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History as strategic language

“He has three advisers:

lvan the Terrible,
Peter the Great, and
Catherine the Great.”

Sergei Lavrov on Putin’s foreign-policy thinking
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Golden Horde as
national genealogy

Xi Jinping
The “Thucydides Trap’
and great-power rivalry

Mieroszewski

Politics is often a
discussion about history

History is everywhere in politics

We live in an era of self-appointed public
historians. Presidents, prime ministers, and
ideologues constantly appeal to the past to
explain the present, justify policy, and mobilize
socliety.

The use of history is not uniquely Russian.
What is specific in Putin’s case is the use of
history to deny Ukraine’s agency.



Putin’s historical
imagination

2021 article:
On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians

not a historical essay
a political text written in the language of history

Ukraine as part of a larger Russian historical space

“one people”
“one historical and spiritual space”

“anti-Russia”
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Ivan III and the
claim to ‘all Rus”

<><O>—<

From memory to political title

e Ivan III styled himself ruler of ‘all Rus”

e The claim was not only to Moscow

e It also invoked the wider inheritance of Kyiv

Kywan Rus’ became a source
of Muscovite legitimacy.
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Catherine II and the Imperial Claim to ‘Gather the Rus’ Lands’
<

o C(Catherine II acted without sentiment in ‘
solving the “Ukrainian problem.”

e The abolition of the Hetmanate and the
partitions of the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth drew most Ukrainian lands
into the imperial space.

e Imperial expansion was justified through
the language of protecting religious
dissenters and of “returning” or
“gathering” the Rus’ lands.

o After the second partition, this logic
received a symbolic form in a
commemorative medal.

“Ottorzhennaya vozvratikh” — |
“I have restored what had been torn away.” |




The ‘T'riune Russian Nation’
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Putin’s Soviet
formation

KGB, STATE ORDER, AND THE LOGIC OF CONSPIRACY

State as the highest form of order
Society as chaos or conspiracy

External enemy with an internal branch

Ukraine was read through the KGB
vocabulary of subversion and betrayal.




Ukraine as the Soviet Union’s
‘second republic’

6%

® One of the most militarized Soviet republics

® Three military districts and up to a million troops by 1991

e Strategic industries: Yuzhmash, engineering schools, military academies
e Strong Ukrainian presence in the lower and middle officer corps

® Major scientific infrastructure: Kharkiv’s Ukrainian Physico-Technical Institute

e [andau in Kharkiv; Korolev and Glushko linked to Ukraine and
the Soviet space programme

| ‘ Example of the Soviet strategic missile sector linked to Ukraine

R-36M (8S-18 ‘Satan’): designed by
Yuzhnoye in Dnipro; produced by Yuzhmash.
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The Brezhnev Era

and Ukraine

e The ideal of the ‘Soviet people” and
the ‘merging of nations’

* A period of intensified Russification

e Ukraine reduced to a folkloric,
subordinate identity

e The USSR increasingly imagined
not as a multinational state,
but as Russia

For Putin’s generation, late Soviet imperial thinking
became a formative political language.
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Volodymyr Shcherbytsky with Leonid Brezhnev
at a hunting preserve, Kyiv region, 1976.
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Solzhenitsyn and BESAECTTIRSES

the language of  [RLLILLL

‘unjust borders’ %&Hg““

Late Soviet imperial anxiety L o CuREE S o 00 DReI

e Soviet republican borders as ‘unjust’

e Crimea, Donbas, ‘Novorossiya’
imagined as not fully Ukrainian

e Ukraine’s independence seen
as territorial loss

*
[ / The idea of an ‘artificial ]

= Ukraine’ existed before Putin.
*
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1991 and the imperial lesson

* Yeltsin sent a delegation to Kyiv | l ‘
to slow Ukrainian independence. |

* Anatolii Sobchak was Putin’s
mentor and political patron.

* Putin absorbed a view of Ukraine’s
independence as the disintegration
of a historical Russian space.

* This helps explain why Ukraine
occupied a central place in his idea
of the Soviet collapse as a
geopolitical catastrophe.

Vladimir Putin and his political patron Anatolii Sobchak



Early Moderation on Ukraine

o After becoming president, Putin initially
presented himself as a pragmatic statesman.

o He publicly suggested that war with
Ukraine was unthinkable.

e In 2002, he stated that Ukraine had the

right to choose its own security
arrangements.

e In 2003, Russia signed the treaty

recognizing the Russian—Ukrainian =
state border. Viadimir Putin and Leonid Kuchma signing the 2003
Treaty on the Russian—Ukrainian State Border.
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Slovenia, 2001:
Putin’s historical lecture

Russia ‘gave away’ thousands
of square kilometres

Ukraine was described as part of
Russia for centuries

Historical argument beneath early
diplomatic moderation

Ukraine was never only
a security question.

George W. Bush and Viadimir Putin in Slovenia, June 2001.




Sochi, 2008:

Ukraine, NATO, and
Imperial History

~"

o After the Bucharest NATO summit, Putin warned

Bush that Ukrainian membership in NATO would
create a long-term conflict with Russia.

e He did not speak only about security. He turned
to history.

e Ukraine was described as an "artificial" state,
allegedly assembled from lands taken from
Poland, Romania, Hungary, and Russia.

e The implication was clear: if Ukraine moved West,
Russia would work through anti-NATO forces and
keep destabilizing its neighbour.

(& Ukraine was 'not a nation
formed in a natural way'.



Russia’s imagined Europe -

False history, false policy

B

Russian power core

Russia and Belarus

Target: destroyed or
subordinated statehood
Ukraine
IRELAND
Neutralized / Finlandized
buffer
Poland, Baltic states, Czechia,
Slovakia, Hungary, Romania
and neighbors

Outside direct control,
but subject to great-power
bargaining

Western Europe

Yalta 2.0? /
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Spheres of influence SPAIN

Informal dividing line
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and Europe
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In this vision, Ukraine is denied full sovereignty, Central Europe is confined to a compliant buffer,

is organized into great-power spheres of influence.
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