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Stalinist Patriotism as Imperial Discourse:
Reconciling the Ukrainian and Russian "Heroic Pasts," 1939-
45*

Serhy Yekelchyk

On7November1941, Stalinconcluded his Revolution Dayspeechbyappealing to the Sovietpeople to draw
inspiration fromthe "brave example ofour greatancestors, Aleksandr NevsKkii, Dmitrii Dons koi, Kuz'ma Minin,
Dmitrii Pozharskii, Aleksandr Suvorov, and Mikhail Kutuzov." ! Notable forthe absence ofrevolutionaries and
CivilWaricons, this listof Russian princes, defenders ofthe monarchy, and tsarist militaryleaders seems to
have provided the multinational Sovietstate asingle heroic past with which to identify-the familiar Russian
tsarist historical mythology. But, as Lowe ll Tillett de monstrated in his attentive reading of the then-available
Russian-language publications, the state also promoted non-Russian martial traditions as long as theywere
subordinated to the dominant rhetoric of Russian patriotism within the ideological framework of the
"friendship ofpeoples."? [End Page 51]

However,access to declassified archives and propaganda materials generated inanon-Russianrepublic
provides amuch more complicated picture of wartime Soviet patriotism. Ukrainian materials document the
impressive growth ofa distinct national mythology, which subsequently had to be reconciled with the
Russian grand narrative withinthe framework ofthe "friendship of peoples," yetneverlostits significance as
the historic foundation of Soviet Ukrainianidentity. But the archivalfindings also shed an entirely new light
onthe innerworkings ofStalinist culture and nationality policy. The local bureaucrats and intellectuals who
interpreted the vague yet powerful signals from Moscow emerge as major players shaping Stalinist
historicalimagination. It was theirinteraction with the Kre mlin, ratherthansimply Moscow's totalizing
designs,which produced the official line on non-Russianidentities and national patrimonies. Moreover, the
localideologues and intelligentsia occupied the ambiguous positionofmediator betweenthe Kremlinand
theirnon-Russian constituencies, and theirsurvivaland well-being depended onproducing asocialist
"nationalideology" specific to theirrepublic. 3 This social group's complicated relationship with the center,
as well as the resulting cultural products, cannot be explained solelyonthe basis of familiar models of
totalitarian controls or patron-client links. Insights from post-colonial theoryare particularly helpfulin
making sense ofthe limits and possibilities of non-Russian patriotic culture under Stalinism.

This paperunderstands the Sovietexperimentinconstructing socialismina multinational state as
consisting ofatleasttwo stages with markedly differentimageryand vocabularies. The original Bolshevik
projectlaid claimto a kind ofglobaluniversalitybased onclass. Reconfigured by this core project, the
essentiallyimperialistundertaking of keeping the nationalities ofthe Russianempire ina new state
resulted ina programofnativization, endowing the toilers of various nationalities with presumably e qual
and full-fledged nationalinstitutions.* However, Stalin's turn to the "constructionofsocialisminone
country" weakened the class ethos of Sovietideology, and the emerging void was graduallyfilled by the

defaultimageryofmodernnations and nation-states.> [End Page 52]

The "Stalin Constitution" 0f 1936 announced that exploiting classes no longerexisted inthe USSR. Infact,
the notionof"class" had long beenlosing its utility for the state as a classificationtool, preciselybecause
the Bolsheviks had recast this sociologicalcategoryto define anindividual's relationship to the state, as
wellas politicalrights and obligations.® Butina "workers' and peasants'state" populated exclusively, at
leastonpaper,byworkers and kolkhoz peasants, the categoryof'class" lostits taxonomic value.
Nationality then became the only universallabelforclassifying -and ruling -the Soviet populace.’Not
surprisingly, [End Page 53] nationalities ceased to be considered equal: those less importantlost their
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territorial and cultural privileges; the remaining major peoples could be ranked in a hierarchy headed by the

"greatRussianpeople";and anew categoryof"enemynations" became possible.® While inthe 1920s the
USSR...
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