2 National history and national identity in
Ukraine and Belarus

This chapter seeks to examine the relationship between historiography
and the nation as an ‘imagined community’ in Russia’s two east Slavic
neighbours, Ukraine and Belarus. The focus of the analysis is on the
mythic! structures of national historiography as a key influence shaping
evolving national identities, and on the tug on identities exercised by rival
narratives of the past, here classified for convenience’s sake as
‘Ukrainophile’/‘Belarusophile’ and ‘Russophile’ or ‘pan-Slavic’.? The
former have come to the fore since independence in 1991, but Russophile
myths have proved powerful and persistent, particularly in Belarus but
also amongst the half of the population of Ukraine that is either ethnic
Russian or Russian-speaking (see chapter 6). The historical, or historio-
graphical, component of national identities in the region is therefore in
transition. The single narrative of the Soviet era has given way not to
monolithic new national alternatives, but to a fluid situation characterised
by competing myths and dissonant voices. Whereas a potentially strong, if
controversial, historiographical mythology is under construction in
Ukraine, a key reason for the relative weakness of the Belarusian national
movement to date has been its inability to displace hegemonic Russophile
myths and anchor a new Belarusian identity firmly in a rival historio-
graphy.?

Russophile historiography, on the other hand, has so far failed to
address seriously the fact of Ukrainian and Belarusian independence, and
has remained content to recycle the myths of the tsarist and Soviet eras.
Although this provides the ideological ammunition for postures of denial,
it does not help promote a politics of practical engagement. Moreover, it
has granted Ukrainians at least more of an ideological space for ‘nation-
building’ than they enjoyed in 1917-20, and has left the large potential
middle ground (largely Russophone Ukrainians) ill equipped to adjust to
their new status.

The chapter begins by providing an analytical taxonomy of the key
myths that form the building blocks of the rival historiographies. The
Ukrainophile and Belarusophile versions of history are then examined in
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detail before being compared to the rival Russophile conception.* The
chapter concludes with an analysis of the potential comparative strength
of the three strands.”

The mythic structure of Ukrainophile and
Belarusophile historiography

The way a nation describes its origins reveals a lot about its modern-day
priorities. The search by nationalist historians for proof of national
uniqueness tends to begin with the identification of an ethnic substratum
that encapsulates the modern nation in embryonic form. For the
Belarusians this is the Krivichian people who dominated what became
the north-western marches of the early medieval Kievan state; for the
Ukrainians it is the Polianians of the same era. The nation’s pre-history is
then told as a myth of ethnogenesis, which begins a narrative of separate
development and myth of national character, serving to liberate both
peoples from the myth propagated in the Soviet era that they shared a
common origin with the Russians as a single ‘old Rus” nation’.®

Homeland myths are closely tied up with notions of ethnogenesis. They
tend to be of two main types. Either the eponymous group is deemed to
have occupied its given national territory since time immemorial, or, if it
arrived as a result of migration or land seizure,’ then those whom it dis-
placed are depicted as marginal peoples who left no claim on the land they
fleetingly occupied. The main task of homeland myths is therefore the
fixing of a given bounded territory as the national patrimony, which is
always imagined at its greatest supposed historical extent. The subsequent
loss of national territory to other groups or polities does not change its
eternal status. Thus a ‘Greater Ukraine’ would include areas such as the
Kuban’ in the north Caucasus and Lemko Poland, a ‘Greater Belarus’ the
Lithuanian capital of Vilnius (Vil'nia), Bialystok (Belastok) in Poland and
even the Smolensk region in Russia. On the other hand, contrary claims,
such as the Russian assertion that Crimea and the Donbas are historically
Russian territories, are rejected by seeking to demonstrate the regions’
long, unbroken connections with the eponymous nation.

Foundation myths serve to sanctify the national myth of descent by pro-
viding a concrete beginning that announces the arrival of the national
group on the historical stage. ‘Foundation’ is normally dated to the first
significant polity established on national territory, even if alternative his-
tories have ascribed that polity to an alternative national group or mocked
its claims to statehood. For the Ukrainians, their national history there-
fore formally begins with the foundation of Kievan Rus” in the ninth
century AD. For the Belarusians the lack of a resonant starting point is a
serious problem. Hence the history of Rus’ is rewritten to claim that its
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north-western territories were really the autonomous kingdom of
Polatskaia-Rus’.

Myths of antiquiry and myths of descent are another important means of
establishing that the eponymous nation is more than just an artificial con-
struct. National history is therefore stretched as far back in time as possi-
ble, and discontinuities in national history are bridged by the construction
of a continuous narrative through the centuries (or even the millennia).
Where necessary, periods, individuals and events that traditionally
belonged to other narratives are reclaimed to create polity myths that assert
the nation’ long and continuous tradition of statehood. A rich and
fulsome chronology thereby replaces tsarist and Soviet historiography,
with its long gaps and silences during which the Ukrainian and Belarusian
peoples were deemed not to act as historical subjects at all. Ukrainophile
historians fill in the lacunae between the decline of Rus’ in the thirteenth
century and the Cossack ‘revival’ four centuries later by arguing that
Ukrainian traditions, even statehood, persisted into the Galician and
Lithuanian periods. The Belarusians have to make do with hyphenation,
reinventing the medieval Lithuanian-Belarusian kingdom as an ersatz
Belarusian polity, whose Belarusian essence supposedly survived both
dynastic (the Union of Krevo in 1385) and eventual political union with
Poland (the Union of Lublin in 1569). Remnants of both Belarusian and
Ukrainian statehood supposedly persisted right up to the final annexation
of national territory by Russia in the late eighteenth century.

‘National revival’ in the present is normally predicated on the restora-
tion of past glories. Myths of a ‘Golden Age’ therefore invoke the embodi-
ment of the national genius at its zenith to provide proof that the nation
can rise again in the present. The establishment of a ‘Golden Age’ serves
to refute the assertions of detractors that the eponymous nation is
somehow lacking in tradition or culture, or is an artificial construct of
nationalist ideologues. Ukrainians therefore point to the Kievan and
Cossack periods as times when their nation was at a peak of cultural
creativity and a leading member of the European concord of states. The
Belarusian Golden Age came between the Unions of Krevo and Lublin,
when Belarusian language, culture and legal and political traditions held
sway over the largest state in eastern Europe.

For Ukrainophiles and Belarusophiles their nations possess a distinct
and glorious heritage. Myths of national character and myths of the other are
therefore a vital means of delineating a separate past and providing
boundary markers to distinguish the eponymous nation from its neigh-
bours.? The three most common character myths in both Ukrainian and
Belarusian historiography are that their nations are democratic, demotic
and European. Their democratic character is supposedly exemplified by
the tradition of popular assembly and sturdy individualism. Their demotic
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nature lies in the manner in which national character was preserved by the
local peasantry despite the (often forcible) assimilation of national elites.
Finally, it is argued that natural intercourse with (the rest of) Europe was
rudely and unnaturally severed by Russian occupation. Both nations
therefore see themselves at the dawn of the twenty-first century as return-
ing to Europe and to their associated democratic traditions.

These myths also constitute boundary markers to distinguish
Ukrainians and Belarusians from Russians, the main traditional ‘other’,
who are portrayed as natural despots and imperialists, with an ‘Asian’
political culture that is even in crucial respects non-Slavic. Subsidiary
stereotyping casts Poles as perfidious aristocratic interlopers, Lithuanians
as pagans civilised by the Belarusians and so on. Myzhs of aggression and
exploitation and myths of empire replace the traditional narrative of the
‘Great Friendship’ of the east Slavic peoples. The Pereiaslav ‘reunion’
between Russia and Ukraine in 1654 is reinvented as a contract of conve-
nience subsequently betrayed, while Russian attempts to ‘liberate’
Belarus from the Polish-Lithuanian yoke are painted as a series of bloody
wars of aggression. Subsequent relations are characterised via myrhs of
colontialism and myths of suffering that depict the nation as the hapless
victim of systems of imperial rule.

On the other hand, myths of national resistance and myths of revival are
designed to prove that the nation retained its character under occupation,
and demonstrate its existential urge towards freedom from foreign rule.
The achievement of statehood in 1991 is therefore legitimated by pre-
senting it as the result of a long, arduous and heroic period of struggle,
rather than historical accident or the self-interested manoeuvrings of
politicians. National history under foreign ‘occupation’ is reinterpreted
retrospectively as a teleological struggle towards inevitable national
revival, and different narratives obscured or occluded. For the
Belarusians (and the Lithuanians) the great Polish national hero Adam
Mickiewicz was actually a fighter for Belarusian (or Lithuanian) national
rights. For Ukrainians, Gogol was a true patriot, despite the fact that he
wrote in Russian. Moreover, national revival is always the restoration of
the Golden Age and the reaffirmation of the national character, the ‘redis-
covery’ of submerged tradition rather than the invention of national intel-
lectuals. Independence in 1991 was the natural culmination of these
processes.

Pan-Slavic or Russophile myths

However, local nationalist narratives are far from being the only historical
discourse available. National identities are not necessarily rabulae rasae
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awaiting the imprint of new national myth-making; in both Ukraine and
Belarus the myths of the tsarist and Soviet eras persist and enjoy deep-
rooted popularity. Furthermore, they are not just external in origin — that
is, the product of the ideologues of a potentially revanchist Russian state —
but are also the work of historians and publicists in Ukraine and Belarus
themselves. In particular there is considerable resistance to attempts to
disentangle Ukrainian and Belarusian history from that of Russia and to
depict Russia exclusively as the imperial ‘other’.

Pan-Slavic or Russophile historiography has its own mythic structure.
First and foremost is the persistent myzh of the common origin of the three
east Slavic peoples, reinforced by myths of separation that claim that their
divergence between the thirteenth and seventeenth centuries was solely
the result of artificial political divisions and, in any case, was only skin-
deep. Second therefore are myths of reunion in the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries, alongside myths of common Orthodoxy and the consequent
existence of a community of fate as the main inspiration for reunion. It is
denied that only ‘empire’ brought the three peoples together.

The Ukrainian and Belarusian national revivals of the nineteenth
century are explained away via myths of foreign intrigue. The true ‘other’
for all the east Slavs is depicted in myths of the Tatar, Polish,
German/Habsburg or papal threat, and myths of common endeavour are
built around the joint resistance of all three peoples to such outside
dangers. The final myth is the idea that whatever statehood Belarusians
and Ukrainians now enjoy is in fact a product of their joint labours in the
Soviet period.

The above short outline demonstrates the potential for wholesale
contradiction between rival versions of east Slavic history. The analysis
now turns to a detailed examination of the alternative mythologies, start-
ing with the Ukrainophile/Belarusophile dimension.

The local version of Ukrainian and Belarusian history

National history has a much longer pedigree in Ukraine than in Belarus.
In Belarus, despite limited work by a handful of predecessors,® the first
truly ‘national’ historians were Vatslai Lastotski (1883-1938) and
Usevalad Thnatouski (1881-1931),!° although even Thnatotiski has been
criticised for his Marxist-influenced approach and for his failure to carry
the narrative of separate Belarusian development past the Union of
Lublin in 1569 (see p. 35, n. 76). Moreover, after a brief flowering in the
1920s, the ‘national’ historiographical school was suppressed with much
greater thoroughness than its equivalent in Ukraine.!! Thnatotiski was
therefore unable to establish a canon of national historiography in the
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manner of Franciszek Palacky in the Czech lands or Mykhailo
Hrushevs'kyi in Ukraine (see below).

The roots of Ukrainian national historiography, on the other hand,
g0 back at least to the Cossack chroniclers of the eighteenth century,
such as Samiilo Velychko (1670-1728) and Hryhorii Hrab’ianka
(1670?-1738).12 However, early historians such as Mykola Kostomarov
(1817-85) were still influenced by theories of the common origins and
joint development of the Ukrainian and Russian peoples.!? It was left to
Mykhailo Hrushevs kyi (1866-1934)'* to establish a complete schema of
Ukrainian ethnohistory, which was developed and refined by his disciples
in the Soviet 1920s, in western Ukraine between the wars and in the
Ukrainian emigration. The ‘Hrushevs'kyi school’ has been the single
most powerful influence on modern Ukrainian historiography, although
certain emphases and aspects have been added in the 1990s.

On the other hand, the historical bifurcation of Ukrainian culture
between Ukrainophones and Russophones (see chapter 6) has been a
factor preventing the Ukrainophile schema from becoming hegemonic.
Whereas historiography in Belarus is polarised between Belarusophiles
and Russophiles, in Ukraine there are many historians and archaeologists
who have attempted to combine moderate Ukrainian patriotism with ele-
ments of traditional Russophile historiography, and indeed those from all
points of the spectrum who have attacked the tendency of nationalism to
displace scientific method.!?

Myths of origin: Ukraine

The key premise of the Ukrainophile myth of origin is that ‘the Ukrainian
people are autochthonous (aboriginal) on their native land. This means
that they have lived on the very same territory [the lands of the middle
Dnieper] since the beginning of their existence.’!® Whereas Hrushevs 'kyi
tended to begin his narrative of Ukrainian ‘ethnogenesis’ with the main
precursor of the Polianians — the Antes tribal federation of the fourth to
seventh centuries AD — many modern Ukrainian archaeologists and his-
torians have gone back much further into the pre-Christian era (ironically
the Ukrainians have been able to take over earlier tsarist/Soviet myths of
the autochthonous origin of the local Slavs),'? arguing that the Ukrainian
ethnos developed through the mixture of early proto-Slavic and a succes-
sion of Iranian and Ural-Altai (mainly Turkic) elements.

Ukrainian civilisation is therefore deemed to be one of the oldest in the
world. Some historians have even made the hyperbolic claim that the lost
Arcadian ‘““Golden Age” [or “second Babylon™] described by the ancient
Greeks most probably was neither in Egypt nor in muddy Mesopotamia,
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but on the territory of Ukraine’, thanks to ‘its warm climate, fertile black
earth, flat fecund steppe, the clean waters of its rivers and its masses of
wild animals’.!® The first group deemed to have created a more or less
settled society to take advantage of these natural riches was the neolithic
Trypol'ean (in Ukrainian Trypillian) pottery culture which existed from
around 4000 BC to approximately 2700 BC. As well as being the first true
‘substratum of the Ukrainian people, which provided the basis for our
national worldview’, the Trypillian culture is held to have been ‘the most
developed civilisation [of the time], not only in Europe but in the whole
world’, whose achievements included the first domestication of the
horse.!? It has even been claimed that an early Trypillian state, ‘Arrata’,
existed on the middle Dnieper,?° and that it served as the cradle of all sub-
sequent Indo-European civilisation. Ukraine, then as warm as ‘today’s
Africa’, was ‘the original Indo-European home’, and ‘Kiev the oldest city
of the people of the White race [sic]’.2! Much of the canon of classical
(Greek) mythology was allegedly derived from the Trypillian store of
myths and legends.??

As Trypillian culture was not literate, however, most of this is pure
speculation, based on the methodologically dubious discipline of ‘cul-
tural-historical archaeology’, that is, the practice of imputing ethnic
and/or linguistic identities from the ‘evidence’ of pottery or grave sites.??
In the absence of proper written records there has been little to restrain
such flights of fancy.

The Trypillian culture eventually declined, but Ukrainophiles claim
that its traditions were preserved amongst the local population, who re-
emerged as first the little-known Cimmerians (? to 700 BC), and then the
Scythians (750 to 250 BC). Contrary to the claims of other historians,?* it
is argued that only one part of the polyethnic Scythian mix were Iranian
migrants from the east; most were the direct descendants of the
Trypillians and therefore ‘proto-Slavs’.?®> Once again, it is claimed that
the Scythians, ‘our ancestors’, established ‘the most cultured country in
Europe’ of the time.?8

Natural limits to this ethnic melting pot were provided ‘from the
Belarusians by the Pryp’’iat” marshes, and from Russian terrain by
massive forests’;?” a decisive pattern of separate local development was
therefore already set. When the Scythians were succeeded in turn by the
Sarmatians (second century BC to second century AD),? this was once
again a case of renaming and re-emergence rather than wholesale replace-
ment (although again with an Iranian influx), as was the emergence of the
Antes federation in the fourth century AD. The Antes federation is
described (following Hrushevs'kyi) as the first true ‘eastern Slav political
union’, even ‘the first Ukrainian state’, ‘upon whose ruins’ Kievan Rus’
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eventually arose in the ninth century.?® The final link in the chain is the
direct successors of the Antes, the Polianians (poliany), who were to play
‘the leading role in establishing the old Rus’ state’.3°

The Ukrainophile myth of origin therefore claims a long and continu-
ous path of indigenous development over several thousand years. Some
have even asserted that ‘the Scythians—Ukrainians are the oldest nation in
Europe, and possibly in the world’.?! In addition, it is argued that ‘since
ancient times each new wave of migrants, traders and other displaced
peoples on Ukrainian territory has somehow merged into the stream of
previous cultures . . . providing their own elements’ to the Ukrainian char-
acter, but never displacing that which came before.?? Alternative theories
of Gothic influence in the region are emphatically rejected.

Myths of origin: Belarus

For Belarusophiles there is a similar need to disentangle a myth of
national ethnogenesis from Russophile historiography in order to provide
a separate starting point for their myth of national descent. In essence the
Belarusophile myth of origin is a variant of the ‘substratum’ theory shared
with most Ukrainophiles,?? according to which different groups of Slavic
tribes mingled with local non-Slavic elements to create the basic ethnic
characteristics of the three east Slavic peoples. In the same way as the
Iranian admixture created Ukrainians and Finno-Ugric blood the
Russians, the ‘symbiosis of Slavic and Baltic cultures became in turn the
basis for the formation of Belarusian culture’.** Belarusians have conse-
quently always had one foot in the Western world. (In the 1920s
Lastotiski and others even argued that Dacian and Getic elements
formed part of the Belarusian ethnic substratum.)?’

In contrast to the traditional Russophile view, Belarusophiles therefore
claim that the various tribes that made up the east Slavic world of the
second half of the first millennium were already highly differentiated. The
main proto-Belarusian tribe, the equivalent to the Polianians for the
Ukrainians, was the Krivichians (kryvichy), along with the Drehovichians
(dryhavichy) and Radmichians (radzimichy). Archaeological studies and
the evidence provided by local toponyms and hydronyms demonstrate
that their culture, although kindred to that of neighbouring tribes, was
nevertheless unique.3®

Foundation myths: Ukraine

For both Ukrainophiles and Belarusophiles, national history proper
begins with Kievan Rus’. However, while Ukrainians have sought to
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invert traditional Russian historiography by claiming the entire tradition
of Rus’ as their own, Belarusians have challenged the conception of Rus’
as a centralised state and argued that the north-western territories inhab-
ited by the Krivichians were autonomous and in a more or less constant
state of warfare with Kiev. Both, however, seek to refute the myth preva-
lent in tsarist and Soviet times that all three east Slavic peoples were orig-
inally one (the different versions of this myth are examined in greater
detail in the section on Russophile historiography below, p. 43).%7

The Ukrainophile claim is that, in the words of the 1991 declaration of
Ukrainian independence, the Ukrainians have a ‘thousand-year tradition
of state-building’, beginning in the ninth century AD.?® As in Russophile
historiography, the ‘Normanist theory’ that Rus” was in fact established
by Viking envoys, is rejected as a German invention.?® However, it is
further argued that the ancestors of modern-day Ukrainians played a
dominant and the ancestors of contemporary Russians a marginal role in
the foundation and governance of Rus’.%° Rus’ was founded by the
Polianians and therefore embodied the local cultural traditions in
development since Trypillian times.*!

The culture, religion and spoken language of Rus” were all therefore in
essence proto-Ukrainian. Following the theory first developed by
Mykhailo Maksymovych in the nineteenth century, many Ukrainian
nationalists argue that the original east Slavic (proto-) language had
already split into three branches by the middle of the first millennium AD
(most historians would date linguistic differentiation no earlier than the
fourteenth or fifteenth century),*? and that ‘proto-Ukrainian’ existed as a
language even before the monks Cyril and Methodius introduced their
alphabet in 863 AD. Although ‘Church Slavonic or Old Bulgarian’ were
used for literary and ecclesiastical purposes, supposedly ‘the basic
conversational language of the people who lived from Transcarpathia to
the Don and from the Pryp“’iat” [marshes] to the Black Sea steppe was
Ukrainian’, albeit not ‘of course the Ukrainian of today’ but still funda-
mentally recognisable as the same tongue.

As regards the Russians, some Ukrainians have even suggested that
they are not true Slavs at all, but linguistically adapted Ugro-Finns,
Alternatively, it is argued that the formation of a separate Russian nation
began only after the northern regions lost cultural contact with Kiev in
the thirteenth century,?” when the north-eastern inhabitants ‘went native’
amongst the local population until Kiev reacquainted them with its tradi-
tions in the seventeenth century. Above all, the idea that there was a single
‘Old Rus” nationality is decisively rejected.*® ‘We’ and ‘they’ already
existed and were often in conflict, as when Andrei Bogoliubskii’s north-
ern armies sacked Kievin 1169,
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The idea of Rus’ as a (proto-) Ukrainian state is not, however, uncon-
tested. Some of Ukraine’s most distinguished scholars have continued to
emphasise the multiethnic, or anational, character of Rus’ history and
culture,” and have argued that ‘it [would be] premature to speak of
Ukrainians, Russians or Belarusians in the ninth to thirteenth century’,
and ‘scientifically incorrect to attempt to “present” the Old Rus’ heritage
to only one of these modern peoples’.*® Viewed in such a light, Kievan
Rus’ could serve as a model exemplar for a modern-day multiethnic
Ukrainian society and broaden the mythological foundations of the state.
The narrower ethnographic conception, however, appears to be winning
ground.

Foundation myths: Belarus

For Belarusian nationalists, just as the Polianians founded Kiev, so the
Krivichians founded the city, later principality, of Polatsk. Moreover, the
north-western territories of Rus’ that were under the control of Polatsk
were ‘not dependent, either politically or economically, either on
Novgorod or on Kiev’.*” There was not one single Rus’ therefore, but
several. Belarusophiles like to refer to what they term ‘Polatskaia-Rus ™ as
‘a completely independent old-Belarusian state, with all the correspond-
ing attributes — a sovereign ruler and assembly [kniaz’ i vechal,
administration, capital, armed forces, monetary system, etc.’.>® It is even
argued that Polatsk was founded before Kiev, and that elements of
Belarusian statehood existed as early as the sixth century AD.>! A separ-
ate ‘eparchy’ of the Kievan Church was supposedly established at Polatsk
in 922 AD.>?

Polatskaia-Rus’ flourished under the dynasty established by Prince
Rahvalod, especially Usiaslati (1044-1101), and reached its apogee as a
centre of culture and learning under the patronage of St
Euphrosyne/Etifrasinnia (1104-73).%* During this ‘Golden Age’, the ter-
ritories under Polatsk’s control reached as far as modern Poland and the
upper Volga. Only during the reign of Volodymyr the Great (980-1015)
were Polatsk and Kiev under the same single authority; at other times, as
in 1127-9, the two were at war.

Myths of descent: Ukraine

It is important that a national history should be continuous. ‘Statehood’
is therefore found where previously it was held to be missing, and myths
of institutional, societal or cultural continuity are used to link together
otherwise disparate links in the national chain of descent.?* The ‘claim to
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statehood’ (in Ukrainian derzhavnist’, in Belarusian dziarzhatinasts”)
became a particularly strong theme after independence in 1991, as, in
comparison to nineteenth-century populist historians, the main task was
to legitimate political institutions inherited from the Soviet era rather
than to identify the national character of a stateless people in the under-
culture of the narod.

The task is easier for Ukrainophiles. If Kievan Rus’ is included, the
period after 1990-1 is routinely described as Ukraine’s fourth period of
statehood,> after the Cossack Hetmanate of the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries and the Ukrainian People’s Republic of 1917-20.
Historians merely have to plug the gaps in between. For Belarusophiles,
however, statehood has to be reclaimed from different historiographical
traditions (the Belarusian People’s Republic of 1918 is difficult to depict
as a real state).

According to Ukrainophiles, the effect of the Tatar incursion in the
thirteenth century has been exaggerated by Russian historians seeking to
claim that nothing of significance survived in the Kievan territories after
1240, and that the traditions of Rus’ were forced to transfer to the
north.® On the contrary, it now tends to be argued that Ukrainian society
and Ukrainian institutions survived largely unscathed after 1240. In the
west the ‘centre of [Ukrainian] statehood passed to’ the Kingdom of
Galicia-Volhynia, which flourished until the 1340s.5” Further to the east,
the territories around Kiev enjoyed virtually complete autonomy under
Lithuanian rule from the fourteenth century until the Union of Lublin in
1569. According to one account,

the Grand Principality of Lithuania was a polyethnic state. The Lithuanians’ main
priority was that the ruling Gediminas dynasty should come from the Lithuanian
feudal order. In the other spheres of state and social life Ukrainians and
Belarusians were equal with Lithuanians (the feudal classes as a semi-sovereign
state, the Orthodox clergy, military retinues and so on). The languages of govern-
ment, the courts and education were old Belarusian and old Ukrainian. All this
provides the basis to consider the Grand Principality of Lithuania as a form of
Ukrainian statehood which was lost [only] as a consequence of the Union of
Lublin in 1569.58

This in turn makes it easier to claim the Cossack period was a direct
revival of the traditions of Rus’, rather than a phenomenon unique to the
seventeenth century.>®

The Cossack era is therefore the crucial link in Ukrainian historical
mythology. Three myths stand out in particular, First, the Cossack rebel-
lion led by Bohdan Khmel'nyts'’kyi in 1648 is depicted as an ethnic
Ukrainian ‘war of liberation’, rather than a mere Jacquerie.%° Secondly, it
is argued that the ‘Hetmanate’ established by Khmel nyts kyi was in fact
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a Ukrainian ‘state’, rather than merely the semi-autonomous military
encampment of the Cossack army, the Zaporozhian Host (despite the
views of some Ukrainian historians such as Panteleimon Kulish and
Volodymyr Antonovych, who criticised the Cossacks for their inattention
to ‘state-building’).%! Thirdly, elements of that statehood supposedly per-
sisted until the late eighteenth century,®? leaving a relatively short gap
before national revival in the nineteenth century culminated in the
establishment of the Ukrainian People’s Republic (UNR) and West
Ukrainian People’s Republic (ZUNR) in 1917-18.

The UNR, in turn, has assumed increasing importance in the post-
Soviet period. Unlike the Baltic states, modern Ukraine does not claim
legal descent from its post-revolutionary ‘predecessor’,%? but the state
symbols, hymn and currency of the UNR (themselves supposedly
descending from the Kievan and Cossack periods) have all been
appropriated to underpin the legitimacy of the modern state. In the histo-
riography of the period, the UNR and ZUNR are idealised and their
internal problems (and failure to co-operate) downplayed. Other events
unfolding on Ukrainian territory after the 1917 revolution are less promi-
nent in the analysis, and local support for the Bolsheviks is minimised.5*
Once such cross-currents are pushed to the margins, it can be asserted
that ‘what we are used to calling a civil war in Ukraine in 1917-20 was in
fact a Russian—Ukrainian war — an imperialist [war of] conquest on the
part of Russia, a [war of] liberation on the part of Ukraine’,% and that the
eventual collapse of the UNR in 1920 was due to ‘Russian chauvinist
Bolshevism unleashing a war of conquest against the young Ukrainian
state’,% rather than the inherent weaknesses of the Ukrainian national
movement. The drama of ‘us’ (Ukraine) against ‘them’ (Russia) is there-
fore replayed.

Even the autocrat Pavlo Skoropads’kyi, who temporarily usurped
power from the UNR in 1918 and eventually sought refederation with
Russia, is described as earning ‘himself a separate page in the history of
the liberation struggle of the Ukrainian people in the twentieth century’
through his support for the development of Ukrainian education and
culture.%”

Myzhs of descent: Belarus

Belarusophiles divide national history into four key periods: Polatskaia-
Rus’ from the ninth to the thirteenth centuries; a Lithuanian-Belarusian
period from the reign of Mendaiith (Mindaugas) to the Union of Lublin in
1569; a Polish-Belarusian period from 1569 to 1795; and the
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Russian/Soviet period from 1795 to 1991.% They argue that continuity of
Belarusian quasi-statehood was maintained throughout the first three
periods, and was only finally extinguished in the 1790s. The 1994
constitution of Belarus therefore referred proudly to the ‘centuries-long
tradition of the development of Belarusian statehood’.%

The rudiments of statehood bequeathed by Polatskaia-Rus” were
supposedly relatively well preserved after the Tatar onslaught of the thir-
teenth century, as the north-western territories of Rus” were the only ones
to escape occupation. Many Belarusophiles argue that this is the origin of
the prefix to their proper name: Bela-rus’ or White Rus’, meaning pure or
unoccupied.” The key role in establishing the early Lithuanian kingdom
in 1316-85 was played by the principalities of Polatsk and Novaharadok,
not by ethnic Lithuanians.”

Supposedly, therefore, ‘Belarusian was the state language of the
Lithuanian Kingdom, because the Belarusian ethnic element dominated
the political, economic and cultural life of the Kingdom, and our
[Belarusian] lands were the basis of its greatness.”’> The name for the
inhabitants of the state (lrviny) referred at that time to the Slavic
Belarusians, not to the Lithuanians, who were known as zhamoiry
(zhmudziny).™

The Union of Krevo in 1385 which formed a dynastic union (only)
between the Lithuanian-Belarusian and Polish kingdoms did not materi-
ally change the situation, as it was primarily a defensive measure designed
to resist the pressure of the Teutonic Knights,” gloriously defeated by an
international army depicted as under Belarusian leadership at the Battle
of Grunwald in 1410.75 Only with the (political) Union of Lublin in 1569
did Belarus begin to experience serious Polonising pressure, although
even then elements of Belarusian independence persisted right up until
final incorporation into the Russian Empire in 1793-5.7¢ The Belarusian
writer Maksim Bahdanovich was therefore able to claim in 1914 that
Belarusian language and culture had remained fundamentally unchanged
from the earliest times to the beginnings of forcible Russification in the
1840s.77

Belarusophiles have also attempted to play up the importance of the
Belarusian People’s Republic (BNR) established in 1918, portraying it,
like the UNR in Ukraine, as a manifestation of the popular will towards
national self-determination.”® However, its existence was brief and the
influence of German occupying forces more manifest than is the case of
the UNR. Emphasis is therefore also placed on the 1920 ‘Slutsk rebellion’
of Belarusian forces against the Red Army in order to promote the myth
of forcible (re)incorporation into the Russian sphere.”™
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Homeland myths: Ukraine

Nationalist historiographies tend to develop myths of irrevocable associa-
tion between a people and a particular territory, ‘a rightful possession
from one’s forefathers through the generations’.?? The states of post-
communist eastern Europe, however, tend to have newly established
boundaries, few of which neatly coincide with the territorial limits of
nations as ‘imagined communities’. The local nationalist vision of the
Ukrainian and Belarusian ‘homeland’ is therefore both expansive, in so
far as its definition of the national patrimony includes territory now occu-
pied by other states (including each other), and defensive, as the national
homeland must be protected from the claims made by rival nationalisms.

In the Ukrainian case, the current borders of the state do not coincide
with any previous incarnation of Ukraine. The claim to long-standing
occupation of particular territories therefore ranges far and wide, espe-
cially with reference to what is now southern and eastern Ukraine. Some
Ukrainophiles go as far back as the Scythian and Sarmatian periods, as
their centre of gravity lay more in the open steppe than in the lands
around the middle Dnieper.®! Most accounts, however, begin with
Kievan Rus’, whose western borders are deemed to have included
Transcarpathia, Bukovyna and TransDniester and reached as far as the
regions of Peremyshyl and Cherven (now in Poland and Slovakia respec-
tively).82 In the south-west the Galician kingdom is depicted as control-
ling the region around Bessarabia. In the south-east, it is argued that Rus’
succeeded in dominating the steppe, establishing mini-states in the
eastern Crimea (on the basis of the earlier Bosphoran kingdom) and at
Tmutorokan” in the Kuban’ after the defeat of the Khazars. The latter
supposedly lasted from 965 to 1117 AD.#3

However, the key period for establishing a Ukrainian presence in the
steppe and Crimea is the Cossack era. In the south-east it is argued that
two waves of Cossack settlement to the east (Kharkiv or Slobids’ka
Ukraine) and south-east (the Don basin) established a Ukrainian pres-
ence before the rival wave of Russian colonisation from the north, and in
much greater numbers.?* In the south, Ukrainophiles stress the role of
Kiev in helping to establish the Crimean Tatar state in the fifteenth
century, and the importance of subsequent links between the Cossacks
and Tatars.®®> The Ukrainian orientalist Ahatanhel Kryms'kyi even
argued in the 1920s that the Ukrainians/Slavs played a vital role in estab-
lishing and running the Ottoman Empire.?® The Russophile myth that
Slavic settlement of both regions began only after Russia’s defeat of the
Crimean Tatars and Ottoman Turks in the late eighteenth century is
therefore rejected.?”
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Homeland myths: Belarus

As in Ukraine, Belarusian nationalists have relied on a mixture of history
and ethnography to construct their image of homeland, which, like that of
Ukrainian nationalists, is not contained by the current borders of the
state.®® In the East, it is pointed out that the state borders of ‘Lithuania-
Belarus’ extended east of Smolensk, which was only definitively lost to
Russia in 1667.8° Belarus’ natural ethnographic borders therefore reach
to within 200 miles of Moscow. In the West, it is stressed that Vil nia
(Vilnius) was established as the state capital of the Lrviny in the four-
teenth century when it was already an ethnically ‘Belarusian city’.?° In the
Belarusian case, the shrinkage of national territory in the present is there-
fore felt more acutely than in Ukraine, where the shoring up of the
national territorial imagination is mainly a defensive task.

Significantly, Belarusian and Ukrainian historians even have con-
flicting histories of their mutual borderlands. Belarusian nationalists
claim that much of the population of north-west Ukraine are in fact dena-
tionalised Belarusians who were once part of the medieval ‘Lithuanian-
Belarusian’ state. Ukrainian nationalists, on the other hand, press the
counterclaim that the population of areas such as Brest in south-west
Belarus are denationalised Ukrainians, as reflected by the decision of the
1918 Treaty of Brest-Litovsk to grant the area to Ukraine.*!

Myths of national character and myths of the ‘other’: Ukraine

In terms of their main singular ‘other’, Ukrainophiles and Belarusophiles
share a similar view of Russia (although subsidiary stereotyping exists for
Poles, Jews, Lithuanians, etc.). Common themes are that Ukraine and
Belarus are by nature ‘European’ civilisations, the last frontier against
‘Asiatic’ Russia (as with Poland and Russia, or Germany and Poland,
civilisation is deemed to finish at the state’s eastern border). Moreover,
Russia is characterised as an inherently despotic and expansionist imper-
ial state, in contrast to the strong democratic (and demotic) traditions
long nurtured in Ukraine and Belarus. Muscovy/Russia has therefore
been forced to use Belarus and Ukraine as a ‘bridge to Europe’.

While Rus” was an integral part of European concord of states, and
Ukrainian and Belarusian lands in the Polish-Lithuanian Common-
wealth were open to influence from both the Catholic and later the
Protestant worlds, Moscow’s contact with Europe proper was limited
until the seventeenth century.®? The ‘Tatar Yoke’ therefore served only to
widen a cultural gap that was already in existence. Supposedly, ‘before its
union with Russia, Ukraine was already a European state’ with ‘a level of
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development of literature, music and architecture’ far in advance of
Moscow, where ‘more than half of even the members of the Boyars’
Duma were illiterate’.°> The ‘Europeanness’ of Ukraine and Belarus was
reinforced by their long struggle with the East, whereas Moscow was
forced to ape its invaders. The idea is often expressed that the rest of
Europe owes a common debt to Ukraine and Belarus for their long and
spirited defence of ‘Christian civilisation’,’* during the Cossack period in
particular.?’

The democratic cultures of both Ukraine and Belarus were supposedly
demonstrated by the practice of Magdeburg Law, and their more limited
experience of serfdom, which had to be ‘reimposed’ after Russian con-
quest.®® Both nations also had traditions of popular assembly and limited
government that were supposedly alien to Moscow. For the Ukrainians
the self-government practised by the Cossacks exemplified the individu-
alistic Ukrainian national character, marking them off from the aristo-
cratic Poles and collectivist Russians.®” The 1710 Cossack constitution of
Hetman Pylyp Orlyk is claimed to have been ‘the first European constitu-
tion in the modern sense of the term’, providing a model blueprint for
popular democracy well before the American and French Revolutions.®®

In the religious sphere, Ukrainian nationalists claim that during the six
‘[eleventh to seventeenth] centuries when the Kievan Metropolitanate was
in practice autonomous from Constantinople’ a complete ‘national style’
of Orthodoxy was developed, with Ukraine having its own rituals, mode of
administration and style of art, architecture and music, as well as a ‘greater
tolerance of other believers’.® Moreover, the gap supposedly widened still
further after the fifteenth century. Moscow regarded Constantinople itself
as apostate after the temporary reunion with Rome in 1439 (the Union of
Florence) and clung to an idealised version of original Orthodoxy by uni-
laterally establishing its own Metropolitanate in 1448,'% while it has been
claimed that most Ukrainians initially accepted the terms of the Union, or
were at least unopposed.!?! With Constantinople’s authority in decline
after its occupation by the Ottomans in 1453, the Ukrainians were increas-
ingly open to Renaissance, Reformation and Counter-Reformation
influences, producing a ‘Golden Age’ of Ukrainian Orthodoxy in the
seventeenth century, in sharp contrast to the raskol in Russia provoked by
Patriarch Nikon’s reforms. 102

Although the Ukrainian Orthodox Church was suppressed in 1686, it
was revived in 1921-30, 1941-4 and 1990. Ukrainophiles have attempted
to ‘re-Ukrainianise’ the Church and restore pre-1686 traditions, but have
largely been stalled since the election of Leonid Kuchma as president in
1994, with both hierarchs and faithful divided between supporters of the
rival ‘Kiev’ and ‘Moscow’ Patriarchies.
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Since the Union of Brest in 1596, Ukraine has had a second national
Church, the Uniate or Greek Catholic Church.!%3 Historically, the Church
has been based in western Ukraine, where nationalists have credited it with
preserving national identity under the difficult conditions of first Polish,
then Habsburg, next Polish again and finally Soviet rule.!%* However, it is
also true that Uniate and Orthodox have frequently been in conflict and
that the division between the two creates an awkward fissure in Ukrainian
national identity. Tentative attempts at reconciliation between the two
Churches have come to naught. Significantly therefore, some nationalists
have harked back to the ecumenical unity of the era before 1596,19% or even
flirted with a Ukrainian ‘neo-paganism’, which glorifies the period before
Christianisation in 988 AD as a time when all ‘Ukrainians’ were spiritually
united and Ukrainian culture already highly developed.106

Myths of national character and myths of the ‘other’: Belarus

Many of the same points are made about Belarusian national charac-
ter.!%7 Because Belarusian lands escaped Moscow’s ‘240 years under the
Golden Horde’, native traditions such as the veche (assembly), ‘the [key]
institution of medieval democracy’, were able to survive, while ‘an Asiatic
despotism was established in the Muscovite state’.!® In contrast to
Russophile historians’ depiction of Russia’s western wars in the three cen-
turies before 1795 as wars to liberate the Orthodox from Catholic oppres-
sion, Belarusophile historians have argued that they were in fact wars
against the Belarusian people, defending their traditional liberties against
the alien Muscovite autocracy. The Union of Lublin in 1569, far from
being a ‘Polish plot’, was therefore essentially a defensive measure against
Russian pressure during the Livonian Wars (1558-83), to which the
Belarusians happily agreed.!%

Furthermore, Belarusian nationalists argue that Russians and
Belarusians, not Russians and Poles, were the main combatants in the
wars of this period. During the war of 1512-22 some 30,000 Belarusians
supposedly routed 80,000 Muscovites at the Battle of Arsha (Orsha) in
1514, putting 30,000 to 40,000 to the sword. At the battle of Ulla in 1564
Ivan IV was defeated, losing 30,000 men to the Belarusians’ 10,000,!1° as
revenge for the bloody massacre of Polatsk in 1563. On the other hand, it
is estimated that during the ‘Commonwealth’ war of 1654-67 some 53
per cent of the population of Belarus perished (numbers fell from 2.9
million to 1.35 million).'!!

Some Belarusophile historians stress the struggle to preserve local reli-
gious traditions in the face of the Moscow Patriarchy’s claim to a monop-
oly inheritance on the Church of Rus’ (Protestant influences were also
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strong during the Reformation), but in essence the claim to a religious
difference between Russians and Belarusians rests on the assertion that
most Belarusians adopted the Uniate Catholic faith after the Union of
Brest in 1596. Supposedly, ‘80 per cent of the rural population’ were still
Uniate in the 1790s and remained so until the Church was forcibly dis-
solved in 1839.112 However, the desire to maintain Catholic traditions led
many Belarusians to assimilate to the Polish nationality in the nineteenth
century, and the Uniate Church was extirpated much more thoroughly in
Belarus than in Ukraine.

Myths of empire and colonialism

‘Empire’ and ‘colony’ are not absolute givens. They are socially con-
structed concepts whose application to any given context is a matter of
social choice.!!? While Ukrainophiles and Belarusophiles have therefore
freely characterised the Romanov and Soviet polities as ‘empires’,11* this
claim has been vociferously denied by Russophiles (see below, p. 46). The
former have also claimed that it was only the experience of empire that led
to a forcible diminution of the cultural gap between Ukrainians,
Belarusians and Russians, whereas Russophiles assert that it was cultural
closeness that brought them together in the first place.

For Ukrainophiles and Belarusophiles, ‘empire’ is therefore character-
ised by myths of oppression and forcible ‘Russification’. The experience of
‘empire’, because it led to the abolition of institutions, the assimilation of
elites and the suppression of all markers of separate identity, is used to
explain the weakness of national identity in the present. National Churches
were forcibly dissolved and languages either banned outright or damaged
in purity (see also chapter 8 on the Georgian language).!!5 Physical losses
are also stressed and characterised as ‘ethnicide’, as with the upwards of
seven million who died in the 1932—3 Great Famine in Ukraine,!!® and the
victims of Stalin’s repressions in Ukraine and Belarus.!!” Economic
exploitation is also a standard theme, with both nations being character-
ised as ‘internal colonies’ of first the Romanov state and then the USSR. 118
Lastly, the ‘empire’ tends to be characterised as ethnic, a specifically
‘Russian’ dominion rather than a Romanov Hausmacht or an ideology in
power, providing a means of characterising Russian behaviour in the
present as merely repeating the patterns of the past.

Myths of resistance and revival: Ukraine

The other side of the depiction of the ‘imperial’ experience is the assump-
tion that oppression and the continuing gap between the cultures of the
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metropole and the ‘colony’ bred strategies of resistance rather than
assimilation. As in most nationalist mythologies, heroes and martyrs, and
the depiction of the strivings of the nation towards eventual redemption,
tend to play a prominent place in the Ukrainophile and Belarusophile
schema.

Ukrainophile historiography, in contrast to the ‘Little Russian’ stereo-
type of voluntary Ukrainian absorption into the Russian cultural sphere,
tends to portray the entire period since 1654 teleologically as one long
defensive struggle (rukh oporu) for national liberation.!!® ‘Resistance’
(opir) can be found in every age, from the struggle of eighteenth-century
hetmans such as Ivan Mazepa and Pavio Polubotok to uphold the rights
granted to Ukraine by the Pereiaslav Treaty (Mazepa was traditionally
demonised in Russian historiography for siding with Charles XII of
Sweden against Peter the Great at the Battle of Poltava in 1709),!120
through the leaders of the nineteenth century national revival movement
and the UNR,!?! Mykhailo Hrushevs'kyi in particular (see above, p.
28),122 to the dissidents of the 1960s and 1970s.123 The pantheon of
national heroes has even been expanded to include socialist leaders of the
UNR such as Symon Petliura and Volodymyr Vynnychenko (vilified by
nationalists in the 1920s) and the ‘national communists’ of the Soviet
era, in particular Mykola Skrypnyk and Oleksandr Shums’kyi, who pro-
moted Ukrainianisation policies before their removal in the early
1930s.124

Otherwise discrete events are made to fit into the schema of national
resistance and revival. Peasant rebellions, such as the 1768 Koliivshchyna,
are now argued to have been provoked by national rather than class griev-
ances.'?> When women are lauded for their contribution to Ukrainian
history, it is characteristically mainly for their role in the national libera-
tion movement.!?6 The workers’ movement in 1917-20 is made to seem
more pro-nationalist or at least ‘passive and neutral’ than was undoubt-
edly the case.!?’

However, the most important, and most controversial, Ukrainian
liberation myth concerns the campaigns of the Ukrainian Insurgent Army
(known by its Ukrainian acronym, UPA) between 1943 and 1954. In
Soviet times the UPA was derided as a neo-Nazi and collaborationist
force, composed entirely of fanatical Galicians fighting a Red Army com-
posed mainly of other Ukrainians. Now the UPA is lauded for its bravery
in fighting against first the Poles and Germans and then continuing to
engage Soviet forces against overwhelming odds until the mid-1950s.128
Moreover, it is claimed that the vast majority of UPA fighters were simple
patriots rather than ideological zealots, and that recruits came from all
over Ukraine rather than from Galicia alone.'?° The total number of UPA
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soldiers, estimated at around 90,000 in Western sources, is put as high as
400,000.13% The attempt has even been made to rehabilitate those who
fought with some degree of direct German support, such as the SS-
Galicia division formed in 1944.13! While this new line is vigorously pro-
moted in western Ukraine and to a lesser extent in Kiev, it is extremely
difficult to export to the rest of Ukraine, where the traditional myth of the
Second World War as a Soviet Ukrainian victory against fascism and its
collaborators still holds sway.!*?

Myths of resistance and revival: Belarus

In Belarusophile historiography the first major national rebellion
occurred in 1794, immediately after the first seizure of Belarusian lands
by tsarist Russia in 1793.133 The Russian general, Count Suvorov, who
thanks to his traditional depiction in Russophile historiography as the
‘liberator’ of Belarus from Catholic Poland has scores of streets and
squares named after him in Belarusian towns, is painted instead as the
uprising’s bloody suppressor.!3* The 1863 Polish revolt is claimed to have
been locally primarily a struggle for the re-establishment of Belarusian
rather than Polish independence, and its leader Kastys” Kalinotiski lion-
ised as the founding father of the Belarusian national revival.!?

However, the Belarusian People’s Republic of 1918 enjoyed only a
fleeting existence (see above, p. 35). The Belarusian pantheon is not as
crowded as the Ukrainian. Moreover, Belarusophiles have no Second
World War myth to displace, even at the price of divisive controversy, the
Soviet myth of common endeavour against the Germans. The Polish
Home Army fought on Belarusian territory,!*®* but there was no
Belarusian equivalent of the UPA or Baltic resistance movements.

The Russophile version

Conscious Russophile historiography on the Ukrainian and Belarusian
‘questions’ developed in parallel with the rise of the latter two nations’
national movements, as it was in essence an attempt to refute the histori-
cal claims they made, although far less attention was paid to the argu-
ments of the much weaker Belarusian movement. Before the late
nineteenth century, the assumption of Russian historians such as
Karamzin, Sovoliev and Kliuchevskii that the three east Slavic peoples
were naturally one was more or less unconscious.!?” In the early nine-
teenth century, therefore, most Russians had no great antipathy towards
‘little Russian’ writers such as Mykhailo Maksymovych or Panteleimon
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Kulish, although Russian attitudes were predicated on the view of
‘Ukraine as different from Russia but at the same time a complement, not
a rival, to Great Russian culture’ and the assumption that ‘little Russian’
local patriotism was perfectly compatible with loyalty to the tsar.138

However, after the Crimean War, there was a greater sense of the fragil-
ity of the empire, and the rise of an organised Ukrainian national move-
ment produced an at first unsympathetic and, after 1905, a distinctly
hostile response.!>® The events of 1917-20 further deepened Russian
antipathy to Ukrainian ‘separatism’,'*® at first amongst Russian
émigrés,'"! but then also amongst the official Soviet historical establish-
ment from the mid-1930s onwards.'%? Significantly, however, hardly any-
thing new has been produced since 1991, with Russian historians and
politicians content to recycle old arguments.

Myths of origin

Russophile historiography begins with a myth of common origin, namely
that at the time of Kievan Rus’ there existed a single ‘ancient Rus’ nation’
(drevnii russkii narod or tri-edinaia russkaia natsiia). Even before the
foundation of Rus’, it is argued that all the eastern Slavs shared ‘a single
language and a common culture and religion’ and were drawn together in
collective struggle against common enemies to both the east and the
west.!43 By the time of Vladimir (Volodymyr) the ‘national monolith’ had
therefore ‘developed such extraordinary strength and solidity’ as to last
through the subsequent centuries of division.!'#* The sack of Kiev by
Andrei Bogoliubskii in 1169 was only due to ‘fratricidal struggle amongst
the Rurik [the ruling dynasty]’. “The foreign, threatening power for the
Russia [sic] of Kiev was not then Moscow, but the Tatars and Poland’,
and before them the Khazars, Pechenegs and Polovtsians, against whom
all the inhabitants of Rus’ fought in a common front.1%

Slightly more sophisticated versions of Russophile history hold that the
identity of the inhabitants of Rus’ was ‘pre-national’, and/or that (partial)
differentiation between the three east Slavic peoples came about only as a
result of artificial political divisions imposed in the thirteenth—fourteenth
or even fifteenth-sixteenth centuries.'*® As the Dnieper territories were
depopulated (even in Kiev there were ‘only 200 houses’ at the end of the
thirteenth century),'¥’ they were extremely vulnerable to temporary
Polish influence. However, despite ‘the denationalisation and
Catholicisation of the upper classes . . . the broad popular masses pre-
served their Russianness [russkost ] and their desire for unity with the rest
of Russia’. 148
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Mpyrhs of separation and reunion

In the Russophile view, just as Polish domination of the eastern kresy was
an artificial phenomenon, the Grand Duchy of Lithuania was established
only by the forcible conquest of Ukrainians and Belarusians, who began
to seek reunion with Russia as early as the fourteenth century, after the
Union of Krevo in 1385 led to a loss of faith in the Lithuanian state’s
ability to ‘defend the Orthodox and unite all Rus”. The persecuted
Orthodox now naturally looked to Moscow for salvation.!#® Reunion in
1654 or 1793-5 is of course prominently celebrated,!*° and would have
come earlier, had not ‘a new factor came onto the scene, — Polish
Imperialism, — and the natural march of events, the political unification of
the Russian [sic] people, [been] checked’ by the Union of Lublin in
1569,15!

The long wars fought against the Rzeczpospolita until 1795 were there-
fore supposedly fought for the liberation of the Orthodox. The Uniate
Church is viewed as a creature of the Vatican, while the idea of ‘separate’
Ukrainian and even Belarusian branches of Orthodoxy is dismissed as an
uncanonical absurdity. Although some local Orthodox magnates may
have fought against Muscovy in the wars of 1507-8, 1512-22 and
15347, this was in the nature of warfare at the time, which was largely a
‘collision of leaderships’. Kindred states often fought one another, but
there was no evidence that the popular masses were involved.!52

As the prime motivation of Belarusians and Ukrainians was then to
seek reunion with Russia, there was no point in their establishing separate
states. Lithuania was never a Slavic state; ‘Lithuania-Belarus’ was a
fiction invented by nationalist historians. Nor was the Ukrainian Cossack
polity ever a ‘state’. The anarchic traditions of the Cossacks prevented it
from developing an ‘administrative apparat’,'3> and it remained a loose
geographical entity occupying a far smaller area than the fictional
“‘Ukraine of Brest-Litovsk’.?>* Slobids’ka Ukraine had little connection
with the Hetmanate, and the Cossacks’ military adventures further afield
were only ‘incursions’ that never established ‘permanent lordship’.!
There was therefore no real Ukrainian presence in what is now south-east
Ukraine before the area became ‘New Russia’ after Russia conquered it
from the Tatars and Turks at the end of the eighteenth century.

It is worth noting that one of the founding fathers of the ‘Eurasian’
school in the 1920s, Nikolai Trubetskoi, accepted that Ukrainian and
‘Great Russian’ culture had indeed diverged to an extent before 1654,
but, in an ironic twist to the Ukrainophile argument, argued that ‘at the
turn of the eighteenth century the mtellectual and spiritual culture of Great
Russia was Ukrainianised [as a result of the reforms of Patriarch Nikon and
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Peter I]. The difference between the West Russian [i.e. Ukrainian] and
the Muscovite versions of Russian culture were eliminated through the
eradication of the latter. Now there was only one Russian culture.’}*® (The
earlier Ukrainian influence from south to north made subsequent
‘Russification’ from north to south easier.)

Myths of foreign intrigue

For most Russophiles, Ukrainian and Belarusian history therefore ends in
1654 or 1793-5, union with Russia having ‘saved the people of Ukraine
[and Belarus] from extinction’ at the hands of the Poles.!>” On the other
hand, subsequent occasional manifestations of ‘separatism’ are explained
away as the result of ‘foreign intrigue’, originally by Uniate Catholics and
Jesuit Poles, then by Habsburg and German ‘agents of influence’. For
some ‘the Poles can really by right be considered the fathers of the
Ukrainian doctrine’ working through Kharkiv university to re-establish
their claim to the eastern kresy in the first third of the nineteenth
century.!?® For others, ‘there is no doubt as to the Austro-German origin
of the legend of the existence of a separate Ukrainian nation’; historians
should ‘look for the Ukrainian Piedmont in the Foreign Offices of Berlin
and Vienna, not in dear Galicia’.'* All would agree, however, that foreign
influence moulded the Galicians, introducing an artificial nationalist
virus into Ukrainian—-Russian relations. By the twentieth century ‘in
terms of name, blood, belief and culture, Galicia and Ukraine had less in
common than Ukraine and Belorussia, or Ukraine and Great Russia’.1%°

In any case, the nineteenth-century Ukrainian national revival is
depicted as a marginal movement, involving only ‘a few tens of youths’.16!
Similarly, it is argued that the UNR collapsed within months through lack
of popular support and was resurrected only by German force of arms. 62
In any case, the leaders of the UNR were not elected and ‘had no formal
or moral right to speak in the name of the people of Ukraine’.1%*> The
1918 Belarusian People’s Republic (BNR) is dismissed as a rootless
‘bourgeois-democratic’ experiment, ‘formed by an [unrepresentative]
group of the intelligentsia on an unconstitutional basis’. It had no support
amongst ‘the popular masses’, as demonstrated by the mere 0.3 per cent
of the vote won by the Belarusian national parties in the 1917 Constituent
Assembly elections. It existed for so long only by virtue of the support of
the ‘German occupying administration’. 164

Also dismissed is the idea that the BNR and Belorussian Soviet
Socialist Republic were ‘two parts of the same process’. Instead it was the
Bolsheviks who made ‘best use of the revolutionary energies of the
Belarusian people’, who sought and achieved ‘self-rule on a Soviet
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basis’,1%> thereby reiterating the key pan-Slavic myth that the first real
Belarusian state/republic was a gift of Soviet rule.

Myths of joint endeavour

Instead of the discourse of ‘empire’ and ‘colony’ prevalent in
Ukrainophile and Belarusophile historiography, Russophile history aims
to present the experience of Ukraine and Belarus since 1654 or 1793-5 as
one of ‘fraternal union’ with Russia and to celebrate their subsequent
joint labours to mutual benefit. The link with Russia is also characterised
as bringing ‘progress’ and ‘development’, economic growth, the spread of
literacy and the establishment of modern welfare services,!% in contrast
to the tendency of Ukrainophiles and Belarusophiles to idealise the status
quo ante. Traditional narratives of ‘socialist construction’ (or occasionally
its opposite, ‘oint suffering’ under communism)'®’ and the three
peoples’ joint victory in the Second World War therefore loom propor-
tionately larger in Russophile historiography,'%® as does opposition to all
attempts to rehabilitate ‘outsiders’, such as, pre-eminently, the UPA, who
are still depicted as tools of the Nazis.!%® The dissolution of the USSR is
blamed, when the question of causality is seriously addressed at all, on the
machinations of self-interested politicians (in Solzhenitsyn’s words, ‘the
agile Fiihrers of several national republics’)17? and third parties.!”!

Conclusions

The Russophile schema is totally unwilling to concede any of the building
blocks of a separate Ukrainian or Belarusian identity. There is no real
engagement with rival narratives, just denial. On the other hand, this very
inflexibility has left Russophiles ill equipped to respond to the realities of
east Slavic disunion. Since 1991 the Ukrainians at least have therefore
had relative freedom to develop their ‘national idea’, while the only option
for ethnic Russians or Russophiles in Ukraine and Belarus has been root-
and-branch opposition to the local mythologies.

In Belarus this is less of a problem, as the Belarusian ‘national idea’ is
comparatively weak and the recycling of old myths is for the moment at
least sufficient to keep it at bay. Something more is needed for
Russophiles in Ukraine, however. Even in the east and south, Russophile
historiography is being squeezed out of the official arena, although it can
still be found in the press and in partisan party publications,!”? and there
is a much greater need to produce a version of history that addresses the
reality of being Russian- (or Russophone-) in-Ukraine (see chapter 6 on
the crucial importance of the Russophone Ukrainian identity). Cognitive
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dissonance and passive resistance to the Ukrainophile schema amongst
Russophones is considerable, but by sticking to traditional all-Russian
historiography, which allows virtuaily no place for any separate Ukrainian
identity, Russophiles may well be narrowing their appeal to the large
potential middle ground.

In Belarus, national historiography was penetrating the official sphere
only gradually before new president Alexander Lukashenka’s de facto
restoration of Russophile mythology in 1995.17 Moreover, the compar-
ative weakness of key aspects of Belarusophile mythology has hampered
its dissemination.!”* In Ukraine, Ukrainophile ideas have dominated both
school texts and official discourse to a much greater extent.!”®
Significantly, although new president Kuchma dropped most references
to more controversial subjects such as the UPA after his election in 1994,
he maintained many key elements of the Ukrainophile schema, in partic-
ular the eulogisation of Khmel nyts 'kyi and the UNR.176

Where it has come to predominate, Ukrainophile and Belarusophile
historiography provides a framework for justifying separate development
and for characterising Russia’s current actions as ‘imperial’. On the other
hand, it is the very sharpness of the divide it creates against Russia that
makes such mythology difficult for many Russophiles and/or Russian-
speakers to accept. Even in Ukraine it is unlikely that historians or politi-
cians seeking historical legitimation will speak with one voice.
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