began thinking about cer-

tain problems before they actually emerged in their societies. Observing the 

experience of their more developed neighbors, they anticipated new problems. 

The same mechanism worked in the emergence of modern Russian anti-

Semitism. In March 1880 the St. Petersburg newspaper Novoe vremia came up 

with the (in)famous slogan “The Yid is Coming”. The critique had started 

already in the late 1870s by condemning the profiteering of Jewish army con-

tractors during the war with the Ottoman Empire. Soon it became an alarmist 

cry about the newly emerging Jewish economic power in general. 

Much of these concerns, or rather—panic, was based on the observations 

of Jewish success in neighboring Germany.96 Indeed, in Germany by 1870 “80 

per cent of the Jewish population could be described as middle-class and 60 

per cent were in the upper income brackets”.97 In the early twentieth century 

Jews comprised one third of the richest German families, while their share of 

the total population was less than one percent.98 The growth of the influence 

and wealth of the Jews in large urban centers of the Habsburg Empire was 

also evident. The striking upward mobility of the Jews in all the countries 

where they got emancipation was obvious, and there was no reason to believe 

that in Russia things would go a different way. “The Jews were low going up, 

and thus instilled in the high the fear of going down.”99 

Within this perspective Jews were, indeed, dangerous rivals. Analogies with 

Russia would have been particularly frightening for the nationalist public 

opinion. One reason was that the Jewish population in Russia was incompa-

rably higher, both in absolute figures and proportionally, than in Germany. 

Secondly, comparing the “national Russian” capitalism with its German or 

French counterparts, it was easy to come to the conclusion that the Russian 

economy was incomparably less competitive. Dondukov-Korsakov, while sug-

gesting abolishment of the Pale of Settlement in 1872, hastened to add that 

the kulaks, peasant entrepreneurs, and merchants of the interior gubernias 

would create such a competition for the Jews that it would not allow the latter 

to “exploit” the local population.100 The trouble was that the number of people 

who believed, along with Dondukov-Korsakov, in the ability of the “peasant 

entrepreneurs” to compete with the Jews was not large even as he was writing 

his memorandum, and dwindled as time passed. There was a widespread con-

viction in Russian public opinion, as well as in government circles, of the 
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weakness of “national” capitalism. If the German experience proved that the 

Jews could win in an economic competition even on German turf, the Oblo-

movs had no chances at all. 

Of course, those who speculated about the Jewish “economic threat” 

tended to forget about the differences between the Ostjuden and the West-

juden that in another context were invariably cited as justification for delaying 

emancipation. But Russian Jews had also demonstrated outstanding capitalist 

talents. Whether we call the Jews, following J. Armstrong, a “mobilized dias-

pora,” or, following Yuri Slezkine, “Mercurians,” or, following Derek J. Pen-

slar, “Homo economicus judaicus,”101— in any case it is all about the fact that 

the Jews everywhere proved able to use the opportunities opened up by the 

development of capitalism more effectively than their neighbors. It should be 

noted that in exploiting these opportunities the Jews were often led by ideas 

other than the notions of the desirable change of roles that in the Enlighten-

ment era were characteristic of Christian views of the Jews as well as of the 

views of the Maskilim. 

This is exactly how things were in Russia—the government wanted the Jews 

to engage in agriculture, artisan professions or to become educated specialists. It 

was in these capacities that the government was ready to open ways for Jews to 

be integrated into imperial society, and it was these categories that were offered 

opportunities to leave the Pale of Settlement. The growing role of the Jews in 

the key areas of the new capitalist economy, however, was perceived in different 

terms. By the mid-nineteenth century, Jews had already achieved complete 

dominance among the merchants in the Pale. All the merchants of the first guild 

in the Minsk, Chernigov, and Podolsk gubernias were Jewish.102 The dominant 

role of Jews in the fast-growing banks, railroads and on the stock exchange was 

evident already in the 1880s. Even in St. Petersburg, outside of the Pale of Set-

tlement, 43 percent of brokers and 42 percent of pawnbrokers in 1881 were 

Jews.103 Increasingly the opponents of emancipation cited the economic success 

of the Jews as proof positive that further steps toward abolishing legal barriers 

were not needed and even were dangerous. 

In the new discourse, the Pale of Settlement and other forms of legal dis-

crimination were becoming the last barrier that protected the weak, barely 

emergent Russian capitalism from Jewish domination. Whereas in the past the 

Pale was meant to limit the movement of the pitiful Jew—uneducated, tradi-

tionalist petty trader or factor—now it had to protect against the artful, ruth-

less predator Jews, united in a conspiratorial network both within the empire 

and worldwide. As in Germany, modern anti-Semitism established itself in the 

Russian Empire.104 
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The former encouraging attitude of involving Jews in secular education 

changed too, largely because during the period when the “liberal invitation to 

assimilation” was in action the Jews, as has already been noted, exploited the 

newly opened opportunities very successfully. One of the manifestations of 

this new trend was the introduction in 1887, after some pressure from Alex-

ander III on the minister of public education I. D. Delianov, of a quota for 

Jews entering secondary schools, and, later, the same quota for institutes of 

higher education—10 percent within the Pale of Settlement, 5 percent outside 

the Pale, and 3 percent in the capitals. 

While the multimillion strong mass of Russian Jews kept to its tradi-

tional, sequestered way of life, and the authorities were dreaming of turning 

them into “productive” peasants and artisans, the few cases of individual 

success by Jews in entrepreneurship and education were very welcome. The 

authorities were little concerned that the finances of the Russian Empire 

had been managed for several decades by a Christianized Jew, Stieglitz.105 

However, when the Jews’ upward social mobility (in economy and educa-

tion) began to grow exponentially, the attitude toward them began to change 

drastically. In time, the idea of “cleansing” Russia of Jews by forcing them 

to emigrate took hold among the extreme nationalists. The Union of the 

Russian People, for instance, announced that it would “make every effort so 

that its representatives in the State Duma, above all, put forward the ques-

tion of the formation of a Jewish state, of facilitating their move into that 

state, whatever material sacrifices such a move required of the Russian peo-

ple.”106 The government certainly did not go as far as that, but considered 

partial Jewish emigration desirable. From 1881 to 1914, 1,980,000 Jews 

emigrated from Russia—of whom 1,557,000 (78.6 percent) went to the 

United States.107 

Certainly, not all the segments of Russian society were infected with anti-

Semitism. Jews were treated as equals in the revolutionary and liberal milieu. 

It was exactly in this direction that the ever-increasing number of educated 

Jews who wanted a rapprochement with Russian society moved. The first 

accusations against Jews, along with Poles, for their disproportionately active 

part in the revolutionary movement, were heard in the 1870s. At that time 

they were groundless. In 1871–1873, the number of Jews brought to trial on 

political charges constituted 4–5 percent, which corresponded to their share 

of the country’s population. However, by the late 1880s, Jews already consti-

tuted between 35 and 40 percent of participants in the revolutionary move-

ment. In twenty years the Jews had come to be, according to Haberer, a “criti-

cal mass in the Russian revolutionary movement.”108 
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“Why Were Russian Jews Not Kaisertreu?”—This is how John Klier put 

the question in his recent article.109 The discrimination against the Jews in the 

Russian Empire was undoubtedly an important factor which influenced, inci-

dentally, not only the fact that Russian Jews were disloyal to the dynasty, but 

also contributed to the fact that the Habsburg Jews were Kaisertreu.110 There 

are, however, other causes. The Russians themselves at the end of the nine-

teenth and at the beginning of the twentieth century were becoming increas-

ingly less loyal subjects of the tsar. The decrease, from the 1890s on, of the 

Jews’ share in the revolutionary movement was connected not with the de-

crease of their absolute number among the revolutionaries, but with an in-

crease in the numbers of the other nationalities. 

It can be stated with assurance, however, that a significant part of the Jews 

of the Russian Empire was Pushkintreu, i.e., was loyal to the Russian culture, 

and to a “beautiful Russia of the future.” Ukrainian nationalist Panteleimon 

Kulish accused Jews in the early 1860s of adopting the Russian, rather than 

the Ukrainian, culture, and of supporting russification. This tendency only 

intensified by the turn of the twentieth century. The Poles felt it quickly, when 

they faced the migration of the Litvaks (Jews from the northwestern Prov-

ince) into the Kingdom of Poland, and hastened to see in them as agents of 

russification and supporters of centralism.111 Vladimir (Zeev) Zhabotinskii, 

whose impressions of the Kishinev pogrom made him abandon his early suc-

cessful career of as Russian journalist, as well as his colleagues in the Zionist 

movement, were a minority. The Bund, founded in 1897, for all the complexi-

ties of its relationship with the Russian Social-Democratic Revolutionary 

Party, still returned to its corpus in 1906. Jews were very active in the Cadet 

Party and provided electoral support. 

In the reign of Nicholas II, the Jewish question—primarily the struggle for 

or against abolishing legal discrimination—invariably remained in the focus of 

attention of practically all political forces. There were a lot of new elements in 

the circumstances of this struggle. Firstly, the discussion of this question took 

place against the background of a continuous regime crisis, amidst revolution 

and violence, or a direct threat of violence, both from the Left and from the 

Right. Secondly, a large number of the highest ranking bureaucrats, including 

S. Iu. Vitte and P. A. Stolypin, were staunch advocates of the abolition of the 

legal discrimination against the Jews. The decision of the Council of Ministers 

to abolish a number of discriminatory laws in 1906 was voted for unani-

mously.112 The Tsar in this matter was in opposition to most of his ministers, 

which was part of the general conflict of the monarchy and the “bureaucratic 

environment.” It was the extreme Right nationalists and conservatives who 
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were the allies of Nicholas II in his resistance to democratization in general 

and to emancipation of Jews in particular. The former saw the Jews as ene-

mies of the “national capital,” the latter, as the embodiment of the spirit of 

capitalism that they deplored generally. Both were staunch monarchists and 

hated Jews for their role in the revolutionary movement. 

Some very limited steps toward easing discrimination had already been 

taken by the authorities before the revolution. In particular, on June 7, 1904, 

they lifted the ban on Jewish residency within the 50-verst borderline zone. 

After 1905–1906, when the revolutionary situation led to proclaiming the 

freedom of conscience, and the Jews, despite the resistance of a number of 

influential officials, were granted the right to elect and be elected to the 

Duma. However the court in an alliance with the nationalist, extreme Right 

found itself in a position to block emancipatory initiatives coming both from 

the bureaucracy and from the liberals and the Left in the Duma, where nu-

merous attempts to raise the Jewish question at sessions and to prepare corre-

spondent acts did not bring any results, partly because of the quick dissolution 

of the first and second Dumas. The bureaucratic discussion on the abolition 

of the Jewish legal barriers began to feature, with increasing frequency, the 

motif of apprehension of a violent reaction from an anti-Semitic underclass 

and the extreme Right.113 In this period the logic of the reformers—to abolish 

legal discrimination of the Jews in order to wean them off the revolutionary 

movement—no longer worked because the monarchy itself, together with the 

Right nationalists, was aiming not at the continuation of reforms begun in 

1905 under the revolutionary pressure, but at revenge. The road to the im-

provement of the legal status of the Jews now lay not through special legisla-

tion concerning the Jews but rather through general democratic reforms, like 

in 1905. 

The Great War brought much suffering to the Jewish population of the 

Pale of Settlement. Along with the hardships of war shared by all the residents 

of the western borderlands, the Jews were suffering from the extremely hostile 

treatment by the military authorities. They were forcibly deported en masse 

from the frontline areas; the pretext was often their alleged sympathy with the 

enemy.114 The abolition of the Pale of Settlement in August 1915 simply made 

it official—by that time more than half a million Jews had either moved east 

of their own will or (the majority) had been deported by the military com-

mand. 

On March 20, 1917, the Provisional Government passed the act abolishing 

all ethnic and confessional limitations, which made the Jewish legal barriers a 

thing of the past. In the following three years, the number of Jewish victims of 
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violence would become a hundred times higher compared to the entire period 

of the Jews’ residency in the Russian Empire, and thousands of Jews would 

themselves commit revolutionary violence. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

The narrative of Jewish suffering and oppression in the Romanov Empire 

includes facts one cannot argue with, and reflects deep emotional traumas. 

Osip Mandelshtam kept repeating, even in the tragic years of his persecution 

under Stalin, “I haven’t forgotten anything there,” meaning the humiliations 

he had suffered as a Jew in Tsarist Russia. The imperial authorities had failed 

to create and implement an effective policy of emancipation and incorpora-

tion of the Jews in imperial society, and, in the last few decades of the em-

pire’s existence, failed to ensure the safety of its Jewish subjects. 

This narrative, however, should be complemented and corrected. First of 

all, we should remember that it was created (primarily by S. Dubnov115) in the 

empire’s twilight years, when the situation of the Jews as a result of pogroms 

and a growing integral nationalism and anti-Semitism among the Romanovs’ 

Christian subjects (not just Russians!) became especially unstable and was 

generating an acute sense of alarm and threat. The Jews in the Russian Em-

pire had known other, better times. 

Secondly, we should avoid “simple” interpretations. The motif of victimiza-

tion must be complemented with an attempt to understand the scale and 

character of the problems that grew at the meeting point between, the peculi-

arities of the Jewish life and economic behavior (whether it was the initial 

isolationism of the bulk of the Jews or the consequent extraordinary activity 

and mobility of Jews during the period of capitalist development); growing 

anti-Semitism of various strata of the population of the empire (which was a 

typical phenomenon for all modernizing European societies); and, finally, the 

rather contradictory policies of the imperial bureaucracy. 

A part of the imperial bureaucracy was quite anti-Semitic at practically 

every historical stage, while another part, in contrast, saw the constructive and 

creative potential of the Jews and attempted to facilitate a transformation of 

the Jewish life and a successful integration of the Jews into the life of the em-

pire. One should also note that the “Jewish question” was very closely con-

nected with the “Polish question,” which also varied in its content and poign-

ancy, as well as with the problem of the threat (real or imaginary) to the part 

of the empire’s western borderland where the Jews were concentrated. As is 
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the case with many other issues of imperial politics, the way to a deeper un-

derstanding of the “Jewish question” lies through a recreation of a more com-

plex and contradictory picture, with no fixed roles for victims and perpetra-

tors and with no linearity in the development of the process, which in fact 

goes through various, often dramatically different stages. Without attempting 

to propose a systematic periodization of the relations between the empire and 

the Jews, we shall note that, apart from important changes invariably con-

nected in such political systems to changes of the monarchs, essential changes 

were brought about by the Polish uprising of 1830–31, then by the uprising of 

1863–64; the crisis of the early 1880s; and the revolution of 1905. 

The comparative view of the Jewish situation in Russia and in other coun-

tries should be subjected to the same degree of complexity, discarding the 

notion shared by too many people that the pogrom was a Russian invention. 

This essay can serve as a good illustration of how some of the methodo-

logical principles discussed in the previous chapters of the book are working. 

First of all, it is quite clear that the history of Jews in the Russian Empire 

suffers from the same “victimization syndrome” as other national narratives. 

The question here is not whether the Russian Jews were victims of discrimina-

tion and violence—they were obviously victims of both. The question is 

whether the entire history of imperial Jewish policy can be told as a story of 

oppression and discrimination. To answer no to this, as I have tried to dem-

onstrate, is also obvious. This suggests that any analysis of the policies toward 

Jews as well as any other groups should pay attention to the motivations of 

the authorities, rejecting an a priori knowledge of their invariable russifying 

and discriminatory intentions. This will allow the observer to fully appreciate 

the fact that the bureaucracy was never united in approaching the Jewish 

question, and that the imperial policy concerning Jews differed significantly in 

essence and intentions in different periods and in different borderlands. The 

latter circumstance can serve as another illustration of the thesis that the re-

gional approach—in this case, limiting the perspective to the western border-

lands—can lead to some serious oversimplification of the total picture. 

Secondly, this material confirms the thesis that any efforts by the authori-

ties aimed at assimilation and/or acculturation achieved notable success only 

in those cases when they received a supportive response from a sufficiently 

large number of the members of this group, in this case Maskilim. The exam-

ple of the Maskilim points out another important subject which has been left 

out of this essay—the increasing heterogeneity of various ethnic and eth-

noreligious groups, including Jews, when it came to the issue of identification 

strategies during the nineteenth century. The history of Jews in Russia also 
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provides a wealth of material for ruminations on how, in certain parts of soci-

ety, the tendency to reject the assimilation of a particular group gains momen-

tum periodically, and on the influence of this phenomenon on the strategies of 

the assimilated or acculturated group itself. 

Thirdly, we see that the situation of the Jews and the authorities’ plans for 

them are impossible to understand separate from the broader context of the 

borderland situation. It is true that the “Jewish question” as a recognition by 

the authorities of the necessity of a special set of legislative and administrative 

measures looms large among other similar “questions.” However, it did not 

occupy this exclusive position for long, and soon enough many decisions on 

the Jewish question were already made in connection with the Polish and, 

later, Ukrainian questions, and sometimes were even a side effect of the poli-

cies regarding other groups. The “exiling” of the Jews into a separate section 

of history, that by and large still continues, is one of the most obvious chal-

lenges for a new history of the empire, which is understood as a series of in-

teractions between various institutional actors and groups. 

Finally, we have seen how the events beyond the empire’s borders, espe-

cially the unification of Germany, the experience of the Jewish emancipa-

tion in the Habsburg and Hohenzollern Empires, and the reaction to it from 

the Christian subjects of these empires have all had a significant impact on 

the positions of the bureaucracy and societal forces in regard to the Jewish 

question, which can serve as an illustration of the thesis that processes in 

the ensemble of continental empires are interconnected particularly 

closely.116 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

“OFFICIAL NATIONALITY”? 

A REASSESSMENT OF COUNT SERGEI UVAROV’S 

TRIAD IN THE CONTEXT 

OF NATIONALISM POLITICS 

 

 

 

The concept of “official nationality,” which was introduced by the liberal 

literary historian A. N. Pypin in 1875,1 eventually became the generally ac-

cepted term to describe the ideology of Tsar Nicholas I’s reign and also, in 

particular, Count Sergei Uvarov’s formula of “Orthodoxy, Autocracy, Nation-

ality.” From the very beginning it had negative connotations; this tradition 

treated Uvarov’s triad as being not only anti-liberal but also anti-European, 

reactionary and highly primitive in general.2 This censurous judgement was 

continued to a large extent in subsequent works.3 Uvarov’s reassessment 

mostly concerned his activities as a minister of education.4 

This approach, which could be called the “Pypin tradition,” needs to be 

substantially altered. It is not only a question of how correct Pypin’s liberal-

progressive stance was—though this is entirely debatable and this is not the 

most important issue either. Of more importance is the fact that this approach 

greatly restricts our freedom to ask probing questions and makes it difficult 

for us to gain a true understanding of Uvarov, who comes across as being a 

noticeably more one-dimensional and even primitive figure than was really the 

case. 

This is particularly clear in what was written on the role of Uvarov’s triad 

in imperial policy, as well as the influence of his work as Minister of Public 

Education. In this article I will attempt to show that Uvarov was a productive 

ideologist and an effective bureaucrat and that he also played a very important 

role in the formulation of the ideology of Russian nationalism, as well as in 

implementing nationalist policy in the Russian Empire during the reign of 

Tsar Nicholas I. What I have written should by no means be taken as a “posi-

tive assessment” of Uvarov’s activity. A positive or negative assessment of any 

particular aspect of the work of the Minister of Public Education would de-

pend on the ideological principles and nationalist sympathies of the historian, 

and is not a priority for this chapter. 
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The importance of the context 
 

First and foremost, we must remember the particular circumstances of 

the situation in which Uvarov came to be appointed Deputy Minister of 

Public Education in 1832 and then Minister in 1833. The beginning of Tsar 

Nicholas I’s reign saw the Decembrist uprising. The course of events during 

Nicholas I’s reign was totally unlike the atmosphere which had prevailed 

during the final years of his elder brother’s reign.5 In November 1830, against 

a background of revolutionary events in France and Belgium, the uprising in 

the Kingdom of Poland had flared up. In January 1831 the Polish parliament, 

the Seym, who felt it necessary to go through the official ceremony of corona-

tion with the Polish crown, announced the dethronement of Nicholas, the first 

(and last) of the Romanovs. The events of 1830–1831 challenged the Tsar’s 

belief in his own legitimacy, and the Polish uprising, which was put down only 

after a gruelling war lasting several months, forced him to rethink the entire 

imperial political system in the western regions. 

In circumstances such as these it would have been impossible to imagine 

that a man of liberal-progressive leanings would be appointed Minister of Pub-

lic Education. Obviously, no candidate for the post of minister could afford to 

challenge the general conservative orientation of policy.6 Uvarov was a career-

minded man and had already been dismissed once before in 1821, so he 

agreed to play by the rules which were presented to him. However, it would be 

unfair to suggest that Uvarov was interested only in his own career. He was a 

man with a great deal of energy and valued his job not only for what it was, 

but also for the opportunities to do valuable work which the post of Minister 

of Education afforded. 

The traditional view of Uvarov is that he “understood the secret hopes of 

the Emperor,” or to put it in other words, the Uvarov has an ability to guess 

Nicholas’ thoughts and adapt his own way of thinking to them.7 As a strategy 

for investigation, it would help us to start from the assumption that Uvarov, 

on the one hand, had opinions of his own on many issues, and on the other, 

was not completely free in his words and actions.8 In this case, we must pay 

attention to the unavoidable question of how we should interpret Uvarov’s 

texts, in particular the key ones which were written to be read principally (or 

exclusively) by the Tsar, on whose wishes alone Uvarov’s position as minister 

depended. (These documents also include the famous report on the decade of 

work by the Ministry of Public Education, which I shall focus on in particu-

lar).9 If we assume it is possible that Uvarov’s own views differed from those 

of Nicholas I, then these differences could, of course, have manifested them-
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selves in other ways than in an open dispute. We must read them more care-

fully in order to uncover these divergences of opinion, Uvarov’s true views 

and his attempts to influence the thinking of his patron. 

Another important factor in the process of putting Uvarov’s work into con-

text is the fact that in his public speeches he not only showed opposition to 

the political left, i.e., more liberally-minded people,10 but also had a somewhat 

clouded relationship with the section of the public loyal to the authorities 

which was more extreme rightwing than he was. In examining Uvarov’s legacy 

closely, it will not be easy for us to spot many signs of this opposition, but we 

will find evidence to confirm that opposition from the right was by no means 

a minor obstacle for Uvarov. This means that we must make a distinction 

between Uvarov’s own attitude to his famous triad and the various interpreta-

tions of it within that sector of society which swore allegiance to it. The con-

cept of a “theory of official nationality” is thus wholly inappropriate because it 

suggests that Uvarov’s opinions, the Tsar’s position and that of the loyal pub-

lic were all identical.11 The notion of “official nationality” has to be discarded 

altogether, since it only obfuscates our understanding of the ideological strug-

gle within the loyal part of society, and reduces the ideological differences to a 

primitive opposition of liberals and conservatives. 

 

 

Orthodoxy and Autocracy in Uvarov’s triad 
 

It has already been observed in literature on the subject that the way in 

which Uvarov dealt with the first two elements of his triad was fairly prag-

matic. Orthodoxy was not mentioned at all in the rough drafts of his ideas, 

which focused on “traditional” and “national” religion.12 It was because of the 

fact it was a traditional and the prevailing religion that it was valuable to Uva-

rov. He spoke of the “government’s duty to defend the dominant church” not 

only in respect to Orthodoxy, but also other denominations of Christianity (p. 

54). We can see no trace of the “strong-arm attempt to create religious uni-

formity” which Pypin wrote about. He tried to oppose “positive” religiousness 

with, on the one hand, the “dreamlike spectres” of mysticism, which had been 

common in the final years of Alexander’s reign (p. 107), and with rationalism 

on the other hand (p. 54). 

Autocracy was also treated by Uvarov in a pragmatic way. In Zorin’s accu-

rate opinion, no mention whatsoever is made of the “providential nature of 

Russian autocracy” in Uvarov’s texts, including those addressed solely to the 

Tsar, who strongly believed in his divine appointment.13 According to Uvarov, 
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autocracy was “a necessary factor in the survival of the Empire in its present 

form” (p. 33). 

 

If it undertook the monstrous tasks of limiting the powers of the 

monarch, achieving equality of rights for all social classes, national rep-

resentation according to the European model and a supposedly consti-

tutional form of government, the Colossus would not last two weeks; 

indeed, it would collapse before these false transformations could be 

completed.14 

 

Autocracy was treated as a conservative principle and a tool for preserving 

the Empire “in its present form.” If he did not rule out transformations in 

various aspects of the life of the Empire (and for Uvarov it was not a matter of 

whether they were necessary, but which strategy to use and how quickly to 

phase them in)15, then his attitude to autocracy in this system of beliefs was 

not immune to change either. Could Uvarov have said more without going 

into immediate retirement, in 1832 or 1843? 

Another question is more difficult to answer: what, from Uvarov’s point of 

view, did he need to do first of all in order to change the unstable, “fragile” 

state of the Empire (which he called a colossus—it seems he barely resisted 

adding “with feet of clay”)?16 

 

 

The role of “nationality” in the triad 
 

It is hardly surprising that it is the way in which the concept of “national-

ity” in Uvarov’s formula was treated that has caused the most disagreement 

among researchers. Uvarov himself defined it in a very vague way. It would be 

heuristically unproductive simply to agree with the view that this was because 

he himself had little idea of what it was supposed to mean. First we must ask 

whether Uvarov had any reasons for not expressing himself more precisely. 

Secondly, we must decide which indirect evidence, other than his own texts, 

could help us to understand his position. 

We should certainly not consider the triad’s general vagueness, which made 

it possible to interpret it in various ways, as a shortcoming of this ideological 

construction. On the contrary, it was precisely this aspect of it which enabled 

it to fulfil its role as the official ideology and to gain the support of a wide 

range of people, from Pushkin to Bulgarin, for example. However, the issue of 

nationality was more complicated. 
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The first issue of the Journal of the Ministry of Public Education began with a 

publication of P. A. Pletnev’s speech ‘On Nationality in Literature’, which he 

had given in the summer of 1833 at the University of St. Petersburg and which 

was one of the first occasions when the public’s interpretation of this part of 

Uvarov’s formula was tested. Pletnev was quick to point out the novelty of this 

concept: “In the sound of the word ‘nationality’ we can also hear something 

which is fresh and, so to speak, not worn out.”17 He then tried to explain this 

concept by talking about the ancient principle of nationality and what it 

meant, referring to the example of the ancient Greeks but pointing out that it 

did not exist in imperial Rome.18 On the whole, Pletnev’s speech was rather 

confused and its writer either did not really understand what he wanted to say, 

or was afraid to express directly his views on “nationality” in the context of his 

contemporary Russian society. 

There certainly were reasons to be afraid of saying something “wrong” in 

his speech on nationality, and very important reasons at that. This idea 

clearly contradicted those narratives of the Romanovs’ rule that emphasized 

its foreign origins. It can be said that the idea of nationality contradicted the 

functioning principle of the traditional continental empires in general, since 

the ruling dynasties resisted “nationalization,”19 and for good reason. It was 

much more convenient for an absolute monarchy to establish its legitimacy 

through the idea of “divine anointment” than through nationalism. The idea 

of nation was from its very inception connected with the principle of popu-

lar representation, and no amount of reassuring statements about an autoc-

racy’s permanence could cancel that. As early as the first half of the nine-

teenth century, there was already an awareness of the conflict between these 

principles. The only differences were in opinions on how quickly this con-

flict had to be resolved, and by what means. The “nationalization” of the 

dynasty, a gradual consolidation of the nation at the empire’s core, a par-

ticular method of resolving the accompanying conflict between the auto-

cratic and representative principles—all of these are elements of the general 

process of imperial modernization. It inevitably caused deep changes in the 

mechanisms of the imperial power, including the pattern of relations be-

tween the core and the periphery (further on we will try to provide evidence 

that Uvarov understood that). 

There was a huge difference between the way Pletnev spoke about na-

tionality in 1833 and the way M. Pogodin wrote about it in 1864. In 1864, 

Pogodin expressed his genuine indignation at Shedo-Ferotti’s argument that 

a Tsar had to be a monarch who was equally close to all the peoples living 

in his empire: 
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The Russian sovereign was born and grew up on Russian soil and ac-

quired all the provinces with Russian people, with the help of Russian la-

bour and Russian blood! Kurland, Imeretia, Aleutia and Kurilia are the es-

sence of the skirts of his robe, the tails of his clothing, and his coat is Holy 

Russia … to see in the sovereign not a Russian but a man made up of all the 

ethnic groups living in Russia is an absurdity which no true Russian can 

hear of without feeling indignant.20 

 

As a matter of fact, even in 1864 such a peremptory “appropriation of the 

dynasty by Russian nationalism seemed, if anything, uncommonly tough. Still, 

Uvarov’s formula was a major step on the way from the late eighteenth-

century suggestions to rename Russia Petrovia or Romanovia to the nationali-

zation of the dynasty during the reign of Alexander III. 

However, the fear that nationality might be taken too far was not the 

only reason for Uvarov’s guardedness, as one might imagine. He was well 

aware of how German nationalism worked and understood that its strength 

lay in the fact that it had broad public support. By including nationality in 

his triad, and leaving a large amount of room for different interpretations, 

Uvarov, as far as was possible in the Russia of Tsar Nicholas I, created an 

opportunity for a public debate to be held on this concept. With this in 

mind, the famous case of the publication of Petr Chaadaev’s “Philosophi-

cal Letter” (1836) deserves a new interpretation. The cautious publisher of 

Teleskop, N. I. Nadezhdin clearly did not intend to “undermine the foun-

dations” and to put at risk both his journal and his own well-being. When 

the scandal broke, he sincerely insisted that he did not share Chaadaev’s 

views and had published his letter with the intention of engaging polemi-

cally with him in the next issue. Indeed, Nadezhdin’s own article, “Euro-

peanism and Nationality, with Regard to Russian Literature,” published in 

the first issue of Teleskop that same year 1836, is close to Uvarov’s views 

and is very far from the position of Chaadaev: “If we really want to be 

European, to resemble Europeans in more than dress and external man-

ners, we should begin by learning from them how to respect ourselves, how 

to cherish our national personality, though without the ridiculous boast-

fulness of the French, the superior snobbery of the English or the dumb 

self-content of the Germans.”21 What is important is that a cautious 

Nadezhdin was sincerely mistaken in his understanding of the limits of 

what was permissible in the press in the course of the debate on national-

ity. In other words, the space for discussion was indeed perceived by the 

contemporaries as sufficiently broad. 
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The minister did not rely solely on censorial prohibitions as the most effi-

cient way to regulate the debate. On the contrary, from the very beginning he 

tried to manage it indirectly, by supporting those authors whose views he 

shared.22 A convincing example of Uvarov’s involvement was his relationship 

with historians. In 1834, the Archaeographical Commission was formed, and 

in 1835 the new university regulations introduced new chairs of Russian history 

and Russian literature as an indelible element of the university structure. In a 

manner which was entirely in keeping with the principles of nationalist politics, 

these subjects now acquired a totally new status and prestige. Uvarov was the 

patron of many historians, but there is no doubt that he favored one in particu-

lar. He regularly attended lectures given by N. G. Ustryalov,23 and it was Ustrya-

lov who, in 1837, was awarded the prize for the best Russian history textbook 

and was singled out for the highest praise in Uvarov’s report of 1843.24 

One can note several distinctive features of Ustrialov’s concepts that were 

valuable to his patron. First, he clearly defined the aims of history as being 

national history, in direct opposition to Karamzin who wrote the history of 

the state and ruling dynasty.25 According to Ustryalov, the history of the state 

was less extensive than the history of the nation, since for a long time the state 

did not include Western Russia, i.e., the lands of the Great Principality of 

Lithuania.26 This assertion, in turn, allowed Ustryalov to provide a new his-

torical basis for claims to the lands annexed during the partition of the Pol-

ish–Lithuanian Commonwealth and their inclusion in Russian national terri-

tory—a basis which fitted in neatly with Uvarov’s policy on this issue.27 The 

claim that Little Russia and White Russia belonged not only to the Empire, 

but were also Russian national territory has become a doctrine of Russian 

nationalism ever since, and would remain unchanged until the twentieth cen-

tury. 

According to Ustrialov, the Russian notions of the Great Lithuanian Prin-

cipality were corrupt and its “Russian nature” obfuscated by the Poles, “who, 

having subsequently enslaved the best part of the Russian land, also tried to 

deform its history.”28 The anti-Polish sentiment in Ustryalov’s arguments was 

attractive to the Little Russian elites of the Western Province who entertained 

anti-Polish feelings.29 Ustrialov was highly efficient when it came to propa-

ganda—he clearly formulated many of his theses in a conscious opposition to 

the Polish ideological challenge.30 

Compared to Pogodin, whom Uvarov patronized in a reserved manner, Us-

trialov was also more consequential in his conceptualization of a nation. 

While Pogodin was preoccupied with pan-Slavism and ideas of a Slavic com-

munity, Ustrialov concentrated on the Russian nation and paid a great deal of 
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attention to the category of national territory, which is highly important for 

nationalism.31 

Finally, Ustryalov never demonstrated the anti-European sentiments which 

were so evident in the writings of Pogodin and Shevyrev. According to Ustria-

lov, the Russian successes “prepare the Russian tsardom for taking an honor-

able place in the system of the European powers.”32 Later we shall see that 

this fact was also highly valued by Uvarov. 

We do not know to what extent Uvarov influenced Ustryalov directly. The 

similarity between the views of the historian and the minister is so great that it 

gives us reason to suppose that such influence did exist. In any case we can 

see that Uvarov, even if he did not speak through “other mouths,” did enthu-

siastically support writers who adequately expressed ideas close to his own 

heart. 

Zorin believes that “the first two components of the triad were, in a way, at-

tributes of national existence and national history, and had their roots in the 

third—the notorious Nationality.”33 If we remain strictly within the confines 

of the triad itself, then this is perhaps correct. However, Uvarov’s “national-

ism” was ultimately just as pragmatic as his “religion” and “autocracy.” His 

task was to protect the integrity and stability of the Empire, which were the 

most important elements of Uvarov’s formula even if they were not the de-

clared ones. Perhaps it would be more accurate to define Uvarov as an impe-

rial bureaucrat who had realized the importance of Russian nationalism for 

the future of the Empire. 

 

Russia and Europe—the “eternal question” 

in Uvarov’s interpretation 

In his “relations with Europe” Uvarov sought the answer to a question 

which was of interest to all neighboring empires. This was the question of 

emancipation, i.e., the confirmation that Russia had successfully completed its 

period of obedient apprenticeship and had entered a period of “maturity,” 

when it would be able to determine the scope of its activities independently, as 

well as how much it borrowed from others and from whom. 

Liah Greenfeld wrote of the mood of ressentiment which had been wide-

spread among the Russian elites (and also the elites of other empires) since 

the eighteenth century. Greenfeld sees ressentiment as the main source of na-

tionalism,34 but this hypothesis seems an exaggeration. In his “Letters of a 

Russian Traveller” Karamzin still felt that he and the Russia which he repre-



 “OFFICIAL NATIONALITY”? 147 

sented were quite comfortable with the role of apprentice, primarily because 

he felt like an apprentice just about to enter the guild and had no doubts that 

he would succeed, as if he had already married his master’s daughter. 

Iver Neumann accurately observed that Russia was assigned two roles in 

the European discourse: that of the “barbarian at the gates,” and that of the 

“eternal apprentice” whose entry to the guild had been postponed indefinitely, 

while the criteria which she was supposed to meet were constantly changing.35 

In a situation in which the Napoleonic wars had transformed France, Russia’s 

main role model, into her main threat, the Russian elites were more keenly 

aware of the complex nature of the relationship between Russia and Europe. 

Hardly anyone in Russia at that time would have believed, deep down, Neu-

mann’s conclusion that since it was not Russia which had begun and main-

tained this discourse of the “Other,” it was incapable of stopping it. Yet even 

at that time they knew much of what Neumann later wrote about. In 1812, 

Kutuzov replied to Napoleon’s complaint about the Russian methods of wag-

ing war and sarcastically played on the theme of barbarism with a reference to 

the fact that Napoleon should have expected nothing less from people whom 

he called barbarians. In another answer to Napoleon’s complaints about the 

involvement of the civic population in the attacks on the French soldiers, 

Kutuzov wrote that he was unable to prevent people from fighting the French 

invasion, because they saw it as a new series of destructive Mongol conquests, 

thus describing Napoleon himself as a barbarian.36 

In an effort to dispute Russia’s role as an “eternal apprentice,” Uvarov hit 

upon the highly effective image of a “mature Russia.” According to Uvarov, 

what Russia’s maturity and “coming of age” meant was that it had the right to 

choose what it borrowed and select its development strategy independently. In 

a kind of homage to the liberal tradition, A. Zorin condemned Uvarov and the 

Russian authorities in general for their attempt to “borrow the accomplish-

ments of western civilisation, at the same time ignoring the system of social 

values which had created these achievements.”37 However, all the countries 

which bordered on the West, including those which had been successful in 

their efforts to “catch up with the West,” concentrated on acquiring western 

ways while attempting to preserve their own systems of social values and to 

find new formulae for development. The only difference between them was 

the fact that some were more successful in this than others. 

Confirming the image of Russia as a mature and independent nation 

was another vital prerequisite for Uvarov in carrying out his main task, 

which was to inspire feelings of loyalty towards the core of the empire 

among its various regional elites and respect for the Russian language and 
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culture,38 as well as the gradual consolidation of the imperial elite on these 

foundations. 

At the same time, Uvarov tried to prevent the misinterpretation of his 

hypothesis of emancipation of Russia in Europe, into an effort to emanci-

pate it from Europe. He saw the danger of the simplification of his ideas 

both by the Tsar and Russian society as anti-Europeanism and systemati-

cally tried to prevent this. In his report of 1843, he stressed the importance 

of European accomplishments and culture for the work of his ministry at 

least three times—at the beginning, in the middle and at the end (pp. 4, 75 

and 103). Here is one of these passages: “The Ministry was ruled by one 

guiding intention: …keeping all the advantages of European education, and 

having brought Russian intellectual life forwards to the same level as that of 

other nations, it wished to give it a distinctive national character, base it on 

its own principles and lead it in accordance with the needs of the people 

and the government” (pp. 75–76). Researchers usually highlight the “dis-

tinctive character” and “own principles” mentioned in Uvarov’s statements, 

but it is nonetheless worth asking why Uvarov always considered it neces-

sary to talk also of the “European spirit” (p. 4) and “world education in 

general” (p. 106). 

A powerful description of the sentiments Uvarov was so afraid of may be 

found in a letter from P. Y. Chaadaev to P. A. Vyazemsky of 29 April 1848. 

Chaadaev wrote to Vyazemsky about the latter’s laudatory review of N. V. 

Gogol’s “Selected passages from correspondence with friends.” Chaadaev 

agreed with Vyazemsky’s main points, but on every occasion he agreed with 

him, he added a sceptical comment as to how these ideas would be perceived 

by society, which had twisted Uvarov’s ideas of “maturity” and “self-

confidence” into a feeling of self-righteousness and self-love. 

 

It would be madness for us to glorify ourselves before our elder brothers. 

They are not better than us, but they are more worldly-wise than we are. In 

the first half of your article you have said some clever things about our 

newly-invented nationality, but you have said nothing about the fact that we 

are invisibly attempting to distort our national character. Think about this. 

You will not believe the extent to which the character of people in our 

country has changed since we clothed ourselves in this national arrogance, 

which was unknown to our fathers.39 

 

However paradoxical it might seem, Uvarov himself might have put his 

own signature to these words of Chaadaev’s. 
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A curious episode was Uvarov’s reaction to a lecture by Professor M. 

Roseberg of the University of Dorpat (Tartu), “On Russia’s historical signifi-

cance,” presented in French and later published in Russian translation in the 

Journal of the Ministry of Public Education in 1838. Among other things, 

Roseberg expressed a view which entitles him to be regarded as the forgotten 

predecessor of the Eurasianists. He said that Russia belonged to neither Asia 

nor Europe, but was an independent, distinct world. “Two opposite elements 

must have a meeting-place where they merge, a meeting-place which embraces 

them and, at the same time, is different from both: thus, in chemistry, two 

substances are lost in this process when their various properties disappear and 

they assume another form.”40 Uvarov felt it necessary to add a lengthy two 

page note to this hypothesis, which was a rare practice in this journal. The 

closing words of this note clearly show that Uvarov was worried that Rose-

berg’s theory might be interpreted to mean that Russia should be separate 

from the West and hostile to it: “Is it not obvious,” Uvarov hastened to add to 

prevent such an interpretation, “that it (the Fatherland) is destined one day to 

become a mediator between the East and the West, not only with regard to 

public education but also faith itself? … The West is striving for perfection in 

every sphere, while the stationary East was destined from on high to preserve 

the pure knowledge of God since the world began … The West will never be 

able to repay the East for this gift from God” (p. 14). 

In other words, the value of what the East had preserved (in this case Uva-

rov was referring to the eastern tradition of Christianity) should be passed on 

to the West, and it would be for this cooperation that the East would be 

thanked by the West. 

Uvarov searched for spheres of science and culture in which Russia could, 

in the near future, take a leading role in Europe and make a unique contribu-

tion to the European store of knowledge. It was with this aim in mind that 

Uvarov highlighted the importance of eastern studies as the field in which 

Russia had unique opportunities. “Russia […] was chosen by destiny over all 

other educated nations to study the East” (p. 23). The University of Kazan, 

where direct contact between European science and the East was possible, 

was important to him for two reasons: “to pass on knowledge of this fascinat-

ing region of the world to Europe, and to bring its inhabitants gradually closer 

to European accomplishments and science.” 

Uvarov’s ideology belongs among the first attempts to escape from the 

“narrow path of strict imitation” on which the societies that were slow to mod-

ernize were supposed to follow the leading countries, imitating their experi-

ence. In this respect, the first half of the nineteenth century was a period of 



150 THE ROMANOV EMPIRE AND NATIONALISM 

great uncertainty. All over Europe, the creation of various forms of conserva-

tism—including reformist conservatism—became the reaction to the French 

revolution and its aftermath. Uvarov’s brand of reformist conservatism pro-

posed a selective attitude towards Europe. He believed Europe was in crisis, 

but there was an enormous distance between this view and the reactionary 

conservatism of Joseph de Maistre, or even the popular idea of the “decline of 

Europe” which appeared soon afterwards. Uvarov saw Russia not as being 

aloof from Europe, still less as hostile to it, but as an integral part of it, “wor-

thy of its place… alongside other European nations” (p. 107, Uvarov’s italics). 

 

Minister Uvarov’s tactics and strategy in the borderlands 

of the Empire 

At the end of the 18th century, East Slavs constituted about 84 percent of 

the empire’s population. Great Russians’s share was over 50 percent, that of 

Little Russians 20 percent. As a result of subsequent annexations, the East 

Slavs proportionally decreased to 68 percent (that of Great Russians to 46 

percent). The heterogeneity of the empire increased dramatically, including its 

European part which was the focus of Uvarov’s attention. The borderland 

policy was gaining a new importance because of the structural changes in the 

empire’s make up as a whole. The Kingdom of Poland created after the Con-

gress of Vienna, had turned into an alternative center for the wide belt of the 

lands of the former Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth annexed by Russia. 

The uprising of 1830–1831 put an end to the illusion that the Polish nobility 

could become a loyal regional elite of the empire like the German nobles of 

the Baltic provinces were. 

An important element of the tactics of Uvarov, the bureaucrat, was his at-

tempt to avoid strong-arm methods in pursuing policy on the various eth-

noreligious groups, and to secure the cooperation of representatives of which-

ever group he was trying to influence. This may clearly be seen in the example 

of one of Uvarov’s most successful reforms with regard to ethnoreligious pol-

icy: the introduction of state schools for Jews at the beginning of the 1840s. 

Uvarov persistently tried to involve Jews in the planning of the new schools. 

He invited the young reformist rabbi Max Lilienthal, a graduate of the Univer-

sity of Munich, to serve as an intermediary between the Ministry and the 

communities. Uvarov also tried to enlist representatives of the local Jews to 

help develop the new school syllabuses. The main reason why these schools 

became successful, in spite of active opposition from traditionalist senior 
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community figures, was that Uvarov managed to enlist some of local 

“maskils.” Uvarov himself considered this fact to be of primary importance 

from the outset. In the Report of the Ministry of Public Education for 1842, 

he wrote: “A comforting assurance is reached that even now there are a good 

number of young educated people among Jews who could usefully occupy 

teaching positions in the Jewish schools now being planned.”41 In an assess-

ment of the measures taken by Uvarov, M. Stanislawski writes: “we can date 

the emergence of a coherent Russian-Jewish intelligentsia to the latter part of 

the rule of Nicholas I, in large part as a response to the stimulus provided by 

the Russian government itself.”42 

The documents written by Uvarov to the Tsar provide significant contrast 

between the methods used by the Ministry of Education in its work (gradual 

and nonrepressive) and the impulsive, repressive and police-like measures, so 

typical for Nicolas I. “Education is not a matter of policing,” Uvarov wrote (p. 

125). Certain passages in his Memorandum on a decade in the post of Minis-

ter seem rather like exercises in suggesting the preferability of gradual and 

gentle measures and the “damage done by excessively abrupt measures.” This 

theme also features in his policy discussions on the Poles, as well as in the 

description of his plans with regard to the Baltic provinces (see pp. 51–52 and 

125–129).43 This was nothing short of an attempt to influence the emperor, 

among whose qualities patience, gentleness or moderation were not observed 

(see, in particular, pp. 142–143). 

The minister’s strategy for his program was intended to last for decades. 

“This is not a new idea; it was that of all brilliant rulers, from the Romans to 

Napoleon—those who intended to unite the tribes they conquered with the 

victorious tribe, invested all their hopes and all the fruits of all their labours in 

future generations instead of the present generation” (p. 142). 

Uvarov’s program for the western provinces consisted of establishing the 

prestige of Russian culture and undermining the rival cultural influence of 

Poland. It was a matter of a battle between two gravitational centres of culture 

and civilization. The issue was not only in confirming that the western prov-

inces belonged politically to the Russian Empire, it was also a battle between 

two expansionist projects of nation-building: the Russian and the Polish. 

There is no evidence that Uvarov actually tried to implement a program of 

mass assimilation. Uvarov said nothing about mass primary education, by 

which means the aim of assimilation may have been achieved. For him, this 

was a question to be resolved by future generations. His immediate objective 

was the acculturation of the local elites, including the Polish elites, in order to 

confirm their loyalty to the empire. When Uvarov speaks in his 1843 memo-
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randum of the necessity to suppress among the young Polish nobles the idea 

of a “separate nationality and an empty striving to reclaim their lost samobyt-

nost’,” by “nationality” and “samobytnost’ ” he means state sovereignty and a 

nostalgia for the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth. Otherwise, it is impossi-

ble to understand his musings on the necessity to acquaint young Poles with 

“Russian views,” to move them closer to the “Russian mores” in a gradual and 

cautious way according to his thesis (p. 124). The “confirmation of respect for 

Russian accomplishments,” the freeing of educational institutions from the 

influence of the Polish nobility, and convincing the gentry of the need to 

“have their children brought up” in state educational institutions were the 

immediate goals which Uvarov set for his ministry (p. 127). 

In order to appreciate the novelty and the scale of this enterprise, we 

should consider two facts. One, on its western borderlands the empire under 

Alexander I was conducting a policy that the Belorussian historian M. V. Dov-

nar-Zapolskii justifiably calls “polonization.”44 The educational system was 

entirely Polish. Secondly, it is safe to say that when Uvarov took up the posi-

tion of minister of education, the number of the tsar’s subjects who could read 

Polish exceeded the number of those who could read Russian. When we con-

sider the limited resources at his disposal, it can be said that Uvarov proved 

himself a very capable administrator who achieved great success in carrying 

out his declared aims. 

Modernizing the empire meant, among other things, a transition from the 

policy of indirect rule, which was based on the recognition of the broad 

autonomy of the traditional elites in the peripheries of the empire, to a more 

centralized policy which relied on a modern bureaucracy.45 Such a policy 

meant that a fairly high degree of national consolidation would be needed at 

the core of the empire. This was the general trend of all modernizing empires. 

Uvarov was one of the first among the upper echelons of the imperial bu-

reaucracy to understand this trend and to demonstrate an ability to take ac-

count of it in his policy-making. 

The transition to a greater degree of bureaucratization and centralization, 

particularly with regard to the use of elements of Russian nationalism as a 

means of legitimizing the regime, was bound to meet with resistance from the 

regional elites. Not only the mutinous Polish gentry but also the Baltic Ger-

man nobility, who were loyal to the dynasty, became problems from Uvarov’s 

point of view. Acknowledging the steadfast “feeling of devotion to the legal 

sovereign” (p. 49) of the nobility of the Baltic region, Uvarov also saw a prob-

lem since the “idea that their supposed nationality is German has firmly taken 

root amongst them” (p. 51), and since they were “hardly likely to recognise 
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Russians as intellectually equal” (pp. 50–51). However, he stressed that this 

view had to be changed gradually, not so much by trying to persuade the pre-

sent generation, but more by influencing the minds of young people.46 

In the final years of his work as minister, Uvarov played an active role in 

shaping the authorities’ position on the first Ukrainian nationalist organiza-

tion—the Cyril and Methodius Brotherhood. It was partly due to his influence 

that Nicholas I decided, first of all, to present the ideology of the young con-

spirators as a kind of Slavophilia, hiding its real significance as a manifesta-

tion of Ukrainian nationalism. This was part of a general policy of playing 

down conflicts over nationalism as much as possible. Secondly, the tsar de-

cided not to punish the conspirators severely, so as not to drive them further 

into the arms of the Poles.47 

Uvarov was clearly thinking of the empire, which would later make increas-

ing use of Russian nationalism as the source of its legitimacy and as an in-

strument of mobilization. In order for these new mechanisms to function in 

the future, the regional elites had to be acculturated and their loyalty to the 

empire now had to include respect for Russia and Russian culture as “having 

reached maturity.” On this point the aims of domestic policy for the outlying 

regions was linked both with the aims of shaping the ideology of Russian na-

tionalism and also with the ideological solution to the question of Russia’s 

relationship with Europe. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

When we analyze Uvarov’s ideological output closely, we find that he was 

one of the first among the upper echelons of the Russian bureaucracy to real-

ize the importance of nationalism as a new ideology and a new political prin-

ciple. He understood more fully than anyone else at that time the many chal-

lenges which the empire would later have to face, and consistently tried to 

develop a forward-looking strategy and sought ways of using elements of na-

tionalist politics to consolidate the empire’s position. Many of the issues 

which Uvarov examined—for example, Russia’s relationship with Europe, the 

relationship between the Russian nation and the empire, the interrelationship 

between Russian national territory and the rest of the empire, and the ques-

tion of the pace, methods and aims of efforts towards russification—remained 

the focus of public debate until the Romanov Empire ceased to exist. Some of 

them are still of interest today. It is not a question of whether Uvarov’s solu-

tions to these questions were correct; we can hardly claim to know the right 
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answers if they are still being discussed in the twenty-first century. Nonethe-

less, it may be said with certainty that Uvarov’s solutions seem neither naively 

liberal nor reactionary. They were not afflicted with radicalism, isolationism 

or xenophobia. On the contrary, there is much evidence to suggest that he 

understood the dangers of these trends and tried to counteract them. 

The analysis of Uvarov’s triad and its role in the development of Russian na-

tionalism serves as a perfect illustration of the complexity of interaction between 

the state and society in this area. Uvarov, as a minister of education, represented 

imperial power, but he also had to confront strong opposition among the high-

est bureaucracy, which is clear from his writings. The state power was not 

unanimous in these questions in that period—nor at any later point. 

Uvarov’s relations with society were even more complicated. He faced op-

position here both on the liberal flank and from the right—the ultra-patriotic, 

often anti-European guardians of the regime. At the same time, Uvarov had 

faithful allies in society (Ustrialov and Granovskii) whom he often trusted 

with formulating and disseminating the ideas he believed in, probably surmis-

ing that they would be better and more easily accepted as a “voice of the pub-

lic” rather than as a “voice of authority.” The minister had complicated rela-

tions with regard to the issues of nationality with such outstanding public 

figures as Pushkin and Pogodin. In any case, there were at least as many 

shared points as there were differences. At this early stage of the development 

of Russian nationalism, we already see an intensive exchange of ideas between 

society and the state. This situation and Uvarov’s activity cannot be described 

so much as an effort to prevent the public debate, as an attempt to impose on 

society a certain strict discursive matrix on the subject of nation. Along with 

this, Uvarov created space for this debate, made his own original contribution 

to it, and searched for and found his ideological allies in society. 

Uvarov may firmly be classed as one of the most interesting ideologists of 

Russian nationalism, and in terms of caliber and originality he may be com-

pared with M. N. Katkov. Uvarov was perhaps the most interesting figure of 

that early stage when many of the essential elements of this worldview were 

just being formed—to a large extent under his influence. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

THE EMPIRE AND THE NATION 

IN THE IMAGINATION OF RUSSIAN NATIONALISM 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1885, the noted literary historian Aleksandr Pypin published an article 

entitled “The Volga and Kiev.”1 He begins it by recounting a conversation he 

once had with Ivan Turgenev, known for his mastery of the literary treatment 

of nature. It comes out in the conversation that the latter has never been on 

the Volga. That becomes for Pypin a starting point for his argument that 

“Russian literature has not explored the Volga,” that “the Volga is absent in 

Russian painting as well.” (pp. 188–9) “If we are truly so committed to the 

challenge of samobytnost’, the originality of the Russian nation and state, so 

dedicated to lend weight to what is ours, native as opposed to foreign, etc., 

then one of our primary concerns should be to know that native, at least in its 

basic, most characteristic points. The Volga, undoubtedly, is one of these 

points.” (p. 193) Pypin expresses similar reproaches and regrets concerning 

Kiev: 

 

A historian, a publicist, an ethnographer, an artist must see Kiev, if they 

want to imagine vividly Russian nature and Russian people, since here 

again (as on the Volga—A. M.) one finds some of the best examples of 

Russian nature and one of the most interesting aspects of the Russian na-

tion… Kiev is the only place where one feels the Russian city as it was ages 

ago. (pp. 199–200) 

 

To interpret these arguments correctly, we should pay attention to two mo-

tifs present in the article. First, the Saratov-born Pypin is fully aware that 

“here, on the Volga, there is ethnic and blood mixture.” (p. 196) He ridicules 

the attempts of some to “erase” all non-Russian nationalities: “That would be 

a task for a monomaniac, deserving of the well-known character of Shched-

rin’s who asked, ‘Why the river?’” (p. 211) In this article, as in his numerous 

other works, he protests against the repressions of the Ukranian language, and 

supports the right of the Little Russians to be different from the Great Rus-
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sians, “the way the northern Frenchmen, Germans, and Italians are to the 

present day different from their southern counterparts.” 

Second, having called the Volga and Kiev “characteristic points of the na-

tive” that had not been explored by Russian art, Pypin contrasts them to the 

Caucasus, Crimea and the Baltic province, popular with authors and painters, 

but, in his opinion, lying outside of the “native feature” category. He writes 

sarcastically of Russian painters “who prefer to portray ‘the windmills of Est-

landia’ or a heap of red-and-brown rocks under the title of ‘Crimean studies,’ 

or something equally amusing.” (p. 190) In other words, from his standpoint, 

not all the imperial territory qualify as “the native, Russian,” while he does not 

question the unity of the empire. 

The ideological basis of Pypin’s text did not contain anything revolutionary 

or original; the article was fairly typical of the sentiments of educated Russian 

society. It is remarkable only for a full and systematic expression of a wide-

spread point of view, and we will return to it later in this chapter to pinpoint the 

most general dimensions of the subject that has failed to receive due attention 

so far. The subject in question is the “mental maps” of Russian nationalism. 

 

* 

 

It is regrettable that too many historians underrate the ideas and senti-

ments, indeed, the whole discourse that Pypin’s article illustrates so well. 

When Rogers Brubaker wrote that “nowhere is theoretical primitivism in the 

study of nationalism more striking than in the literature (and quasi-literature) 

on this subject,” what he had in mind was Eastern Europe and political sci-

ence.2 However, the perspectives on the range of problems of Russian nation-

alism, on the relationship between this nationalism and the empire that domi-

nate today’s historiography, show convincingly that this criticism partly con-

cerns historians as well. 

I will cite examples from several of the most recent publications. David 

Rowley in his article comes to the conclusion that there is no basis for dis-

cussing Russian nationalism “in [the] generally accepted meaning” during the 

age of the Romanovs. The “generally accepted meaning,” for Rowley, is the 

definition by Ernest Gellner who stated that “nationalism is primarily a politi-

cal principle, which holds that the political and the national unit should be 

congruent… Nationalist sentiment is the feeling of anger aroused by the viola-

tion of the principle, or the feeling of satisfaction aroused by its fulfillment. A 

national movement is one actuated by a sentiment of this kind.” Consequently, 

Rowley concludes, 
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Russian nationalist resentment… could be manifested in two forms: ei-

ther the Russian nation could draw a boundary around the territory in 

which Russians lived, and separate itself from all non-Russian territories, or 

it could seek to turn all the residents of the Russian state into members of 

the Russian nation. The first alternative would mean to disband the empire 

and to create a Russia of, by, and for its people. The second would mean 

the thorough enculturation with Russian ethnicity (Russification) of all 

peoples of the state.”3 

 

In this passage Rowley clearly expresses and takes to their logical conclu-

sion the theoretical theses that form the basis of many works on Russian na-

tionalism. 

The thesis that the Russians did not differentiate between the empire, the 

nation-state and the nation is repeatedly cited in various publications and 

leads many historians to conclude that the Russian nationalist program was 

nothing more than but the clearly unrealistic project of transforming the em-

pire into a nation-state. It is this thesis that Robert Kaiser, for one, employs 

when he writes that the “distinction between Russia the ancestral homeland—
and Rossiya—the geographic extent of the Russian Empire lost clear meaning 

over the course of time,” and defines “the Russian nationalist vision” as “re-

creating the Russian empire as a Russian nation-state.”4 “The great question 

for Russian leaders during the nineteenth and twentieth century might be 

formulated as whether they could intricate an analogous (to British) com-

pound national identity in their empire’s more diverse ethnic elements”: this is 

also the spirit in which Geoffrey Hosking writes in his book about “how the 

building of an empire impeded the formation of a nation.”5 “Imaginative geog-

raphy: Russian empire as a Russian nation-state” is both the title of a chapter 

and the subject of the entire recent book by Vera Tolz.6 

But to what extent is Gellner’s definition of nationalism, on which all the 

quoted and many similar discussions are based, applicable in the Russian 

case? Nationalists inevitably come to ask what space their nation should oc-

cupy in terms of political control and as a “national territory.”7 In the case of 

non-imperial nations it can be said that a national territory encompasses what 

the nationalists believe to be “their” state ideally or “rightfully.” That is, a 

“national territory” and the space of political control are congruent. With 

imperial nations, these two categories of space may differ significantly. The 

point is that an effort to consolidate the nation, including a definition of a 

certain part of the territory of the empire as the “national territory,” does not 

necessarily signal an intention to “disband” the empire. 
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It was exactly with the view of establishing imperial control over particular 

territories that most of the colonial wars were waged, not for including them 

in the “national territory.” The English attempted to establish the British iden-

tity only in one part of their empire—on the British Isles. The French strove 

to do the same only in the European part of their empire. Of course, in Brit-

ain, France and even Spain, nationalism of the dominant nation had been 

marked by a considerably richer “heritage” than in Russia. The degree of soci-

ety’s modernization and the extent to which the job of its cultural and linguis-

tic homogenization had been already done by the ancien régime were signifi-

cantly higher here compared to Russia. Even so, it would be quite erroneous 

to imagine that the colonial expansion was begun by full-fledged nation-states. 

The nation-states of the major maritime empires were being “completed” par-

allel to and in a close association with imperial expansion. If the “British iden-

tity,” as Linda Colley has demonstrated, was largely born out of the empire’s 

struggle against its enemies, the same holds true of other “imperial” nations, 

including Russia.8 

Russian nationalism was also selective in its project. At the same time, for 

Russian nationalism, just as for French, British or Spanish nationalism, an 

attempt to consolidate the nation was far from irreconcilable with an attempt 

to preserve and, given the opportunity, expand the empire. Gellner’s formula 

of nationalism fits the experiences of the movements that tried to “cut” new 

states out of the existing ones, but it does not work in cases when a particular 

nationalism could adopt as its “own” an already existing state, including an 

empire.9 

The Russians, regardless of the definition of this notion,10 were the central 

and most populous ethnic group of the empire. For a number of reasons, it is 

not quite correct, at least until the early twentieth century, to call them a 

dominant group, in the sense that the British and the French dominated in 

their empires. The ruling dynasty had resisted “nationalization” longer than in 

the majority of the European states, the empire was dominated by a multieth-

nic gentry; for a long period of time a Russian peasant could have been, and 

often was, a serf to a non-Russian, non-Orthodox, and even non-Christian 

nobleman. The “nation” did not rule, and had no system of political represen-

tation. Ju. F. Samarin had exactly this problem in mind when he wrote in 

1864: “We, the Russians, plan to be in Russia what the French are in France 

and English are in all the British possessions.”11 

On the other hand, the position of Russian as the official language of the 

empire had been constantly strengthened, and the Orthodoxy had a privileged 

status vis-à-vis other religions, the elite Russian culture in the nineteenth cen-
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tury was becoming increasingly more “complete” and adhering to European 

standards. Under these conditions, the Russian nationalists’ desire to “russify” 

the empire was not at all utopian in the sense that the Russians, as a nation, 

were supposed to occupy a dominant position in the Russian empire, similar 

to the position of the French and the British in theirs. I am consciously leav-

ing out of this chapter a great number of issues regarding the changes in the 

political system and forms of political mobilization necessary for such an 

undertaking. (It can be suggested that the most realistic route to such political 

modernization was through the establishment of a constitutional monarchy.) I 

would like to emphasize that it would be a mistake to consider, even before 

the creation of a system of political representation, that there was an impene-

trable membrane between the public nationalist discourse and the imperial 

bureaucracy. If the Romanovs could seek out new sources of political legiti-

mization of their power in nationalism, it could only be Russian nationalism, 

and the Romanovs’ “official nationalism”12 inevitably had to search for com-

mon ground with the Russian nationalism of the public. The process was 

slow, fraught by resistance and internal contradictions, but the ruling elite was 

gradually accepting certain elements of the Russian nationalist ideology, 

which by the mid-nineteenth century had already begun to motivate its poli-

cies. 

Richard Wortman wrote recently that “the task of the historian is to under-

stand Russian nationalism as a field of constant struggle, contestation. This 

struggle began in the 19th–early 20th century between monarchy and the 

educated part of society when, in their fight to control the state, each of the 

two sides sought the right to represent the people.”13 In this truly incessant 

fight there were other frontlines; differently drawn, there were subjects for 

argumentation, in which a part of educated society formed or sought to form a 

union with the state power against another part of that educated society. This 

is what often happened in the discussions of Russian-ness and of the borders 

of the Russian “national territory.” 14 

In these arguments the supporters of the identification of the Russian Em-

pire with the Russian nation-state and the consequent, truly utopian drive to 

russify the entire population of the empire invariably constituted a guaranteed 

minority among Russian nationalists. Also in a minority were those who were 

prepared to equate Russians and Great Russians and to accept the traditional 

area of the Great Russian population as the national territory.15 

The obvious distinction of the Russian Empire compared to the British, 

French and Spanish empires was its continental character, the absence of the 

“great water” between core and periphery. That created, understandably, diffi-
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culties for “imagining the national territory” within the empire, but opened up 

certain possibilities as well. 

Compared to other continental powers, the problem of the relationship be-

tween Russian nationalism and empire also had a number of specific features. 

All her problems notwithstanding, nineteenth-century Russia continued terri-

torial expansion and preserved a level of military power, economic potential 

and faith in the future that made foreign influence and dissolution of the em-

pire more of a hypothetical threat rather than an everyday factor, as it was in 

the Ottoman Empire. Of course, by the time Russian nationalism gained a 

certain public recognition and an opportunity to manifest itself in the course 

of the reforms of the early years of Alexander II’s reign, it was an imitative 

reaction to the challenge of the more developed nationalisms of Europe and 

the humiliation of the Crimean War.16 But this nationalism was not a reaction 

to the unavoidable disintegration of empire, already underway, as was the 

nationalism of the Young Turks. This was not a project aimed at minimizing 

the damage or salvaging what could still be saved, as in the Turkish case. 

Russia was different from the Habsburg Empire in that its feudal tradition 

in structuring the imperial realm was significantly less powerful. Russia had 

no Pragmatic Sanction that firmly fixed the borders of the “Crown Lands” 

and the rights of the local noblemen’s Diets. Only the Kingdom of Poland, 

Finland and, to an extent, the Ostzee Provinces had, during certain periods, a 

status comparable to that of the Habsburg crown lands (Länder). If in the 

Hapsburg monarchy the borders of the feudal crown lands became the basis 

for “territorialization of ethnicity” already in the nineteenth century, in the 

Russian Empire the corresponding processes were very limited, and the gen-

eral territorialization of ethnicity began, based on different principles, only in 

the USSR.17 

In the Habsburg monarchy the demographic balance between different 

ethnic groups and the peculiarities of the political development led to a 

point where, in Cisleithania, the expansionist project of building a dominant 

German nation did not play an important role. Only as late as 1882 did the 

Linz program of German nationalists call for the creation of a new unit, 

which would embrace all the lands of the former German Union in order to 

defend their German character. The program suggested ceding Dalmatia, 

Bosnia and Hercegovina to the Hungarians. Galicia and Bukovina could 

also be transferred to Transleithania or acquire a special autonomous status. 

Germanization efforts had to be focused on Bohemia, Moravia, Slovenia 

and the Italian lands, which at that time were under Habsburg rule. But even 

in this area German nationalism had to focus on the defense of the existing 
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sphere of German cultural influence, than on cultural expansion and assimi-

lation.18 

Thus, the Russian nationalist project of national consolidation within the 

empire, which implied “appropriation” of a certain part of the imperial terri-

tory as the “Russian national territory,” had existed for a longer time than 

analogous projects in the Ottoman or Habsburg empires. Only in Transleitha-

nia did the Hungarians, during a comparable period, attempt to actualize in 

their sub-empire a similar project using the situation that had come into being 

with the adoption of the law on the exclusive rights of the Hungarian language 

in the lands of St. Stephen’s Crown in 1844 and the compromise agreement 

of 1867. 

The nationalist “appropriation” of territory motivated by Russian national-

ism was a process, not an act. This process had several important compo-

nents. First of all, the debates on “Russian-ness,” on what are the criteria ac-

cording to which an individual, group or territory belonged to Russia, had a 

truly ferocious character up until the collapse of the empire. 

Second, Russian nationalism had a great potential for expanding the “na-

tional territory” and in a number of ways met with fewer obstacles in this ex-

pansion than the analogous projects in the continental Hapsburg and Otto-

man empires. But this, I will stress again, did not mean that Russian national-

ism, or to be exact, its discursively predominant versions, contained an at-

tempt to encompass the whole empire as the “national territory.” In essence, 

the very tension of the debates on the limits of Russian-ness and the criteria of 

belonging to it serve as a convincing proof that the Russian project of nation 

building, while expansionist, was not aimed at encompassing the whole em-

pire and all its subjects. 

By the nationalist appropriation of space I mean a symbolic, imagined ge-

ography. The subject is a complex web of discursive practices that included 

ideological motivation, symbolic, toponymic, artistic familiarization with and 

appropriation of a particular space in such a way as to make the public con-

science aware of this space as part of its “own,” “national” territory. 

 

* 

 

Let us return to Pypin’s article “The Volga and Kiev.” When he discusses 

the means of developing and affirming the idea of “native” land among Rus-

sians, the present-day reader may get the impression that Pypin has recently 

read the second, expanded edition of Benedict Anderson’s book or some 

other modern research that deals with the “imaginative component” of na-
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tionalism. Having mentioned, in passim, as self-evident, “the institutions, eco-

nomic ties, railroad building, higher education,” Pypin writes in more detail 

about instruments of nurturing an emotional attachment: on museums; on the 

historical narrative; on “travel literature,” including both fiction and guide-

books; on ethnography and “regional fiction of everyday life”; and on the rep-

resentation of landscape and of “local types” in painting. Failures in this area 

seem especially dangerous to him because the great distances and the high 

cost of travel do not allow Russians as effectively as Germans and others to 

use the “experience of learning about one’s homeland” through organized 

travel of the “student youth.” (p. 197)19 “Our fatherland is so expansive, so 

varied, that a love for this entirety, which very few have seen in its boundless 

expanse, is only possible through the closest idea of local homeland… Ordi-

nary people’s sense of belonging to the whole is created through an idea of 

‘Russian’ land and people, and through the notion of one faith, one author-

ity.” (p. 206) “Without such literature, without other studies of Russian nature 

and life of the people, our so-called ‘self-conscience’ will remain a boring 

phrase,” he writes in conclusion. (p. 215) Pypin is obviously responding to the 

sentiments and discussions of the Russian national self-conscience that were 

widespread in contemporary society, and seeks to attract the reader’s atten-

tion to the “instruments” used, in nations that succeeded more in this respect, 

in nurturing an emotional attachment to the “native land.” 

 

* 

 

Russian nationalism was developing ideologically and formulated its image 

of a national territory in encounters with other nationalisms of the empire. 

The methods of definition and exploration of a particular space as a “national 

territory,” the sets of arguments and images employed in this discourse were 

significantly different depending on the situation and the type of challenge 

that Russian nationalism faced in the empire’s various outlying. 

Arguably, this set of problems has been explored most consistently in the 

studies of the western provinces. In this area, the Russian nationalist project 

was initially formulated in a violent confrontation with the Polish project, 

which began by defending the 1772 borders as a “Polish property,” and was 

later ready to join forces with the Ukrainian movement against the empire and 

Russian nationalism. Ukrainian nationalism that entered this contest in the 

mid-nineteenth century with its own project of a “national territory” to a great 

extent borrowed forms and methods of ideological struggle from its more 

powerful competitors. 
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Little Russia and the western borderland were predominantly populated by 

East Slavs who, within the concept of the “all-Russian nation” were consid-

ered branches of the Russian people. The colonization of this space by the 

Great Russian population did not play any important role. The main emphasis 

was precisely on the notion that all East Slavs belong to the all-Russian na-

tion. It was in the context of polemics with Ukrainian nationalists that the 

Little Russian nobleman and all-Russian nationalist M. V. Juzefovich first 

formulated the slogan that received such wide currency in the early twentieth 

century—but already in a different sense. By a “united and indivisible Russia” 

Iuzefovich did not mean the empire in its entirety, but specifically the Russian 

nation in its “all-Russian” version. 

In the nineteenth century, the space and population of the western prov-

ince became targets of a raging war of words in which, it seems, there was no 

place name or ethnic group name that would be ideologically neutral. Each 

one of them either reaffirmed or rejected a particular nation-building project.20 

As in other similar discourses, the appellation to an old tradition of state-

hood had an important role to play, that of Kievan Rus in the Russian case. 

Clearly, it was in the western part of the empire and its “neighborhood” that 

this motif was exploited particularly rigorously. The interpretation of Kievan 

Rus as the crucible of the Russian nation was providing a foundation for the 

traditional motif of “the ancestral land,” a land that is “truly Russian.” 

The concept of Kievan Rus as “the crucible of the Russian people” went 

well with the dynastic logic. Thus, the famous dictum by Catherine the Great, 

after the partitions of the Polish Commonwealth, that “we only took what is 

ours,” can indeed be interpreted both as dynastic (ours as belonging to the 

Rurik dynasty whose heir she considered herself) and as nationalist—that is, 

the lands of Kievan Rus, predominantly populated by East Slavs, all of whom 

were considered Russian in the dominant version of the Russian nationalist 

discourse. I will point to deviations from this concept, which show that “cor-

rect” formulas were not found immediately. One example is the polemic be-

tween M. P. Pogodin and M. A. Maksimovich in the mid-1850s, wherein Po-

godin was arguing for the preferred historical rights to Kiev of the Great Rus-

sians as compared with the Little Russians.21 But this motif did not receive a 

subsequent development in the Russian nationalist discourse, giving way in-

stead to the interpretation of Kiev and its historical heritage as the common 

root and common property of all East Slavs, which was quite logical in view of 

the goals that the discourse was pursuing. 

It is interesting to look at the combination of the role of Kievan Rus and 

the role of Moscow in Russian nationalist narrative. Moscow as the contem-
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porary “heart,” the embodiment of Russian-ness, as the center of “collecting” 

the Russian lands was undoubtedly present in the Russian nationalist dis-

course. In the traditionalist version of Russian nationalism, it was Muscovy 

that was contrasted to St. Petersburg’s Russia. But the historical boundaries of 

Muscovy did not “work,” or were perceived as a tool in the adversary dis-

courses, as unacceptable boundaries which Russia’s enemies wanted to reduce 

her to.22 

Already by the mid-nineteenth century we can find instances of the influ-

ence of the notion of the “Russian national territory” in the highest bureau-

cratic echelons. For example, in 1863, V. I. Nazimov, the then governor-

general of the Northwest Province, which included both Belorussian and 

Lithuanian lands, made a clear distinction in his russification program be-

tween the “centuries old Russian” lands (iskonno russkie zemli) and localities 

traditionally dominated by Lithuanians and Jews. It was not only the contem-

porary demographic situation that he used as a basis for this differentiation. 

Nazimov points out particular places with a predominantly Jewish population 

that should be given back their “Russian” character, and immediately specifies 

that neighboring places should be “left as is,” since the Slavic population was 

never predominant there.23 

The image of a national territory was selective here in the sense that it did 

not include all the lands of the western province, nor all of its population. One 

is reminded of the letters of Katkov to Alexander II and Alexander III, in 

which he repeatedly discusses the benefits of giving Poland independence “in 

its ethnographical boundaries.”24 Katkov was not alone in his sentiments. 

From the Russian nationalist viewpoint, the empire’s western periphery was 

thus divided into three categories of lands: first, the “truly Russian”; second, 

the Lithuanian lands that were not included in the image of the Russian na-

tional territory but were a desired part of the empire; and, finally, the ethni-

cally Polish lands that, ideally, would have to be “expelled” from the empire as 

an undesirable, incorrigibly alien and hostile part. 

At the same time, the logic of this discourse was pushing the boundaries of 

the “Russian national territory” beyond the empire’s borders, into the prov-

inces of the Habsburg Empire populated by East Slavs. The discourse of 

Cherwonaja (Red) Rus’ (Eastern Galicia) and Ugorskaja (Ugric) or Karpat-

skaja (Carpathian) Rus’ (Bukovina and present-day Transcarpathian Ukraine) 

was different in principle from the general Pan-slavist discourse on the Slavs 

of the Habsburg and Ottoman empires. It was, in essence, a discourse of na-

tionalist irredenta. Pypin, for instance, was not a Pan-slavist, but in the article 

in question, “The Volga and Kiev,” he deemed it necessary to write about the 
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plight of the “south-Russian people in Galicia” (p. 211). Already in the nine-

teenth century, the Russian nationalists repeatedly criticized “Catherine’s 

mistake”; in the course of the partitions the Empress left the “Russian” popu-

lation of East Galicia to the Austrian empire where it remained “under the 

Polish rule.” 

Thus, according to this vision, the “truly Russian lands” were divided into 

“well-accommodated,” that is those where their Russian character was well 

established;25 “ailing,” that is those that required an eradication of hostile in-

fluences; and, finally, the ones that remained “torn away,” that is, not included 

in the empire, and, as a result, the body politic. 

This discourse remained in force up until the collapse of the empire. When 

in 1911 the creation of the Kholm (Chelm) gubernia was discussed in the 

Duma (that is, moving Kholmshchina (Chelm region) out of the Kingdom of 

Poland), V.A. Bobrinskii II argued that this territory should be “in an uncon-

tested national possession not of Russia—everything here is Russia—but of 

Rus, so that this land would be not only a part of the Russian state, but be 

universally recognized as an ancient Russian land, that is Rus.”26 This did not 

prevent Bobrinskii from admitting that the population of Kholmshchina was 

deeply polonized. But this fact served as an argument in favor of urgent steps 

to “save” “its original Russian nature,” not altogether lost. “This is an excep-

tionally sickly, tormented Russian land, and so it is singled out to treat it with 

a particular attention and care.”27 The image of the sick “national” body poli-

tic—sick precisely as a part of the national body, not as an imperial prov-

ince—comes through here with an absolute clarity. 

It is in connection with the western peripheries that it becomes possible to 

trace how the discourse of the national territory was reflected in the concepts 

of such a consistent Russian imperialist as P.B. Struve prior to and during the 

First World War. He begins his article “Great Russia and Holy Rus’” with the 

statements that “Russia is a nation-state,” and that “expanding its nucleus 

geographically, the Russian state has turned into a state that, while multieth-

nic, at the same time possesses a national unity.”28 It is exactly these quota-

tions that are often presented to argue that nation-state and empire had been 

conflated in Russian perception. Meanwhile, in that same article Struve 

speaks of a “national nucleus state,” in which “Russian tribes melted into a 

single nation.” He notes the ability of this national nucleus to expand, and 

differentiates it from imperial expansion. The connection of various peripher-

ies to the “state-national nucleus” could be, according to Struve, “purely or 

predominantly a state matter,” or, possibly, that of “state and culture, leading 

in its final development up to the complete assimilation, [and] russification of 
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the ‘aliens.’” Struve’s ideal is, of course, a gradual expansion of the nation-

state to fill the boundaries of the imperial state, based on “the law and a rep-

resentative political system,” but he, first of all, clearly sees the differences 

between them, and secondly, understands his ideal as a distant perspective. 

Some time earlier, in his polemic with Ukrainian nationalism, Struve repeat-

edly used the formula “a Russian Russia,” meaning the “all-Russian nation.”29 

Thus, the very idea of a Russian national territory is manifested even in the 

ideology of the liberal imperialist Struve. When Struve goes on to formulate 

the goals of Russia in the war, it turns out that the most important task, in his 

opinion, is to “reunite and melt together with the empire all parts of the Rus-

sian people,” that is the annexation of the “Russian Galicina.” Here he resorts 

again, as is generally typical of the nationalist discourse of organic unity, to 

the metaphor of sanitation of the national body, proving that the annexation 

of Galicina is necessary for the “internal sanitation of Russia, since the life of 

a Malorossian tribe under Austrian rule has generated and given support here 

to the ugly so-called ‘Ukrainian question.’” The second task, from Struve’s 

standpoint, is to “regenerate Poland as a single national organism.” And the 

control over the Bosporus comes only third. Thus, in this hierarchy Struve 

places first and second the tasks that come directly from the nationalist dis-

course, and does not bother to substantiate them as obvious, concentrating 

instead on a lengthy explanation of why Russia still needs Constantinople. 

One important aspect of the topic is the relationship between the religious 

and ethnic factors in the Russian nationalist discourse. On the western pe-

ripheries, in the context of the Russian–Polish rivalry, the emphasis on the 

opposition of Orthodoxy and Catholicism was very strong. However, with 

time the religious factor in the nationalist rhetoric yielded to the ethnic factor. 

In the reign of Alexander II the authorities already began to gradually lean 

towards the point of view that even the Catholic Belorussians belonged to the 

Russian nation.30 On the eve of the second occupation of Galicia during 

World War I, the Special Political Section of the Foreign Ministry prepared 

guidelines according to which the Russian authorities in Galicia would not 

show any difference in their treatment of the Orthodox and the Uniates 

(Greek-Catholics).31 

It would be useless to search, in any period of late-imperial history, for an 

ideological consensus in Russian society on the issue of whether a Catholic 

Belorussian or children of mixed Russian–Polish marriages could be regarded 

as Russian, just as on the issue of exactly where the western territorial 

boundaries of the “Russian land” should be drawn and whether or not it was 

necessary to annex East Galicia and Hungarian Rus. The list of these contro-
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versial, debatable questions is long. Just as long is the list of differing opinions 

on what degree of regional peculiarity could be tolerated among Little Rus-

sians (Malorussians) and White Russians (Belorussians). These debates were 

waged in the press, among the bureaucracy, and later in the Duma, too. But, 

the significant difference of opinion notwithstanding, the distinction between 

the empire and the “Russian national territory” is never questioned as such. 

The discourse of the national project undoubtedly influenced policy planning 

for the western provinces. 

 

* 

 

Under the different conditions of another “characteristic point” that Pypin 

writes about—in the Volga region—the interpretation of the ethnic factor was 

different. The historical myth did not play a crucial role here. If the position 

of Moscow as the heir to Byzantium and Kievan Rus was actively used in the 

nationalist discourse, the motif of succession to the Golden Horde remained 

unrecognized up until the emergence of Eurasianism. Pypin only remarks in 

passim that “the Volga has long been known to the Russian tribe,” that “Rus-

sian adventurers and industrialists” had appeared here before “the Tartar in-

vasion.” Discussing the Russian colonization of the region after the sixteenth 

century, he stresses the fact that both Great Russians (Velikorusy) and Little 

Russians participated in it. (pp. 190–191) Subsequently, the Russian dis-

course adopts the subject of colonization as an instrument of nation-building 

in the sense that the differences between Great Russians and Little Russians 

under the new circumstances were losing relevance, and the common features 

assumed renewed importance in the alien environment. 32 

In the western peripheries, the nationalist discourse emphasized the East 

Slav character of the nation and, while marking Little Russians and White 

Russians as Russians, was exclusive rather than inclusive. In debates with 

their Polish opponents, Russian nationalists put an emphasis on the common-

ality of the ethnic origins of the East Slavs, and, though not denying it com-

pletely, in any case did not accentuate the non-Slavic components of the Rus-

sian people. 

In the highly ethnically mixed Volga region of the nineteenth century the 

Russians, as the result of migrations, already made up a little more than half 

of the population, both in the cities, and generally in the country.33 What was 

stressed here was an openness to the non-Slavic, especially Finno-Ugric, ele-

ment.34 Pypin writes in the cited article that the Great Russian tribe was “not 

purely Slavic, but mixed,” and speaks of its “Slavic–Finnish base.” The au-
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thorities and Russian nationalism not only did not see anything wrong with 

intermarriages, but perceived this mixture as an indelible aspect of Russian 

nation-forming.35 

I. Ia. Iakovlev, a student of Kazan University and a Chuvash, wrote in his 

1870 report to the trustee of the Kazan School District, P. D. Shestakov. 

 

It seems to me that a russification or assimilation of the Chuvash with 

the Russian people can only be reached in three ways: the first, and most 

important, is through their adoption of Orthodoxy—anyone knows what 

importance our ordinary folk ascribe to a difference of faith; secondly, 

through conjugal unions; and thirdly, through the learning of Russian by 

the Chuvash. 

 

It is perfectly clear that Iakovlev does not have the slightest doubt that not 

only the adoption of faith and language, but also the intermarriage of the 

Chuvash and Russians would not raise any objections from his addressee.36 

Comparatively small in numbers and devoid of modernized elites, the eth-

nic groups of the Volga region were not regarded as a serious threat to the 

Russian national project or the unity of the Russian national territory. “I sup-

pose that such petty, isolated nationalities cannot exist firmly, and will finally 

fuse with the Russian people through the historical course of life itself. It has 

been noticed that educated aliens (inorodtsy) marry Russians, thus becoming 

akin to Russians, there is no doubt about that,” wrote N. I. Il’minskii to K. P. 

Pobedonostsev on April 21, 1891.37 

Already in the 1850s, however, Il’minskii, under the influence of V. V. 

Grigor’ev, construed the rise of the Tatar elites and Islam in the Volga and 

Urals regions was a major threat to the Russian nation-building, as an alterna-

tive project to Islamic–Tatar unity.38 Within the framework of the new nation-

alist vision, the mediative role of the Tatars in regards to the eastern peoples 

of the empire, formerly endorsed by the authorities, was now seen as a men-

ace. Regarding, not without reason, the current Russian-Orthodox assimilation 

project as weaker than the Tatar-Islamic one, Il’minskii and his followers re-

sorted to the tactic of supporting separate, specific ethnic identities of the 

peoples of the Volga and Ural regions and created alphabets for each of their 

languages. Even the preservation of paganism in this context was an option 

preferred to possible Islamization. 

The awareness of the threat of the spread of Islam was also connected with 

external circumstances, namely with the sympathy the Russian Muslims dem-

onstrated toward the Ottoman empire during the Crimean War. Later, with 
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the emergence of Pan-Islamism, and, especially, Pan-Turkism, the connection 

of the empire’s internal policies with the external situation became especially 

relevant. 

In recent years, several historians have noted the structural similarity of 

conflicts in the Western Province, the Baltic Province, and the Volga–Ural 

region—everywhere the authorities and Russian nationalists were concerned 

about the competition with ethnic groups that possessed a powerful assimilat-

ing potential and were capable of carrying out their own nation-building pro-

jects. They were Poles in the Western Province, Germans in the Baltic guber-

nias, and Tatars on the Volga. This approach allows for important insights 

into the history of these imperial peripheries. But the differences in these con-

flicts from the Russian nationalist perspective should also be taken into ac-

count. In the Western Province, the Russian nationalist project included most 

of its territory, on the Volga—the entire region, and the Baltic Province was 

left out of it completely. In the Western Province, the effort to prevent the 

formation of separate national identities for the Belorussians and Ukrainians, 

as well as the endorsement of the formation of a specific Lithuanian national 

identity, came quite logically out of the all-Russian nation project. It was like-

wise comparatively easy to support the formation of Latvian and Estonian 

national identities to block the threat of “germanization” in the Ostsee Prov-

ince, which was not included into the image of national Russian space. The 

Volga region, on the other hand, was completely included into the image of 

the Russian national territory, and here the paradoxical logic of Grigor’ev and 

Il’minskii that presupposed a temporary strengthening of the small peoples’ 

identities for the sake of fighting the more active Tatar-Islamic project caused 

much misunderstanding and criticism.39 

If the demographic situation on the Volga was the result of many centuries 

of the colonization process, then a number of territories in the regions that 

Pypin does not count among “typically Russian,” were already populated by 

Russians in the nineteenth century. In the Northwest Caucasus and in Central 

Asia, the authorities resorted to the tactic of the “demographic conquest” of 

certain limited lands, which was motivated primarily by the logic of the mili-

tarily strategic competition among the great powers or intended to keep in 

submission the population of the conquered territories.40 This russification of 

space, “imperial” in its logic and goals, in some cases led to the eventual in-

clusion of these territories into the symbolic geography of Russian national-

ism, in others did not. How, and with what delay, were the fresh fruits of im-

perial russification (as a result of directly forced migration or expulsion be-

yond the imperial borders of the native population) gradually “appropriated” 
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by means of imaginative geography as the Russian national territory? This 

question still awaits its researcher. 

In any case, it is evident that the inclusion of a particular territory in the 

empire and even its occupation by Russian settlers did not imply by itself that 

this space became part of the Russian national territory in terms of symbolic 

geography. The tactics of “nationalist appropriation” of certain parts of the 

imperial territory differed according to the situation and challenges. In the 

Western Province, it presupposed the inclusion of a huge mass of the native 

population as “Russian;” on the Volga, a fragmentation of non-Russian ethnic 

identities to enforce the dominant position of the Russians in the region; in 

Siberia, the change of territorial status from colonial to that of “homeland,” 

etc. 

It is difficult to assess from the perspective of the twenty-first century just 

how successful and well-advanced was the project of the consolidation of Rus-

sian national territory as carried out by Russian nationalism. The results of 

these efforts were severely tested in the course of World War I, the revolution 

and the civil wars on the imperial territory, and then in some cases were “can-

celled,” and in others reinforced within the framework of the Soviet policy of 

the territorialization of ethnicity.41 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

THE TESTAMENT OF THE ALL-RUSSIAN IDEA 

 

Memoranda of the Special Political Section of the Ministry 

of the Interior for the Tsarist, 

Provisional and Bolshevik governments.1 
 

It is no accident that the First World War is considered by many to be the 

true beginning of the twentieth century. Its new, sweeping character had 

deeply changed not only military strategies but also the foreign and domestic 

policies of the participating powers. First of all, the new mass armies based on 

universal conscription meant that the entire male population of conscription 

age was regarded as potential soldiers. Consequently, the retreating armies 

now tried to take with them—whether voluntarily or by force—all of the local 

adult male population, both loyalist and those that the enemy could enlist 

after occupying the territory in question. Following their fathers and brothers, 

sons and grandfathers (60 was still considered a conscription age), entire 

families were leaving, thus pushing the number of displaced persons into mil-

lions. The process of “Nationalization” was taking place in the refugee com-

munities. It was partially caused by the natural desire to keep the natives in an 

alien environment and in difficult circumstances, and partially encouraged by 

the authorities themselves who kept track of the refugees’ numbers and dis-

tributed aid according to ethnicity. The activists of the refugee movement 

would often attempt to exploit this situation for national mobilization. Many 

of the leaders of refugee organizations would later play prominent roles in 

nationalist movements and in the new states.2 

The military authorities were also deeply concerned about the possibility of 

receiving information and other support from the loyal civilian population 

behind the enemy lines and about the necessity to curtail similar plans by the 

enemy. Ethnic and religious affiliation was turning into an important factor in 

the evaluation of the loyalty of the population and of the possibility of influ-

encing that loyalty. By the end of the nineteenth century, the Russian General 

Staff had already begun making ethnic maps of the probable military theaters, 

primarily of the western borderlands and of the border areas of Austria-

Hungary and Germany, even if the category of ethnicity had not figured in the 

official imperial statistics up to the very end of the empire. The same process 
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was taking place at the army headquarters of the Central Powers. Now, at the 

time of war, when the “wrong” national or ethnic affiliation could by itself 

become sufficient reason for repressions, expropriation, and deportations, the 

importance of these factors in the popular consciousness was increasing radi-

cally.3 

It was also of utmost importance that in the course of the war the neighbor-

ing empires—Russia, Austria-Hungary and Germany—which had previously 

been extremely reserved about playing the ethnic card in their interrelations, 

and were even compelled into a sort of solidarity because of their joint in-

volvement in the partitions of the Polish Commonwealth, were now fully us-

ing this weapon which turned out to be a double-edged sword. It can be said 

that the explosive growth of nationalism in the western borderlands was, to a 

great extent, the consequence of the burdens of a total war in general and of 

the new competitive imperial policies in particular. 

 

* 

 

A new division appeared in the structure of the Russian Foreign Ministry 

during the First World War—the Special Political Section, or Osobyi Poli-

ticheskii Otdel (henceforth called OPO in the text). This Section’s collection 

has been preserved in the Archive of Foreign Policy of the Russian Empire.4 

The documents in this collection deserve attention since they serve as a good 

illustration of the evolution of how the Ukrainian and Belarussian questions 

were perceived by the imperial bureaucracy during the dramatic period of the 

world war and the collapse of the empire.5 

OPO was set up in 1916. However, some of the documents in its archive 

date back to an earlier period—to 1915 and even 1914. Apparently OPO had 

inherited a number of materials prepared in advance on the issues it was sup-

posed to deal with. The former consul general in Budapest M. G. Priklonskii 

was appointed section chief and reported his acceptance of this position in a 

telegram dated March 9, 1916.6 However, the organizational process was pro-

longed until August, when Nicholas II ratified the report of the Minister of 

Foreign Affairs on the organization of the section and its objectives.7 The 

section’s personnel consisted mainly of the experienced diplomats who had to 

return to Russia when the First World War broke out. Its staff included V. G. 

Zhukovskii, the former consul in Prague; B. V. Miller, the former consul in 

Colombo; N. N. Kratirov, the minister’s aide for special missions; Obnorskii, 

who had previously served in the Serbian mission; and, an expert on the Pol-

ish question, Shishkovskii.8 OPO did not strive for publicity, but in December 
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1916 a report on the creation of the Section did nonetheless appear in the 

press.9 

The Section was initially named the Vatican–Slavic Section, and its aim 

was to analyze the political movements of the Slavs in the Habsburg Empire 

and their relationship with the Vatican. From the moment the Section became 

fully operational, however, its objectives had been significantly broadened and 

divided into three streams: a) issues connected with the Vatican, with the 

Polish and Carpathian Rusyn affairs; b) Czechoslovak affairs, including po-

litical influence on Czech and Slovak prisoners of war; c) South Slav and 

Hungarian affairs. 

In 1916, OPO paid most of its attention to the problems of the East Slav 

population of Austria-Hungary. However, as early as mid-1916, the activities of 

OPO’s East Slav division were extended to include the issues centered around 

the subjects of the Russian Empire, and by the end of 1916, OPO focused 

mainly on Ukrainians and partially on Belarussians. There were several reasons 

for that. First of all, by that time, a large part of the Ukrainian and Belarussian 

lands had been occupied by the Central Powers which tried to mobilize the 

support of the local population, using, among others, the national factor.10 Par-

ticularly revolutionary steps (compared with the former Russian imperial pol-

icy) were taken with regard to language. In the Belarussian lands occupied in 

1916, a special decree of Marshal Hindenburg allowed the languages of the local 

population (Polish, Lithuanian and Belarussian) and prohibited the use of Rus-

sian in education, in the press, and in the government. The linguistic “hierarchy” 

established in the Russian Empire was inverted. This certainly did not change 

overnight the linguistic situation from the perspective of the spreading of par-

ticular languages, but it did have long-term symbolic consequences—for the first 

time a situation emerged that granted individuals in command of the local lan-

guages of the borderlands significant advantages. An analogous policy was pur-

sued in Ukraine. (We shall discuss other elements of the national policy of the 

Central Powers further on). The military defeats of 1915 led to a situation 

whereby the questions of identity and loyalty of the East Slav population of the 

western borderlands of the Russian Empire also turned into a field of competi-

tion between the empires. 

Secondly, Brusilov’s offensive in May and June of 1916 suggested a new 

occupation of Galicia by the Russian army and made it relevant to reassess 

the experience of the first occupation of the province and the errors that had 

been made then in the nationalist policies. 

The section invited several experts to write analytical notes on the subject 

and collected a great deal of material that was prepared by interested individuals 
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at their own initiative. The majority of the notes—the ones by B. A. Budilovich, 

the son of the well-known Slavist and opponent of the ukrainophiles Anton 

Budilovich; by D. N. Vergun, a journalist and former representative of the St. 

Petersburg Telegraph Agency (as well as, apparently, of the Russian intelligence 

service) in Austria-Hungary; by A. Sobolevskii, the chairman of the St. Peters-

burg Charitable Society—were devoted exclusively to the issues of defining the 

ethnic borders of the Russian population in Galicia, Bukovina and Ugric Rus 

(i.e., the Transcarpathian part of the present-day Ukraine).11 What all the au-

thors had in common was a conviction that one of the main objectives of the 

war had to be the unification of the Russian nation that, according to the all-

Russian idea, included the East Slavs of the Habsburg monarchy. 

It has to be emphasized that there was nothing original about such views 

for that time, and it would be wrong to imagine the OPO writers as excitable 

individuals, divorced from reality and isolated from prevailing public opinion. 

For instance, P. B. Struve, a perfectly reasonable man who was at once a lib-

eral, an imperialist and a nationalist (which was then the norm, throughout 

Europe), thought about “Russians under Austrian power” in exactly the same 

terms and was apparently convinced that his views were clear to the reader 

and required no detailed argumentation. When Struve, in his famous 1914 

article “Great Russia and Sacred Rus,” formulated the objectives of Russia in 

the world war, his first priority was the task of “reuniting and joining to the 

empire of all the parts of the Russian people,” i.e., annexation of “Russian 

Galichina”12. 

All the authors who wrote for OPO in 1916 were preoccupied with the 

question of postwar borders and potential annexations after the success of the 

Entente, and their deliberations were based on ethnic and nationalistic argu-

ments. An OPO memorandum titled “A Review of Sources and Materials for 

Drawing the Borders of the Russian Population in Galicia, Ugric Rus and 

Bukovina” clearly formulated a political objective: “The task of drawing the 

border consists in having this border charted primarily between the Russian 

population of eastern Galicia and the western neighbors of the Russian tribe 

within Austria.”13 It goes without saying that all the authors included territo-

ries with mixed population as part of the Russian Empire. Budilovich, for one, 

insisted that the entire Ugric Rus should be included in Russia, and that it was 

the Seret River, not the Prut, much less the Dniester, that should serve as the 

border.14 Most experts had no doubts about the Russianness of the East Slav 

population of these territories. 

Some authors still realized, however, that the identity of the East Slav 

population was not so simple and posed the question of what policy Russia 
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should pursue in regard to the population of the western borderlands of the 

Habsburg Empire while the world war was still going on. 

The experience of the first occupation of Galicia in 1914–1915 was causing 

alarm, at the very least. In their policies concerning the Galician Rusyns the 

military and civilian authorities, as well as the representatives of the Orthodox 

hierarchy, had demonstrated not only a lack of any coordination between 

themselves, but also made attempts to undermine the lines followed by the 

other branches of the administration. This situation was largely caused by the 

absence of any clear political directives from the center. (This did not prevent 

the Tsar from arbitrarily taking sides in these conflicts from time to time.) On 

the whole, the authorities were inclined to treat the local population as Rus-

sians and to perceive the Uniate Church and the Ukrainian identity as some-

thing superfluous, something that was imposed by Vienna, the Vatican and the 

Poles, and something which was not supported by the local population, and 

thus was easily removable after establishing of Russian power. These percep-

tions entailed an openly repressive policy in regard to the Ukrainian language 

and the Uniate Church, which caused a sharp increase in anti-Russian senti-

ments among the indigenous Ukrainians. 

It was A. Iu. Gerovskii, who offered the most developed concept for the 

policy in the course of a possible new occupation of Galicia.15 “Ukrainian 

separatism directed at the weakening and dismembering of Russia is one of 

the most serious issues for the internal Russian policy. One of the main results 

of the current war must be the cessation of the Ukrainian irredenta. A suc-

cessful termination of the Ukrainian question in Galicina will also partially 

render harmless the ‘Ukrainians’ in Russia who are used to seeing in Galicina 

a kind of Piedmont,” wrote Gerovskii in July 1916.16 Later Gerovskii would 

use the same argument in a special memorandum on the prospective Russian–

Romanian border, warning against leaving the right bank of the Prut in the 

hands of the Romanians for the reason that “the Transprutian Bukovina will 

play in the Mazepist movement17 the same role as the Krakow republic did 

after the partition of Poland.”18 

In his interpretation of the Ukrainian question Gerovskii follows the radical 

version of the all-Russian discourse that denied the meaning of the notion 

“Ukrainian” as such and in all cases bracketed the word Ukrainian and its 

derivatives in quotation marks. He also speaks of a local “Russian dialect.” At 

the same time, however, Gerovskii advises against “creating unnecessary mar-

tyrs for the Ukrainian idea.” Gerovskii thought that one “should not fight 

against Ukrainophilia by prohibition alone. The main weapon in the fight 

should be a positive, cultural work in the russifying vein, with the simultane-
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ous correct resolution of other questions closely connected to Ukrainophilia, 

namely the agrarian, religious and other questions.”19 In this regard, Gerovskii 

also follows the traditional tactics of those representatives of imperial power 

who argued for a combination of limited repressions and something that they 

called “affirmative action.” Even the expressions he uses in his recommenda-

tions are almost identical to those used by, e.g., P. A. Valuev in the 1860s.20 

Actually, the policy of “not creating unnecessary martyrs” was already re-

vealed in the mild—by the standards of Tsar Nicholas I’s reign—punishment 

for the members of the Cyril and Methodius Society in 1848. Consequently, 

in the highest echelons of power this line was continued by P. A. Valuev and 

A. M. Dondukov-Korsakov, the Kiev governor general in the 1870s.21 

Gerovskii also advised not abolishing the Ukrainian press, as had been done 

during the occupation of Galicia in 1915. Instead, he suggested that the press 

should be cut off from external sources of funding, since he was convinced 

that without Austrian and German money the Ukrainian newspapers would 

“die a natural death.” He even suggested permitting the founding of new 

Ukrainian newspapers, if their publisher was able to prove that he possessed 

sufficient funds for publication.22 However, subsidized Ukrainian newspapers 

could exist, too, if the money, and, consequently, the editorial policy, were 

Russian. Gerovskii considered it a mistake, during the first occupation, to 

have closed the newspaper Dilo whose contributor I. Sventsitskii “was ready to 

take the Russian side.”23 

Gerovskii believed that Ukrainian propaganda was closely connected to the 

social or, more specifically, agrarian question, but his conclusions from this 

correct assumption reached too far. Like many other authors of such analyti-

cal memoranda and recommendations, he did not stop at stretching and sim-

plifying the facts in an attempt to prove the validity of his point of view. He 

did not believe that the properly nationalist side of the Ukrainian movement 

held any attraction at all for the Rusyns of Galicia and Bukovina. “The 

Ukrainian school with the corrupted Little Russian language of instruction 

was for the Russian Galician the same kind of surrogate of the real Russian 

school as the Union [Greek-Catholic Church – A. M.] was a surrogate of Or-

thodoxy.” The main point of his memorandum consisted in recommending 

that the government establish radical agrarian reform in Galicia at the first 

opportunity in order to deprive Ukrainian activists of a chance to use the 

agrarian question for their purposes: “…with the agrarian question correctly 

resolved, the Ukrainians will not have an influence upon the peasant. Ukrain-

ian private schools will not survive without subsidies… It is necessary to pull 

this rug from under the feet of the Ukrainian agitators by proving it clearly to 
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the Galician-Russian peasant that Russia liberates him not only in the politi-

cal, but also in the economic and social respects.”24 

It was, in Gerovskii’s opinion, simpler to carry out such a reform in Galicia 

since one does not have to expect loyalty from the Polish landowners, and 

there was no reason to defend the Jews whom Gerovskii especially hated. 

Here he was touching upon a very delicate issue on the one hand, a long con-

flict between the social identity of the imperial bureaucracy as a guardian of 

the rights of the nobility and of property rights in general, and on the other 

hand, the nationalist temptation to sacrifice these principles in the western 

borderlands of the Russian Empire and now in Galicia in order to undermine 

the Polish influence and advance russification. In the wake of the Polish upris-

ing of 1863, the brothers Miliutin and M. N. Murav’ev were among those at 

the top of the bureaucratic pyramid who argued for at least a partial imple-

mentation of such a policy. 

In terms of religious policy, Gerovskii’s advice was to “support the point of 

view of the Galician Uniates that the Union and the Orthodoxy are the same.” 

In other words, his recommendation was not to demand a formal transition 

from the Union to the Orthodoxy, and not to ask those who come to church 

about their religious affiliation. He called for sending to Galicia only educated 

Orthodox clerics, so that they could measure up to the Uniate priests whose 

higher education was the norm.25 

The writer who was most perceptive to the changing realities and most re-

sponsible about his own recommendations was V. P. Svatkovskii, officially a 

journalist, and unofficially a Russian intelligence agent in Bern. Svatkovskii 

closely followed the Vienna and Berlin policies in the Ukrainian question, 

maintained contacts with a large number of Ukrainian émigrés of various 

political persuasions, and tried to use them for political purposes. He was 

involved in practical politics and at the same time supplied St. Petersburg with 

information and memoranda whose conclusions must have seemed extremely 

radical to their readers in the capital. 

It is perfectly clear that Svatkovskii was well aware of the fact that his rec-

ommendations were transgressing certain limits. That is why he begins his 

first memorandum, “The Ukrainian Question on the Eve of the Spring Cam-

paign,” dated November 30, 1915, with the declaration that was design to 

shield him from suspicions of political disloyalty: “The author of this note has 

a perfectly negative attitude toward the political and national-separatist ideal 

of Ukrainophiles and considers it to be a great sin against Russia. The na-

tional-cultural demands of the Ukrainian programs also seem to him to be 

excessive and harmful.” But he immediately goes on to say that “this basic 
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view does not prevent [him] from treating quite negatively the sad fact of the 

complete absence of tactics and even of simple tact that is absolutely neces-

sary for the resolution of the Ukrainian question in our favor, which is far 

from impossible.”26 While Gerovskii preached moderation in repression, on 

the basis of the alleged weakness of the Ukrainian movement that, unsup-

ported by the population, had to die a natural death, Svatkovskii’s advice was 

to regard the Ukrainian movement as a serious power and to try and reach an 

agreement with it. Svatkovskii considered it to be a serious mistake that dur-

ing the occupation of Galicia in 1914–1915, “in hopes for the support of the 

Russophile political circles of Galicia and the apolitical majority of the 

Galician-Russian population, not only did we completely neglect Ukrainians 

and Ukrainophilia, but we also demonstrated to them our sentiments and 

intentions in the strongest way possible.”27 

 

An almost complete disappearance, at the initial stages, of Ukrainian 

separatism was interpreted as a proof of the weakness of Ukrainophilia and 

of the strength of the Russophile elements of the province. In fact, the rea-

son for this phenomenon was different. We failed to notice the main factor 

of the political life of the Russian population of the province is the Polono-

phobia of this population for whom a stable occupation of the land by Rus-

sia meant above all the end of Polish domination. Hostility toward Russia 

and toward “Moskals” existed in the Ukrainian circles of Galicia more in 

theory, while hostility toward Poles was a traditional phenomenon, both 

politically and economically, that loomed large in the life of the entire Rus-

sian population of the province, in both the Ukrainian camp and ours.28 

 

Svatkovskii criticized Bishop Evlogii and other oppressors of the Uniates 

and Ukrainophiles who had pushed Ukrainians away from Russia with their 

repressive policies.29 

Svatkovskii was among the first individuals in Russia who understood that 

with the beginning of the war the nature of all ethnic problems had changed 

radically. In the course of the world war the great powers began to use the 

support of national separatism in the enemy’s camp without the limitations 

characteristic of the previous period (when they had been more concerned 

with the preservation of a certain solidarity among empires in their fight 

against nationalist movements). Russia now had to struggle for the support 

and loyalty of the Ukrainians in a new situation, wherein the traditional play-

ers—the Poles, Vienna and the Vatican—were joined by an additional rival—
Germany—which had a free hand in the Ukrainian question since there were 
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no Ukrainians under its power at all. Svatkovskii also believed that an inde-

pendent policy in the Ukrainian question was developed by the Hungarians 

who, in his interpretation, were trying to unite under their power all the 

Ukrainian lands of the Habsburg Empire and create out of them an autono-

mous region on the model of Croatia that could serve as a powerful anti-

Russian stronghold.30 

In Svatkovskii’s interpretation, Russia had strong advantages in this con-

test: Russia could give the Ukrainians something that Hungary could not, and 

Germany could only hold sway in the case of a full defeat of Russia—“the 

immediate consolidation of the entire Ukraine, of all 35 million of the Little 

Russian or Ukrainian population.”31 However, at the moment, in the course of 

the war, Russia already had to “give them something,” or, in other words, to 

satisfy some of the demands of the Ukrainian movement.32 Svatkovskii be-

lieved that these concessions could be quite limited, even largely symbolic, 

since the objective of uniting all Ukrainians in one state was so important for 

the Ukrainian leaders that they would be prepared for far-reaching compro-

mises with the Russian government.33 He pointed out reproachfully that dur-

ing the occupation of Galicia the authorities had only published one docu-

ment in the Ukrainian language. Svatkovskii repeated the same theses in a 

note sent to Petrograd on June 28, 1916. He believed that a good moment had 

come for attracting the Ukrainians to the Russian side since, besides the self-

evident advantages provided by the Brusilov offensive, Vienna and Berlin 

were, in his opinion, prepared for a temporary sacrifice of the Ukrainian in-

terests in return for reaching a union with “Polish imperialism.”34 

It would be wrong to consider such an approach a complete novelty. In the 

1870s, the Kiev Governor General, Dondukov-Korsakov tried, to find a kind 

of modus vivendi with the leaders of the Ukrainian movement of the time. 

However, his game was interrupted by the anti-Ukrainian Ems decree of 1876. 

The important difference, however, lies in the fact that Dondukov-Korsakov 

played this game at his own risk, without attempting to substantiate his tactics 

in any official documents, and without hope of receiving the Tsar’s endorse-

ment, while Svatkovskii was the first to suggest an analogous tactic in attempt-

ing to influence the decision-making in the capital. By the time Svatkovskii 

wrote his memorandum he had some reasons to believe that his arguments 

would be heeded in the highest echelons of the imperial bureaucracy. In the 

summer of 1915, a great landowner of the Kiev gubernia, Count M. Tysz-

kiewicz35 (who presented himself as a Ukrainian, conservative in his social 

views and loyal to the empire and the emperor) sent a telegram to the Tsar on 

behalf of the Ukrainians with an expression of loyalty. The Tsar, apparently 
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influenced by people of Svatkovskii’s opinions, responded on August 24, 

1915, with a telegram that was signed by the court minister Count Frederiks: 

“Sa Majesté m’a donné l’ordre de vous remercier ainsi que le groupe 

d’Ukrainiens réunis en Suisse pour les sentiments exprimés dans votre té-

légramme.”36 The revolutionary importance of this telegram for the official 

imperial discourse consisted in the fact that for the first time a public docu-

ment, especially in a phrase that sounded like a quotation of the Sovereign 

himself, used the word “Ukrainians” rather than the previously obligatory 

“Malorussians.” 

It was probably after this telegram exchange that Svatkovskii was ordered 

to contact Tyszkiewicz, who was in Switzerland. By November, Svatkovskii 

was ready to inform St. Petersburg in detail about Tyszkiewicz’s suggestions. 

The train of thought of the great landowner was of course directly opposite to 

that of Gerovskii. Tyszkiewicz stated that the main threat was the social pro-

gram of the Ukrainian movement, and suggested making concessions regard-

ing the national question, in order to neutralize the influence of the socialists 

who used national discontent in order to spread their revolutionary ideas 

about property.37 

Tyszkiewicz and Svatkovskii suggested a few possible steps of a symbolic 

character—some copied the measures already undertaken by the Habsburgs 

and some went further. They advised proclaiming the heir to the throne as the 

Hetman of Little Russia and printing portraits of Prince Alexei in a Ukrainian 

costume.38 They also suggested the publication, in Kiev, of an official newspa-

per in the Ukrainian language “which, while strictly protecting the unity of the 

empire, would be a sign of the government’s readiness to meet the cultural 

expectations of a certain part of the population.”39 

Another recommendation—it is not clear whether it was suggested by 

Tyszkiewicz himself or was added by Svatkovskii40—consisted in establishing 

contacts with the leaders of the Ukrainian movement both in Russia and in 

Austria (with the exception of those who espoused extremely anti-Russian 

sentiments, e.g., Kost’ Levitskii and Mykola Vasyl’ko) and discussing a possi-

ble agreement with them. Svatkovskii actively developed contacts with those 

Ukrainian leaders who were ready to cooperate with Russia. Svatkovskii 

named Vladimir Bachin’skii, Stepan Baran and Vladimir Kushnir (mid-level 

political figures in the Galician-Ukrainian establishment) as possible partners 

in such negotiations. “With even a minimal expression of goodwill on the part 

of Russia it is possible to challenge the Austrian orientation of the Ukrainians 

with a large chance of success,” was the conclusion of Svatkovski’s first 

memorandum.41 
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Svatkovskii’s three other memoranda are dated August 17, November 7 

and November 9, 1916. However, Svatkovskii begins the first of them with a 

mention of several notes he had sent to St. Petersburg following the first 

memorandum of November 1915. Unfortunately, these documents are miss-

ing from the OPO archive. Svatkovskii continued to inform the government 

on the policies of Vienna and Berlin on the Ukrainian question, emphasizing 

the point that both empires were trying to attract Ukrainians to their side. He 

noted important changes in the policy of Vienna in the Ukrainian question. 

For the first time since the 1870s, a non-Polish governor was appointed in 

Galicia, General Hermann Kolar, who immediately instructed his staff on the 

respectful treatment of the rights of the Ukrainian language in official institu-

tions.42 This was followed by a visit to Galicia by the heir into the Austrian 

throne during which he addressed Ukrainians in their language. Ukrainians 

began to be actively accepted to the officer corps of the Austrian-Hungarian 

army. However, what must have been especially alarming for St. Petersburg 

were the reports on the creation, by both Germans and Austrians, of special, 

privileged POW camps for Russian soldiers of Ukrainian origin.43 The OPO 

archive devotes a special file to materials on these camps.44 It includes testi-

monies of escaped prisoners of war as well as a report by the Russian envoy in 

Bern, M. Bibikov, who managed to visit two such German camps in Rastadt 

and Zahlzwedel (an analogous Austrian camp was located in Freistadt). By 

Bibikov’s estimate, they contained 400,000 POWs. The food was “much better 

than in the Russian camps.” The soldiers knew they were in a privileged posi-

tion as Ukrainians. They were taught reading and writing according to the 

Galician phonetic system, as well as Ukrainian history and literature. Ukrain-

ian newspapers were published in camps. Bibikov reported that the 40,000 

POWs who were particularly responsive to this propaganda formed units of a 

future Ukrainian army and received training in special Ukrainian uniforms. 

“Propaganda,” concluded Bibikov, has been put on a firm foundation, with 

highly satisfactory results received.”45 

It is necessary to emphasize the involvement of all the sides in such activi-

ties. István Deák notes the important role of the POW camps in the dissolu-

tion of the Habsburg Empire.46 

It comes as no surprise that in this situation Svatkovskii insisted on the 

most expedient way of establishing contacts with Ukrainian politicians. His 

November 1916 memorandum “The Ukrainian organizations, bodies and 

activists abroad” includes a list of the most prominent Ukrainian political 

organizations of Galicia and Bukoviona together with characteristics of their 

leaders and assessments of prospects for contacts with them.47 He decidedly 
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gave priority to the national problem, and thus advised developing contacts 

with, among others, the Ukrainian socialists from the “Borot’ba”: “socialists, 

but generally decent people,” who were ready to accept autonomy of Ukraine 

as a part of Russia.48 

Svatkovskii paid special attention to the Ukrainian organizations under 

German control and to the German “Society for the support of the Ukrainian 

liberation fight.” He looked at the German plans for Ukraine in the context of 

“Naumann’s idea of Mitteleuropa.”49 A special file in the OPO archive (ed. 

khr. 36) contains a collection of materials from 1916 and 1917 from the Aus-

trian and German press, as well as from the Ukrainian Vistnik Soiuza vizvolen-

nia Ukraini (The Herald of the Union for the Liberation of Ukraine) published 

in Vienna, which discussed the future of Ukraine and of all the western bor-

derlands of the Russian Empire. These materials had all the features of war-

time propaganda, with an emphasis on the creation of the image of the enemy 

as a “Russian imperialist spider.” However, the main criterion for selecting 

these materials was the presence therein of more sophisticated geopolitical 

and civilizational arguments. These materials from the time of World War I 

provide the contemporary reader with an opportunity to see how little novelty 

there was in the discussions on these subjects that were so actively pursued in 

the late twentieth and early twenty-first century. The articles reiterated that the 

only way to render Russia harmless was to separate it from Ukraine, that it 

was necessary to draw the European border along the eastern border of 

Ukraine and dwelled on the damage suffered by Europe when it allowed Asi-

atic Muscovy to separate Europe from Poland and Ukraine.50 

Svatkovskii apparently considered it important to prepare the ground for an 

agreement on the Ukrainian question with the allied great powers, primarily 

with the United States. He sent his own agent Tsetlinskii to work in the USA, 

including with the Ukrainian immigrant milieu.51 In his list of the Ukrainian 

activists who merited cooperation he especially singled out V. Stepankivskii as 

a person who was in contact with R. W. Seton-Watson.52 

Svatkovskii continued to keep close contacts with Tyszkiewicz. As an ad-

dendum to his November memorandum, he enclosed a letter from Tysz-

kiewicz in which he developed, in a markedly more decisive tone than before, 

the thesis of the necessity of concessions to the Ukrainian demands. In par-

ticular, Tyszkiewicz suggested that “a [Ukrainian—A. M.] university should 

be opened, that schools be opened and supported, not just permitted; that the 

local language have equal rights with Russian, while all the manifestations of 

separatism should be severely punished. To punish Mazepa, but not to perse-

cute Khmelnitskii.” He also demanded the release of “hundreds and thou-
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sands of representatives of the Galician intelligentsia” exiled in deep Russia, 

and “to open up the press, associations, and, most importantly, not to keep 

the whole Ukrainian society in desperation for so long.” Developing the sub-

ject of dynastic symbolism, Tyszkiewicz, clearly in an analogy with the Habs-

burg policy, advised a visit of the heir to L’viv. Tyszkiewicz repeated that 

Alexei’s favorite manservant was Derevenko, a Ukrainian, and expressed hope 

that the heir would be able to address the people in Ukrainian. He even sug-

gested that the Prince be proclaimed the King of Galicia.53 

Svatkovskii passed on these recommendations of Tyshkevich without ex-

pressing his solidarity. He did not support the idea of a Ukrainian university, 

but he did approve the establishment of two Ukrainian gymnasia in Russia 

and the permission for the use of all local languages in elementary schools in 

the occupied territories. He also considered the plan to proclaim Alexei the 

King of Galicia impossible, but at the same time noted that one could find a 

different way to take steps in the same direction.54 One can surmise that 

Svatkovskii, who did not hesitate to repeat that he had “a negative attitude 

toward the more advanced plans of the Ukrainians,” used the letter of Tysz-

kiewicz to tell his patrons in St. Petersburg the things he did not want said in 

his own name. 

Svatkovskii and Gerovskii were united in their criticism of the hard, repres-

sive official policy during the first occupation of Galicia. However, the princi-

pal difference between them consisted in the fact that Gerovskii believed that 

a more efficient policy would lead to the complete annihilation of the Ukrain-

ian movement, while Svatkovskii was much more realistic in his advice to seek 

a compromise with the Ukrainian movement which had already gained mo-

mentum, largely thanks to the conflict between the great powers, and to make 

immediate, if limited, concessions to the Ukrainian demands. 

The February revolution made an imprint on the rhetoric and arguments of 

the documents that OPO was sending to the government. On May 18, 1917, 

OPO reported to the Chairman of the Provisional Government, Prince G. E. 

Lvov, on the “meeting of Russian refugees from Galician, Bukovinian and 

Ugric Rus” held on May 14 in St. Petersburg. The meeting’s resolution em-

phasized in particular that the participants expressed a “will for self-

determination in the sense that they wished to see Galician, Bukovinian and 

Ugric Rus united with the great Russian democratic Republic,” and thus the 

subject was not annexation but rather the realization of the right to self-

determination: “The meeting is deeply confident that the annexation of the 

regions in question would be only a restoration by the Russian revolutionary 

people of justice and [the return] of a debt to the Malorussian people that had 
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for centuries taken a most active part in creating and reinforcing Russian cul-

ture and had been, like the Polish people, dismembered by the senseless ca-

price of the authoritarian tsars and Kaisers.”55 In all probability, the meeting 

was organized by OPO, which had also worked on its resolution, to be used 

for propaganda and diplomatic purposes. In fact, as early as May 20, Lvov 

handed the materials to the Minister of Foreign Affairs, P. N. Miliukov. It is 

very likely that the idea of this action originated with Svatkovskii who contin-

ued to work for the Provisional Government, which seemed in the meantime 

to have become more responsive to his arguments. Svatkovskii at the time was 

conducting negotiations in Switzerland with Galician and Bukovinian activ-

ists, who according to his reports, “were decisively inclined to have these re-

gions join Russia, but considered it necessary that this should be loudly de-

manded by the Russian Ukrainians.”56 

As we can see, the concepts of self-determination and democracy replaced 

those of religious unity and loyalty to the tsars who are now listed, along with 

the German and Austrian emperors, as among those guilty of past sins. The 

all-Russian idea is preserved, but is now combined not with the call for all-

Russian unity, but rather for the unity of the Malorussian people. 

Around this time, at the order of the Supreme Commander General L. G. 

Kornilov, the army units began to undergo ukrainization and belarussization. 

Kornilov expected this measure to be a protection from Bolshevik influence, 

and simultaneously regarded it as a response to German activities in the 

Ukrainian and Belarussian questions. The Ukrainian units were created on the 

Ukrainian territory, while the Belarussian units were primarily set up on the 

Romanian front and in the Baltic Fleet, where they were cut off from their 

native lands and thus could not play the role performed by the ukrainized 

units. 

Here is how these events were remembered in 1919 by the former hetman 

of Ukraine P. Skoropadskii, who in 1917 was the loyal imperial general 

trusted by Kornilov with the ukrainization of the corps under his command: 

 

I answered Kornilov saying that I had just been to Kiev where I observed 

Ukrainian activists, and that they had produced rather a negative impression 

on me, that the corps may consequently become a serious basis for the devel-

opment of Ukrainophilia in the sense undesirable for Russia, etc. The frivo-

lous attitude of Kornilov to this question showed me his incompetence and 

lack of understanding. I tried to turn his attention to the seriousness of the 

question, realizing that the kind of national feeling that the Ukrainians pos-

sessed should be treated with tact and without exploiting it for its sincerity.57 
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The Bolshevik takeover in the autumn of 1917 for all practical purposes 

destroyed that legitimate center in Petrograd with which the peripheral 

movements could haggle over the extension of their federal or autonomous 

rights, and made many of those who had not previously regarded independ-

ence as a serious prospect to consider it as such. 

In late April 1918, the coup in Kiev made P. Skoropadskii the hetman of 

Ukraine. Skoropadskii was supported by the Germans in an opposition to 

Austrian candidate, Wilhelm Habsburg, who was nicknamed Vasil Vyshivanyi 

by the Galician Ukrainians who served under his command. The Central 

Powers were vying for influence in Ukraine, but the Germans were decisively 

overpowering. Categorical rejection of the Bolsheviks and efforts to find some 

forces that could oppose them explains the evolution of many politicians, 

including the Tsar’s general, Skoropadskii.58 He preserved his loyalty to the 

Provisional Government, but strongly objected to Kornilov’s orders for the 

ukrainization of army units. However, he ultimately obeyed these orders and 

conducted the ukrainization, which earned him, unbeknownst to himself, the 

high reputation among the Ukrainian nationalists and propelled him into play 

the role of hetman. 

Co-operating with Skoropadskii at the time was V. I. Vernadskii, who was 

involved in the setting-up of the Ukrainian Academy of Sciences. Along with 

the respect for the Ukrainians’ effort to develop their own culture, Vernadskii 

was guided by the hope that the scientific and cultural institutions of Ukraine 

would also become a refuge for the Russian culture, which he did not believe 

would survive under the Bolsheviks.59 He also believed that the Russian scien-

tists should participate in the construction of the Ukrainian Academy because 

their place would otherwise be taken by Germans or Poles.60 In his diary, Ver-

nadskii would often express the hope, quite in the spirit of the all-Russian idea 

that Ukraineness does not negate Russian-ness, and was planning an article on 

the subject: “It seems to me that one has to differentiate—Russian, Ukrainian, 

Great Russian. I should write [about it].”61 A similar position was characteris-

tic of many other representatives of the Russian elite who had found them-

selves in the empire’s borderlands. 

It is not quite clear how OPO’s status changed after the Bolshevik takeover. 

It is evident that the department lost some of its personnel, 62 its activity de-

creased noticeably, and only a few documents from the subsequent period 

remained in the archive. However, one of these documents is of special inter-

est—this is an expansive (over 40 sheets) memorandum “The Historical Des-

tinies of Belarussia and Ukraine.” The text which is written according to the 

rules of reformed orthography, is anonymous and not dated. The initial ver-
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sion was prepared by a specialist in dialectology, and the text had not been 

completed until 1919, since it mentions the Freitag map of Ukraine, which 

was published only in 1919. Later, the text was corrected by an OPO editor. 

Initially, the anonymous author wrote two texts (one on the boundary be-

tween Great Russians, Belarussians and Ukrainians, the other on the bound-

ary between Russia and Poland), providing a detailed description of the ethnic 

and linguistic situation in the space that had until recently constituted a bor-

derland of the Russian Empire. The reference to the second text as a separate 

document survived in the first part of the memorandum, but the document in 

the archive already combines both texts.63 In all probability, it was already the 

OPO editor who complemented the memorandum with political conclusions, 

since the original author concentrated solely on the scholarly side of the mat-

ter and declared that as a dialectologist he had no right to draw conclusions 

about whether one group or another speaking a transitional dialect belonged 

to a particular people. This question, in his opinion, had to be resolved “with 

the help of certain ethnographic or other considerations.”64 It is impossible to 

trace back all the inserts and corrections in the text, and it is equally impossi-

ble to state with any assurance that there was only one editor, so we shall 

speak about the authors without specifying their number. In any case, the text 

reflects the position of those OPO members who for some reason continued 

to work in the Department almost two years after the Bolsheviks took power. 

The authors of the memorandum were advocates of the all-Russian nation. 

They believed that “the territory located between Congressional Poland in the 

west and Great Russia … from the ancient times to the present was and has 

remained Russian.”65 They write about “all three representatives of the Rus-

sian tribe” living in the Grodno gubernia,66 about areas where “the Belarussian 

dialect comes into contact with other Russian dialects,”67 and so on. On the 

other hand, they admit that in both Belarussia and Ukraine “the Russian 

domination has not changed the ethnographic countenance of the mass of the 

people.”68 Their interpretation of this fact reflects changes in the political 

situation and the (often very clumsy) attempts of the departmental staff to 

adjust to these changes. 

Early in the text, the Belarussian dialect, in full accordance with the all-

Russian discourse, is characterized as a “relic of the Belarussian old times.”69 

However, in the memorandum’s conclusion the picture gets more compli-

cated. The authors praise the abolition of serfdom, the development of educa-

tion, and especially, the Russian revolutionary movement for their role in 

“reviving the Belarussian freedom and… in the development of a national self-

consciousness in the Belarussian people.” They give a positive assessment to 
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the fact that “the local intelligentsia, which would previously become either 

Polish or Great Russian, began to realize itself as inseparable from the mass 

of its people and to strive for autonomy of its land while preserving a connec-

tion to the federal Russian republic.”70 The memorandum even allows for the 

possibility that “there may be individuals who will be inclined to implement 

the autonomy of the province in a federation with Poland or Lithuania.”71 The 

authors, however, hasten to add that “many Belarussians do not separate 

themselves from the rest of Russia, do not wish to isolate themselves as a 

separate nationality, and continue to remain simply Russians.”72 This state-

ment leads the authors to the memorandum’s main thesis which is addressed 

to the Bolshevik leadership: 

 

The great majority of Belarussians73 think of themselves as a branch of 

the Russian people, and would probably be very upset by an artificial dis-

memberment of their homeland and by annexation of its parts by Poland 

and Lithuania. Such dismemberment would not correspond to the principle 

of national self-determination proclaimed and implemented by Soviet Rus-

sia either. Having consented to the separation from Russia of Estonia, Lat-

via and Lithuania which are populated by non-Russian nationalities, Soviet 

Russia cannot agree to cede to these newly forming republics those parts of 

the Russian people that do not wish to join the alien republics. Neither can 

she consent to give the Belarussian territory away to the Polish authority 

with the exception of localities predominantly settled by the Polish working 

population and clearly inclined to join Poland.74 

 

It was also noted that the religious factor—and the majority of Belarussians 

in western Belarussia were Catholics—“cannot prevail over the ethnographic, 

especially in the matter of separation of the church from the state and in im-

plementing the principle of religious freedom.”75 

The demarcation of the borderline between Soviet Russia and Poland, as 

well as the borders between RSFSR, Belarussia and Ukraine, was an impor-

tant part of the political agenda of the time. The reputation of the Bolsheviks 

as an anti-Russian force or, at least, as a force that did not attach great impor-

tance to the ethnic factor and was prepared to sacrifice any territories for the 

sake of keeping power, was highly persistent, especially after the Brest peace. 

While extolling the revolutionary movement and discussing the right to na-

tional self-determination and the rights of the working population, those offi-

cials who still remained in the department in 1919 were trying to persuade the 

new masters of the country, who were deeply alien to them, to accept at least 
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a part of the All-Russian idea, and to provide them with arguments for its 

defense at negotiations. 

Ukraine is not mentioned in the memorandum’s conclusion for the prob-

able reason that the situation there—a strong nationalist movement and a lack 

of force to claim all the Ukrainian territories—did not correspond well with 

the memorandum’s main thesis. 

 

* 

 

OPO documents were prepared either by imperial officials or by experts 

they invited. They demonstrate how this group reacted to the dramatic events 

of the First World War and the revolution. The circumstances forced them to 

shift the focus of attention: instead of cutting pieces off Austria-Hungary, they 

had to concentrate on attempts to stop further dismemberment of their own 

empire. By adjusting their arguments and rhetoric to the changing regimes, 

the department officials were prepared to seriously change their views on 

possible concessions to the Ukrainian and Belarussian national movements. 

However, the concept of all-Russian unity that had to include all East-Slavs 

proved to be the core of their perspective that survived all rhetorical, tactical 

and even ideological changes. The memorandum of 1919 was a kind of testa-

ment that the officials of the Special Political Section of the imperial Ministry 

of the Interior tried to pass on to the new Bolshevik rulers of Russia. 

 

 

The “Post-Mortem” 
 

After the sequence of wars and revolutions triggered in Eastern Europe by 

the First World War ended in the Riga peace between the Soviet state and 

Poland, and after hundreds of thousands of émigrés from the former Russian 

Empire found themselves in Europe, it was then that the debates on the all-

Russian nation were resumed. They unfolded both within the Russian immi-

grant community and between Russians and Ukrainians.76 The dramatic po-

litical events of the revolutionary and war years, the creation of the Ukrainian 

Soviet Socialist Republic, the official recognition in the USSR of the Ukrain-

ian nation as independent and separate, the vigorous Soviet policy of ukraini-

zation and belarussization within the framework of the general drive toward 

korenizatsia (nativization) were development that the advocates of the all-

Russian national idea were trying to comprehend. They also had to take them 

into account in their changing concepts. Politically, their discussions were 
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already debates “on the roadside,” held among people who had lost any politi-

cal influence. In a sense, it was not even a time “after the hurricane,” but 

rather a “post-mortem” period. 

In 1922, the well-known Russian nationalist V. V. Shulgin was still dream-

ing of how Russia could be managed after the impeding collapse of the Bol-

sheviks. In his book Something Fantastic, he called for a concentration on a 

“solid organization of the Russian tribe.” Shulgin’s “Russian tribe” included, 

naturally, the “southern-Russian people that was called ‘Ukrainians’ initially 

by Poles and then by Germans.”77 In regard to the rest he suggested the guid-

ing principle of “Love cannot be forced.” But if any of the former borderlands 

asked to be taken back, they should be accepted not as federal subjects but 

with autonomy rights only. Shulgin thus took the side of Stalin in the debates 

on the principles of the organization of the USSR that were just then taking 

place in the Bolshevik leadership. It is not impossible that Shulgin was quite 

consciously trying to participate in these debates with his book. 

 

Instead of federation, grant them a ‘broad autonomy’… While in Russia 

there will be, shall we say, Petrograd, Moscow, Kiev, Kharkov, Odessa re-

gional autonomies or oblasts, here you will have Lithuanian, Latvian or 

Georgian oblasts. There will be, for instance, the Kiev Oblast Duma, and 

here—the Lithuanian Sejm. There (for instance, in the “Kharkov Oblast 

Duma”) the chairman speaks only Russian, and the others—whatever they 

want, even “Ukrainian,” and here (for instance, in Latvia), the chairman 

speaks only Latvian, and the others, if they wish, may speak Russian.78 

 

Shulgin’s book was published in Sofia, but as early as the mid-1920s the 

center of Russian emigration in general, as well as the locus of the most activ-

ity of the supporters of the All-Russian idea and the debates between them 

and Ukrainian nationalists moved to Prague. In January 1925, the “society of 

Malorussian and Belarussian students ‘Unity of Russian Culture’” was set up 

there. It came forth with a declaration which included all the key ideas of the 

all-Russian project. The authors of the declaration began with the description 

of the “harsh disasters that have befallen the entire Russian people.” These 

disasters were “further aggravated by the internecine conflict between its three 

branches promulgated in an effort to create an abyss that would separate 

Malorussians and Belarussians from Great Russians.”79 

 

We, Malorussians and Belarussians, do not reject our folk peculiarities 

that we know and love since childhood: the language of our native land, the 
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songs of our people; we hold dear its morals and customs, its whole way of 

life. But we do not forget that all of us—Ukrainians, Kubanians, Galicians, 

Belarussians—regardless of our political convictions—are all at the same 

time Russians, along with Great Russians, just like Bavarians and Saxons 

are Germans along with Prussians; natives of Provence and Gascogne are 

French along with those of Bretagne; Toscanians and Sicilians are Italians 

along with Lombardians. It is clear for us that great Russia (velikaja Ros-

siia) is not equal to Great Russia (Velikorossiia). Malorussians and Belarus-

sians have labored as much to create the common Russian homeland as 

Great Russians… The St. Petersburg period of the Russian history abounds 

in outstanding South Russian and West Russian figures in all fields… The 

all-Russian literary language itself is not, as some claim, purely Great Rus-

sian, and does not owe its formation to one dialect, but rather has been 

created by the efforts of men of culture from various dialectical areas in dif-

ferent periods of historical life. The Cossacks of Ukraine defended the Rus-

sian Orthodox faith as early as the 17th century. We, Ukrainians, Kubani-

ans and Belarussians, have also sacrificed our blood and our lives for the 

good of all Russia, feeling deep in our souls that we are not fighting for an 

alien cause, but for our father’s house. For these reasons it is hard to com-

prehend the desire of some Malorussians to disavow their original name of 

Russians only because it also belongs to Great Russians, to betray the Or-

thodox faith because the all-Russian church is headed by the Moscow Pa-

triarch, and to turn down the fruits of the cultural efforts of the preceding 

generations achieved together with Great Russians in order to build, under 

new names, following a new faith, the edifice of a new culture almost from 

scratch… The mutual estrangement between the Russian tribes which is ar-

tificially provoked and aimed at the destruction of everything that has held 

the Russian people together—a common name, a common faith, a com-

mon literary language, all the other fruits of the long life as one people—is 

threatening not only Russia, but primarily our own Ukraine, Kuban, Bela-

russia and Galicia with the unavoidable danger of foreign domination…. 

 

Being fully convinced that the denial of the Russian unity is explained only 

by the erroneous thinking of many Malorussians and Belarussians that has to 

be replaced by the realization of the inevitability of a close and voluntary co-

operation of all the branches of the Russian people, we appeal to all the 

Ukrainians, Kubanians, Galicians and Belarussians whose souls have not be-

come deaf to the feeling of the blood ties and cultural ties with Russia, calling 

them to join the collective work that will contribute for the unity of the Rus-
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sian culture—live, free, and united in diversity. That will fully realize Gogol’s 

dream that the features of the character of the Russian tribes should contrib-

ute to the state of things when the Russian people in its entirety would consti-

tute “a most perfect thing among the humanity.80 

 

That same year Miliukov in his book The National Question demonstrated 

that some basic elements of the all-Russian idea were not foreign to him ei-

ther. He speaks of “the return of the Russian territories as a result of the Pol-

ish partitions at the time of Catherine II” as well as of the transfer to Poland, 

according to the Riga treaty of 1921, of “the Russian lands with the popula-

tion of three and a half million.”81 Miliukov wrote extensively about the strug-

gle between Russian and Polish nationalisms “on the broad stripe of border-

line territories populated by Belarussians and Malorussians.”82 The peculiarity 

of Miliukov’s position in the discourse of the Prague émigré circles lies in 

accentuating of the responsibility of the Russian “nationalist intelligentsia” 

which, in a union with the authorities that came into being after 1863, had 

gradually damaged relations with all the peoples of the empire, including 

Ukrainians.83 That was in concert with the pre-war position of Miliukov who 

had already believed at the time that “ukrainophilia” should be recognized and 

its moderate leaders negotiated with, in order not to play into the hand of 

radical Ukrainian nationalists like D. Dontsov.84 

At the same time, the philosopher G. P. Fedotov was reproaching the Rus-

sian intelligentsia for other errors, more in the spirit of Pypin’s article “Volga 

and Kiev”: “We ourselves have surrendered Ukraine to Grushevskii and pre-

pared the independence movement. Has Kiev ever been in the center of our 

thoughts, our love? It is an amazing fact: the new Russian literature has com-

pletely bypassed Kiev.”85 In a polemic with Eurasianism, which had already 

made itself known by that time, Fedotov wrote: “They are now pointing at 

Asia and preaching to us the hatred of Latinism. But the true way was shown 

to us in Kiev: neither Latinism nor Islamism, but Ellinism.” He understood 

the fight for Ukraine as a “struggle of two cultures: Byzanthian-Russian and 

Polish-Ukrainian.”86 

Iu. A. Iavorskii was close to Miliukov in his assessment of the causes for 

emergence and development of the Ukrainian movement. He descended from 

the Galician russophile community, and, after he came to the Russian Empire, 

he worked in the First Kiev Gymnasium until the revolution. Here is a charac-

teristic example of his contemplations: “‘ukrainophilia’ is not a product of 

Austrian, German or Polish intrigue; rather, it is the result of sectarian dis-

unity common in the Russian people on the one hand and of a stupid prohibi-
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tive policy of the government on the other.”87 In 1926 Iu. A. Iavorskii made an 

attempt to organize a series of lectures and debates with Ukrainians on the 

subject of Russian–Ukrainian relations. “At the first stages, at least, [it is nec-

essary] to unite libraries and museums, to participate jointly in scientific stud-

ies, in conferences.” This is how he formulated the tasks at hand which simul-

taneously paints a clear picture of the alienation between the Russian and 

Ukrainian émigré communities.88 

A year later, in 1927, one of the leaders of the Eurasianists, Prince N. S. 

Trubetskoi, published an article, entitled “Toward the Ukrainian Problem.” 

Trubetskoi seems to have been the first from the “Russian camp” to describe 

the interaction between the “West Russian” and “Muscovite” lines of Russian 

culture in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as having achieved unity 

by the “eradication of the Muscovite line.” The all-Russian culture emerged, 

according to Trubetskoi, by way of accepting in Great Russia the “Ukrainian 

line of Russian culture.”89 Trubetskoi was thus giving Ukrainians the symboli-

cally prestigious first role among the creators of Russian culture in the hope it 

would become a new rationale against their alienation. “The Russian culture 

of the post-Petrine period is common Russian, and it is not alien for Ukraini-

ans, but rather their own.” Trubetskoi argued that if Ukrainian culture was 

built on the hatred for Russian culture, “it will be hands down bad” and will 

be “only a political weapon, and serve bad, angrily chauvinistic and arrogantly 

loud politics at that.”90 

Trubetskoi called for the “Ukrainian culture to become an individual mani-

festation of the common Russian culture,” i.e., one of its local variations. 91 

For Trubetskoi it meant that “the local and tribal differentiation of Russian 

culture should not go all the way to the top of the cultural edifice, to the val-

ues of the highest order,” while on the “ground floor” the “tribal and local 

partitions should be strongly developed and clearly expressed.”92 “The very 

rightfulness of the creation of a special Ukrainian culture that is not equiva-

lent to the Great Russian culture can no longer be denied, and the correct 

development of the national self-consciousness will show the future creators 

of this culture both its natural limitations and its true essence and true goal—
to be a special Ukrainian manifestation of the all-Russian culture.”93 This rec-

ognition of the “rightfulness” of the Ukrainian culture was clearly a conces-

sion to the new reality, but Trubetskoi attempted to reconcile this fact with 

the all-Russian idea. 

Trubetskoi soon corrected some of his arguments in his reaction to the re-

sponse to his article that came from the “Ukrainian camp,” from Professor D. 

Doroshenko.94 “What is the bottom-line requirement of the All-Russian cul-
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ture? It is that the national cultures of all the so-called East Slavs have to be 

closer to each other than to any other cultures.” As a matter of fact, Trubet-

skoi is very close to replacing the concept of the all-Russian nation as a unity 

that denies Ukrainian and Belarussian national separateness with his version 

of a tightly knit family of Great Russians, Ukrainians and Belarussians pre-

cisely as nations—it is no accident that he speaks of “national cultures” of the 

East-Slavs. However, he still attempts to preserve the idea of “Russian” or “all-

Russian” commonality precisely as a national one; he still speaks of the All-

Russian nation that “really exists only in its individual manifestations—Great 

Russian, Ukrainian, Belarussian, etc., not outside of them.95 On the whole, 

Trubetskoi’s arguments are an attempt to salvage in the concept of “all-

Russian-ness” what he believed could still be salvaged in the late 1920s while 

recognizing what neither Shulgin, in 1922, nor even the authors of the decla-

ration of the student society in 1925 were ready to recognize yet—the Ukrain-

ian national separateness as a reality, not as a figment of hostile or misguided 

imagination. 

As early as 1929, the Russian émigré community in Prague created the pub-

lishing house “Edinstvo” (“Unity”) which issued a whole series of booklets 

which, using material from different historical periods and an array of philol-

ogical and historical arguments, all fairly traditional for their time, stressed 

the commonality of Little Russians and Great Russians and the historical and 

philological “unnaturalness” of ukrainophilia.96 All these arguments had been 

voiced by the opponents of the Ukrainian movement even before the First 

World War. The Edinstvo booklets differ primarily in their tone—it is much 

less aggressive than in the pre-revolutionary publications of this sort, and they 

do not accentuate the subject of “ukrainophilia” as a result of enemy in-

trigue.97 

The brochure by P. M. Bizzilli stands apart from the rest of Edinstvo publi-

cations. The publishers clearly understood it and remarked in the preface on 

the “peculiarity” of the author’s approach. A professor of history at the Sofia 

University, Bizzilli understood the mechanisms of nation-formation processes 

much more deeply than his fellow émigrés. In the theoretical sense, he had 

anticipated many of the ideas of such scholars of nationalism of the late twen-

tieth century as Benedict Anderson and Ernest Gellner.98 Bizzilli was, in fact, 

negating the entire line of argument of the Edinstvo publishers by stating from 

the outset: “I declare the historical argument null and void, and I believe the 

philological argument to be based on a misconception.”99 “The Ukrainian 

nation,” continued Bizzilli, “has a ‘virtual,’ ‘potential’ existence, it is a possibil-

ity… I am far from not taking this statement seriously. On the contrary, there 
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is a lot of truth to it… The racial, cultural, linguistic, historical ties are condi-

tions for kinship, not its proof. The kinship of one people to another is a psy-

chological fact, it is either experienced or—it does not exist.”100 Bizzilli under-

stood well that “it is possible to create a Ukrainian nation. The Ukrainizers 

are quite right about that.”101 But he left himself the benefit of a doubt in 1930 

that nationalism as a dominant principle would be long-lived in the world. He 

intended his arguments for “those Russians and those Ukrainians who have 

not yet lost hope to agree with each other.” It was them that he tried to con-

vince that the Ukrainian project was “fruitless,” provincial and that the unity 

with Russia that he saw as a “union of regions” did not limit the possibilities 

of development for the Ukrainian culture—albeit regional, not national, but a 

“true” culture. As he said: “Unity in diversity, differentiation without disinte-

gration—that is the formula of the goal that both Russians and Ukrainians 

should strive to achieve together.”102 

In a sense, Bizzilli repeated the line of thought of Katkov, who in 1861—
before he began his sharp attacks on the Ukrainian activists—attempted to 

initiate a dialogue with them, not from the position of rejection of the viability 

of their project as such but as someone who doubted its fruitfulness. Katkov 

admitted that it was quite possible to create a Ukrainian language, but asked 

the ukrainophiles to abandon this plan for the sake of common work for the 

development of Russian culture: “How many beneficial elements Ukraine 

could bring into the Russian life and Russian thought under benign circum-

stances!”103 

Thus, we see how, long after the collapse of the empire, already in emigra-

tion, the Russian thinkers attempted, with different degrees of inventiveness 

and intellectual integrity, to preserve the key element of the Russian national-

ist heritage of the imperial period—the idea of all-Russian unity. Some tried to 

adapt it to the new realities of the Soviet national policy, while others hoped 

to preserve it until the longed for collapse of the Soviet power. 
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“For many years now, study of Russia as a polyethnic state has been one of 

the fastest-growing and fastest-moving fields of scholarship in the Eurasian 

area,” states the recent editorial in Kritika.1 The statement can be accepted 

with one correction. It has not been such a long time—since the early 1990s 

that this growth began. This is especially evident if we consider how long this 

subject had remained on the margins of historians’ attention, partly because of 

restricted archival access and censorial prohibitions in the USSR, and partly 

because the political map of the contemporary world still holds such a sway 

over historians’ imagination. Considering also that historians in the post-

Soviet region have until recently lived, and in some places are still living, in a 

truly horrible financial situation, the results of these years have to be evalu-

ated positively. 

I would note the following achievements as fundamentally important, set-

ting new parameters and standards for the historiography of the Romanov 

Empire as a polyethnic state. 

Bringing empire back is an important change in the new approach to the 

history of nationalism in general. We can observe this trend not only in the 

history of the Russian Empire. Probably, the very fact that, methodologically 

the domain of the history of the Romanov Empire has not remained as iso-

lated as it was is in itself the main achievement of recent years. The history of 

empire as the history of interaction of multiple agents, as a field where alter-

native strategies of identification and alternative nation-building projects 

competed—often with unpredictable results—is by definition hostile to all 

sorts of national narratives, which invariably focus on a single actor, that is, a 

particular national movement. It is exactly the focus on the interactions of 

multiple agents, including local and central authorities, other (often rival) 

national movements, imperial, nationalist and non-nationalist actors from 

other empires; that it is concerned with loyalties, identity formation and na-

tionalist agenda with their possible alternative outcomes that allows the stu-
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dent to grasp the fabric of imperial history. Such an approach—I call it situ-

ational in this book—allows historians to go beyond the traditional narratives, 

whether imperial or national, and to avoid the potential pitfalls of the regional 

approach.2 

Another major achievement was a more complex understanding of the au-

thorities’ policies on the national question, of the mechanisms of decision-

making and implementation, of the intricate interweaving of interests of the 

center and of the local elites. The “decline and fall” motifs and the notion of 

the empire as a “prison of nations,” which remained dominant until recently, 

have been to a large extent corrected. The Russian Empire was not alone in 

searching for answers to the challenges of modernity, and these answers often 

resulted in some success. 

For instance, we now understand that the empire did not always suppress 

nation-building processes but, in a number of cases, actually facilitated them, 

sometimes quite consciously. This is especially relevant to the nation-building 

at the core of the empire, and the problems of the interrelation between the 

empire and Russian nationalism are now considered in a more complex (and 

adequate) perspective than was still the case in the 1990s. We can see that 

part of the higher imperial bureaucracy began to consider the possibility of 

using nationalism in the empire’s interests, while, at the same time, the rank-

and-file bureaucrats and the monarchs themselves invariably treated national-

ism with suspicion because of its connection to democratic representation and 

demand for broader autonomy of public opinion. 

It is equally important that we are now prepared to see not only the restric-

tive, but, at times, encouraging role of the empire in the processes of national 

identity formation in the empire’s peripheries. Related to this was the neces-

sary problematization of the notion of “russification.” A renewed interest in 

the place and role of Russian nationalism in the empire is to a great extent 

associated, first, with the realization of the complexity of relationships be-

tween Russian nationalism and the imperial authority, and second, with the 

understanding of the necessity to study Russian nationalism in its interaction 

with other nationalisms. Even in its most expansionist versions, Russian na-

tionalism never equated the territory of empire and the “national territory,” 

and never attempted to assimilate all the groups of the empire’s subjects. We 

can now see more clearly the diversity of processes and practices that are 

often grouped together under the term “russification,” and we can differenti-

ate between the politics of assimilation and the politics of acculturation. 

Historians now pay more attention to the interactions across imperial bor-

ders, be it borrowings of institutional and organizational patterns, as well as of 



 CONCLUSION 213 

methods of political action on the side of both imperial and local actors, or be it 

ties of various religious and ethnic groups with similar groups across the border, 

or be it the projection of influence of neighboring empires on the situation in 

Russia. The history of transfers and entangled historical perspective constitute 

the field where we can expect a lot of new valuable contributions. 

I would not consider the entangled history approach to be “the enemy” of 

comparative history, as some have recently. These are rather mutually com-

plementing perspectives, which allow, among other things, to look with a due 

portion of skepticism at various attempts to detach the space of the Romanov 

Empire or part of it from the neighboring regions. One can sometimes catch a 

“whiff” of this tendency in attempts at restyling the concept of Eurasia, which 

in my opinion remains too vague and open to all sorts of (mis)interpretations 

to be a useful term for the description of the space of the Romanov Empire. 

As Steven Kotkin has nicely put it recently in a conference paper, the concept 

of Eurasia is less of a cure than of a disease. 

It would be a sin of impatience to expect a new general narrative, based on 

these new methodological perspectives, to emerge at this point already. Today 

we can see only the first attempts at its creation.3 An important sign of the 

new approach to history is the clearly expressed effort of many researchers to 

explore material from several regions, even regardless of whether or not a 

comparative study of different borderlands is an element of their investigative 

strategy within a particular project. Historians who would do full-fledged stud-

ies of various peripheries are still more of an exception,4 but, as a whole, the 

tendency to think on the imperial scale, not in terms of a teleologically con-

structed national narrative, is now quite pronounced. The accumulation of 

theoretically informed case studies that has been taking place in recent years 

will prepare the necessary foundation for more comprehensive works in the 

foreseeable future. 

At the same time, some important questions still require serious discussion. 

It seems that there is a very intense debate ahead concerning the degree of 

continuity and rupture between the Russian Empire and the USSR as imperial 

systems. In his book The Affirmative Action Empire, Terry Martin has demon-

strated quite compellingly, in my opinion, the fundamentally innovative char-

acter of the Soviet project. However, his concept was recently challenged by 

Francine Hirsch’s book on the role played in the establishment of the Soviet 

national policy by expert ethnographers whose professional credentials dated 

back to the pre-revolutionary period.5 It is immediately apparent that Hirsch 

invariably speaks of “imperial ethnographers.” As Marina Mogilner has cor-

rectly observed in her review of Hirsch’s book, 
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it is safe to say with a great degree of probability that a study of their bi-

ographies and academic “orientations” would reveal that those who sup-

plied ethnographic data for the new power were mostly ethnographers of 

narodnik orientation, people with a populist-revolutionary past and exile 

experience. They had developed a romantic nationalizing paradigm with 

positivist flavor even before the revolution… Likewise, it is unclear whether, 

under the Bolshevik regime, they thought of themselves as professional ex-

perts or as revolutionaries with expert knowledge.6 

 

The constant epithet “imperial” seems even more incongruous in view of 

Hirsch’s own observation that the “Old Regime” Ministry of the Interior 

treated ethnography with suspicion as a “tool of [national] separatism,” and 

that the Russian ethnographers were envious of their foreign colleagues believ-

ing that the latter had a much greater involvement in developing state poli-

cies.7 

However, this insistence on characterizing the experts who collaborated 

with the Bolsheviks as “imperial” is no accident in Hirsch’s book. It is used 

to prepare one of the book’s key theses on the determining role of the “im-

perial ethnographers” in the formation of the Soviet national policy at its 

early stage. This thesis, however, is left hanging in the air. Hirsch provides 

absolutely no documentary evidence or not even any collateral arguments to 

support the claim that S. F. Oldenburg and his colleagues played any role in 

the debates of the political leadership over the principal questions of na-

tional policy. Hirsch’s theses of the “evolutionist” understanding of nation 

by the “imperial ethnographers” and their Bolshevik patrons, of the similar-

ity between the USSR and other modernizing empires, of the absence of any 

elements of “positive discrimination” of the formerly oppressed nationalities 

at the expense of Russians in the Soviet politics of the 1920s are all united 

by a common goal of arguing against Terry Martin’s book that describes the 

USSR as a new kind of empire and the Soviet national policy as a policy of 

affirmative action and a radical break with the policy of the Romanov Em-

pire.8 

In general, one of the major achievements of the historiographical analysis 

of the early twentieth century in recent years has been the overcoming of the 

hypnotic influence of 1917 as a watershed marking the beginning of a “differ-

ent history.” The fruitfulness of such approach was persuasively demon-

strated, e.g., by Peter Holquist in his article on the mechanism of mass surveil-

lance by the Bolshevik regime. This approach can also be usefully applied to 

many other aspects of Russian history of the early twentieth century: it dem-
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onstrates to what extent the modern tendencies of the late imperial period 

found continuation, albeit in radically different forms, in Soviet policies.9 

However, on the question of whether the USSR should be regarded as the heir 

to the Romanov Empire or as a radically new imperial project, I am fully on 

the side of Terry Martin. 

The point here is not that any revolution is a disruptive event. It will suffice 

to conduct the following mental experiment. Let us imagine that the fall of 

monarchy in February 1917 was not followed by the Bolshevik victory in Oc-

tober. Regardless of whether the liberals and moderate socialists succeeded in 

keeping power or whether, more likely, they were replaced by a new rightist, 

authoritarian regime, the changes that followed would have been qualitatively 

less radical than those that actually happened after October 1917. First, there 

would not have been such a radical disruption of the continuity of the elites, 

either in the center or in the periphery. There would have been no such radi-

cal disruption in property relations and generally in the legal sphere. Second, 

no revision of imaginary geography and administrative structure as radical as 

the one that took place within the framework of the Soviet project would have 

happened. This does not mean that there would not have been highly signifi-

cant changes, comparable in scale even to the changes in the Habsburg Em-

pire as a result of the 1867 agreement. But here, too, the Soviet project of the 

territorialization of ethnicity presents an even more radical disruption of con-

tinuity. The all-Russian nation project that was the core of Russian national-

ism in the Romanov Empire was not simply rejected; many of the achieve-

ments in its implementation were dismantled. 

An important consequence of this fact is that today it is extremely hard for 

us to assess the situation with of the processes of assimilation and national 

identification before the First World War, since our knowledge of the changes 

that took place in the empire between the 1894 census and the beginning of 

the war is far from perfect, and we often look at this period through the prism 

of reality as it evolved as a result of the war and the Soviet korenizatsia policy 

of the 1920s and 1930s. 

Alfred J. Rieber has called the Russian Empire a “sedimentary society.” He 

wanted to describe the peculiarity of the Russian situation whereby the re-

forms did not change fundamental social structures but rather imposed new 

structures and forms on the old ones that continued to exist “underneath.”10 

Speaking of the Russian situation today, we often say that the present-day 

development happens “on the ruins” of the Soviet Empire. Perhaps this thesis 

needs to be modified in the spirit of the image suggested by Rieber: we deal 

with several layers of ruins, both in the institutional sphere and in the area of 
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group identities and imaginary geography. Over the ruins of the Russian Em-

pire there are several strata of the Soviet-era ruins that still await serious 

analysis. 

 

 

Notes 

 
 1 Kritika, 7:4 (2006), p. 705. 
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racy or national movements as actors—does not have an effect as obstructive at the 

stage of setting research goals as does the essentialization of regions, since the logic of 

study itself implies an assessment of the number of actors and their internal structure. 

 3 One of them is a book about the western borderlands of the Romanov empire: Mikhail 

Dolbilov, and Alexei Miller, eds., Zapadnye okrainy Rossiiskoi imperii (Moscow: NLO, 

2006). Its spatial framework is determined precisely by the geography of the empire, not 

by the present-day political map imposed onto the past and not by national narratives. 

 4 This strategy is most consistently implemented by Paul Werth in his studies of religious 

politics. 

 5 Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations. Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet 

Union (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2005). This tendency can also be 

seen in a number of other works. See, e.g.: Juliette Cadiot, “Searching for Nationality: 

Statistics and National Categories at the End of the Russian Empire (1897–1917),” The 

Russian Review, 64 (July 2005): 440–455. Cadiot practically repeats—also without evi-

dence—Hirsch’s thesis of the special role of the “imperial scholars” in the formation of 

the Bolshevik national policy (Ibid., p. 441). 

 6 Marina Mogilner, “Review of Hirsch, Francine, Empire of Nations,” Ab Imperio, No. 3 

(2005): 540. 

 7 Hirsch, Empire of Nations, p. 33. 

 8 Hirsch, Empire of Nations, pp. 4–8. 
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and J. L. West (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), pp. 65–84. 
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