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

Serhy Yekelchyk

On 7 Nove mbe r 19 41, S talin conclude d his  Re volution Day s pe e ch by appe aling  to  the  S ovie t pe ople  to  draw
ins piration from the  "brave  e xample  of our g re at ance s tors , Ale ks andr Ne vs kii, Dmitrii Dons koi, Kuz 'ma Minin,
Dmitrii Poz hars kii, Ale ks andr S uvorov, and Mikhail Kutuz ov."  Notable  for the  abs e nce  of re volutionarie s  and
Civil War icons , this  lis t of Rus s ian prince s , de fe nde rs  of the  monarchy, and ts aris t military le ade rs  s e e ms  to
have  provide d the  multinational S ovie t s tate  a s ing le  he roic  pas t with which to  ide ntify - the  familiar Rus s ian
ts aris t his torical mytholog y. But, as  Lowe ll Tille tt de mons trate d in his  atte ntive  re ading  of the  the n-available
Rus s ian-lang uag e  publications , the  s tate  als o  promote d non-Rus s ian martial traditions  as  long  as  the y we re
s ubordinate d to  the  dominant rhe toric  of Rus s ian patriotis m within the  ide olog ical frame work of the
"frie nds hip of pe ople s ."  [End P a g e  5 1]

Howe ve r, acce s s  to  de clas s ifie d archive s  and propag anda mate rials  g e ne rate d in a non-Rus s ian re public
provide s  a much more  complicate d picture  of wartime  S ovie t patriotis m. Ukrainian mate rials  docume nt the
impre s s ive  g rowth of a dis tinct national mytholog y, which s ubs e que ntly had to  be  re concile d with the
Rus s ian g rand narrative  within the  frame work of the  "frie nds hip of pe ople s ," ye t ne ve r los t its  s ig nificance  as
the  his toric  foundation of S ovie t Ukrainian ide ntity. But the  archival finding s  als o  s he d an e ntire ly ne w lig ht
on the  inne r working s  of S talinis t culture  and nationality policy. The  local bure aucrats  and inte lle ctuals  who
inte rpre te d the  vag ue  ye t powe rful s ig nals  from Mos cow e me rg e  as  major playe rs  s haping  S talinis t
his torical imag ination. It was  the ir inte raction with the  Kre mlin, rathe r than s imply Mos cow's  totaliz ing
de s ig ns , which produce d the  o icial line  on non-Rus s ian ide ntitie s  and national patrimonie s . More ove r, the
local ide olog ue s  and inte llig e nts ia occupie d the  ambig uous  pos ition of me diator be twe e n the  Kre mlin and
the ir non-Rus s ian cons titue ncie s , and the ir s urvival and we ll-be ing  de pe nde d on producing  a s ocialis t
"national ide olog y" s pe cific  to  the ir re public.  This  s ocial g roup's  complicate d re lations hip with the  ce nte r,
as  we ll as  the  re s ulting  cultural products , cannot be  e xplaine d s ole ly on the  bas is  of familiar mode ls  of
totalitarian controls  or patron-clie nt links . Ins ig hts  from pos t-colonial the ory are  particularly he lpful in
making  s e ns e  of the  limits  and pos s ibilitie s  of non-Rus s ian patriotic  culture  unde r S talinis m.

This  pape r unde rs tands  the  S ovie t e xpe rime nt in cons tructing  s ocialis m in a multinational s tate  as
cons is ting  of at le as t two s tag e s  with marke dly di e re nt imag e ry and vocabularie s . The  orig inal Bols he vik
proje ct laid claim to  a kind of g lobal unive rs ality bas e d on clas s . Re config ure d by this  core  proje ct, the
e s s e ntially impe rialis t unde rtaking  of ke e ping  the  nationalitie s  of the  Rus s ian e mpire  in a ne w s tate
re s ulte d in a prog ram of nativiz ation, e ndowing  the  toile rs  of various  nationalitie s  with pre s umably e qual
and full-fle dg e d national ins titutions .  Howe ve r, S talin's  turn to  the  "cons truction of s ocialis m in one
country" we ake ne d the  clas s  e thos  of S ovie t ide olog y, and the  e me rg ing  void was  g radually fille d by the
de fault imag e ry of mode rn nations  and nation-s tate s .  [End P a g e  5 2 ]

The  "S talin Cons titution" of 19 36  announce d that e xploiting  clas s e s  no long e r e xis te d in the  US S R. In fact,
the  notion of "clas s " had long  be e n los ing  its  utility for the  s tate  as  a clas s ification tool, pre cis e ly be caus e
the  Bols he viks  had re cas t this  s ociolog ical cate g ory to  de fine  an individual's  re lations hip to  the  s tate , as
we ll as  political rig hts  and oblig ations .  But in a "worke rs ' and pe as ants ' s tate " populate d e xclus ive ly, at
le as t on pape r, by worke rs  and kolkhoz  pe as ants , the  cate g ory of "clas s " los t its  taxonomic value .
Nationality the n be came  the  only unive rs al labe l for clas s ifying  - and ruling  - the  S ovie t populace .  Not
s urpris ing ly, [End P a g e  5 3 ] nationalitie s  ce as e d to  be  cons ide re d e qual: thos e  le s s  important los t the ir
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te rritorial and cultural privile g e s ; the  re maining  major pe ople s  could be  ranke d in a hie rarchy he ade d by the
"g re at Rus s ian pe ople "; and a ne w cate g ory of "e ne my nations " be came  pos s ible .  While  in the  19 20 s  the
US S R...
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