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Introduction

Marléne Laruelle, George Washington University, USA

Works devoted to nationalism in contemporary Russia often tend to disso-
ciate the radical, extremist movements—whether it is a matter of small, neo-
fascist parties or youth sub-cultures such as the skinheads—from the more
official movements within the country’s ruling bodies, and which manipulate
the theme of the nation for diverse aims. In Russia itself, both the media and
researchers have a tendency to dissociate expressions of nationalism, consi-
dered as destructive of the social fabric and as being often violent, from those
of patriotism, which, by contrast, is perceived as a healthy and constructive
movement—indeed, on the back of significant support from public opinion, it
is a movement that the Kremlin has again made fashionable. However, de-
spite the existing diversity of agendas and methods of action, these differing
statements on the nation can be said to share many overlapping spaces, or
even a continuum. This is so much the case that issues related to national
identity have become central for the creation of a civic consensus.

The so-called nationalist movements, the Russian authorities, and public opi-
nion have sometimes very contradictory visions of the country’s future, but
their points of view join up on a series of themes. Two types of topics fall un-
der this consensual category. The first one is xenophobia against migrants,
although the degree of radic alism varies widely, as do the strategies pro-
posed to fight it (which range from state programs for teaching “tolerance” to
calls by radical groups to expel “foreigners”). The second domain of consen-
suality bears on the interpretation of evolutions in the Near Abroad. Here, too,
in spite of differences in nuance, the same interpretative grid is deployed in
the Kremlin’s narratives, surveys of public opinion, and nationalist move-
ments. Nationalism is, above all, an instrument geared for the Russian do-
mestic scene. The Kremlin’s promotion of its very statist patriotism is de-
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signed to respond to a social demand from “below” as well as to prevent na-
tionalist sentiment from becoming a driver of possible opposition to United
Russia. The media-cultivated mainstream points up cultural components con-
nected with Russian history and reprises for its own ends Soviet mottos and
pathos, such as those concerning ethnic tolerance and the unity of Eurasian
peoples. There are numerous projects for political mobilization that are based
on the notion that multiple potential enemies, both internal and external ones,
put the nation in “danger,” but not all are successful.

Contrary to what is often supposed, however, “Russian nationalism” does not
play a structural role in Russia’s foreign policy: grounded in existing legal
frameworks, Moscow’s decisions at the international level are much more
nuanced than those endorsed by nationalist groups. Indeed few so-called na-
tionalist figures occupy positions in institutions connected with foreign policy.
The exception here is Dmitri Rogozin, though Putin has managed to margi-
nalize him from domestic politics by appointing him as Russia’s NATO repre-
sentative. Over recent years mechanisms have been developed to promote
Russia abroad, and a new space of meeting has been created between the
statist logics pertaining to foreign affairs and those of groups or major figures
sensitive to the future of the Russian nation. These logics underscore Mos-
cow’s underestimation of questions of nation-branding, its need to invest in
the “information war,” and its need to rally Russian-speaking communities
throughout the world.

Moreover, in the domestic sphere, themes connected with the Near Abroad
engender — near total — unanimity: one of the most striking examples is the
war with Georgia in August 2008. Such unanimity also reigns concerning
Moscow’s criticisms of the Baltic States, its opinion of the Ukrainian political
elite, and that of the situation in Moldavia whenever the future of Transnistria
is at stake. Consensus also prevails through a vague, but historically anc-
hored, resentment toward “the West,” whether at issue is Europe or the Unit-
ed States, both of which are s uspected of not appreciating Russia’s real
worth and of applying double-standards in their policies toward it. The only
event of the “Far Abroad” that received a uniform interpretation in Russia was
the riots in the French suburbs in 2005: the authorities, public opinion, and
nationalist groups, not to me ntion very many Russ ian intellectuals, viewed
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these riots as a fight conducted by “Arabs” against the “French.” A mirror of
their own domestic phobias over the migration issue, this gave birth to mul-
tiple narratives about the “disappearance of European ethnic identity,” and
about the need for Russia to avoid this path.

The five chapters gathered in this work discuss the new conjunctions that
have emerged between foreign policy events and expressions of “Russian
nationalism.” Relations with Georgia, Ukraine, and the Baltic countries, in par-
ticular over the memory wars that have developed throughout post-
Communist space in recent years, as well as the interpretation of the French
riots, have all contributed to reinforcing Russian apprehensions. These ap-
prehensions are shared not only by the organs of the Russian state, and pub-
lic opinion (which is heavily monitored by official propaganda on these ques-
tions), but also by nationalist groups, that is, mainly the youth ones, which in-
clude the pro-Kremlin youth as much as the skinheads. All these groups have
their own agendas, and employ different methods of action in the p ublic
sphere for participating in the social consensus and receiving recognition
from other segments of society. But they share a very similar reading of these
events. This fact contributes to reinforcing the idea that there is a prevailing
unanimity in Russian society, and thus indirectly also to shaping current Rus-
sian national identity.






1 Is Nationalism Rising in Russian Foreign Policy?
The Case of Georgia’

Luke March, University of Edinburgh, Scotland

Western discussion during the last half-decade has increasingly focussed on
an “assertive” and even “aggressive” Russian foreign policy that underpins an
ever more confident global position. From a Russia that could only say “yes”
in the 1990s, the West is apparently now confronting a Russia that can, and
will, say “no”.2

For many analysts, this assertive stance has been associated with distinct
ideational underpinnings that have sought to ch allenge Western liberalism.
Although “sovereign democracy” has been the most obvious example, many
have also argued that anti-Western nationalism has moved from the margins
to the mainstream of Russian discourse in the Putin era.* Moreover, this na-
tionalism has, apparently, begun ineluctably to influence Russian foreign poli-
cy and to deepen the rhetorical and cognitive dissonance between Russia
and the West. Indeed, as Edward Lucas argued, “the ideological conflict of
the New Cold War is between lawless Russian nationalism and law-governed
Western multilateralism.”

1 | wish to acknowledge the support of the British Academy (Overseas Conference
Grant) in this research.

2 Walter D. Connor, “A Russia that Can Say 'No'?,” Communist and Post-Communist
Studies 40, no. 3 (September 2007): 383-391.

3 Hyung-min Joo, “The Soviet Origin of Russian Chauvinism: Voices from Below,”
Communist and Post-Communist Studies 41, no. 2 (June 2008): 217-242; Andreas
Umland, “Rastsvet russkogo ul'tranatsionalizma is tanovlenie soobshchestva ego
issledovatelei,” Forum noveishei vostochnoevropeiskoi istorii i kul'tury 6, no. 1 (2009):
5-38; and George W. Breslauer, “Observations on Russia's Foreign Relations under
Putin,” Post-Soviet Affairs 25, no. 4 (2009).

4 Edward Lucas, The New Cold War: How the Kremlin Menaces Both Russia and the
West (Bloomsbury Publishing PLC, 2009), 14.

11
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However, the role nationalism might have played in the Russia-Georgia War
of August 2008 has been largely ignored. One of the most influential authors
on the conflict, Ronald Asmus, did argue that “by the summer of 2008 ... an
increasingly nationalistic and revisionist Russia was ... rebelling against a
system that it felt no longer met its interests and had been imposed on it dur-
ing a moment of temporary weakness.” Yet neither he nor other authors ex-
amined this claim in depth. Yet his contention can support a narrative of “law-
less Russian nationalism.” Russia’s recognition of Abkhazia and South Osse-
tia in defiance of Euro-Atlantic positions can be seen as the tipping-point
when Russia began to substantiate its rhetoric and to export highly nationalis-
tic internal values in an attempt to revise the post-Cold War order.

Nevertheless, hindsight perhaps confounds this view. Although the Western
consensus is that Russia wanted and planned the war, Western and Geor-
gian mistakes mean that a narrative of “good” West versus “evil” Russia (im-
plicit in Lucas’s account) cannot be convincingly maintained.® More widely,
the US-Russia “reset” has involved a marked change of climate and de-
escalation of rhetoric. Russia itself has focussed increasingly on internal
modernization and the immediate fear that it was to pursue overt annexation
of other contested regions like Crimea and Transnistria has receded. Finally,
Russian President Dmitry Medvedev’s modernization rhetoric is associated
with increased efforts to control domestic nationalist excesses via greater law
enforcement.”

In this article, | will trace the foreign policy influence of Russian nationalism
from the Putin to the Medvedev eras, focussing specifically on Russian natio-
nalist arguments for and reactions to the August 2008 conflict. The main
questions in focus are: (1) What are the basic dynamics of the relationship
between nationalism and foreign policy under Putin and Medvedev?; (2) What

5 Ronald Asmus, A Little War that Shook the World: Georgia, Russia, and the Future of
the West, 1st ed. (Houndmills, England: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 7.

6  Some of the most detailed and nuanced accounts are contained in Svante E. Cornell
and S. Frederick Starr, The Guns of August 2008: Russia’s War in Georgia (Armonk,
New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2009).

7 Galina Kozhevnikova, “Manifestations of Radical Nationalism and Efforts to
Counteract it in Russia during the First Half of 2010,” SOVA Center, July 30, 2010,
available at http://www.sova-center.ru/en/xenophobia/reports-
analyses/2010/07/d19436/ (accessed May 23, 2011).



RUSSIAN NATIONALISM 13

role did Russian nationalism play in the Russia-Georgia War? Was it a signif-
icant factor in Russian motivations before and after the conflict as Asmus in-
dicated?; and, (3) Overall, was the role of Russian nationalism in the war a
corroboration of or a deviation from this general relationship? | will end with
some observations about whether the influence of nationalism on Ru ssian
foreign policy has indeed decreased since 2008 and whether Russian natio-
nalism presents a significant obstacle to the “modernization” and “resetting” of
Russian policy.

I will argue that the typical relationship between Russian nationalism and for-
eign policy is a complex one—it is simply not the case that Russian national-
ism is inherently expansionist and militarist, as some classic accounts argue.®
Even under Putin and Medvedev, the authorities have generally promoted a
foreign policy based on “statist nationalism” that is conservative as opposed
to reactionary, and that is orientated towards pragmatism, not ideology. In the
foreign policy realm, the author ities traditionally attempt to insulate them-
selves from constrictive ideational factors in general, including more aggres-
sive forms of nationalism. Nevertheless, they have si multaneously stoked
more aggressive ethno-nationalist sentiment (“civilizational nationalism”) in
the domestic sphere for legitimacy and mobilization purposes—sometimes
inadvertently, but often quite deliberately, in ways that conflict with their de-
clared foreign policy goals. The typical relationship is, then, not of nationalism
motivating or “driving” foreign policy, but of the elites exploiting nationalism for
domestic purposes.

However, the Russia-Georgia War was a marked deviation from this pattern.
Civilizational nationalism did directly matter in foreign policy, because foreign
policy and domestic discourse became blended to an unprecedented degree,
and the terms of debate were largely set by the civilizationists. This was not a
sudden phenomenon; in the Putin era, the domestic mobilization of civiliza-
tional nationalism increased so that it became the “politically correct” domes-
tic discourse. Yet the Georgian case is one which shows an unprecedented
spill-over from the domestic to the foreign policy realms—the long build-up to
the 2008 war showed a gradual commingling of Russian official and civiliza-

8  Richard Pipes, Survival Is Not Enough: Soviet Realities and America's Future (Simon
& Schuster, 1984).
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tionist attitudes that created a self-fulfilling prophecy. From the Russian pers-
pective, Georgia was the hostile, nationalist “aggressor” against whom meas-
ures had to be taken. Moreover, the conflict also showed that for the first
time, civilizational nationalism was directly influencing Russian foreign policy,
even at the level of doctrine. Since 2009, there has been a partial return to
the norm; the Russian elite seems aware of the dangers of aggressive natio-
nalism escaping its control and has sought to return to non-ideational, non-
nationalist rhetoric. However, without more fundamental domestic change,
this is likely to remain a superficial “reset” that does not circumvent the like-
lihood of nationalism increasingly affecting Russian foreign policy.

Nationalism and Foreign Policy: From “Managed”
to Unmanageable?

Observers fundamentally disagree about the role of nationalism in Russian
foreign policy. This is unsurprising. As John Breuilly argues, there is a signifi-
cant conceptual problem with identifying state nationalism: “nationalist” gov-
ernments whose policies defend “national interests” and which other states
might regard as “assertive” or “aggressive” are so universal that “governmen-
tal nationalism” can become a meaningless category unless there is an ob-
vious, direct link between government and a nationalist movement.® In Rus-
sia, no such link exists.

Nevertheless, three broad approaches to Russian state nationalism can be
identified. Liberal views tend to assume that domestic ideas and constituen-
cies are determining in general and nationalism has become more relevant
(and dangerous) in particular. For example, analysts have traced the influ-
ence of anti-Western neo-Eurasianists like Aleksandr Dugin and Mikhail
Leont’ev over the political establishment—in particular the number of leading
Russian executive and legislative figures in Dugin’s International Eurasian
Movement (including Presidential aide Aslanbek Aslakhanov and South Ose-
tian President Eduard Kokoity." For some, indeed, Putin has himself been

9 John Breuilly, Nationalism and the State, 2nd ed. (Manchester University Press,
1993):10-11

10 Yigal Liverant, “The Prophet of the New Russian Empire,” Azure 35 (2009), available
at http://www.azure.org.il/include/print.php?id=483 (accessed June 6, 2011); and
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heavily influenced by neo-Eurasianist ideas."” For many, increasing domestic
authoritarianism promotes anti-Western nationalism in foreign policy." For
them, Russian foreign policy has become increasingly driven by its domestic
imperatives. Most notably, the Kremlin doctrine of “sovereign democracy” was
motivated primarily by the need to defend against regional “coloured revolu-
tions” and allegedly marked a fundamental existential challenge to the
West."

In contrast, many (primarily, but not exclusively, realists) argue that even un-
der Putin Russia remains a predominantly pragmatic, non-ideological state
motivated largely by traditional high-level security concerns, material interests
and economic opportunism—this is the Russia Inc. outlined by Dmitri Tre -
nin."* The highly consolidated elite can conduct foreign policy independently
of domestic interest when necessary, as in Putin’s notorious pro-Western shift
after September 11, 2001. Of course, the Russian foreign policy elite them-
selves largely share this realist view, seeing their policy as one of pragmatic
and rational national interests based around raison’d’état.

Arguably more persuasive are broadly constructivist accounts that do not as-
sume a priori that external or internal factors are dominant, but argue that
they are dialectical and mediated subjectively via the policy process.'® For

Umland, “Rastsvet russkogo ul'tranatsionalizma is tanovlenie soobshchestva ego
issledovatelei.”

11 Liverant, “The Prophet of the New Russian Empire.”

12 E.g. James Sherr, “The Implication of the Russia-Georgia War for European
Security,” in The Guns of August 2008: Russia's War in Georgia, ed. Svante E.
Cornell and S. Frederick Starr (Armonk, New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2009): 196-224;
Pierre Hassner, “Russia's Transition to Autocracy,” Journal of Democracy 19, no. 2
(2008): 5-15; and Lilia Shevtsova, “The Return of Personalized Power,” Journal of
Democracy 20, no. 2 (2009): 61-65.

13 Ivan Krastev, “Russia as the 'Other Europe,” Russia in Global Affairs, November 17,
2007, available at http://eng.globalaffairs.ru/number/n_9779.

14 E.g. Dmitri Trenin, Getting Russia Right (Washington DC: Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, 2007); Robert H. Donaldson and Joseph L. Nogee, The Foreign
Policy of Russia: Changing Systems, Enduring Interests, 4th ed. (Armonk, New York:
M.E. Sharpe, 2009); Jeffrey Mankoff, Russian Foreign Policy: The Return of Great
Power Politics (New York: Council on Foreign Relations Books, Rowman & Littlefield,
2009); Elana Wilson Rowe and Stina Torjesen, The Multilateral Dimension in Russian
Foreign Policy, 1st edition (New York: Routledge, 2008).

15 E.g. Ted Hopf, Social Construction of International Politics: Identities and Foreign
Policies, Moscow, 1955 and 1999 (Cornell University Press, 2002); Andrei P.
Tsygankov, Russia's Foreign Policy: Change and Continuity in National Identity,
Revised edition (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010); Robert Jackson



