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Introduction
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“Orthodoxy, autocracy, nationality.” –Count Sergey Uvarov (Caro, 2022)

Why choose this quote to start a book on the Russian world? These concepts in a nutshell represent the principles of imperial Russian doctrine. Count Sergei Uvarov, the reformer of the Russian educational system under tsar Nicholas I, believed them to represent the aspects that made Russia unique and described its national character. It also stood in direct opposition to Western liberalism. These values still reverberate in the image and discourse of Putin—even more so in the period leading up to and during the war in Ukraine.

Maybe you have been surprised by the events unfolding in Ukraine earlier in 2021? What would have been the motivation for Russia to switch over to full scale war? This book will help you get a fuller picture of the Ukraine Russia conflict by linking Russia’s history and its relationship with its neighboring countries to the decision to invade Ukraine in February of 2022.

To get some perspective we will have to take a rather long detour into the history of the Russian world to explain how this idea of a shared past, the desire to reunify territories that have featured in this past, and the role Russia has played in the destiny and relations with and among its neighbors, have shaped the decisions of Russian rulers of the past and in the present. Of course, public international responses in the form of public opinion and policy have also played a role in escalating the situation.
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The Golden Thread Rearing Its Head
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Less than a year before the war against Ukraine, Leonid Gozman, an academic and cheerleader for democracy in Russia, singled out the history of Russia and the way it is represented as one of the aspects that is crucial to understand. Being aware of history and how it is represented is essential to grasp how Russia interacts with the idea of democracy. The hold of history, the specter of the Russian world or Russkyi mir, repels it from embracing democracy and makes it swing back to accepting leadership that fits more comfortably under the label of dictatorship.
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Origin
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Russian leaders have throughout their national history made public statements about Russia and its neighboring states that are quite revealing. When we focus on what it implies in terms of a world view a very particular view on history emerges. Their accounts of Russian history draw on a very specific sense of belonging, in an effort to forge a shared identity. It revolves around the concept of Russkyi mir. It is a rather loaded term for native Russians, although it is hardly new. The term Russkyi mir was even used in Medieval times and during the nineteenth century. However, it is the constant return to the concept in communications by current Russian leadership that, in the current tense and conflict ridden situation, is somewhat concerning, and even more so to Western commentators. What people hear when they listen to leaders such as Putin, is the threat of expansion into neighboring states which poses a serious danger to sovereignty.
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A Concept Revisited
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As you can see, the concept of Russkyi mir can be seen as controversial. So where did it come from? Evidence points toward the academic, political, and intelligence communities close to the Kremlin during the last half decade of the previous century. Subsequently, it has been used by the Russian government in the past 40 years to justify internal and external policy decisions. It was also useful to rally together Russian speaking people who found themselves in challenging situations after the fall of the Soviet Union, often resident in neighboring post Soviet states.

On the flip side, it has also been used by authorities of other post-Soviet communities to align themselves both in their communications and actions with Russia (sometimes as a consequence of coercive action by Russia). In addition, it also boosted their legitimacy in their communities by latching onto pro-Russia attitudes. 

Ironically, it also reverberates in the last syllable of the first name of Vladimir Putin, who started to use the concept in the political arena during 2001. 
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Dynamic Content
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The term Russkyi mir can be translated as either “Russian world” or “Russian peace." If you believe in the concept of Russkyi mir, you are committed to the idea of a community that aligns itself with Russia and its cultural elements across national boundaries in the aftermath of the Soviet Union. This concept relates to four ideas.

Firstly, it emphasizes a collective culture, in a broader sense, but also specifically in terms of a shared language and religion. A second common denominator that is highlighted is a century-old history that draws the people from the now distinct states Belarus, Russia, and Ukraine together. A third notion is the importance of Russia in this cultural heritage. It becomes the pivotal point in terms of culture. Lastly, Russia is played off against the rest of the Western civilization as different, as a moral flagship upholding freedom and other spiritual virtues associated with traditional Christianity, but not excluding other religions. These ideas formed the basis of an understanding that, on the one hand, necessitated a call to draw closer to the communal campfire and actively work together on integration strategies. On the other hand, it also required holding out against outsider policies and transnational organizations (EU and NATO) that discourage the idea of Russkyi mir. Viewing borders as relative and being open to protective measures from the Russian Federation to secure the interests of Russian language groups outside Russia, and particularly in countries who previously formed part of the Soviet Union, form part and parcel of this perspective. These countries, also known as the “Near Abroad," include Ukraine, the Republic of Moldova, and the regions of Crimea, Transnistria, and the Donbas.

Although these components of Russkyi mir are generally recognized, the concept has changed with the times. Gradually, since the 1990s, the issues of territory and sphere of influence have been reincorporated in the understanding of the concept. Specifically, in the last decade, the notion of territorial reunification, and antiglobalization have become important connotations.

Some dimensions of Russkyi mir exist in tension with each other. Some authors point toward tension between the aspects of the Russian world and Russian peace. Others also point toward the tension between a rather ethnic understanding of the term versus a more inclusive concept encompassing all Russian speakers. 
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Relation to the War in Ukraine
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How did Russkyi mir directly contribute to the start of the war in Ukraine? Certainly, the notion that a significant number of Ukrainian citizens identify, or at least see their way open to partially identify with Russia contributed to motivate Russia toward expansion to an extent. Although a minority of the population would describe themselves as ethnic Russians, language use plays an important role. Where both ethnicity and language meet in the south-east of Ukraine, identification with Russia is a significant point to consider. Add to this regional pockets of citizens that live in the aftermath of a Soviet language policy. This policy either made Russian compulsory or persuaded people to opt for it to increase career and other future prospects. Moreover, some groupings who identify with the language to a limited extent should also be taken into account. However, full commitment to the idea of a Russian world was only based on an overlap of these factors: language, cultural, geographical, and historical identification with Russia.

Putin leans heavily on these groups that identify with Russian language and culture. His arguments in this regard have become more pronounced over the years. Initially, in 2001, he emphasized the shared Orthodox values of Ukranians and Russians, tracing back this legacy to Vladimir the Great. Notably, he still acknowledged these groups as separate nations. However, 12 years later the recognition of this difference has stopped. The distinction among Russians, Ukranians, and Belarusians has disappeared. 

Moreover, Putin used history to support his claims about these groups as one nation. He particularly drew on historical periods when the Russians and Ukranians were reunified and flourished together. 

In 2021, he even laid out this argument on historical unity explicitly in an article. His point of departure is the unity that existed among the tribes of ancient or Kievan Rus in terms of language, faith, governance, and economy. This large state existed from the ninth to the thirteenth century in Eastern and Northern Europe. 

Putin then relates the story of the disintegration of ancient Russ through the ages. He emphasizes that, despite divisions, the shared language, and Orthodox faith remained a common denominator and motivator for continued attempts at reunification. 

Although he mentions quite a few developments over the centuries, some points receive more attention. For example, he focuses on the liberation struggles, particularly those against the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in defense of the Orthodox faith and its adherents. He notes that liberated and reunified territories developed quickly. He again returns to Polonization efforts in the 1920s.

Another historical event he focuses on is the establishment of the Ukrainian People’s Republic in 1918. Important here is that he views this quasi-state as unstable. Finally, he also focuses on how the Bolsheviks contributed to disintegration. According to Putin the history of Russia is the story of disintegration. In his version he places accents on certain events and divisive entities, contrasting it with the positive impact of reunification measures. 

Notably, Putin had also applied historical claims of unity leading up to and following the Crimean annexation in 2014. It is therefore clear that the strategy of a grand story or narrative of reuniting regions and peoples descended from ancient Russ is essential to Putin’s territorial expansion arguments. 

The connection between these assertions of historical, language and cultural indivisibility, and the war in Ukraine became even more evident with the approval of what has been labeled a “humanitarian policy” (Putin, 2022) by Putin in September of 2022. The aim of the policy is to secure specifically the heritage, culture, identity, ideals, rights, and interests of these members of the Russian community in the near abroad. Policy measures are framed as “support." They are also supposed to forge closer relationships with both Slavic entities (including two Georgian and two eastern Ukrainian regions), and other strategic international partners from the BRICS countries, Africa, and the Middle East. Interestingly, these relationships are portrayed as strategic to bolstering Russia’s image as a democratic entity because it enhances what is called a “multi-polar world” (Reuters, 2022a).
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Geopolitical Implications
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However, apart from the geopolitical implications explicitly mentioned with regard to Slavic entities and other international allies, the “humanitarian policy” with its focus on Russkyi mir also brings to mind the question of other geopolitical consequences. In this sense the American academic Walter Russell Mead has stated that the war in Ukraine is not just about territorial expansion, but rather about the preservation of Russkyi mir. To look at the war in this way makes the possibility of failure extremely challenging on a psychological level. Failure may lead to extreme interventions in the face of loss. 

Moreover, Russia in a weakened and isolated position in a post-Ukrainian war era might present greater risk. Finally, conceptual geographical unity of former USSR countries is actively being dismantled. The countries Putin perceived as belonging to his Russian world, save for Belarus and Armenia, are taking the reins in their own hands and forging new alliances with other partners, such as China or Europe.
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Coming to Terms

[image: ]


The approach of the second decade of the millennium presented the opportunity to look back at the Revolution and the First World War. Literature anticipating the centenary of the Revolution and the First World War takes the opportunity to review Russian history and its salient themes. However, as the output shows, it is challenging to reimagine and identify with the context in 1917, and the notions of Revolution that were prevalent then. This is especially the case in a world that has witnessed the crumbling of communist regimes. In this world the ideas of a free market, the preference for competent governance and the necessity of human rights have become integral to the global outlook of many nations.

Apart from the challenges presented in terms of how we relate to the concept of revolution, it is also important to realize that there is more than one interpretation of the time frame, and therefore the content of the concept Russian Revolution. Although commonly associated with 1917 in terms of a more expansive view, its roots can be traced back to the 1860s. Closer to the general date of 1917, the year of 1905 must also be mentioned. The unfolding events of 1905 may be described as a smoldering fire that was on face level dealt with, but which broke out again more than a decade later in February of 1917. It raged toward the overthrow of the tsarist rule in October of the same year. Another flare up occurred during 1927–1928. The fire could only be considered as quenched upon the death of Stalin in 1953. 

In terms of this book, the Russian Revolution refers to the fall of the tsarist empire. This is not the starting point because we need to sketch the backdrop to the first revolution by diving into the tsarist past of Russia. In fact, we also touch down in ancient Russia to give some context to the historical threads so often weaved into political versions of Russia’s history. This will come in handy and shed some light on the way Putin views not only Russian history, but how he looks at the relationship between Russia and the Near Abroad.
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What Comes With the Territory
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In the following chapters we will survey some of the important signposts in Russian history. We will start with a glimpse of ancient Russia, followed by an exploration of the realm of the tsarist empire and its demise with the Russian revolution of the early twentieth century. 

Chapter two will cover the rise and reign of Stalin before, during and following the turbulent period of the Second World War. In chapter three the Cold War starting in the aftermath of the Second World War and progressing through much of the twentieth century will be the main focus. This period and the impact it had on the relationship between the West and Soviet Union still remains a significant factor—in some regards current Russian leadership takes the disillusionment of this period and the fall of the Soviet Union that occurred as a springboard for commenting on Western responses to Russian actions and simultaneously uses it as a justification for its stance on the expansion of NATO and the safeguarding of post Soviet states in the name of protecting Russian interests.

The collapse of the Soviet Union will be investigated in chapter four. Both internally and externally tension increased—driven by demands for decentralization and independence. Chapter five focuses on the developments in a post Soviet era—the attempt at societal and economic reforms, and the disastrous consequences of forcing a socialist state into a capitalist mold. The lack of strong internal and visionary leadership during this period under Yeltsin plunged Russia
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