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The main subject of my research is the study of formation of Russian ethnic identity through the prism of different outbreaks of ethnic hatred in the second part of the nineteenth century. It was a phenomenon of mass participation and as such these outbreaks of ethnic violence influenced very complicated processes of self  identification of Russians, who, as we all know, lived in a multiethnic empire.


The Russian Empire in the second half of the XIX century was already a complex poliethnic and multicultural conglomerate. We can for sure say one thing, namely,  that the peoples, who populated the Empire, were differentiated exclusively on religious or confessional basis, or according to dynastic, clan, tribal or local attachment. Under these circumstances one particular person could have several situational expressions of his  own identity at the same time. 


The good example of this phenomenon could be the count Mikhail Loris – Melikhov (1825 – 1888). He was an Armenian by birth. He was a nobleman and count, according to the class structure of the Russian society. As de facto, prime minister and minister of internal affairs, he belonged to the highest echelons of civil service. At the same time he continued to practice Gregorian Armenian Orthodoxy.

The differentiation of the population exclusively on the basis of national or ethnic identity was taking place slowly and it received its recognition in the Imperial Russia at a very late stage.


What do I understand by ethnic identity? Not only the notion of belonging to or identification with. But also as a form of a kind of social organization of cultural differences, as borders or margins, as a mobilization factor.  According to my opinion, within the Imperial Russia it was the case of Poles and Finns, when we can talk about the ethnic identity expressed in the most proclaimed form. As far as ethnic Russian is concerned, we can see different levels or ethnic self consciousness in different strata of the society. The peasants and low class city dwellers had more in common with the comparable groups of non Russian ethnic origins, than let’s say with the Russian nobility. The ruling class and the educated part of the Russian society represented rather high level of ethnic self identification. 


It is a known fact, that for the peasant population the confessional or religious factor was the primary and dominant feature, that shaped their self identification.  In other words, the statistically typical peasant when asked: “Who are you?”, would answer: “We are Russian Orthodox” (“My pravoslavnye”). This dominant identity was also consolidated at the official state level.


The second by its importance to the Russian people was their identification with the geographical location. “Who are you?” The answer would be: “We are from Tver region”, or “from Vladimir”, or “Riazan”, etc. (“My -  Tverskie”, “My – Vladimirskie”, “My – Riazanskie”).



The ethnic self nomination was virtually absent in people’s minds. In this respect the elite consciousness was different from the mass one.

The Russian orthodox identity was a consolidating factor that united Russians of all social strata. At the same time the similar role was played by the imperial identity. The Russians historically have been a nation, that kept forming an empire. 

Compared with other nations, the Russians in a very high degree identified themselves with the empire. This fact explains to a large degree the inherent particular features of Russian national consciousness. What do we mean? We talk about clearly pronounced features of messianic mission in history, the idea of being a chosen nation, called to fulfill a certain purpose, the heritage of Byzantine civilization and Eastern Orthodox Universalism. The Russian national consciousness in this respect for a long time has been tempted by a suspicion of being a God chosen people, that it had a special purpose in the world. And as such it slowly started to believe in its Messianic predestination and in a certain civilizing mission in respect to other nations. This role imposed from outside with a passage of time became quite organic self perception.


The beginning of 1860s  was a crucial period in Russian history, at which we are looking now. The dogmas of Panslavism or across the board solidarity and unity of all Slavic nations gained a very wide popularity in the Russian society. The Russian public opinion very easily adopted its Slavic identity. In essence it was perceived as a wider category of the same Russian identity. There was no any opposition in the concept of Russian – Slavic. 


The second half of the XIX century Russia witnessed three successive waves of ethnic hatred against Poles, Russian Germans and Jew. We call it in Russian: Polonofobiia, Germanofobiia and Iudofobiia.  Ethnic hatred or etnofobiia can be viewed as a specific form of conflict. This type of conflict serves the purpose of marking and keeping the boundaries of identity and separation lines between different groups and communities. This period in Russia is known as an era of Great Reforms. The abolition of serfdom, the Judicial and Military reforms, the reform of Censorship,  the introduction of Zemstvo or local government, etc. All these was accompanied by a radical break up of traditional social institutions. Its end came with the assassination of the Emperor Aleksander  the Second in March of 1881. This time period was not only transitional,  but full of crises. This undoubtedly favored the conditions for the spread of ethnic hatred within the Empire. Apart from some subjective factors, the motivation for ethnic hatred exists in the countries, that foment ethnic superiority and build up the government system a priori based on the assumption of inequality of different peoples. 


The mass expression of hatred of Poles was a direct result of the Polish 1863 rebellion. The outbreak of Polish separatism brought out a very nervous reaction within Russia, that was going through a powerful social turmoil. The hatred, that took hold of the society, gave a potent impetus to the movement of Russian national solidarity. This was supported by the ethnic character of the Polish movement for national liberation.  The main purpose of Russian national movement was the merging of their ethnic group in one nation and the outreaching and bringing together the gap between the elite and the masses, between the high society culture and popular culture.  In this respect the confessional component became the basic integrating factor. The confrontation along the lines of Catholicism and Russian Orthodoxy was centuries old. During all this historical time it has been fuelled by both sides of the conflict. 


As a result of hatred of Poles,  the public opinion got infected by a very dangerous syndrome, that one of mass xenophobia. However, though undoubtedly repugnant phenomena, hatred of Poles or polonofobiia  in a paradox way helped to consolidate the Russian ethnic consciousness. Thanks to the image of a common enemy many different groups of population, including the lower classes of the society got united in a particular solidarity common union.  They marked the borders of ethnic identity in a more or less pronounced way.  


The next outbreak of ethnic hatred took place in Russia in 1865 and it was directed against the Russian Germans. Why in 1865 and why against Germans? That year the celebration of one hundred anniversary of Mikhail Lomonosov death took place. The god father of Russian science and in particular of the Russian Academy of Science was presented as a victim of German rivals within the Academy, who envied and tried to destroy the Russian genius. One hundred years later the anti-german feelings did not acquire mass proportion as in the case of polonofobiia. They did not leave the circles of a narrow group of Moscow and St. Petersburg writers and journalists, who gathered around the right wing newspapers. Therefore it was a different type of ethnic hatred. These feelings did not have enough time to take hold of the masses. Its main aim was directed mostly against the ruling imperial dynasty, or rather against its pro German orientation.  But the campaign,  stumbled  without receiving any support from above nor from below, and it lost impetus precisely because of the German roots of the Imperial family and the presence of many German names  in the roster of the Russian political elite. But one aim it did achieve. It managed to awake a sincere and not always healthy interest towards family names, ethnic roots and genealogies. In certain circles of Russian society and first of all,  in the nationalistic ones,  it became very fashionable to pay a particular interest to the subject of blood or origin of a person. Very soon the similar feelings and interests took hold of the mass consciousness. 


The next chapter of ethnic hatred became the most grandiose and massive for the entire XIXth century Russia. We are talking about anti Jewish pogroms of 1881 – 1884. They rocked the boundaries of the Pale of Settlement in Western and South-Western provinces of the Empire. They were a result of the murder of the Emperor Aleksander the Second, carried out by the terrorist organization “People’s Will”. The climax of pogroms was reached during the spring and summer months of 1881. Then the gossip about the Jewish guilt in the Monarch’s death,  was spread all over the country.


The Russian press started a very active anti Jewish campaign. The right wing newspapers of nationalistic tendencies published ominous articles about ritual murders of Christian children,  perpetrated by the Jews. The reader was fed with the idea about so called “economic power” of Jews and that they drowned in alcohol Russian people. The mass agitations and calls for pogroms were carried out under the slogan: “To kill the Jews,  who have killed our Tsar!”. This movement was tainted by a powerful social component. Only by the beginning of 1884 it was possible to stop the pogroms and to cool down the heat of anti Jewish sentiments in the Empire.


As we said,  all these outbreaks of ethnic hatred though different in form and shape,  took place during the years of modernization of Russia. This modernization was accelerated by the Great reforms of 1860s. It had a tremendous influence on all social territory of the empire. The traditional values of cultural uniqueness came into conflict with the new values of universalism  or certain globalization. As the result, the old values started to retreat. The conditions of interethnic communication kept changing. The old  ethno-cultural isolation started to crumble. The old integration features,  that kept the unity of traditional local societies,  came under threat of disappearance.  The crisis of traditional world order in case of Russia took a form of mass imposition of Russian ethnic integration that started to replace and even to expel the old dominating forms of identity. In this triumphal Russian offensive the simplistic mass consciousness saw the result of the tearing down of old defensive barriers.


The deep internal conflict between the new and the old  the popular consciousness saw just as the battle between our idealized “own” and much criticized “theirs”. The overcoming of the conflict was linked to the liberation from the ethnic enemies who imposed upon us  their “alien” world. 


In this way the ideas, feelings and images,  that fed the mythology of ethnic uniqueness,  have been formed.


It should be noted,  that the system of all national and therefore imperial identity also underwent a significant correction amidst the rise of Russian nationalism. The ethnic component of this identity was becoming more prominent.  It happened amidst the obvious strengthening of national and government component of Russian political culture. Traditionally supra ethnic imperial policy started slowly to move towards, what we call “etnization” of its institutions.


The other particular feature of Russian history is the fact,  that the aim of ethnic hatred was directed not outside,  but inside the empire. Its object became Russian Empire’s own peoples or, as you wish,  Russian citizens and not the foreign subjects. Even in case of outbreak of anti German sentiments they were geared at “our own Germans”, not against Germany as such. But “our own” these nations were only in a high political or statehood sense, not at all in a metaphysical one.  The main reason for that  was not ethnic difference,  but rather confessional otherness. The Poles,  for example, were genetically a  nation,  close to the Russians, the Slavic one.


The Russian national consciousness was strongly cemented by Orthodoxy. Therefore  it was much easier for it to acclaim, as its own member,  a representative of another ethnos,  and not of another religion. In the framework of the imperial identity both Poles, Germans, and Jews were undoubtedly considered “our own”. In this way one nation combined an imperial identity and Russian Orthodox identity. The first one dictated to recognize all peoples of the Empire as “our own”. The second refused to accept the peoples, different in a religious way,  as “our own”. They were considered alien. This dichotomy produced a very painful dual  self perception. It considered proper and alien halves as part of one organism. This unity was extremely contradictory. We think,  that this very dichotomy, constantly present in the Russian national consciousness,  has and continues to determine the chronic crises of its self identification.


Ethnic hatred is just one of the factors and,  to this respect,  a negative one in a very complex and long process of crystallization of ethnic identity of Russians. This identity continued to be a very amorphous and undetermined category throughout the Nineteenth century. The reasons for these were many, among them, the cultural distances between  different geographic and social groups of Russians and the difficulties in the determining the ethnic boundaries.


Much of this phenomena continued to exist during the Soviet time and has a considerable importance for post Communist Russia. 

