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The imperial syndrome and its influence on 
Russian nationalism

Emil Pain

How to explain the continued presence of the imperial legacy 
in the political life of Russia, and its impact on Russian nation-
alism? This has been a focus of my research for more than a 
decade (Pain 2001, 2004, 2008, 2012). The combination of 
Russian nationalism and imperial consciousness is conducive to 
the development of a special phenomenon in Russia that may 
be called ‘imperial nationalism’. That term may sound odd, at 
least to those within the Western academic tradition who are 
accustomed to examining nationalism as one of the factors con-
fronting empires, as a factor involved in destroying the imperial 
system, but, in the Russian setting, an imperial nationalism that 
supports imperial aspirations really does exist, and has appeared 
more than once – recently manifesting itself boldly after the 2014 
annexation of Crimea by the Russian Federation. The second 
decade of the 2000s had begun with political events that – it 
seemed to many – augured the replacement of imperial nation-
alism by a new (for Russia) anti- imperial Russian nationalism 
(Milov 2010; Russkii svet n.d.). Such hopes increased with the 
rise of the democratic opposition movement and the participa-
tion of Russian nationalists in the political protests that began 
in December 2011. The subsequent defeat of this new, anti- 
government, anti- Soviet Russian nationalism once again prompts 
reflection on the reasons for the stability of the imperial com-
ponent in Russian nationalism – and, indeed, in contemporary 
Russian society as a whole.
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In this chapter I take up some fundamental theoretical problems 
raised by such scholars as Sergei Gavrov (2004), Alexander Motyl 
(2004), Dominic Lieven (2005), Mark Beissinger (2005) and Egor 
Gaidar (2006) as a kind of extended conversation. These are pri-
marily questions about the essence of empire, and the reasons for 
the reproduction or preservation of some imperial characteristics 
in the politics of post- Soviet Russia since the turn of the millen-
nium. Here I propose a new theoretical construct – the ‘imperial 
syndrome’. The bulk of the chapter focuses on the specific charac-
teristics of the evolution of the idea of the nation and nationalism 
in Russia, from the end of the eighteenth century to the beginning 
of the twenty- first. Why did the European idea of the nation, 
which appeared in Russia influenced by the French Revolution, 
subsequently turn into an anti- Western concept of imperial nation-
alism? I also ask why the new, anti- imperial Russian nationalism 
in the end turned out to be so weak, as became evident after the 
annexation of Crimea in 2014. The chapter ends with an analysis 
of the political prospects for Russian nationalism.1

Nation and nationalism in Russia: Evolution of an idea

The term ‘imperial nationalism’ may sound odd because, in politi-
cal theory, empire and the nation are treated as extreme opposites: 
the nation state is based on the principle of popular (in the sense of 
national) sovereignty, whereas the imperial type of state rests on 
the sovereignty of the ruler (Pain 2004). In Russia, however, the 
nation was long construed along entirely different lines, as syn-
onymous with an ethnic community, and Russian nationalism was 
interpreted as organised groups voicing ideas of national egotism, 
xenophobia and great- power chauvinism. This understanding 
developed in Russia from the mid- nineteenth century onwards, 
based largely on the thinking of Vladimir Solov’ev. In polemics 
with later Slavophiles at the start of the twentieth century, this 
philosopher – so admired that he has been called the ‘Pushkin of 
Russian philosophy’ – expounded his extremely negative attitudes 
not only to nascent Russian nationalism but also to the idea of the 
‘nation’ as such. Solov’ev saw the very ‘principle of nationality’ 
as ‘the lowest principle’, a manifestation of ‘reaction’ opposed to 
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‘the rational course of history’, a ‘retrograde motion’; and nation-
alism (that is, ethnic nationalism), which protects this principle, 
as a deeply negative and destructive phenomenon. Further, in his 
view, nationalism arose as a result of efforts by separate peoples 
to distinguish themselves, to set themselves up in opposition to 
other peoples, to isolate themselves from others. Solov’ev was con-
vinced that ‘in this effort the positive force of national character 
(narodnost) turns into the negative force of nationalism’ (Solov’ev 
1901: 8–10). However, ethnic interpretations of the nation and 
of nationalism have not always been dominant in Russia. Other 
approaches had appeared almost a century earlier.

The Russian elite became aware of the civic nation concept, as 
reflected in the 1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the 
Citizen in the late eighteenth century, hot on the heels of France. 
In this understanding, the nation is a community that supersedes 
the estates or classes; it is entitled to choose its representatives, 
and is the source of sovereignty (‘the sovereignty of the people’). 
The revolutionaries of the nobility, later called ‘Decembrists’ after 
the 14 December 1825 uprising, defended this idea in various 
forms, demanding the limitation of autocracy in Russia (Nechkina 
1982). The future emperor Aleksandr I (then heir to the throne) 
used it in this fashion in 1797, when he announced that when he 
became Tsar he would give Russia a constitution, and ‘the nation 
will elect its representatives’ (Miller 2012). However, the political 
events that took place from 1790 to 1830 radically changed the 
attitude of the elite to the essence of the nation, and to the very 
term ‘nation’. If Aleksandr I ascended to the throne intending to 
give Russia a constitution from above in order to avoid a revo-
lution from below, then his successor Nikolai I began his reign 
under pressure from the very revolution that his elder brother 
had wanted, but had not managed, to forestall. Moreover, the 
Decembrist revolutionaries demanded a constitution that would 
proclaim the sovereignty of the nation and its representatives. For 
the emperor, accepting the demands of the executed rebels was 
inconceivable. As the historian Aleksei Miller observes:

After the Decembrist revolt and the Polish uprising of 1830–31, the 
former discourse about the nation and national representation as 
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an aim that was desirable but difficult to attain, gave way in official 
circles to a rejection of a constitution and to national representation 
being seen as inappropriate for Russia in principle. (Miller 2012, 
emphasis in the original)

From then on, the very term ‘nation’ was subject to censorship, 
above all because in the minds of the reading public it was con-
stantly connected with national representation. It was replaced 
and supplanted by other similar, quasi- terms – and this was a 
major reason for its eventual demise.

On taking up office in 1833, Minister of Education Sergei Uvarov 
declared a formula that became famous: ‘Orthodoxy, Autocracy, 
Nationality’. This triad was intended as the anti- thesis of the 
French Revolution’s ‘Freedom, Equality, Brotherhood’, which in 
the minds of Russian conservatives of the early nineteenth century 
was inconceivable for the Russian people, with their ‘special spirit’ 
of devotion to Orthodoxy and autocracy (Vortman 1999). The 
main innovation in Uvarov’s formula was the concept of nation-
ality, or narodnost, from which the entire doctrine derived its 
name, ‘official nationality’. By this was understood, first and fore-
most, Russia’s devotion to its own traditions and original path, 
as opposed to Western models (a contemporary analogy is the 
concept of ‘Russia’s special path’). Within the framework of this 
doctrine, the idea of ‘the nation’ was regarded as a manifestation 
of ‘free- thinking’ and ‘trouble- making’, and the concept of narod-
nost was specifically contrasted with it. First, narodnost was iden-
tified as a Russian term, in contrast to the foreign natsiia, ‘nation’. 
Second, as a concept it was devoid of any democratic connotations 
or connections with national representation: on the contrary, it 
reflects the paternalistic idea of the ruler’s concern for his subjects. 
The ruler is the father of the people, and his devoted children 
piously revere their autocratic father. Such are the key ideas of the 
‘official nationality’ doctrine (Vortman 1999).

Besides narodnost, natsionalnost was another term allowed by 
the censors and used in the 1830s to supplant the seditious term 
‘nation’. Count Petr Valuev, who became Minister of the Interior 
in the 1860s, had in the late 1830s frequented intellectual circles 
and written philosophical essays. One of these essays, ‘Thoughts 
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on nationality’, outlined why it was necessary to replace the 
concept of ‘nation’, as a particularly politicised category, with 
the concept of natsionalnost (Fr. nationalité). This latter he pre-
sented as a native Russian concept, reflecting the specifics of the 
culture and rituals of the folk, understood in the way in which an 
‘ethnic community’ is defined today – as a group of people linked 
together by ideas about a shared origin and with their own name 
for themselves (ethnonym) (Gershtein 1941).

Although the civic interpretation of the concept of ‘nation’ 
was eventually entirely supplanted, linguistically it lasted almost 
seventy years. The new, exclusively ethnic interpretation of the 
term appeared in Russia’s political lexicon only in the mid- 1860s. 
It had particularly negative connotations in the phrase ‘national 
question’, linked as it was with the perception of threats of 
national separatism in Poland and Ukraine (Miller 2012). With 
each passing decade of Russian history, the national problem 
became more ethnically coloured, increasingly being interpreted 
from an essentialist perspective, as a certain selection of character-
istics bestowed by fate upon particular peoples (‘ethnic nations’). 
From the end of the 1890s Russian Slavophiles in their arguments 
with Westernisers began to develop Uvarov’s idea of fundamental 
and everlasting, pre- ordained differences between the Russian 
people and the nations of the West. According to the Slavophiles, 
‘the Russian people rejected the burden of popular representation 
in favour of everlasting autocratic monarchy’ (Miller 2012). In 
doing so, the Slavophiles of the 1890s rejected the legacy of their 
predecessors, the Slavophiles of the mid- nineteenth century (like 
Aleksei Khomiakov, Konstantin and Ivan Aksakov, Aleksandr 
Koshelev and Iurii Samarin), who had opposed the doctrine 
of ‘official nationality’, which they saw as suffocating creative 
initiative (‘soul- destroying despotism’, ‘an oppressive system’). 
The Slavophiles of the late 1890s and the early 1900s (Nikolai 
Danilevskii, Konstantin Leontiev, Vasilii Rozanov and others) 
developed the idea of Russia’s special path. It was this cohort of 
Slavophiles that began to contrast the special national character of 
Russians (patient, thirsty for truth, spontaneous, warm, sincere, 
generous and inclined to sobornost – a preference for collective 
decision- making) – with a generic image of the Western mentality. 

This content downloaded from 
�������������194.230.147.0 on Mon, 26 Sep 2022 11:37:02 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



imperial syndrome and its influence

51

The latter they regarded as always and intrinsically self- interested, 
greedy, deceitful and coldly frugal (Tsimbaev 1986). These later 
Slavophiles harnessed the concept of the nation – as an ethnic 
phenomenon permanently grafted to the body of the Russian 
people – to preserve autocracy and imperial power.

Within this circle of later Slavophiles an ideological move-
ment arose whose adherents began to see themselves as ‘Russian 
 nationalists’ – and who were also defined as such by outside 
observers. In this author’s opinion, several of the major generic 
characteristics of Russian nationalism have maintained their sig-
nificance from the end of the nineteenth century to the present day:

• essentialism – the idea that there are special, eternal cultural 
qualities of the Russian people that distinguish them funda-
mentally from other peoples, in particular from the peoples of 
Western Europe. The West always functions as the constituting 
‘Other’ in relation to Russian nationalism;

• defensive imperial character – from the start, Russian national-
ists saw the service of autocracy and the preservation of empire 
as vitally important goals for their political activity. As the 
central point of their political programme, the first legal party 
of Russian nationalists that emerged in 1905 expounded that 
‘the Union of the Russian People . . . establishes as its sacred, 
immutable duty to make every effort to ensure that the land 
won by the blood of our forefathers remains an eternally inal-
ienable part of the Russian state. All attempts to dismember 
Russia, by whatever means, will be decisively and absolutely 
eliminated’;2

• the principle of the political domination of ethnic Russians – a 
merging of the idea of protecting the empire with a recipro-
cal requirement for preferential rights to be accorded ethnic 
Russians within that empire – to the ethnic Russian people, the 
ethnic Russian nation: ‘Russia for the Russians’.

Thus, the idea of the nation first appeared in Russia at the end of 
the eighteenth century as a sign of the enlightened sector of soci-
ety’s expectation of revolutionary change. Its first advocates, the 
Decembrists, who promoted the idea of the nation as a source of 
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constitutional order, could on that basis be deemed ‘civic nation-
alists’. However, while these first Russian ‘nationalists’ defended 
the value of popular representation, by the start of the twentieth 
century nationalism had degenerated into a highly reactionary 
political force, defending autocracy, Russia’s imperial structure 
and the ethnic, religious and social inequality of its inhabitants. 
Nationalism based on these principles took shape conceptually 
and organisationally in the Russian Empire in the 1900s, and 
then – after a temporary embargo during the Soviet period – was 
revived in the post- Soviet Russia of the 1990s, initially as a politi-
cal force opposing the then- officially proclaimed ideas of mod-
ernisation, liberalism, federalism and tolerance. Since the turn 
of the millennium, imperial nationalism has become a political 
fellow- traveller of the Russian authorities. However, as noted 
above, there were clear signs of an entirely new Russian national-
ism in the wave of fervent political protest in 2011/12.

The rise and fall of the ‘new’ (national democratic) 
Russian nationalism, 2010–14

The characteristics of this current in nationalism were revealed 
as clearly as if in a laboratory experiment. Indeed, many of them 
were deliberately constructed as a contrast to traditional Russian 
nationalism.

Anti- imperial nature of the new nationalism

According to one popular theorist of the ‘new’ nationalism, 
Konstantin Krylov, Russian nationalism’s transition from an 
imperial to a national ideology emerged quite recently: ‘For a start, 
Russian nationalism proper is essentially a new phenomenon. I 
measure its history from around the first decade of the 2000s’ 
(Nazdem.info 2010). Russian nationalism was conceived as impe-
rial, and in the movement that, according to Krylov, was ground-
lessly termed Russian nationalism, until the late 1990s almost 
‘everything boiled down to fantasies of “how we can make good 
the empire”’. The national democrats demonstrated their rejection 
of the imperialism traditionally associated with Russian national-
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ists, and declared their belief that, in political terms, consistent 
nationalism is the opposite of imperial ideology, which asserts not 
the sovereignty of the people, but the dominion of the sovereign. 
Nationalism, as Krylov notes, ‘considers the state of secondary 
value. The country exists for the people and not the people for 
the country’ (Nazdem.info 2010). Rejecting the idea of empire 
and rethinking the role of state and society has already led several 
Russian nationalists to reject not only imperial inclinations, but 
also support for an autocratic, authoritarian model of governance. 
‘When the Soviet state fell apart’, Krylov observes, ‘all ideologi-
cally committed Russian forces sided with the communists. And 
as a result, they could not produce anything except a “red–brown 
fusion”’ – which, in Krylov’s opinion, also led the ‘Russian party’ 
to disaster. Today the situation has changed radically, he holds, 
and the idea that ‘nationalism and democracy are practically the 
same thing’ is growing in strength (Nazdem.info 2010).

Rejection of traditional statism, opposition to the 
authorities, demands for democracy

Open opposition to the current government became a defin-
ing feature of the new Russian nationalism. Almost all Russian 
nationalist ideologists have spoken out against the authorities: 
the authorities have been accused of persistent repression of the 
Russian nationalist movement and of the entire Russian nation; 
of a failure to pay attention to the problems of the Russian major-
ity; and of a reluctance to fight the influx of migrants into cities. 
Russian nationalists had made similar complaints to the authori-
ties even back in the USSR (Mitrokhin 2003), but in the Soviet 
period these accusations from nationalists were not associated 
with demands for democratisation. By the end of the first decade 
of the 2000s, however, there were signs that the sum total of 
uncoordinated protest moods within elite Russian nationalism 
was coming together in a single stream of sorts, on the basis of 
which a new variety of nationalism was being born: ‘national 
democracy’. This stood in contrast to Russian nationalism’s tradi-
tional and basic branch – the ‘national imperial’, sometimes also 
referred to as ‘national patriotic’.
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The first sign of what would later be called the ‘democratic 
turn’ of Russian nationalism was the formation of an anti- Soviet 
platform at its heart. A clear example was the creation of a 
separate anti- Soviet column in the 2012 ‘Russian March’.3 After 
this, in their speeches many nationalist leaders increasingly began 
to repudiate not only Stalinism, but also authoritarianism as a 
political principle. As a result, the politics of the Russian national 
democratic movement took centre stage, and swiftly attracted 
the attention of observers. It was precisely their leaders who 
in the opposition demonstrations in Moscow in 2011–13 formed 
the core of the nationalist wing under the banner of ‘for fair elec-
tions’. The historian Elena Galkina has identified the following 
key differences between national democrats and those whom she 
calls ‘national patriots’: ‘Natsdems [national democrats], as a 
rule, in a very emotional fashion accuse Soviet Russia of destroy-
ing the peasantry and the tradition of self- government, and of 
a tendency to suppress Russian ethnicity in national politics, of 
the diktat of the state and of totalitarianism’ (Galkina 2012: 83). 
Today these accusations are directed at the Russian Federation, 
seen as the direct successor to the Soviet Union. The leaders of 
the National Democratic Party – Konstantin Krylov, Vladimir 
Tor, Rostislav Antonov, Aleksandr Khramov and others – have 
adopted this position. In some respects Valerii Solovei, the leader 
of the party New Force, holds similar views.

The ideas of Egor Prosvirnin have evolved at the junction 
between national democracy and the opposing autocratic- imperial 
model of nationalism. Prosvirnin is the founder and active leader 
of the trendy nationalist Internet project Sputnik i Pogrom,4 and 
one of the most controversial figures in the Russian nationalist 
sphere. In his programmatic writings he rages against the Soviet 
communist regime, likening it to night- time (‘amidst the clear 
Russian day suddenly the dark communist night fell’) (Prosvirnin 
2012). He devotes considerable attention to the necessity of dem-
ocratic changes for the good of ethnic Russians: ‘We view the 
Russian national democratic rule of law- based state as our ideal 
. . . with economic life based on the principles of the rule of law 
and free competition’ (Prosvirnin n.d.; see also Prosvirnin 2014a). 
All this draws Prosvirnin close to the national democratic ten-
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dency in Russian nationalism. That said, the anti- liberal rhetoric 
of most texts on Sputnik i Pogrom, with ideas of territorial revan-
chism and expansionism, makes Prosvirnin kin with the ideology 
of the bulk of imperial nationalists.

Rejection of traditional anti- westernism, imitation of 
western models of nationalism

Marlene Laruelle (2014b) identifies yet another peculiarity of the 
national democratic movement – the consistent references to the 
experience of Western right- wing parties, particularly with regard 
to the struggle against illegal migration and the integration of 
Russian nationalism’s ideologemes into a Europe- wide context. 
In orienting themselves towards Western models of nationalism, 
the ideologists of the National Democratic Alliance of Aleksei 
Shiropaev and Ilia Lazarenko have gone further than most. They 
denounce not only the Soviet period, but also the imperial legacy 
of the Romanov era. They and their supporters call for a review 
of contemporary federal relationships in the Russian state and the 
creation of Russian republics within it (Shiropaev 2011). Of all 
the organisations, only the National Democratic Alliance shows 
a significant shift from ethnic nationalism towards civic national-
ism. Lazarenko has publically called for the alliance to reject the 
fundamental requirement of Russian ethnic nationalists:

We in no way call for the proclamation of the [ethnic] Russians as 
the state- forming nation in Russia. In our opinion, Russia must go 
the way of the European Union and consequently form a single com-
munity with it. In fact this is our sole option for the future. Everything 
else seems to me a completely blind alley. (Lazarenko 2013)

All the individuals mentioned, and the various ideological streams 
of national democracy they represent, may be categorised under 
the rubric of ‘anti- regime (nesistemnyi) nationalism’. This differs 
from the popular, predominant pro- regime (sistemnyi) national-
ism in the emphatic efforts of anti- regime nationalists to over-
come the nostalgia that most Russian nationalists feel for the 
Soviet era. In the thinking of ethnic Russians, Soviet identity 
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always severely impeded the development of ethnic Russian con-
sciousness. Even during the twilight of the Soviet era, in 1986, 
78 per cent of Russians considered themselves ‘Soviet’ and only 
15 per cent identified as ‘Russian’ (Arutiunian 1999: 165). Soviet 
popular culture was a culture of authoritarian consciousness, and 
thus also contrary to the values of the national democrats.

The difference between traditional Soviet imperialists and those 
representing the new national democratic wing was thrown into 
sharp relief in the winter of 2013/14 with the Ukrainian political 
opposition events on the Maidan in Kyiv. A significant section of 
the national democrats supported the protesters on the Maidan. 
The National Democratic Alliance did so most consistently. One 
of the leaders of this organisation, Aleksei Shiropaev, called 
the events in Kyiv ‘an anticolonial, democratic, European (in 
terms of civilisational vector) revolution’ (Shiropaev 2014). In 
his opinion, the world was witnessing a European country freeing 
itself from an Asiatic empire. Russian nationalists in the National 
Democratic Party evaluated the Maidan events more cautiously, 
but they too did not hide their support, seeing them, above all, 
as evidence of the significant political role of ethnic national-
ists in Ukrainian society. Accordingly, one of the leaders of this 
party wrote a ‘Panegyric to Maidan’ (Tor 2013). Such actions 
clearly showed that Russian national democrats were in opposi-
tion to both the authorities and the mass of Russian national-
ists, who viewed Maidan extremely negatively, as a pro- Western 
movement.

After Crimea was annexed by Russia, however, the ranks of 
the Russian nationalist opposition quickly began to thin out. 
Prosvirnin, for example, who until then had voiced scathing crit-
icisms of the Russian state authorities, openly supported the 
government’s actions during the Crimean crisis and joyfully wel-
comed the union of the peninsula with the body of Russia. In 
one text on his website he commented on his change of stance: 
‘And the fact that Putin, after ten years of surrendering Russian 
interests at every turn, has suddenly remembered that Crimea is 
Russian land, is basically great . . . it would, to say the least, be 
strange to berate Putin for having begun to fulfil part of our pro-
gramme’ (Prosvirnin 2014b).
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Of the few, small nationalist groups that have grown bold and 
displayed opposition tendencies, the most noticeable has been 
the above- mentioned National Democratic Alliance, which was 
always a minority even among the sparsely populated ranks of 
the national democrats. Even in the national democratic move-
ment’s most active period, its theorists noted that the final and 
most difficult task would be to free Russian nationalism from 
Soviet imperial ideology (Nazdem.info 2010). After the annexa-
tion of Crimea, it seems that even the national democratic elite of 
Russian nationalists have been unable to vanquish the dominant 
Soviet imperial stereotypes.

‘The imperial syndrome’ and how it was activated

World history provides various examples of ‘reverse waves’, 
that is, periods of retrograde movement and political reaction 
(Huntington 2003). In this respect the history of Russia, with 
multiple attempts at modernisation alternating with protracted 
periods of political reaction, cannot be deemed unique. Aleksei 
Kara- Murza has effectively described this process of going round 
in circles for the Russian reforms of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries: reforms began with efforts to

draw close to the civilisation of the West – thereafter the reforms get 
‘bogged down’, are overcome by ‘costs’, and gradually acquire the 
traits of pseudo- reforms. Finally, harsh advocates for restoring statism 
and extreme nationalists take centre stage on a wave of nostalgia for 
former imperial might and, albeit in name only, societal unity and 
clearly defined identities. (Kara- Murza 1999: 41)

Indeed, that same logic of reoccurring processes can be seen in 
Russia at the beginning of the twenty- first century. The epoch 
of Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Eltsin (late 1980s–early 1990s) 
was marked by Russian efforts to draw close to the West, ‘to 
return to the family of civilised nations’, as it was put at the 
time.5 From the turn of the millennium (with Vladimir Putin’s 
ascent to power) a new course was set: in contrast to the 1990s, 
when the October Revolution of 1917 and the very emergence 
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and existence of the Soviet Union were considered a catastrophe 
for Russia, the collapse of the USSR was declared the ‘greatest 
geopolitical catastrophe’.6 More recently, the most significant 
indicator of political stagnation has been clearly manifest: the 
absence of any notions among society of future social and 
political prospects. This is recognised even by circles close to the 
government establishment. Vserossiiskii tsentr izucheniia obsh-
chestvennaia mneniia (VTsIOM) manager Valerii Fedorov, for 
example, stated in 2012 that the Russian public consciousness 
was characterised by ‘apathy, disorder and vacillation’, a preoc-
cupation with basic survival and a ‘sometimes fairly artificial’ 
return to ‘archaic, patriarchal values’, intentionally opposing 
the values of modernisation (quoted by Sabitova 2012). The 
political manifestations of 2011/12 were public efforts ‘from 
below’ to break out of this stagnation, but they were quickly 
quashed by the Russian authorities, which moved to counterat-
tack. To this end, the authorities subsequently made use of the 
Ukrainian events in late 2013/early 2014 (Maidan). With the 
entanglement of Russia in the crisis around Ukraine in spring 
2014, the authorities attempted to create a semblance of a new 
political vision out of the hatred for a common enemy (Maidan/
Ukrainian nationalists/the West) generated by Russian agents of 
mass propaganda. This took on clearer shape after the annexa-
tion of Crimea – no longer simply an open directive to revise the 
results of the collapse of the USSR, but with practical steps to 
realise this strategy.

Russia’s turn to such politics took shape at the very start of 
the 2000s and was noted by many scholars. My own publication 
in those years was one of the first (Pain 2001), soon followed 
by other authors (Gudkov 2002; Dubin 2003a; Gavrov 2004; 
Motyl 2004). Many researchers turned to the phenomenon of 
the ‘imperial legacy’ in seeking to explain the latest disruption 
of the political modernisation process and the failure of demo-
cratic transformation in Russia. Alexander Motyl, for example, 
noted that the fundamental obstacle on the path to democracy ‘of 
Russia and her neighbours is not bad politicians, making stupid 
decisions, but the institutional yoke of the imperial and totali-
tarian past’ (2004: 174–5). While agreeing with him about the 
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significance of the influence of the ‘imperial legacy’ on Russia’s 
contemporary development, I should also underline where we 
disagree. In my opinion, it does not make sense to contrast ‘bad 
legacy’ with ‘bad politicians’, not least because the actions of such 
politicians generally also lead to the return or revival of remnants 
of the imperial heritage. Moreover, the metaphor of ‘legacy’ does 
not tell anything about its contents. I propose the following char-
acteristics, conveyed by the category ‘imperial syndrome’, with 
three basic elements: imperial order, imperial body and imperial 
consciousness.

The imperial order is the political regime of the empire. ‘The 
empire’, notes Dominic Lieven, ‘is by definition the antipode of 
democracy, popular sovereignty and national self- determination. 
Power over many peoples without their consent – here is what 
distinguished all great empires of the past and what all sensible 
definitions of this concept propose’ (2005: 79). Mark Beissinger’s 
interpretation of empire is very similar: ‘an illegitimate relation-
ship of control on the part of one political community over 
another or others’ (2005: 68). Similarly, Egor Gaidar considers 
the most important trait of an imperial state to be its political 
regime: specifically that ‘imperium – state power – dominated 
in the organisation of daily life’ (Gaidar 2006: 18). The formula 
‘power without the consent of the people’ need not mean that this 
power is based exclusively on force: it only refers to the fact that 
the will of the citizens and of their associations – territorial com-
munities, for example – are not significant for the functioning of 
the imperial order.

Power without the consent of the people means the sovereignty 
of the sovereign (Lat. imperator) in contrast to the sovereignty 
of the people in nation states. A good indicator of imperial order 
is the governance of the country’s provinces with the help of 
deputies (satraps, procurators, voevodas). Depriving those who 
live in Russia’s regions of the right to choose their governors, as 
happened in 2004, is a way of restoring imperial order – and this 
was a decision made exclusively by the machinery at the top, not 
based on any legitimate procedures that showed the will of the 
people in regard to these changes.7 Restoring governance by a 
sort of Persian satrap or Russian voevoda was based on the same 
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references to Russian national tradition used back in the days of 
Count Uvarov and his concept of ‘official nationality’.

The imperial body is the territory of the country, divided into 
regions that are not culturally integrated with one another and 
that preserve historic traces of colonial conquest. These are 
visible, above all, in areas of compact settlement of colonised 
ethnic communities, whose elites still employ their own dis-
course of opposition – ‘Russia versus us’ – regardless of whether 
these peoples had their own state system in the past. However, 
it is not only territories where ethnic minorities predominate 
that are part of the ‘imperial body’ – Russian regions are also 
part of it: in fact, everything that is called a ‘subject [constituent 
entity] of the Russian Federation’. In reality, these are deprived 
of their political subjectivity and integrated on the basis of 
administrative compulsion, ‘the power vertical’, and not by 
voluntary agreement and a conscious interest in integration. 
Today, the imperial principle of retaining territory has become 
canonised in Russian politics. In his annual address to the 
Federal Assembly, Putin called the ‘retention of the state over 
a vast space’ Russia’s  thousand- year- old spiritual feat (Putin 
2003, italics added).

And finally, there is imperial consciousness. This includes 
an intricate complex of traditional stereotypes of popular 
 consciousness – for example, a self- understanding based on being 
subjects (a non- civic consciousness) – that preserves stable statist 
values, hopes for ‘a wise tsar’ and ‘a firm hand’, and also imperial 
ambitions.

In my opinion, the elitist variety of ‘imperial consciousness’ is 
above all connected with the geopolitical essentialism that arises 
in two interrelated notions: first, that of a special Russian civili-
sation eternally preserved in the ‘Russian soul’; and second, that 
of Western civilisation presenting a continual threat to Russian 
civilisation. This old idea, familiar since the beginning of the nine-
teenth century, has from the mid- 1990s again become popular in 
elite circles, leading them to draw the same conclusion as Count 
Uvarov did in the nineteenth century: that one needs a strong 
ruler, an emperor, as a defence against external enemies. After the 
collapse of the USSR, overtones of horror began to predominate 
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in accounts of life in Russia and the plight of the Russian people, 
even among enlightened and sincere people, like the renowned 
Soviet historian of philosophy Arsenii Gulyga, who now claimed: 
‘We are on the edge of a precipice.’ In the Soviet period Gulyga 
had been considered practically a dissident, but now he expressed 
aspirations of reviving the imperial doctrine of ‘official nation-
ality’ (Gulyga 1995: 45). The idea of fundamental differences 
between the interests and values of Russia and those of the West, 
and the need to reanimate imperial order to ward off Western 
threats, has been developed to an even greater extent by profes-
sional propagandists such as, for example, the theatre director 
Sergei Kurginian.

Richard Wortman has argued that only two tsars in the 
Romanov dynasty, both of whom had personal grievances against 
Westernisers, based their policies on the mythological national 
uniqueness of Russia, and, on that basis, set them against the 
political models of the West (Vortman 1999). These two figures 
were Nikolai I after the Decembrist uprising, and Aleksandr 
III after the murder of his father by terrorist- Westernisers. Not 
contesting this, since what happened in the past is clearer to the 
historian, we may note that also Putin, from the very beginning 
of his leadership in Russia to the present day, has relied on that 
same mythology. In 1999, when the idea of ‘catching up with the 
West’ still dominated, Prime Minister Putin advocated what was 
in many ways a different approach, underlining the country’s 
uniqueness:

Russia will not quickly become, if she ever does, a second version 
of – let’s say – the USA or England, where liberal values have deep 
historical traditions. Over here, the state, its institutions and struc-
tures, have always played an exceptionally important role in the life 
of the country, of the people . . . For Russians a strong state is not an 
anomaly, but the originator and primary motivating force for change. 
(Putin 1999)

Putin wrote this while still a subordinate of Eltsin. On becoming 
head of state, he began increasingly openly to develop the idea of 
civilisational differences between Russia and the West, citing the 
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philosopher Ivan Ilin, the direct successor of the intellectual tradi-
tion of the later Slavophiles. These ideas are most fully reflected 
in Putin’s programmatic speech ‘Russia: the national question’ 
(Putin 2012b).

Not only are all the elements of the imperial syndrome interde-
pendent, they also provide mutual stability, acting as precondi-
tions for the reproduction of the entire construction. Here let me 
mention only a few aspects of this interdependency:

First, as long as the ‘imperial body’ remains, fears about its 
destruction will persist. Such fears became widespread after the 
collapse of the USSR, which, judging by the research of sociolo-
gists at VTsIOM, the majority of Russians still consider the most 
important and painful event of recent years (VTsIOM 2002: 19). 
The presence of national republics within Russia is a reminder 
that the USSR’s fate could be repeated in Russia.

Second, as long as there are fears that the imperial body can be 
destroyed or captured by internal or external enemies, hopes of 
a ‘firm hand’ and ‘wise tsar’ also multiply. These stereotypes, in 
turn, are used as grounds for the restoration and strengthening 
of centralisation – in other words, the imperial order. Putin, in 
particular, based the introduction of federal districts in May 2000 
(Zamiatin and Zamiatina 2000), and later the necessity of replac-
ing elected governors with appointed ones, on the need to combat 
separatism.

Third, the size of the imperial body engenders ‘great- power’ 
ambitions. According to the Eurasianists, whose ideas have now 
become increasingly popular in Russia, a country possessing the 
largest territory on earth cannot but have a special geopolitical 
role in the world, cannot but claim the status of a Great Country: 
‘Geography as destiny’, as their famous formula puts it (Dugin 
1997).

The various links in the chain imperial body/imperial 
 consciousness/imperial power can activate one another in many 
ways. Here I outline only the aspects connected with the resto-
ration of ‘imperial consciousness’, which, in my opinion, is not 
inherent in the public consciousness of the entire population, or 
even in the Russian mentality. Imperial consciousness comes to 
life only when interested political forces – acting, moreover, under 
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favourable conditions, as when people are tired of reform – con-
sciously activate and reconstruct it.

In 1992–4, political forces that Kara- Murza has called ‘tough 
state- restorers and extreme nationalists’ appeared on the political 
stage (Kara- Murza 1999: 41). During this time they promoted a 
triune demand: ‘the return of the USSR’, ‘the unification of the 
divided Russian people’ and ‘the defence of Russian compatriots, 
abandoned to the whims of fate’ in the newly independent states. 
Gennadii Ziuganov, leader of the Russian communists, appealed 
bombastically to the feelings of Russians: ‘Without the reunifica-
tion of the currently divided Russian people, our state will not 
rise from its knees’ (Ziuganov 1994: 22). These fiery speeches did 
not resonate with the public consciousness, however. Sociological 
surveys in 1993 did not reveal even the slightest regret over the 
collapse of the country or desires for its re-unification among 
Russians. Only 16 per cent of those surveyed, for example, 
declared that their lives were significantly connected with other 
republics of the former USSR. Moreover, actual connections with 
other republics were less significant for Russians than for respond-
ents of other nationalities, many of whom probably were immi-
grants from other republics of the former Union (Pain 2004: 75). 
Only 9.3 per cent of Russians and 12.9 per cent of representatives 
of other nationalities declared that they perceived ‘a commonality 
with the people and history of the [Union] republics’. Even simple 
interest in the territories beyond the boundaries of Russia was 
then low. The greatest interest was in Ukraine, but even Ukraine 
attracted the attention of a minority only – a mere 21 per cent of 
Russian respondents (Pain 2004: 75).

The Congress of Russian Communities appeared in 1993, and 
aspired to turn the many millions of diaspora Russians in the 
new states – the former republics of the USSR – into a powerful 
political force, an instrument of Russian irredentism, in other 
words, for the unification of ‘the Russian world’ around Russia. 
And what was the result? It was nothing resembling Hungarian 
irredentism (for example, the annexation of North Transylvania 
during the Second World War); Greek irredentism (enosis); or 
Romanian irredentism (‘Greater Romania’). Nothing even 
faintly reminiscent of the strength displayed by these  irredentist 
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movements appeared on the territory of the Commonwealth of 
Independent States (CIS). In theory, irredentism is considered one 
of the clearest signs of imperial nationalism and imperial mass 
consciousness. In the 1990s, then, these characteristics were more 
manifest among the nationalities mentioned above than among 
the Russians.

It is safe to say that, until the mid- 1990s, the ‘tough statists’ and 
‘extreme nationalists’ cited the ‘will of the people’ without the 
slightest grounds for doing so. At the beginning of the 1990s, 60 
per cent of those questioned by sociologists under the leadership 
of Iurii Levada considered the West a model to emulate, in terms 
of its political system, market economics and way of life (Dubin 
2003a: 137). Time passed, however, and by 1995 the difficulties 
of the transition period were increasingly making themselves felt. 
People grew tired of reforms and of the mistakes in the implemen-
tation of these, and the public mood began to change. The posi-
tive image of the West began to erode only in the mid- 1990s – but 
by 2000, survey responses from the previous decade were turned 
upside down. In 2001, 67 per cent of respondents in Russia con-
sidered the Western mode of organising society to be ‘to some 
extent’ inappropriate for Russian conditions and contrary to the 
lifestyle of the Russian people (Dubin 2003a: 150).

Reconstructing imperial consciousness in stages:  
From Soviet to imperial

The socio- economic changes in Russia during the 1990s were less 
markedly radical than in, for example, Poland or the Baltic states 
– at least the branch structure of Russia’s economy and the com-
position of its management changed less. However, for the afore-
mentioned neighbours of Russia, the psychological pain from the 
shock of changes was assuaged by the desire to join European 
structures. For the sake of this independent and important aim, it 
was felt that one could endure discomfort and surmount growing 
pains. In Russia there was no such defence mechanism in people’s 
consciousness; a move towards Europe was not an aim in itself: 
on the contrary, this idea depended on several others. Attitudes to 
socialism and to the USSR played the most important role in the 
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acceptance of Westernising reforms. In 1989–92 more than half 
of all Russians surveyed agreed with the statement that ‘socialism 
has led us up a blind alley’ (Pain 2004: 73). About the same share 
of respondents had answered similarly in Poland in the 1980s, 
but there such sentiments were better protected: museums of 
socialist life worked to preserve them, and Andrzej Wajda’s films 
and practically all Polish literature contributed to suppressing the 
desire to return to socialism. In Russia there was nothing similar, 
and by 1995 a different thesis had gained currency – ‘Socialism 
was not really that bad; its leaders were bad’ – and by the early 
2000s its leaders too had been rehabilitated.

The changing attitudes towards the image of Stalin are telling. 
In the second half of the 1980s, when nationwide sociological 
surveys began to be conducted in the USSR, Stalin did not feature 
on lists of outstanding figures, and was constantly subject to severe 
criticism in the perestroika media. In 1991, in the new, post- 
Soviet Russia, public attitudes towards him only worsened. At 
that time less than 1 per cent of those asked by VTsIOM thought 
Stalin would still be remembered after ten years. The overwhelm-
ing majority of respondents were sure that he would soon simply 
be forgotten. However, this prognosis did not come true; less than 
ten years later, VTsIOM noted that a public opinion poll placed 
Stalin at the head of the list of ‘the most outstanding heads of 
the Russian state of all time’ (Dubin 2003b). Moreover, in third 
place came Iurii Andropov, the communist leader of the USSR 
1982–4, and before that head of the KGB for many years. Just like 
Stalin, Andropov was perceived in Russian public consciousness 
as a strong authoritarian administrator – an ‘iron hand’ (Dubin 
2003b).

After ten hard years, adjustment to a new social and economic 
environment had engendered among Russians the habitual Soviet 
mental stereotypes that linked stability exclusively to an authori-
tarian ruler. Even more important, these paternalistic stereotypes 
were foisted on the public by the Russian political elite, which not 
only morally rehabilitated Stalin but even promoted him. A few 
examples will suffice. For the fifty- fifth anniversary of the victory 
over fascism on 9 May 2000, a memorial tablet was unveiled in 
the Kremlin in honour of the heroes of the Second World War. 
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The list included Stalin’s name. A jubilee medal issued in the 
same year bore a portrait of Stalin. In his congratulatory speech 
on Victory Day 2000, President Putin addressed his compatriots 
as ‘brothers and sisters’, echoing the radio broadcast that Stalin 
made to the Soviet people on 3 July 1941. Finally, in television 
commentary accompanying the same celebrations in 2000, the 
film director Nikita Mikhalkov called for the town of Volgograd 
to return to its former name, Stalingrad (Dubin 2003b). In 2002 
VTsIOM, then directed by Iurii Levada, published a Festschrift 
marking its fifteen years of work, reflecting on social changes in 
Russia since 1987. It turned out that, in 2002, for the first time 
in fifteen years of sociological monitoring, respondents evaluated 
the collapse of the USSR as the most important and dramatic 
event of this entire period (VTsIOM 2002: 199).

In the wake of changing views on socialism and the Soviet Union, 
ideas about Russia’s enemies were swiftly altered as well. In the 
USSR the West had been seen not only as a geopolitical opponent, 
but indeed as a class enemy with whom compromise was impos-
sible – class opposition, according to Marxist doctrine, is intrinsi-
cally antagonistic. The only period in which the political elite of the 
USSR, and then Russia, proclaimed the slogan of a return to the 
‘family of civilised nations’, ‘to Europe’, was from the late 1980s to 
the early 1990s. Public moods then supported this policy actively. 
The idea ‘Why look for enemies, if the root of our misfortune lies 
within us?’ dominated, but with the return of the Soviet element in 
Russian culture, Soviet stereotypes also began to reawaken in the 
public consciousness. Fears, phobias and images of the enemy were 
the first to return. In 1991 only 12 per cent of those asked consid-
ered the West (above all the USA) their enemy; by 1994 this figure 
had risen to 41 per cent, and by 1999 to more than two- thirds of 
those surveyed, 65 per cent (Gudkov 2002: 132–3). Moreover, 
in 2014, after the events in Ukraine, the main body of Russians 
expressed almost total enmity towards the West. A Levada Centre 
survey conducted on 18–21 July 2014 showed that 74 per cent of 
respondents – the highest percentage ever recorded by the centre 
– described their attitude towards the USA as ‘bad’; almost two- 
thirds of those surveyed (60 per cent) had negative feelings towards 
the countries of the European Union (Levada Centre 2014d). More 
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than half of those surveyed (52 per cent) explained Ukraine’s aspi-
ration to draw closer to the EU thus: ‘Ukraine has become a puppet 
in the hands of the West and the USA, who are pursuing an anti- 
Russian policy’ (Levada Centre 2014e).

In popular consciousness, the growth of a phobia about the 
West is not connected with the revival of Soviet traits in Russian 
life. Russians explain the changes with reference to the incom-
patibility of Russian and Western civilisation: ‘So we changed, 
became a democracy, and the West still does not like us – that 
shows their innate Russophobia.’

First, Soviet consciousness returned (in the late 1990s), and 
then, the idea of empire was gradually rehabilitated in its pre- 
Soviet version. The fact of the matter is that in the Soviet Union 
the term ‘empire’ had held entirely negative connotations. Terry 
Martin, an authoritative historian of Soviet nationalities policies, 
has provided documentary evidence to support his conclusion 
that ‘Lenin and Stalin understood very well the danger of being 
labeled an empire in the age of nationalism’; therefore, Soviet 
leaders never referred to the USSR as an empire (Martin 2001: 
19). And to this day the rulers of contemporary Russia stubbornly 
call it a federation, although it increasingly displays the charac-
teristics of an imperial system. From school, the Soviet people 
have had it instilled in them that an empire is ‘bad’, a ‘prison of 
the peoples’ and a regime against which the great Lenin struggled, 
and that imperialism is the final stage in the decay of capitalism. 
Thus, the rehabilitation of the term ‘empire’ at the beginning of 
the twenty- first century seems all the more surprising.

It is noteworthy that in the year 2000, several publishers chose 
to issue novels written within the anti- utopia genre (prose in the 
style of George Orwell, illustrating contemporary life in the shape 
of future events) devoted to Russia as an empire (see Divov 2000; 
Gevorkian 2000; Krusanov 2000; van Zaichik 2000). The inter-
est in the anti- utopia genre, which is sometimes called a ‘coded 
language’ genre, is telling in itself. There was no demand for 
such literature in Russia in the Gorbachev and Eltsin era. On the 
contrary, after many years behind the ‘iron curtain’, the post- 
Soviet public was hungry for the truth, and cast themselves over 
 literature that depicted real problems. The most popular current 
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affairs journalism had been that of Iurii Burtin, Vitalii Korotich, 
Nikolai Shmelev and Iurii Cherednichenko, among others. Now, 
just as in the Stalin era, it became necessary to once again codify 
one’s thoughts about contemporaneity.

Moreover, it is surprising that these novels, all published in 
2000, give premonitions of Russia’s imminent return to an impe-
rial system. In Eduard Gevorkian’s Age of Scoundrels, Russia 
is openly portrayed as an empire; in others we find imagined 
names such as the ‘Slavic Union’ (Oleg Divov’s Culling), ‘the 
Horde- Rus empire’ (Kholm van Zaichik’s The Case of the Greedy 
Barbarian) or ‘the Empire of Hesperia’, the capital of which is 
called Moscow (Pavel Krusanov, The Angel’s Bite). The period in 
which the action takes place in these novels varies: in Gevorkian’s 
novel it is 2014; in others it is less specific, like the first two or 
three decades of the current century. A little later, in 2006, the 
anti- utopian writer Vladimir Sorokin released The Day of the 
Oprichnik. According to Sorokin, this book is a warning about 
the fate that awaits Russia if it continues on its current politi-
cal course. Its action takes place in 2027, in a Russia fenced off 
from the rest of the world by the Great Russian Wall, like the 
wall that surrounded the medieval Chinese Empire, effectively 
symbolising Russia’s current (2014) isolation in the world. In all 
these novels the writers convey their fears in the face of impend-
ing totalitarianism. They sensed the changes in Russian society 
earlier than the sociologists – above all, the popular demand for 
the stereotypes of imperial consciousness, which were purpose-
fully activated from the end of the 1990s and are now widely 
exploited for the self- preservation of the authoritarian forces and 
the reanimation of the imperial syndrome. One of the heroes in 
Age of Scoundrels expounds Russia’s national idea in 2014 thus: 
‘Only a large country can conquer its enemies in the future.’ Then 
the hero corrects himself: ‘Not large, but great . . . A great country 
is made by great people . . . A great ruler musters great people.’ I 
am not sure whether President Putin has read these lines, but his 
famous slogan ‘Russia will either be great, or she will not be at all’ 
is certainly a generalisation of popular stereotypes.8

In the political discourse of the ‘national patriotic’ or ‘red–
brown’ forces in Russia – of Aleksandr Dugin, Aleksandr 
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Prokhanov, Mikhail Iuriev and others – it became fashionable 
to use the word ‘empire’ to denote the grandeur and order of the 
Soviet past, and the desired changes for the future, only towards 
the end of the first decade of the 2000s. In fact, it was business 
advertising that worked the hardest – and succeeded the most – in 
popularising ‘empire’. By its efforts, the motifs of empire gradu-
ally entered into popular culture and thence into popular con-
sciousness. In many regions of Russia the most popular brands 
of Russian vodka are called ‘empire’ or ‘imperial’. In various 
Russian airlines, business class has been renamed ‘imperial’ class. 
The term ‘empire’ has become a symbol of something very good, 
turning up in phrases like ‘imperial taste’ and ‘imperial spirit’. 
Empire is lauded on the stage, in the cinema, in literature. In the 
film world, empire almost always looks attractive, ‘beautiful’, 
sometimes even ‘glamorous’, like Tsar Aleksandr III’s parade of 
soldiers on the Kremlin’s Cathedral Square in Nikita Mikhalkov’s 
film The Barber of Siberia (1998). Imperial style has begun to 
dominate also in architecture and urban construction.

As soon as the imperial consciousness that was reconstructed 
and activated became established, it began to display signifi-
cant influence on political life, generating demand for a type of 
popular political figures and their discourse. Reconstructed tradi-
tionalism combined with the relatively stable particularities of the 
country’s geography, agriculture and cultural traditions – all this 
has influenced the reproduction of the ‘imperial syndrome’ that, 
to a certain extent, now shapes the course of political creativity in 
Russia, making the reproduction of imperial traits in the politics 
of the country highly probable.

The political prospects of Russian nationalism

In the conditions of Russia’s current stage of development, with 
its stormy re- traditionalisation and almost total unity between 
the authorities and Russian (imperial) nationalists, questions arise 
about the fate of this movement. At least two scenarios for a 
changed role in Russia’s political life are, in theory, possible.

First, there is the possibility of the fading of Russian  nationalism, 
its complete dissolution in the general mass of post- Soviet 
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 advocates for the reconstruction of the USSR. Today imperial 
nationalism is becoming not only a political fellow- traveller of 
the authorities, but also its ally. Imperial nationalists greeted 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea with great enthusiasm, and all 
disagreements with the authorities were set aside. With this ideo-
logical rapprochement with the authorities, the specifics of impe-
rial nationalism and its attractiveness for potential adherents are 
disappearing, which may lead to the nationalist movement losing 
members. It is now possible for many of them to realise their 
political ambitions under the current authorities, without having 
to call themselves nationalists – as noted, a term with extremely 
negative connotations in Soviet times. Since the Russian press, 
with unprecedented vigour, began to cover the regime change in 
Ukraine as a ‘nationalist’ and ‘fascist’ revolution, negative percep-
tions of the term ‘nationalism’ have only grown.

However, the nationalist elite will not allow Russian national-
ism to disappear completely, or be dissolved into the general mass 
of those who support a great state and the revival of the USSR. 
The leaders of the extremely thin national democratic stream of 
Russian nationalism understand well the fundamental difference 
between nationalism and imperial ideology and politics. These 
leaders are unlikely to abandon their principled positions utterly, 
even in conditions where a significant portion of this movement’s 
representatives supported the authorities over the ‘Crimean ques-
tion’. Nationalists of this category are not set to play fellow- 
traveller with the authorities for long. A socio- economic crisis 
is ripening in Russia, for domestic reasons as well as due to 
the country’s increasing international isolation. All this has 
already begun to give rise to a new political polarisation, which 
will only increase. In these conditions, greater pressure from 
the authorities on all autonomous ideological groups, includ-
ing the national democrat organisations, is an entirely plausible 
scenario. Furthermore, the opposition of the latter is predestined 
by the inevitable growth in demand for slogans like ‘defence of 
Russians in Russia’. The Russian authorities have more than once 
announced their right to protect Russians beyond the country’s 
borders, but the position of Russians in many of the Federation’s 
republics is clearly no better than it was in the former Ukrainian 
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Republic of Crimea. There are increasing demands to protect 
the rights of Russians to representation in the organs of power 
and to protect the Russian language in the educational system of 
Tatarstan, for example (Suleimanov 2012). These demands come 
primarily from national democratic- type organisations. In the 
North Caucasus the national democratic- type party New Force 
has been promoting human rights with regard to ethnic Russians. 
Not only is its opposition stance in this region not weakening, it 
is becoming stronger. Further aggravation of inter- ethnic tension 
connected with the influx of migrants and the plummeting levels 
of tolerance in Russian society will also provoke the national 
democratic movement to further opposition.

The second scenario is a new upsurge of Russian nationalism as 
the leader of the imperial great power movement and a political 
rival to the current authorities. Here I refer not to the marginal 
movements of national democrats, but the nationalist  majority – 
the imperial nationalists. Today the ‘Donbas militias’ are extraor-
dinarily popular with Russians. VTsIOM data from July 2014 
show that the overwhelming majority of survey respondents (85 
per cent) perceive the militias positively ‘to some extent’, whereas 
only 8 per cent relate to them negatively and 7 per cent neutrally. 
Furthermore, 89 per cent of respondents are sure that Ukraine 
is violating the rights of Russians and Russian- speaking citizens, 
and that militias should protect them (VTsIOM 2014b). The 
ideology of the militia leaders is typical of imperial nationalism 
of the Soviet type. The possibility cannot be ruled out that militia 
leaders, especially those like Igor Strelkov (Girkin), could head a 
movement of national imperial forces and even pose a threat to 
Putin. As of autumn 2014, the name ‘Strelkov’ could be found on 
social networking sites as often as the name of ‘Putin’ (Nepogodin 
2014).

However, it seems more likely that events will unfold differ-
ently, and that, once again, the Russian authorities will be able to 
redirect the rise of imperial nationalism for their own purposes. 
In fact, the authorities have always managed to destroy the large 
nationalist organisations that over the years have aspired to lead 
and unite nationalist parties and movements in Russia. In the 
1990s this was Pamiat, then the Russia- wide patriotic  movement 
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Russian National Unity (RNE). The authorities managed to 
divide, decapitate and make the Nazi skinhead movement illegal 
at the turn of the millennium, and, by 2011, the Movement 
against Illegal Migration (DPNI). The nationalists have not been 
able to overcome the ideological splits and disagreements between 
various currents within nationalism: between left and right wing, 
red and white. Opposing the unauthorised nationalist movement 
are the pro- authorities forces, organised from above, with the 
Russian mass propaganda machine on their side, now mobilised 
to conduct a ‘cold war’. No one from the imperial nationalist 
forces is currently able to compete politically with Putin, whose 
approval ratings after the annexation of Crimea have grown to 
nearly 90 per cent. Today Putin is, in fact, developing the idea 
of ‘official nationality’, in conjunction with the idea of Russia’s 
special path and the concept of protecting ‘the Russian world’ 
(russkii mir) on the territories that once comprised the Russian 
Empire. In a situation of exacerbated public prejudices about the 
eternal enmity of the West towards Russia, Putin would appear to 
be the only real defender of the people.

Thus far, all this has strengthened the popularity of the Russian 
leader among the Russian public. At the same time, Russia is 
growing more isolated in the world. This may be a repetition of a 
historical lesson that Russia has gone through without learning. 
On ascending the throne, Nikolai I attempted to use the doc-
trine of ‘official nationality’ to fend off the ideological influence 
of Europe. In my opinion, it is indeed remarkable that, almost 
two centuries later, the Russian authorities are dealing with the 
actions of the opposition (who may also be called ‘Decembrists’ 
after the December manifestations in Moscow 2011) by using 
methods similar to those adopted in the nineteenth century after 
the first Decembrist uprising. The similarity concerns not so much 
the application of some form of repression against political oppo-
nents, as the appropriation of the opposition’s slogans and – more 
importantly – the falsification of these slogans – the substitution 
of the opposition’s ideas with something that looks the same 
but is essentially contrary in principle. In place of the idea of 
nation advocated by the Decembrists, Nikolai I’s cabinet pre-
sented the doctrine of official nationality; in 2014 the presidential 
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administration disarmed the Russian nationalist opposition with 
a second issue of ‘official nationality’, specifically support for 
the idea of ‘the Russian world’, which served as the ideological 
basis for annexing Crimea and all- round support for the Donbas 
separatists – albeit unacknowledged – from official Russia. But 
we should remember how the government of Nikolai I ended – in 
Russia’s defeat in the Crimean war of 1853–6. It was after this 
defeat that Aleksandr II’s great reforms began in Russia.

If history allows the possibility of a second edition of ‘official 
nationality’ in Russia, then it may also allow the possibility of 
seeing it crash a second time – this time not in military failure, but 
in economic disaster. If in the mid- nineteeth century the law of 
serfdom fell, then in the twenty- first century, it is authoritarian-
ism that must retreat, or fall.

Notes

1. The current publication was prepared as part of the NEORUSS 
project, and simultaneously continues a series of publications emerg-
ing from large- scale, collaborative research conducted during 2012–
14. The research was conducted by colleagues, postgraduate fellows 
and students at the National Research University – Higher School of 
Economics in Moscow, Russia under my supervision, and with aca-
demic input by Galina Nikiporets- Takigawa (Cambridge University, 
UK). Project methodology is outlined in the team’s co- authored 
article (Pain et al. 2013).

2. See the programme of the Union of the Russian People, available 
at <http://krotov.info/acts/20/1900/1906anti.html> (last accessed 10 
April 2015).

3. The manifesto of the anti- Soviet column in the 2012 ‘Russian March’ 
is available at the website of the Russian Imperial Union- Order at 
<http://legitimist.ru/sight/politics/2012/09/manifest- antisovetskoj- 
kolonnyi- na.html> (last accessed 10 April 2015).

4. See the website of Sputnik i Pogrom, available at <http://sputnikipog 
rom.com> (last accessed 10 April 2015).

5. This formula, in one form or another, was repeatedly used by 
President Eltsin: for example in 1992 when it was announced that 
Russian missiles would not be aimed at the USA, in 1993 when a 
friendship treaty was signed with Poland, and – finally – in January 
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1994 during President Clinton’s visit to Russia, when the Russian 
leader announced that the confrontation with the West had cata-
strophic consequences for Russia and it should be ended once and 
for all, returning Russia ‘to the family of civilised nations’ (Torkunov 
1999: 56).

6. On 25 April 2005, in an address to the Federal Assembly, Putin 
called the collapse of the USSR ‘the greatest geopolitical catastrophe 
of the 20th century’ (Putin 2005).

7. In September 2004 President Putin initiated changes to the way 
in which heads of executive power of federal subjects were to be 
selected, proposing to appoint governors and heads of republics 
by a decision made in the relevant regional legislative bodies on 
the President’s recommendation, instead of their being elected by 
the regional population. On Putin’s orders, the relevant legislation 
was drafted in the shortest amount of time and passed already in 
December 2004 (see Baberina 2010).

8. This phrase is constantly repeated as Putin’s, but it is attributed 
to Putin in the words of someone else. At the Worldwide Russian 
People’s Council in Moscow, 13–14 December 2001, Aleksandr 
Dugin said: ‘The words of our President are close to the heart of each 
one of us: Russia may be either great, or not be at all’ (see Itskovich 
2002).
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