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            "When fascism comes to America, it will be wrapped in the flag and carrying a cross."― James Waterman Wise

      

    


The Origins of the Russian Imperial Movement and How It Reached America

Sharon Downer

While there are many radical extremist groups on the United States State Department Foreign Terrorist Organizations (FTO) list, the ultranationalist group known as Russian Imperial Movement is the first white supremacist group to be placed under sanctions under American Law (“Inside the Russian Imperial Movement: Practical Implications of U.S. Sanctions ,” 2020). While it operated quietly for nearly twenty years, this transnational organization first gained international recognition during the Russian annexation of Crimea and military invasion of Donbas and Luhansk in Ukraine. A legion of its members, known as the Imperial Legion, joined the effort to annex the territories due to their rejection of Ukraine’s sovereign statehood, and the group engages in raising funds to continue the efforts to conquer the eastern region of the country. It has recruited and continues to recruit members from abroad, including from the United States (U.S. Sanctions Members of Russian Violent Extremist Group, 2022). So far, German, Finnish, Spanish, Swedish, and American nationals have been confirmed to join the cause of the Russian Imperial Movement (Nacos, 2023).

How is it possible that a Russian terrorist organization could have such a long reach, particularly to citizens of the United States?

The story of how radical Russian ultranationalist groups like RIM came to be and how they affect American domestic security today must be analyzed from several different angles, starting with history. 

Russia’s history, from ancient times to the modern day, is plagued with death, violence, instability, and periods of rapid transition. 

While Russia itself is a relatively young nation- what is now known as the Russian Federation technically came into being on December 25, 1991- it was once one of the largest empires on the planet. Before the advent of this empire, the Slavs who populated parts of Eurasia since the 5th century BC adhered to various forms of paganism and faced constant threats from neighboring countries in the east and the west (Jakobson & Rudy, 1985/2010, p. 3). The first Slavic kingdom, which was established in modern-day Ukraine, adopted Christianity as it spread from Byzantine in 988. After the Mongol hordes invaded, conquered, and subsequently left the Slavic territories, the empire again expanded its borders through various expeditions and military operations. During these years, people of various indigenous ethnicities were removed and resettled, as they were viewed as a threat to the stability of the empire due to the possibility of uprisings and subsequent revolutions (Sokolov, 2008. pp 14-15)(Sedov, 2012/2013, pp. 131–165). 

After the First World War, conditions within the empire were ripe for revolution. Both the Tsar and his brother abdicated the throne and power was handed to a weak provisional government, which led to instability and various uprisings throughout the vast region. By 1922, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). Rapid industrialization and forced collectivization implemented during Stalin’s rule were combined with forced famines, mass arrests of his political opponents, and expansion of the 1918 gulag system. Historians estimate that nearly 10 million Soviet citizens died under Stalin’s regime; many died during deportation, dekulakization, or in the gulag; millions perished from starvation due to famine or were executed during Stalin’s Great Terror (Ganson, 2009, p. 194). The bloodiest theater of combat occurred between the Red Army and its allies with the Nazis during the Second World War; after the Soviets took control of Berlin, it assumed control of Poland and the Baltic states. It is estimated that nearly 24 million Soviet citizens- military and civilian alike- died during the war (The National WWII Museum, 2024). After Stalin’s death in 1959, Nikita Krushchev implemented numerous policies that resulted in vast migration from the rural countryside to the cities, where industrialization was in full swing and development occurred rapidly (Bushkovitch, 2011, p. 134). Kruschev also enacted what is known as de-Stalinization: the removal of monuments, the removal of Stalin’s body from the Red Square, and the changing of city names both in Russia and other Soviet States (Shapoval, 2021). 

The decade-long Soviet war in Afghanistan, which began in 1979, was complicated by the United States military support of Mujahideen fighters, which caused significant economic stress for the Soviets and the deaths of nearly fifteen-thousand soldiers. Six of the Soviet Social Republics were predominantly Muslim, along with large parts of the Volga-Ural and northern Caucasian regions; the war in Afghanistan was particularly unpopular with the people within these areas, as they perceived the war to be fought against Islam itself (Nyrop & Seekins, 1986). Relations between the US and the USSR became more tense, and confidence in the communist government and the operational ability of its military fell deeply among the Soviet citizenry. The individuals who returned from the war suffered from what was then called Aghansty, which we now know to be post-traumatic stress disorder; these individuals also grew resentful towards the government, which attempted to downplay the losses faced during the decade of brutal asymmetrical warfare in a country far, far away (Cowper-Coles, 2011). 

Before the Soviet Union was dissolved at the very end of 1991, General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev’s 1980’s communist government enacted a policy of perestroika (restructuring) in a last-ditch effort to create positive change within the USSR’s stagnant political and economic spheres. While the aim of perestroika was not to end the command economy, it allowed for reforms in an attempt to mesh liberal economic ideas with existing socialist policies in order to better meet the needs of Soviet citizens.  Despite the government’s efforts, the implementation of these new policies created further difficulties with food shortages and exacerbated economic, social, and political issues within the USSR and its associated republics (Waxman, 2022). 

Along with perestroika, Gorbachev also introduced the concept of glasnost into the political and social discourse. While the Russian word glasnost has been in use for several hundred years and has several ways to be translated into English, the most accurate form is “openness”, especially in the context of information (Alexeyeva & Goldberg, 1990, pp. 108–109). In the Soviet context, glasnost implied a sense of revelation, or a public disclosure- a disclosure of the failures of the government, failures of policies, and failures of leadership (Waxman, 2022). Before this policy change came into play, the Soviet government and various forms of totalitarian governments that existed beforehand had practiced the suppression of information and the “hushing” of problems within the country and state (White, 2023). The downplaying of events that occurred in the war in Afghanistan and the populace’s desire for greater transparency from the government were important factors that contributed to the eventual fall of the Soviet Union (Cowper-Coles, 2011).

While perestroika and glasnost were well-intentioned and sought to limit the suffering of Soviet citizens, each added fuel to the flames of discontent within the USSR. The economic struggles associated with perestroika caused suffering in all corners of the country and its satellite republics; the lines for food and basic necessities grew longer and longer and the shelves grew more bare as time passed. Glasnost revealed one of the downsides to the freedom of information and to transparency: the ability of bad actors or dissenters to spread misinformation and disinformation (White, 2023). By the late 1980’s, anti-Semitic, anti-pluralist, ethnocentric groups such as the “Black Hundreds” began to openly meet and disseminate literature pushing for pogroms, anti-feminism, anti-globalism, and other anti-liberal concepts. Conversely, at this time, movements on the opposite end of the political and social spectrum became active in the pursuit of multiculturalism, egalitarianism, feminism, minority rights, and democratic processes (Weinberg & Merkl, 2003/2008, p. 244).

During this period of sociopolitcal division, the new policies affected Russian nationals
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