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The Issue of Messianism as an Historical
Motive in Russian and Soviet Expansion

Mark . Sehmeltzer

Winsten Churchill opee called Sovier behavior “'a nddle wrapped in a mystery inside an
emigma'™ Rubinstein further expounds upen the problem, stating that it was, "an amalgam of
discrele clements., the end product of a complex interaction of many determinants, which, though
always changing are sver present.”® These sccounls are clearly apl in Iight of the divessity of
scholarly imlerpretations regarding Russia’s histonical motives in regional and international affairs.
Because of the iniqueness of its internal and external developments, many interpretations of presant
day Soviel policy are possible.” Furthermore, he adds that [while] "each has some validity....none
can claim exclusiveness.™ He then breaks down the varying schools of thought into three general
categories. The first clauns that the foreign policy of the Union of Soviet Socialisr Republics
(LJSSR) is primarily a continuation of "traditienal Czarist objectives,” and guided by such desires
as resuurces, border security, and a stronper international position. The second, that il is guided
strictly hy the Marxist-Lenimist doctrine of world-wide proletarian revolution and world domination,
und @ documentzd hostility toward the nations of Capitalism.  And the Lhird argumeat lies
somewheare in the middle of these, between the "traditionalist and the 1deological” schools.” This
"Jualistic” theory considers the role of geography, craditicnal patterns of capansion, changing
international climates, and a "Marzian world outlook whose historical anrecedent consistad of a
deep-rooted Russian messianism.™

It is this concept of messtanism which, whether Communist or Christian, rraditional or
revolulionary, Pan-slavic or iuternational, can be detecred in a variety of scholarly inlerpretations.

Some of the authors to be considered, parlicularly those that maintain that 1917 marked a clear line
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separating Russia from its past, deny the role of rraditional Russian messianism in foreign pelicy,
and reject any argument defining any national, racial or cultural character. However, despite the
early Bolshevik ingistence on the equality of all nations, and the future "withering away " of the
slale, Lhe subsequent mulstions in the Soviel policy bepan o display the traditional Russian
assumption of 1seli as hair to an ideology; whach it would then export abroad in order to "save the
world from itself"’  There are others, naturally, who claim thal lerms such as "messianic,”
"parcchial,” "ideological," etc., are irrelevant in that they are merely external justifications for
traditional, European style imperialist motivauons. Such pretexes, acconding o this view, claim
a distinclion from the Western warld, Their purpose is to motivale their subjects to serve practical
political and sconomic aims.

Indeed, there 1s an historcal conflict with the Western world which can be sean through Russi-
a’s relationship with 1ts Bast European neighbors, Whether any of thase are penuing dniving forces
behind expansion or merely instruments of politcal power, or some sort of blending of the tan,
Russia’s foreign outlook can be sxamined in the laboratory of the East Buropaan plam. This essav
will (oeus on some of the arpuments concerning the role of Russian messianism in territorial, ideo-
logical and political expansion in an attempt to shed some light on the "enigma" of Soviat foreign
policy.

Numerous difficulties exist in attempting to define a correlation between the Crarist and Soviet
empres, not the feast of which 1s the disparty of nformation between the histories of pre- and
post-revolutionary Bussia,  The lack of officially acknowledzed Soviet archival data has forced
modern scholars to rest on their speculations and assumptions dertved from pacterns of behavior

and Communist literatire.®

Furthermore, the unpredictabiliey of Soviet leaders, which is dus m
part to their adjustments of Marxism to fic varying conditions (.c. tactics and strategies’), leads

Paul Winterton to conclude that "thers are no experts on the Soviet Umon, merely varving degrees
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of ignorance. ™" However, Robert ©, Tucker of New Republic magazine reminds us that recent
changes will make future Soviet study easier, since the standard Soviet texts arc currently "under
reconsideration, !

One cannot argue the fact that, al least on the surface, claims aboutr Russia’s historic mizsion
have been made. Only their actnal mmpact on popuiar sentiment and govermment policy 1
debatable. While there may have been some disagreemenl conceming their regional ar international
function, the thonght of the ninsteenth century Slavophiles became a central plaver in the messianic
ideal,

Roger Don characlerizes their belisf as emphasizing the pulf between the Slavic world and the
civilization of Western Europe by claiming a "uniqueness of the Slavie culture,” and o disdain for
the decadence of the old world.'® While this can he ssen by some as a call to isolalion, the ideg
of a distinct quality of their civilization sustamed jtsell in its traditional belief that Russia was the
“third Rome, " whose inhahitants wers 2 “sprritually.,.chosen race," who would one day *astound
the world by thuir example,""” Edward Crankshaw notes thar the other equally important factors
guiding Russia’s imperial development were strategic and economic, and that no smpirs huilding
has ever begun on purely altmistic motives, ' But, this does not diminish the force of “messianic
zeal and a new imperial spirit of Pan-Russianism. "* These latent foreas, having been directed
imward for so long, were suddenly tumed outward and revitalized after the defoat of Napoleon, '
Alexander went to the Cungress of Vienna representing a major power, and saw himself as a
Christian monarch whose God-given mission was to "organize Burope,” and repet the secular threal
of revolution."  Crankshaw savs the result wes that, "Russian thinkers hepan to elaborale the
concept of Russia, hackward for so long, but with her vital forces husbanded, bringing to a corrupt
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and hankrupt world a pristine spinmal impulse. "IE The consequent foreign palicy was, according
to Crankshaw, the realization for "Russia’s historical aspirations towards Constantinople, " and the
beginmings of Tsarist expansion wuto the Ralkans. fusled and rationalized by this revived messianic
spirit."?

In “The Utepian Conception of History, " Feodur Diostoevsky charged that the old. isolationist
Russia did an injustice to mankind. Russia had kept "her treasure, her Orthodoxy, for hersalf, to
seclude herself from Europe,” in order to prevent the "Russian idea” from being spoiled hy the
influcnice of Western civilization.® He proclaimed: "he [who] wishes to he first in the kingdom
of God must hecume a servant to everybody/ This is how [ view the Russian mussion in ils
ideal.”® However, within s view of Russia as the "profectress and guardian" of Orthodox
Christianity, lies the mission of unifying Slavdom, even non-Orthodox European Slavs, under the
protection of Russia.® The right of Hussia Lo serve in this leading role is crucial fo Dosigevsky
sincs, without its strength and unifying deternunation the Slavic people would “exhaust themselves
in mutual strife and discord,"® He alsa denies that such a conquest would not be 2 palilical unien
since it would he different from anything betore it. Tinlike the European form of subjugatien, the
Russian empire would be a "union founded upon the principles of commen sarace Lo mankind,”
and "man’s regeneration hasad upon the true principles of Christ."™

According to the 19th century philosopher Nicholas Berdyaey, the roats of Orthodox messian-
ism extend further into Russian history than the end of the Napoleonic era, rather they go hack
considerably further to the start of Russian expansionism, definud by Roger Dow. as the reign of
[van TV.% Berdyaev cites the fall of Constantinople in 1433 as the awakening within the Russian
consciousness the idea of Moscow as the "Third Rome". Afterwards this aspiration became "the
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basic idea on which the Muscovile state wus formed. The kingdom was cunsolidaled and shaped
under the symbol of the messianic idaa. "%

It can be argued thal the external mamifestation of this ideal was evident in Muscovy's
historical nvalry with the "champion of Catholicism” -the kingdom of Poland. Russia and Poland
often competed for cuntrol of the horder]ands and the lovalty of the Ukrainian people, who shared
a mixture of religions, hngwstc, and cultural traits from hoth of its embattied neighbors.”

Throughout the development of 4 Russian messianism based on religious Orthodoxy, anather
strain of the messianic tradinon evolved which adds to the complexity of Russia’s foreign relations.
Thas was the same idea of the peculianty, sven superionty, of Russian culture Lo the decaying and
hostile west: the same type of nationahism later glorified by the Slavaphilas. Amold Tovnbee
clims that the centralization of the Russian political tradition, which remains an historical constant,
arose out of the necessity of defense against western conguests.®  Berdyasv takes this claim
further to show how it became interrelated with the forces of Orthodox messianism in the process
of the nationalization of the Church.® Berdyaev states thal:

Religion and nationality in the Muscovite kingdom grew up together, as lhey did also
in the consciousness of the ancient Hebrew people/ And in the same way as the
Messianic consciousness was an atirbute of Tudaism it was an attribate of Russian
Crthudoxy alsa/ Bur the religious idea of the kingdom took shape in the formation
of a powertul state in which the Church was to play a subservient part, The Moscow
Orthodox kingdom was a totalitarian scate, ™

In The New lmperiatinn, Hugh Seton-Watson shows how this centralizing, autocratic tradition,
driven by its rapidly burgeoning bureaucracy, eventually led Lo the pulicy of Russification near the

end of the nineteenth century.® This policy toward the non-Russian subjects of its empire,
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displaved the messiunic tendencies of nationalism and militarism,™ Russification was a policy hased
on the illusion of Bussian superonty, and sought to impose its language, culture, and celigion upon
the conquered non-Russian peoptes of Lthe cmpire, in an attempt at "reducimg all Russian subjects to
a conunen denominator. "™

This i5 how some scholars have perceived the role and evolution of Russia’s messianic character.
As mentioned above, there is considerabie debate over whather or not it was a "force” in Russian
expansiomsm. Furthermors, an equal degree of controversy exists over whether or not this
messianism continued in Soviet expansionst policies,

Those who identify the Russian trait of messianism in molives of Sovist expansionism often do
s0 by viling a parallel between Russia as the spinmal center of Orthodoxy, and the TISSR as the
idealogical muclens of warld Communism, This view holds that the Soviet inonopely oo matters of
idevlogy and power over its satellite nations, and the Marxast-Leninizr ideal of the inevitable world
proletarian revolution, upon which the union was formed are consequences of Russia’s assumed sense
of ideological superiority and a desire to correct the evils of Western civilization. This view also
serves to explain the centralizing, hureavcratic lendencies, as well as its cultural impositions upon
the govemnments of irs subject nations. ln facr, the apparant similanities between "Russification” and
"Sovietizalion" of incorpuraled peoples are sirtking:. While it {s true that messianic sumilarities can
be seen in the methods and practices of Soviet forsign policy, the real debate concermns itself with mo-
Livus,

In The New Imperialism, Seton-Watson trsats the role of Marxist ideology in Russian hands much
the sames way he saw their use of religious messianism. While he does not overlook the more hasic
motives of international realpolitik, he describes che historical messianic tendency ol Russians to
claim exclusiveness to an ideclogy and view itself as the bastion and protector of that fawch, be 1t
religiaus or political. Ha further explains the continuity in Soviet expansionism as armving from a
double origin, the first of which is that the Soviets "inherited the Soviet Empire,” and all of its non-
Russian peoples collzcted by their Tsanst predecessors,™ The second is that the Communist Parly
af the Soviet Union (CPEUY 15 "inspired by a missionary declogy, which is its duty to inpose, ...on
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those nations which have not vel accepted the Communist faith or Commumst institutions. " The
results of the Soviets’ economic, social and political monopohes, and the contradictions between
expansionist practices and dentals by the povernment of their own imperialism. are irrelevant to the
messiamc 1deal, or the question of it being, at least part of the original impetus for cxpansion. This
i especially true in light of the Bolshevik faith in the international proletariat, Seton-Watson points
out that Lenin saw the role of a Communist government as one of assistance in the aceeleration of
the natural baws of history to achieve the inevitable wrinmph of Socialism, However, he did not ses
this process as a senss of "military conguests by the Red Army. ™ Under Stalin, the stralepy of
the world revalutions quickly changed. Now, only the Soviet Regime could correctly be viewed as
providing the "blueprint for socialism,”™ with ils "forced collectivization of apricultore and forced
planned industrialization."® Hefore long, "Socialist revalution could only mean the extension by
force, of the Soviet systam to other countries. " Seton-Watson shows how the Soviets demanstraded
thiz in their haliaf that the CPSU was "in posséssion of the truly proletarian theory, the science of

Marxism-Leninism, "™

Furthermere, the infallibilily of the Soviel parly leaders, according to their
own accounts, denies all charges of ats impenalism.  Thev clanmed that any Soviet conguest of
another nation "can only be liberation, and can only lead to the establishment of troe liberly and
social justice. "

However, the messianic quality of Soviet Commumism 15 more than jusl 8 clever semandic
manipulation by government spokesmen, The basic Manast-Leminist doctrine of warld revolotion,
regardless of anv subsequent tactical deviations, did intermingle with the Russian feelings of
uniqueness, and played itsslf out on the world scene with traditional mistrust of the west. Amold
Toynbes constructs this historical bridge by noting, "Eastern and Western Chrstisnily have always
been foreign to one another, and have often been mutually apathetic and hostile, as Russia and the

West unhuppily still are today, when cach of them is in what one might call 2 ‘post-Chrislian® phase
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of its history.™' Furlhermore, the bureaucraric, centralizing adminsstration of official idenlogy,
mentioned ahove ag a traditional messianic tool, was also integrated in the Soviet Communist Party's
control over its subjects, both at home and in the satellites of Baslern Europa. Robert . 'l'uck;:ur,
in his recent analysis of currenl inlerpretations of the Sovier pencd, by Russian intellectuals, calls
the Soviet government a "neo-czanist order that calls ilself socialist."® Tucker cites the popular
view, "that ¢zanst absolutism, and centralized bureavcratic statism, made a comehack in the
tramework of the Communist Party state,” and traces this "administrative-command svstem" buck 1o
Ivan the Termble.® -

Philip E. Masely explains that the role of terntorial dispures in facilitating Suviet suzerainty in
the repion. The Soviets offared arbitration m narional conflicts within its expanding sphere of
mfiuence; and the appeal of Moscow as s strong protector of national mtegrily against aggressars,
asked i retumm for “loyal obedience’ and “polilical conformity" to the interests of the USSR,
Here agmin, Russian historical messianism, in its mle as "big brother” over its Bast Buropsan
neighbuors, resulted from failed regional cooperation, and offered unity in the merass of j_uﬁ_z_]:.ll;ing
and “small power imperialism. "** Whilc il may be guite a stretch to view Lhis relationship as “pan-
Slavism," il cerainly containad many of the messianic truits of Russia’s assumed role as regional
protector.

The scholurs who cite the prevailing force of Russian messianism thronghour 1ts entire history
of East European relations attempt to understand or predicr Soviet behavior by forging a jink berween
the pre- and post-revolutionary periods. Others, hiowever, disagres on the existence of an overriding
histerical force in the character of Sovict ceopolities, yet they accept thal the role of messianism
cannol be a reality in policy. Some of the arguments deal with the distinet nature and international
scope of Communism, while others clatm that all Russian expansion has resulted from historcal needs
and geographical constancs, {such as the nead for sccesg (o warm-water s2a outlets, forergn resources,

and the need w strengthen border security against the great powers of Western Europe.  Still others
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attack the very idea of Russian unigueness by demonsirating how its expansionist development closely
foilowed traditional Enropean models of imperialism. with its muthless exploitation of the economies.
industries and resources within its conguered lemitories.  According to this view, such is the case
in hoth the Tsarist and Soviet eras.  S5till another view disputes the prevalence of any deep rooted
messianism by claming that it was a view of a minority of educated efite, and nor a popular
sentiment among the Russian masses,

The arpuments and their variations are loo numerous to axamine here, and they provide an ample
source for further study. However, | should brietly mention an imporlant counterargument to the
messtanic theory, since it contains many of the above elements. It holds that, repardless of one's
historical bent concerning the problem of Russian expansion, all claims of a messianic mission serve
unly ws a pretext for the territorial ambitions of rulers of aither state, This approach recognizes such
calls to action as a smoke screen for government policy, as well as a (ool of state power. Tdward
Crankshaw admits that ideciogy is often manipufated to fulfill the thirst for wealth and power by any
ruler. He explamns how the politically sucessstul are not regularly puided by a purely idenlogical
zeal: "bom leaders and organizers are not given to philosophical speculation. " This rajses vet
another important problem in defining motives of policy: that 1s, the relationship berween crasd .-;nd
practice, and leads Lederer o ask, "is a dichotomy bebween ideolopy and Realpolitik possible?"s

However, Crankshaw still wants to emphasize the role of Russian messianism, and concindes:
"There will always be Russians, under whalever remime, who will helieve in their mighty destiny to
save the world from iself and sweep away the effeteness of Western European culture."®  The
recent changes i the Sovict Union, however, undoubtediy will aiter our understanding of the Russian
“enigma,” as llelene Carrere [’Encausse concludes: "The period of the Russian empire built on a

commen ideolory—-monarchial, Christian Russia or lolalitarian, Marzist Communism--is over, "
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