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  Russians, the RSFSR, and Soviet Nationalities Policy, 1917-1953


  "In the West it is poorly understood that the Third International is not the International, but the Russian national idea."


  — Nikolai Berdiaev, 1937


  "Scratch certain communists and you find a Great Russian chauvinist."


  — Vladimir Lenin, 1919


  This book's main idea is uncomplicated: a movement toward Russian nationalist positions by part of the Communist Party elite had been taking place for several decades before Gorbachev, but began to be fully realized only as the Soviet Union entered its terminal crisis during the perestroika era. Just as many of the liberal reformers abandoned, and in some cases repudiated, Marxism-Leninism as they attempted to transform their country, so were the Party's conservatives forced to reconsider their own ideological convictions. Many appeared to lose faith in the official ideology's power to save the USSR and instead turned to traditional "great power" Russian nationalism.


  To fully appreciate this development it is useful to compare the views of the Bolshevik party's founder, Vladimir Lenin, to those of Gennadii Ziuganov, the head of the post-Soviet Communist Party of the Russian Federation (CPRF) since 1993. Their differences are significant and owe much to the circumstances under which their political philosophies developed.


  Lenin's political consciousness was shaped by the crisis of the old regime and the international struggle of the laboring classes. His main interest was in accelerating the unavoidable demise of the first and the inevitable triumph of the latter. The views of Gennadii Ziuganov, however, developed during an era when Russia, now in its Soviet incarnation, was at the height of its international prestige and was engaged in a global competition with a rival superpower; his outlook was also shaped by the tensions between the official Marxist-Leninist ideology of the CPSU and the post-Stalin Russian cultural nationalism of the intellectual elite. Whereas Lenin's ideas about the revolution developed underground and in exile, both internal and abroad, borrowing heavily from both the European socialist and the Russian revolutionary traditions, Ziuganov's views about Russia formed while serving the ruling party as a provincial instructor and then as an official in Moscow. Both Lenin and Ziuganov had extensive experience with propaganda—the first in the service of smashing the old world, and the second in the service of saving it.


  Unlike Lenin, who believed that the October Revolution represented a decisive break with Russia's backward, tsarist past, the leaders of the contemporary CPRF tend to place the Soviet era firmly in the context of Russia's thousandyear history. For Ziuganov, Soviet communism, despite its flaws and distortions, was a direct outgrowth of the Russian experience. While Lenin the revolutionary believed that socialist values were indisputably superior to the traditional Christian values that were fated to disappear, Ziuganov the Russian patriot believes that socialist values are the modern expression of traditional Russian and Christian values. Without fear of contradiction, Ziuganov asserts that he is a Marxist, a Leninist, an Orthodox Christian (or at least sympathetic to believers), and above all, a Russian patriot. During electoral campaigns his party has traditionally sought the support of all those who are committed to reviving the power of Great Russia.


  While the early Bolsheviks claimed to be internationalist, committed to a worldwide revolution of the proletariat, in today's Russia a basic component of communist ideology is the recognition of the Russian people's special ethnic identity and their mission to unite and lead the diverse peoples of Eurasia down a distinctly non-Western path of development. This broad appeal to Russian nationalism in its traditional—that is, ethnic and, more overtly, imperial—forms might at first glance seem to be antithetical to the Marxism's traditional emphasis on internationalism and Lenin's own efforts to suppress "Great Russian chauvinism." Nevertheless, this shift in emphasis earned Ziuganov and the CPRF considerable popular support during the tumultuous Yeltsin decade. Contrasting themselves to the "so-called democrats" (as they often referred to the liberals), whom they accused of blindly copying Western models of development as they sold out Russia's interests for their own personal gain, the Communists portrayed their own party as the leading party of Russian "patriots."


  Although on the surface this development might seem counterintuitive and contradictory, the merger of Marxism-Leninism and Russian nationalistconservatism continues a trend that had been taking place in Soviet Russian communism since Stalin or even since the early 1920s. During the Brezhnev era in particular, a time when Russian nationalists enjoyed considerable influence in Soviet political and creative institutions, limited expressions of Russian cultural nationalism became acceptable—and often useful—to the regime as long as the basic tenets of Soviet communist ideology were unchallenged.1 The flowering ofRussian cultural nationalism influenced and indeed even shaped the political consciousness of a new generation of Communists and intellectuals who came of age during and after the Stalin era. Sharing several common assumptions— most fundamentally the notion of Russian (and Soviet) uniqueness, the maintenance of a strong and indivisible state, and anti-Westernism—Soviet communism and conservative Russian nationalism had always enjoyed a certain degree of complementarity. This condition became more apparent when the USSR was threatened with its own demise after 1989.


  The first two chapters of this book examine these developments. Chapter One discusses the development of Soviet nationalities policy from 1917 to 1953, focusing specifically on the position occupied by the country's dominant nation and its republic, the RSFSR. Chapter Two focuses on the Khrushchev and Brezhnev periods, when efforts to create a truly Soviet identity throughout the USSR paralleled the revival of Russian cultural nationalism in the RSFSR and the rise of an influential "Russian party" within the country's leading political and cultural institutions. But first we turn to the founder of the Soviet state, Vladimir Lenin, and the creation of a nationalities policy that bore his imprint for more than seven decades.


  Lenin and the Revolution


  Writing almost twenty years after the October Revolution, the Russian philosopher Nikolai Berdiaev remarked that Bolshevism was "the third appearance of Russian autocratic centralism," following the old Muscovite state and Peter the Great's Russian Empire. Berdiaev claimed that because of the combination of Russia's history of despotism and the individual Russian's uncompromising search for the Absolute (and his resulting capacity for extreme dogmatism), "only in Russia could a communist revolution take place."2 Of course Berdiaev's conclusion was later nullified by the triumph in 1949 of a largely indigenous Chinese Communist movement, influenced in part by the success of the Bolsheviks in Russia. Nevertheless, to this day questions about the social and ideological roots of communism in Russia and indeed the very nature of the Bolsheviks' revolution remain contentious. Was the totalitarian nature of Soviet communism deeply rooted in the Russian autocratic tradition? Or was twentieth century Russia simply the accidental laboratory for a radical social experiment that was intended for the more economically developed countries of Western Europe?


  Putting the matter in more precise historiographical terms, was the Soviet Union, as historian Richard Pipes has long contended, the direct heir to the authoritarian political traditions of Holy Russia? Or did an imported Marxist ideology warp tsarist Russia's plodding but otherwise healthy development toward a Western-type polity and society, as Martin Malia has claimed?3 The answer tothese questions is predicated largely on one's understanding of the founder of the Russian Communist Party (Bolsheviks), Vladimir Ilich Lenin.


  Much Western scholarship on Lenin, especially in recent years, has portrayed him as a misanthrope who had as little love for Russia and Russians as he did for a tsarist system that had long outlived its usefulness.4 To this Lenin, Russia was little more than a "slovenly, slapdash, eternally drunk country," as Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn wrote in his novel Lenin in Zurich.5Although it is true that he loathed Russia and its people, preferring instead the organization and efficiency of the Germans, Lenin was nevertheless strongly influenced by the Russian revolutionary tradition. The populists (narodniki) of the 1860s and 1870s— and in particular Petr Tkachev and Petr Nechaev, each of whom emphasized the creation of a conspiratorial organization and the subordination of all morality to the needs of the revolution—were especially admired by the young Lenin.


  Yet Lenin carried on not only the Russian revolutionary tradition, but also many of Russia's most significant ruling traditions, including the centuries-old pattern of centralized dictatorship and the authorities' claim to a monopoly on Truth. In this sense, writes Timothy McDaniel, the author of The Agony of the Russian Idea, Bolshevism was "the triumph of a new version of Russian traditionalism."6 In the decade before the outbreak of World War I, that uncontestable Truth was Marxism, an imported ideology that confidently posited the inevitability of a violent working class revolution that would sweep away the decadent old bourgeois capitalist order in Europe. With its commitment to the creation of a higher form of society, Marxism was easily adapted to Russian conditions and mentalities. Russian Marxism, concludes McDaniel, was "not just a doctrine imported from the West, but was itself deeply rooted in the Russian idea."7 Years later Josef Stalin would marry Marxist socialism to Lenin's ideological and practical innovations (whose main purpose was to accommodate Marxism to Russia's particular social
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