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History as a Battleground

Russian-Ukrainian Relations and Historical
Consciousness in Contemporary Ukraine

Zenon E. Kohut

With headlines focusing on tensions over the future of the Common-
wealth of Independent States, economic integration, nuclear disarm-
ament, the fate of the Black Sea fleet, and border disputes, it may seem
strange to address such a seemingly esoteric problem in Ukrainian-
Russian relations as the perception of history. Yet it is my contention
that the current disputes are symptomatic of a much more fundamental
set of problems. Foremost among them is the question of “deimperial-
ization”—the adjustment of structures and intellectual concepts to the
dissolution of an empire. In the case of Russian-Ukrainian relations the
problem is even deeper than what Ukraine’s president Leonid
Kravchuk has labeled “Russia’s imperial disease” or “imperial think-
ing.” After all, even some staunch Russian nationalists, for example,
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, are willing to let go of most of the former
Soviet Union for a reconstituted Russia. Their “Russia,” however, also
includes Ukraine.! Ukrainian independence, therefore, raises not only
the problem of deconstructing an empire but also such fundamental
questions as, What is Russia? What is Ukraine? And what is the historical
relationship between them? It raises the question of the shaping and
reshaping of identities, and the perception of history has been and
continues to be a chief battleground in the struggle over identity.

For most of modern history, the Russian point of view had been that
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Ukraine is a part of Russia, historically, linguistically, culturally, and
even spiritually. While the origins of this view may be traced to Mus-
covite scribes, its modern foundation was laid by the classic Russian
historians from the late eighteenth through early twentieth centuries:
Nikolai Karamzin, S.M. Solov’ev, and V.O. Kliuchevskii, who viewed
the Kievan Rus’ state, which emerged in the tenth century in central
Ukraine, as the first Russian state and its East Slavic inhabitants as
Russians. In the thirteenth century Kievan Rus’ was partially destroyed
and subjugated by the Mongols. According to the Russian imperial
view, this state, despite the “Mongol yoke,” survived in the north-
east—centered first in Vladimir-Suzdal, then in Moscow, and finally in
St. Petersburg—as the Russian Empire. Thus in a series of territorial
shifts the Russian state continued from Kievan Rus’ to the nineteenth-
century Russian Empire, although the southwestern parts of Rus’
(Ukraine and Belarus) were lost to foreigners, first to Lithuania and
then Poland. From the Russian imperial view, therefore, it follows that
the ancient unity of the Russian state should be reconstituted by the
gathering of all “Russian” lands, including Ukraine and Belarus.2

In placing the original Russian state in Ukraine, the traditional im-
perial scheme had difficulty accounting for the existence of Ukraini-
ans. In 1856, Mikhail Pogodin advanced a thesis that ancient Kiev had
been inhabited by Russians, but the Mongol invasion resulted in a
massive out-migration to the territories in Russia. New tribes from the
Carpathians settled in Ukraine during the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies, forming the ethnic basis for the Ukrainians.3 Although
Pogodin’s theory enjoyed some popularity, the occurrence of such a
population exchange could not be substantiated. Most Russian histori-
ans explained the substantial differences between Russians and Ukrai-
nians in speech, custom, and outlook as corruption of the basically
Russian ethos by Polish influences.

The traditional or Russian imperial scheme of history was not just
the musings of a few academicians. Disseminated through the educa-
tional system and the press, it was the dominant concept in the Russian
Empire until the 1917-21 revolutions. Russian émigré historians
brought it to Europe and North America, where it enjoys virtual canon-
icity.# This historical scheme was utilized in policy formulations: the
justification for the partitions of Poland or for the Russian war aim in
World War I of annexing Galicia to the empire. It was the backdrop to
banning all public use of the Ukrainian language (1863 and 1876) and
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the formulation of a policy and attitude expressed so succinctly by the
Russian Minister of Interior, Count Peter Valuev, on 8 June 1863, that
“there never was any separate Little Russian [Ukrainian] language,
there is not one now, and there cannot be one.”>

By combining dynastic, imperial, and Russian national history, the
Russian imperial scheme was able to provide a justification for the
Russian Empire, equating it with a virtually unbroken thousand-year
history of “Russia” and the “Russian people.” The scheme left very
little room for the history of Ukrainians and Belarusians, except as
wayward branches of the Russian national family. As Ukrainians
began to achieve a measure of national consciousness and organize a
national movement, they could no longer accept the thesis that their
history was merely an adjunct to Russian national history. The Russian
imperial government, ironically, encouraged the study of Ukrainian
history in order to prove that the lands annexed from Poland were from
time immemorial genuinely “Russian.” Nineteenth-century historians
were able to produce many major studies in Ukrainian history, particu-
larly of the Cossack period. Under the influence of Romanticism, the
populist historians did not focus so much on state structures as on the
“folk” or “common people.” In the process, they accumulated more
and more evidence that Ukrainians were distinct not only from Poles
but also from Russians. Without replacing the Russian imperial
scheme, populist Ukrainian historiography demonstrated that in vari-
ous time frames Ukraine had followed its own separate historical
process.5

A conceptual breakthrough was made by Ukraine’s most outstand-
ing historian, Mykhailo Hrushevs'kyi. In his ten-volume Istoriia
Ukrainy-Rusy, other monographs, and hundreds of source publications
and articles, he refuted the traditional imperial Russian scheme and
offered an alternate view. Hrushevs'kyi succinctly summarized his
concept in 1904 in “The Traditional Scheme of ‘Russian’ History and
the Problem of a Rational Organization of the History of the Eastern
Slavs.” In this article, Hrushevs'kyi pointed out that the Russian im-
perial scheme was illogical in equating the history of dynastic relations
with the Russian state and even the Russian nation. He vehemently
rejected the concept of the transfer of geographic centers and the me-
chanical linking of various historical time frames in order to trace a
straight linear development of the Russian nation from Kievan Rus’.
According to Hrushevs ‘kyi, the imperial Russian scheme not only left
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out Ukrainians and Belarusians, but it was also incapable of explaining
the origins of the Russian nation.’

In discrediting the imperial Russian scheme, Hrushevs'kyi pre-
sented his own thesis that Ukrainians, Belarusians, and Russians have
separate and distinct histories. He asserted that rather than moving to
the northeast, the Kievan Rus’ state continued in the Ukrainian territo-
ries through the Galician-Volhynian state and subsequently Lithua-
nian-Rus’. While some legal, governmental, and religious structures
were transplanted to the Russian territory, Russia developed sui gene-
ris and was not organically tied to Kievan Rus’. Thus the history of the
Russian nation began with the northeastern territories, while that of
Ukrainians began with Kievan Rus’. Subsequently, each nation
evolved separately, although at times their fates intertwined.?

From the Ukrainian perspective Hrushevs'kyi’s impact was im-
mense. By utilizing scholarly critiques, he was able to challenge the
prevailing imperial mythology and set up a new historical structure.
Hrushevs'kyi replaced a paradigm in which Ukrainians played virtu-
ally no role in history—even on their own territory—with one in which
they had an ancient past. He provided the intellectual space within
which Ukrainian historical studies could develop. As a result, most
Ukrainian historians whose works were not under Russian-Soviet con-
trol accepted Hrushevs'kyi’s views, while most Russian historians did
not. This is an indication of the extent to which the work of the histo-
rian (with or without his intention) in Eastern Europe has been utilized
to legitimize national myths, and why history itself is a battleground in
the struggle of competing identities.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, under the impact of the
national movement and Ukraine’s brief period of independence, the
populist approach was abandoned for a new “statist” orientation. The
state school historians looked into the past and saw periods when
Ukraine was virtually an independent state. They concentrated on such
indicators of statehood as foreign relations, internal administration, and
judicial procedures. They viewed Kievan Rus’, the Galician-Volhynian
princedom, and even the Grand Duchy of Lithuania as embodiments of
Ukrainian statehood. Like the populists, the state school historians paid
particular attention to the various Ukrainian semi-independent Cossack
formations and viewed them not as mere instruments of social struggle
but rather as representatives of political and national struggle.?

Despite the failed attempt at Ukrainian statehood in 1917-21, the
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state school became dominant in Soviet Ukraine, in western Ukraine
under Poland, and in the emigration. In Soviet Ukraine, it was soon
challenged by Marxist historians, but this developing clash of interpre-
tations was soon overshadowed by the imposition in the 1930s of an
official Soviet scheme. Although proscribed in the Soviet Union, the
state school continued in western Ukraine (until its incorporation into
the Soviet Union in 1945) and also in emigration.

The official Soviet scheme was in essence a reworking of the Rus-
sian imperial one, with added Marxist elements and terminology. It
also posited the unity of the East Slavs in the period of Kievan Rus’.
The East Slavs were referred to as the “old Rus’ people” or, as trans-
lated by some, the “old Russian people” composed of proto-Russians,
Ukrainians, and Belarusians. As in the imperial scheme, the Soviets
also claimed that the unity of “the old Russian people” was shattered
by the Mongol invasion, allowing the subsequent development of a
separate Ukrainian and Belarusian people. Although Ukrainians were
considered to be a part of the “old Rus’ nation,” some Soviet scholars
frequently equated “the old Rus’ nation” simply with Russians. The
primacy of Russians was further elaborated in the doctrine of the
“elder brother,” which presupposes that Russians were more ancient
and more accomplished than their younger brothers, the Ukrainians.!?

While recognizing the existence from the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries of a separate Ukrainian people, Soviet scholarship claimed
that the Ukrainians wanted nothing more than to be “reunified” with
their Russian brethren. Thus, the theme of unity with Russia extended
to all times—even when Ukrainians were outside Russian political
structures. In this scheme the Pereiaslav Agreement of 1654, when the
Ukrainian hetman Bohdan Khmel nyts'kyi conditionally recognized
the suzerainty of the Muscovite tsar, was treated as the pivotal event
that symbolized the “reunification” of the two lands and peoples for all
times. This thesis was sanctified by a decree of the Central Committee
of the Communist Party in 1954 and remained obligatory until the
collapse of the Soviet Union.!!

The Soviet scheme also assumed complete Russian-Ukrainian soli-
darity and communality of interests. Ukrainians were not to be con-
cerned with the status of their own nation but to rejoice and glorify in
Russian accomplishments. At no point in history could Ukrainians
have any legitimate interests that would not coincide with Russian
ones. Nor did Ukrainians have any future as a separate nation, since
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Soviet nationality policy called for their merger into a wider Soviet
people. Ukrainians, therefore, emerged in the fifteenth century in order
to reunify with Russians and then ultimately to disappear into the
Soviet people.!2

Within this narrow conceptual straitjacket, Soviet Ukrainian histori-
ans attempted to study various aspects of Ukrainian history and cul-
ture. The accepted dogma required either expunging a good part of the
historical record or manipulating it to fit the myth. Yet some good
work could be done within the narrow official parameters, and through
the Soviet period historians attempted to test the official boundaries.!3
Nevertheless, only with the policy of glasnost could historians really
move beyond the proscribed dogmas in any significant way.

When beginning in 1990 the rigid boundaries suddenly evaporated,
it was hardly surprising that the first great debate over history in the era of
glasnost was over the work and figure of Mykhailo Hrushevs'kyi. The
Soviet regime had proscribed him on two accounts: (1) as a historian
Hrushevs'kyi had developed a scheme that negated both the Russian
imperial and Soviet schemes; (2) as a politician he had headed the
Central Rada government of an independent Ukraine and had opposed
the Bolsheviks. In early 1988 some scholars attempted to reintroduce
his scholarship—a move fiercely attacked by the Soviet Ukrainian
scholarly establishment.!4 Nevertheless, by 1989 several Ukrainian
journals began to serialize some of Hrushevs’kyi’s works, and a num-
ber of articles attempted to portray his political activity in a positive
manner. The attempt at rehabilitation gained further credibility when
the leading Ukrainian specialist on Kievan Rus’, Petro Tolochko, en-
dorsed the Hrushevs kyi scheme of history.!5

As Ukraine was moving toward greater sovereignty and finally in-
dependence, the opposition to Hrushevs kyi began to dissipate. In Au-
gust 1991 an International Congress on Hrushevs'kyi held in Lviv,
presented a plethora of papers, many of which presumed the correct-
ness of his historical scheme.!¢ In the same year, volume 1 of his
classic History of Ukraine Rus’ was reprinted jointly by the Archeo-
graphic Commission of the Ukrainian Academy of Sciences, the Har-
vard Ukrainian Research Institute, and the Canadian Institute of
Ukrainian Studies.!” Even Ukraine’s declaration of independence re-
ferred to the “thousand-year-old tradition of state creation in
Ukraine”—an indirect acceptance of Hrushevs'kyi’s periodization of
history.!® In 1992 a collection of Hrushevs'kyi’s political articles was
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reprinted with a foreword by President Leonid Kravchuk.!® It is clear
that Hrushevs'kyi’s scheme will be the basis for a newly defined
Ukrainian national history and will be utilized as historical justification
in the promotion of Ukrainian statehood.

The struggle against the Russian imperial scheme of history became
particularly evident in Ukraine’s religious and ecclesiastical life. His-
tory proved again to be the principal battleground driving church poli-
tics and religious ferment.20 The traditional Russian imperial view was,
and to a large extent still is, represented by the Russian Orthodox
Church. The Church traced its origins to the 988 Christianization of
Rus’ in Kiev, lamented the subsequent division of the Church into
Ukrainian and Russian branches, and celebrated the “reunion” of the
two when, in 1686, the Kiev metropolitan was subordinated to the
Moscow patriarchate. Adopting the imperial historical scheme, the
Russian Orthodox Church has been a firm supporter of the concept of
unity of the East Slavs in some larger “Russian” entity in which it was
the only legitimate Orthodox Church.2! The Church de facto ap-
proved and cooperated in the proscription of such rivals as the inde-
pendent Ukrainian Orthodox churches and the Ukrainian Catholic
(Uniate) Church.22

The Ukrainian Orthodox and Catholic churches had a very different
historical vision. They, too, traced their origins to the Christianization
of Rus’ in 988, but they viewed this event as primarily a Ukrainian
one.2> They considered Russia’s Christianization to have occurred
much later, by Ukrainian missionaries.2 In contrast to the Russian
Orthodox Church’s emphasis on early and later East Slavic unity, both
Ukrainian Orthodox and Catholics focused on Ukraine, particularly the
Ukrainian Church’s struggle to preserve its Eastern and Orthodox
character under pressure from Roman Catholic Poland.25 The Ukrai-
nian Catholic solution was the Brest Union (1596), by which a portion
of the Church recognized the primacy of the Pope but retained Ortho-
dox rituals.26 The Ukrainian Orthodox viewed this union as a betrayal
rather than a solution. They emphasized the flourishing of a revitalized
Ukrainian Orthodox Church in the seventeenth century and condemned
its subsequent incorporation into Russian Orthodoxy.2

Within the Russian Empire neither the Ukrainian Orthodox nor the
Ukrainian Catholic churches survived but were merged into the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church. The Ukrainian Catholic Church had survived in
Galicia, which was first under Austrian and then, after World War I,
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under Polish control. During Ukraine’s brief period of independence,
an independent Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church was estab-
lished in Ukraine, but in the 1930s it was merged into the Russian
Orthodox Church, as was the Ukrainian Catholic Church when
Galicia was incorporated into the Ukrainian SSR (1946).28 Thus,
alternative views to the Russian Orthodox Church could be ex-
pressed only in emigration or by the Ukrainian Catholic Church,
which went underground.

The different historical perspectives were clearly evident in 1988
with the celebrations of the millennium of Christianity in Rus’. After
some hesitation, the officially atheistic Soviet government launched
elaborate celebrations of what was popularly labeled the millennium of
“Russian” Christianity and the millennium of the “Russian Orthodox
Church.” Although the original site of the baptism was Kiev, most of
the celebrations occurred in Moscow, a city that did not exist in 988.
From the perspectives of both the Soviet government and the Russian
Orthodox Church, the celebrations were an opportunity to bolster the
concept of the ancient unity of Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians.
Yet by making the celebrations primarily a “Russian” event, the offi-
cial ceremonies also underscored the prominence of Russia and Rus-
sian history, language, and culture.2?

Ukrainians in the diaspora also celebrated the millennium of Christi-
anity. Major commemorative events were staged in Rome; Washing-
ton, DC; South Bound Brook, New Jersey; and Toronto. Scholarly and
commemorative books were published, and the Harvard Ukrainian Re-
search Institute launched a major series of publications of premodern
Ukrainian literature.3? Through such activities, the Ukrainian diaspora
attempted to counter the claim that it was the millennium of the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church and “Holy Russia,” and emphasized the conti-
nuity of Ukrainian Christianity and culture from the time of the 988
baptism. At the same time, the Ukrainian diaspora raised questions as
to the incorporation of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church into the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church and the banning and persecution of the under-
ground Ukrainian Catholic Church.3!

The abatement of religious persecution in the USSR in the late
1980s led to the emergence of the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox
Church and the Ukrainian Catholic Church. In a fierce three-way
struggle over parishes and faithful, the two churches virtually elimi-
nated the Russian Orthodox Church from the most nationally conscious
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and traditionally Catholic areas of western Ukraine.32 In eastern
Ukraine, however, the Russian Orthodox Church was able to hold its
dominant position. By 1990 the Russian Orthodox Church in Ukraine was
sufficiently challenged by the Ukrainian Autocephalous Orthodox Church
to announce its autonomy from Moscow and rename itself the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church.3® After Ukraine’s declaration of independence, the
Ukrainian Orthodox Church asked for its autocephaly, or independence,
from the Moscow patriarch—a request denied by Moscow. In response, a
part of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church joined with the Ukrainian Auto-
cephalous Orthodox Church.34 Although at this time the institutional rela-
tionships are not all clear, the trend toward autocephaly—now also
favored by the Ukrainian government—has clearly been established.3%

While it is complicated by politics, personal ambitions, various
scandals, and questions of canon law, the current situation in Ukraine
has been and continues to be defined by the fundamentally different
historical visions of the various churches. Both the Ukrainian Ortho-
dox and Catholic traditions see Ukraine as having developed since the
988 baptism a distinct and rich tradition of spirituality, which needs to
be reestablished. For the Ukrainian Orthodox this can be accomplished
through establishment of an independent or autocephalous church; for
Catholics, through a Ukrainian particular church in union with Rome.
Another historical vision is that of a common East Slavic spirituality
and heritage embellished in a Russian-dominated Orthodoxy. These
clashing historical outlooks continue to shape the religious struggle
within Ukraine and contribute to tensions between Russia and Ukraine.

Sovereignty and independence also brought new historical themes
to the foreground: the development of the Ukrainian nation, statehood,
and a plethora of previously forbidden topics. Yet Ukrainian historians
and journalists were ill-prepared to present new histories, new interpre-
tations, and new research. For the most part, they turned to the already
available material from the past, particularly the work of historians
who had been neglected or partially or wholly proscribed. Works were
published or republished on or by Dmytro Bahalii, D.I. Iavonyts'kyi,
Mykola Kostomarov, and particularly Volodymyr Antonovych, the
precursor to Hrushevs'kyi.3¢ These historians were favored because
they had been nationally conscious and promoted Ukrainian history in
spite of tsarist or Soviet restrictions. Scholarly and popular journals
began reprinting articles that had been published in the nineteenth
century or abroad.37
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The gap in historical knowledge was also partially filled by Western
scholars. A recent textbook on Ukrainian history by Orest Subtelny
published in Toronto was quickly translated into Ukrainian and pub-
lished in massive quantities in Ukraine. Sections of the book were
serialized in Ukrains ‘kyi istorychnyi zhurnal, and the textbook became
part of the officer training of the Ukrainian military.38 Other Western
scholars published in Ukraine included Omeljan Pritsak, Roman
Szporluk, Taras Hunczak, and Thomas Prymak.3?

A central theme in the revival of a distinct Ukrainian historical
consciousness has been the Cossack experience. In this connection, it
is interesting to note that there is also a Cossack revival in Russia.
However, the two revivals are working in diametrically opposite direc-
tions: the Russian one is fueled by the desire to defend the integrity of
the Russian Empire,*? while the Ukrainian Cossack revival celebrates
Ukrainian national consciousness and defends the territorial integrity
of Ukraine.

The Cossack experience is capable of rallying Ukrainian public
opinion because it strikes a chord in virtually all areas of Ukraine, even
in heavily Russified eastern and southern Ukraine, where few Ukrain-
ian traditions remained. Thus, when Rukh, the popular movement for a
Ukrainian rebirth, wanted to penetrate and partially de-Russify these
regions in 1990, it settled on a series of celebrations commemorating
the five hundredth anniversary of the Zaporozhian Cossacks. Through
such celebrations, Rukh attempted to demonstrate that the area and its
population have a link to the Ukrainian Cossacks and Ukraine. This is
in opposition to the Russian imperial vision of southeastern Ukraine
being associated with the colonization efforts of Catherine II and the
Russian Empire.4!

Since in the past various Cossack formations were indeed indepen-
dent or semi-independent, the Cossacks are also seen as precursors of
Ukrainian statehood. At the time of the 1991 elections, the then chair-
man of the Supreme Rada, Leonid Kravchuk, and his principal oppo-
nent for the Ukrainian presidency, Viacheslav Chornovil, were
photographed holding the mace, the symbol of office of an indepen-
dent Ukrainian hetman. A similar symbolic reference to Ukraine’s
Cossack past was Viacheslav Chornovil’s elaborate ceremony abrogat-
ing the Pereiaslav Agreement of 1654—that is, renouncing what only
recently had been referred to as the “reunion” of Ukraine and Russia.42
In Ukraine today, there is hardly a folk festival, rock concert, or major
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public event without a number of individuals dressed in colorful Cos-
sack garb. As it is intoned in the recently rehabilitated Ukrainian na-
tional anthem, Ukrainians indeed consider themselves descendants of
the Cossacks.

The widespread Cossackophilia is very much evident in both popu-
lar and scholarly publications. Cossacks are presented as models for
democracy and as having drafted a constitution in 1710, “the first in
Europe.”™3 Military newspapers and the journal Army of Ukraine fea-
ture Cossack military campaigns and suggest that the Cossack heritage
has something to offer in developing a Ukrainian military doctrine.*
In a more scholarly vein, a leading specialist on the Cossacks has
suggested making the study of Cossacks a special discipline within
Ukrainian history, with its own research institute.4> Numerous articles
on Cossacks and Cossack hetmans extol those who had struggled for
“the sovereignty and statehood of Ukraine.” In this context, hetman
Ivan Mazepa, who fought against Russia in 1709 and was character-
ized as a “renegade” and “enemy of the people” in Russian imperial
and Soviet historiography, is now considered a hero.46

A second historical theme with virtually universal appeal has been
the exposition of Stalinist crimes. For western Ukraine, these included
executions, mass arrests, and deportations in the 1940s and 1950s. For
eastern Ukraine, attention has been focused on the man-made famine
of 1932-33, in which five to seven million people died. Although the
topic had been completely taboo until the era of glasnost, many Ukrai-
nians had some knowledge of relatives’ having died in the famine. A
film about the famine shown on television on the eve of the December
1991 referendum is credited with influencing the over 90 percent pro-
independence vote.#’” Much material on the famine had been revealed
in the three years prior to independence.4® The fact of the famine has
been accepted by virtually everyone, but there are still differences in
interpretation, with more and more Ukrainians becoming convinced
that the famine was not simply the result of forced collectivization but
an act of purposeful genocide against the Ukrainian people.4®

Another historical topic that is just coming to the foreground is
Ukrainian statehood in 1918-21, particularly the Ukrainian People’s
Republic (UNR). Only four years ago these formations were viewed as
the epitome of evil and reaction, while today they are considered hon-
orable examples of twentieth-century Ukrainian state building. A
plethora of articles has focused on the politics, foreign relations, mili-
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tary policy, policy toward minorities, and other activities of the inde-
pendent Ukrainian governments.’® On a symbolic level, independent
Ukraine has underscored its link to the UNR by adopting the same
national emblems, the trident and the blue and yellow flag. Aware-
ness of the UNR and other independent Ukrainian formations of
1917-21 is now beginning to penetrate the consciousness of the
wider Ukrainian public.

Other historical issues are regionally based and have the potential
for being divisive rather than creating a unifying vision. One of the
most controversial has been the rehabilitation of the Organization of
Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN) and the Ukrainian Insurgent Army
(UPA). The UPA fought partially against the Germans but primarily
against Soviet rule in western Ukraine until 1952.5! The popular press
has carried many articles about the heroic struggle of the UPA against
Soviet occupation. Even the Ukrainian military paper and journal had
extensive favorable press coverage about the activities of the UPA.52
However, other articles object to the veneration of the UPA, arguing
that it had cooperated with the Germans and committed atrocities
against the Ukrainian and Polish populations.’3 The picture is further
complicated by newly released archival materials showing that special
detachments of the NKVD posed as UPA and destroyed entire villages
in order to discredit the UPA. Opposition to the full rehabilitation of
the UPA—whose few remaining members are demanding veterans’
pensions—is particularly strong from Red Army veterans who had
fought the UPA. It is very difficult to reconcile images of the heroic
Red Army defenders against the Nazis and the UPA into a common
historical consciousness. Yet this is exactly what the official organ
of Ukraine’s Defense Ministry attempted to accomplish, with only
limited success.54

In an effort to determine the extent of the struggle over these histori-
cal interpretations and the possible emergence of a new or renewed
Ukrainian historical consciousness, I have examined the daily Pravda
Ukrainy from 1990 to early 1993. This newspaper was chosen be-
cause it is a Russian-language paper that until the banning of the Com-
munist Party was the official organ of the Central Committee of the
Communist Party of Ukraine. It had represented conservative, commu-
nist, pro-union forces. Even after its transformation into a general civic
newspaper—one week after the attempted coup—Pravda Ukrainy re-
tained much of its conservative and anti-Ukrainian nationalist charac-
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ter. Thus I believe Pravda Ukrainy can serve as a barometer of the
extent to which certain historical views have gone beyond the nar-
row stream of nationalist intelligentsia and are beginning to pene-
trate the Communist and, since independence, ex-Communist
political mainstream.

As a daily newspaper, Pravda Ukrainy was not primarily interested
in historical issues. Yet in its struggle against the Ukrainian movement
and particularly Rukh, the newspaper devoted much space to Ukrain-
ian history. For example, when Rukh was preparing to commemorate
the 500th anniversary of the Zaporozhian Cossacks in the summer of
1990, Pravda Ukrainy attacked these preparations.® In this article and
a subsequent one, Pravda Ukrainy objected to Rukh’s attempt to pre-
sent the Cossacks as a unique Ukrainian phenomenon without refer-
ence to Russia and the common Ukrainian-Russian struggle against
Polish control over Ukraine.’¢ Abruptly, on 31 July 1990, Pravda
Ukrainy published an article on the Cossacks that treated them as
primarily a Ukrainian experience and a bastion of freedom and democ-
racy. The about-face occurred fifteen days after Ukraine’s declaration
of sovereignty and on the eve of the Cossack commemorative events in
early August. The Communists decided to co-opt the Cossack issue,
and from late summer 1990 Pravda Ukrainy has consistently presented
the Cossack experience as forming the core of Ukrainian history and
culture. At the same time, the paper continued to oppose the glorifica-
tion of any anti-Russian aspects of Cossack history. In December
1990, Pravda Ukrainy denounced Rukh’s commemoration of Hetman
Mazepa’s stance against Russia at the Battle of Poltava (1709).57 By
January 1992 a more balanced picture of Mazepa emerged, but the
hetman was still referred to as an egotist and political adventurer,
indicating Pravda Ukrainy’s reluctance to accept fully the nationalist
pantheon of heroes.58

A somewhat similar about-face occurred on the question of Ukrain-
ian independence of 1917-21. Pravda Ukrainy’s extensive coverage
of this issue was also sparked by the activities of Rukh. On 22 January
1990, on the anniversary of the declaration of independence in 1918
and the union of the West Ukrainian People’s Republic in 1919, Rukh
sponsored a human chain that linked Lviv and Kiev. The mobilization
in the dead of winter of several hundred thousand people to commem-
orate “bourgeois nationalist” independence and the union of eastern
and western Ukraine in one state presented a serious challenge to the
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Soviet Communist scheme. Pravda Ukrainy repeatedly attacked the
event and any revision of the official view that the UNR was a bour-
geois nationalist entity, opposed to the workers and peasants, and was
in the service of Germany, Austria, and Poland. It particularly lam-
basted the figure of Symon Petliura, the military chief of the Directory
of the UNR, as an epitome of evil, responsible for pogroms and a
general bloodbath in Ukraine. The paper reiterated that all aspirations
of the Ukrainian people were fulfilled through the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion and the formation of the Ukrainian SSR within the Soviet Union.5?
By November 1990, after the sovereignty declaration, the position of
the paper toward the UNR softened, with some positive comments
about Volodymyr Vynnychenko and Mykhailo Hrushevs'kyi.®® In 1992
Pravda Ukrainy published several positive articles about the Central
Rada,! the UNR government, and even a reprint of a factual, neutral
report on Petliura’s assassination.52 It had finally accepted the UNR as
a legitimate example of Ukrainian independence and statehood.

Kievan Rus’ was represented in Pravda Ukrainy as an example of
ancient Russian-Ukrainian unity, now threatened by both Russian and
Ukrainian nationalism.53> On the eve of Ukrainian independence but
prior to the attempted putsch of August 1991, Pravda Ukrainy featured
an extensive interview with Petro Tolochko, a leading specialist who
linked Kievan Rus’ firmly with Ukrainian history.% The full rehabili-
tation of Mykhailo Hrushevs'kyi as a historian placed the paper even
more firmly behind the Ukrainian historical view on the origins of the
East Slavs.

On the famine of 1933, Pravda Ukrainy was silent until June
1991, when it interviewed Serhii Diachenko, who had produced a
film on the topic. Since then, the famine has been touched upon and
represented as genocide against the Ukrainian people, for which
Stalin was responsible.53

No historical theme received so much space in 1990 and 1991 as did
the OUN-UPA. In 1990 sixteen issues had materials on the subject; in
1991 there were at least twenty-five.%6 All of these articles were in
essence attacks on Rukh and Ukrainian separatists. In fact, the move-
ment for Ukrainian independence was represented as either a front for
or as leading to an OUN type of “fascism.” Pravda Ukrainy was par-
ticularly shrill in trying to dispel the notion advocated by some that the
UPA was the backbone of armed resistance to Stalinism. For Pravda
Ukrainy the OUN-UPA was and probably remains the incarnation of
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evil beyond any rehabilitation. The virtually continuous exposé of
OUN leaders and activities ceased suddenly with the declaration of
independence. During all of 1992 there appeared only one factual
note on the UPA.S7 Most likely the newspaper, unsure of its own
status in a postcommunist independent Ukraine, decided not to take
up such a sensitive issue. But an editorial in early 1993 that railed
against a planned reunion in Lviv of surviving members of the SS
Galicia division also deplored the attempted rehabilitation of the
UPA as an equal insult and profanity.5® Pravda Ukrainy, it seems, is
not ready to accept OUN-UPA as part of a new Ukrainian historical
consciousness.

It is clear that history has been a battleground first and foremost in
Ukraine. With independence, historical views that had been under-
ground in Ukraine and more fully developed in the emigration have
come to the foreground. A new historical vision is emerging, in part
spontaneously and in part by deliberate promotion on the part of histo-
rians, journalists, and publicists.

At this stage, Ukrainians are still groping for a shared vision of the
past. Some themes, such as the Cossack experience, the Ukrainian
view of Kievan Rus’, Ukrainian Church traditions, the 1917-21 strug-
gle for independence, and the horrors of Stalinism, particularly the
1933 famine, seem acceptable components of such a vision. Other
themes involving World War II, OUN, and UPA have a more narrow
political or regional appeal, continue to be divisive, and at this time
cannot be incorporated into a broader Ukrainian historical identity.

Although debates over historical interpretations have been normal
components of nation building, the Ukrainian case does have some
peculiar characteristics. Thus far, the emerging Ukrainian historical
consciousness has avoided anti-Russian or anti-Polish rhetoric, despite
the fact that some of the historical themes could readily be used for
such purposes. The process is largely one of differentiation from, but
not rejection of, Russia. It is a search for one’s own historical symbols
rather than shared ones.

The measured approach toward establishing a historical identity is
due to Ukraine’s need to simultaneously build a state and a nation.
There seems to be a consensus for most Ukrainians that nothing should
Jjeopardize independence, not even nation building. Avoidance of con-
flict is paramount, not only vis-a-vis Ukraine’s minorities but also with
former Communists. For example, the exposition of Stalinist crimes is
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a frequent historical theme, yet no reference is ever made to living
perpetrators of such crimes.

The formation of a new Ukrainian historical consciousness is still in
a rudimentary stage, limited to the more nationally conscious elements
of the population. A rapid and widespread introduction of a Ukrainian
view of history is difficult, because imperial Russian and Soviet rule
has resulted in the common acceptance of the dominant interpretations,
even among many Ukrainians. Moreover, there is consensus on only
some themes and interpretations. At least a preliminary codification of
a Ukrainian view will occur with the adoption of new curricula and the
publication of new textbooks. Adoption in school curricula would also
make the Ukrainian historical view more prevalent among the wider
public.

What impact will the emergence of the new Ukrainian historical
consciousness have on Ukrainian-Russian relations? Much will depend
on further developments in Ukraine. Increased political and economic
tensions with Russia have the potential for an anti-Russian historical
orientation. Of equal importance is how the Ukrainian historical view
is received in Russia and the type of historical outlook that will emerge
in post-Soviet Russia.

In Russia, the collapse of communism and the breakup of the Soviet
Union have given new urgency to the debates about the ‘“Russian
question” and Russian identity. As Russians also are searching for
their historical roots, they have attempted to cleanse their history of
Marxist ideology and internationalism. The academician Dmitrii S.
Likhachev has been in the forefront of the attempt to restore to Russia
the essence of its history and culture. According to Likhachev, the
Russian nation emerged in the tenth century in Kievan Rus’, and even
after the split “into two entities, Russia and Ukraine formed not only a
political but also a culturally dualistic unity: Russian culture is mean-
ingless without Ukrainian, as Ukrainian is without Russian.”®® The
most noted Russian author in exile, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, has
echoed very similar views.

The Russian unity myth has been and continues to be so embedded
in the Russian psyche that it is very difficult for Russians—from con-
servative nationalists to liberal democrats—to acknowledge the right
of Ukrainians to their own history and national identity. In a round-
table discussion, the editor of Moscow News, Lev Korpinskii, insisted
that Kiev was “the mother of Russian cities” and that “millions of
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Russians are convinced that, without Ukraine, it is impossible to speak
not only of a great Russia but of any kind of Russia at all.”’® The
liberal thinker Aleksandr Tsipko came to the conclusion that “without
today’s Ukraine, there can be no Russia in the old, real sense of the
word.””! Viktor Aksiuchits, the leader of the Russian Christian Demo-
cratic Movement, argued that “despite what we are told now, I am
absolutely sure that Belarusians, Ukrainians, and Russians even today
continue to belong to one great Russian nation, formed during our joint
history on the basis of the Orthodox faith.”’? The emphasis on unity
takes on shrill dimensions in the right-wing Russian popular press.
Such journals as Molodaia gvardiia, Iunost’, the newspaper Litera-
turnaia Rossiia, and, in their own specialized fields, Voenno-
istoricheskii zhurnal and Zhurnal Moskovskoi patriarkhii have been
advocating’® a “one and indivisible Russia” that includes Ukraine both
in the past and for the future. This position has been most systemati-
cally elaborated in Molodaia gvardiia, with the claims that Russia has
a thousand-year-old history, that only within this Russian state can
Ukraine exist, and that only a reconstituted Russia can provide stability
for Europe and the world.”

While the more liberal Russian press does not advocate a “recov-
ery” of Ukraine, it has not challenged the intellectual underpinnings for
the “Russian idea.” So far there has been hardly any attempt to differ-
entiate between the history of Russia and that of the Russian Empire,
or to view Russian history as primarily the experience of the Russians.
Thus the Russian historical outlook still stresses unity and still presup-
poses that much of the history and culture of Ukraine is part and parcel
of the Russian experience. Such a view is in direct opposition to the
emerging Ukrainian historical consciousness, which stresses an au-
tochthonous historical process and differentiation from Russia.

What impact does the emergence of a Ukrainian historical con-
sciousness and the persistence of the Russian unity myth have on
foreign policy? While historical considerations have not been the pri-
mary factors in the conduct of foreign policy of either Russia or
Ukraine, they do color the attitudes of each side toward the other. The
Russian government, even under the relatively “liberal” foreign policy
of Andrei Kozyrev, treats Ukraine more as a wayward child than as an
equal partner. Ukraine sees in virtually every action of Russia hege-
monic and imperialistic intentions. Moreover, some Russian leaders
seem willing to act out the old Russian imperial myth and bring the
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Ukrainians and Belarusians into a “Great Russian nation.” Any such
attempt would run against the growing Ukrainian national and histori-
cal consciousness and could result in bloodshed, chaos, and a Yugosla-
via-type tragedy. One way to avert such a tragedy would be for
Russian historians to focus their attention on historical events that
occurred on the territory of contemporary Russia and not seek to legiti-
mate Russian statehood beyond Russian borders. Politicians, more-
over, should be careful to act on the basis of genuine national interests
of Russia and Ukraine rather than to pursue nineteenth-century na-
tional myths.
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