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On a visit to St Petersburg in April 2017 I was presented with a porcelain 
plate and cup that was first issued by the Bolsheviks to celebrate their 
successful revolution in Russia. It is being re-issued in Russia today to 
celebrate the hundredth anniversary of the Bolshevik revolution. When I 
turned over the cup and plate I learnt that it was being produced by the 
Imperial Porcelain Factory of St Petersburg. Such are the contradictions 
in the historical culture of today’s Russia. 

On the same visit I also went to see the State Museum of Political 
History in Russia in St Petersburg.1 Knowing a little about the official 
history politics of today’s Russia,2 my expectations were not high, but I 
found myself pleasantly surprised. It was a museum about Russia’s (late) 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, starting with the abolition of serfdom 
and the rise of liberalism and political reformism in Tsarist Russia. From 
the very first room to the very last it strove to provide the visitor with a 
sense of multi-perspectivity, and it also was visually and in its museum 
design and pedagogy extremely appealing, with elements of agonism that 
are rarely found in contemporary history museums.3 It was capable of 
drawing the visitors into the past whilst retaining critical distance and 
encouraging them to develop their own opinions out of a cacophony of 
voices from that past. I was particularly impressed with the highly negative 
portrayal of Stalinism (not common in today’s Russia, at least in its official 
history politics), and with the presentation of oral testimony from the civil 
war that followed the Bolshevik revolution and lasted into the early 1920s. 
The listening stations were subdivided into voices from the ‘Reds’, from 
the ‘Whites’ and from the ‘Greens’ – the latter no reference to ecology but 
to those who struggled for national independence for their nations from a 
nascent Soviet Union.4 The visitor was confronted with these voices that 
presented a variety of past futures – hardly any of which had been realised 
in the kind of Soviet Union that was shaped by Stalin from the late 1920s 
onwards. Such multi-perspectivity is, in my view, encouraging citizens of 
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today’s Russia to think about paths not taken in their past and to engage 
critically with the history of Communism in twentieth-century Russia – 
quite a contrast to the often celebratory and apologetic history politics 
fostered by the authoritarian government of Russia.5 

The museum was also unusual in the attention it gave to the nation-
alities question in the Soviet Union and in twentieth-century Russian 
history as a whole. In a contemporary Russia where its leading representa-
tives are at times fostering Russian nationalism (sometimes with ethnic 
and certainly cultural Russian overtones),6 this is not a prominent topic. 
Yet when we turn back to 1917, the Bolsheviks were critically aware of the 
importance of this question. They had been advocating long before 1917 
that the nationalities in the Tsarist empire should have the right to self-
determination, and they belonged to the sharpest critics of Tsarist Russia’s 
colonialism and imperialism, including the Russification policies that it 
employed with increasing radicalism at the end of the nineteenth and the 
beginning of the twentieth century.7 

Within the broader Marxist-inspired European labour movement the 
Russian Bolsheviks were taking a more radical anti-imperialist stance 
than other sections of that movement. Whilst their Marxism was officially 
committing the representatives of these movements to internationalism, 
labour movements across Europe had been thoroughly nationalised by 
the beginning of the twentieth century.8 The Socialist International, as 
the most pronounced expression of Marxist internationalism, had become 
a forum for demonstrating commitment to, and performing a culture of 
internationalism.9 Yet all labour movements were ultimately acting pri-
marily within the political framework of the nation-state – at least in 
Western and Central Europe, where liberal constitutionalism was most 
advanced in the long nineteenth century. ‘Parliamentary socialism’10 was 
at its strongest in Britain, as here the promise of achieving real politi-
cal power within the nation state through elections and a parliamentary 
majority was at its most believable. The strength of French ‘possibilism’ 
in the early twentieth century was also rooted in the opportunity struc-
tures provided by republican politics.11 And even in countries where those 
possibilities were less clear-cut, such as in Imperial Germany, or in Spain, 
the nationalisation of their labour movements gathered pace in the early 
twentieth century as the crucial reference points for its political and eco-
nomic activities was the nation state. 

Such nationalisation also resulted in the increasing identification 
of labour movement activists and their supporters with their nation 
states. Marx’s notion that the proletariat has no fatherland was proven 
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spectacularly and tragically wrong in 1914, when many representatives 
of the labour movement and many workers rallied to the national flags 
and supported their countries’ respective war efforts, despite the fact that 
international socialism had been one of the most prominent voices for 
peace in Europe right up until the summer of 1914.12 Even before 1914 
some socialists in Europe explicitly endorsed colonialism and imperialism 
in the name of a European civilising mission that would allow the colo-
nial world to reach similar cultural, political and social standards as ‘the 
West’.13 And where those socialists lived in multi-national nation states 
they, for the most part, ignored the national question within the borders 
of their states. Thus, for example, the Labour Party was arguably never a 
champion of either Welsh or Scottish national ambitions.14

Of course, much of East Central and Eastern Europe was deci-
sively different from Western and Central Europe in that the dominant 
political framework was not the (multi-national) nation state, but the 
multi-national empire.15 The Romanov empire, the Habsburg empire and 
the Ottoman empire were all characterised by their stark deficiencies with 
regard to liberal constitutional government. Labour movements could 
only operate underground in the Romanov (until 1905) and Ottoman 
empires. Whilst the Romanov empire and (belatedly, under the Young 
Turks) also the Ottoman empire began to delineate a national core from 
an imperial periphery and whilst both began to nationalise their empires, 
the Habsburg empire could only do so in one of its two sub-empires, the 
Hungarian one, where other nationalities were subjected to radical forms 
of Magyarisation. In the German part of the Habsburg empire, the road 
to nationalisation was blocked by the emergence of a separate German 
empire to the north following a bloody civil war between Prussia and 
the Habsburg empire in 1866. It was arguably this inability to nationalise 
itself which made the Habsburg empire such a fruitful territory for discus-
sions about nationality and nationhood. The Austro-Marxist school was 
the only one that developed Marxist ideas about nationality and nation-
hood, very much emphasising the compatibility of a cultural nationhood 
with the existence of a different trans-national political entity.16 

The early Bolsheviks had been very receptive to Austro-Marxist ideas 
about nationhood which led them precisely to insist on the cultural auton-
omy of nations within the Russian empire and even made them defend those 
non-Russian nationalities against the Russification policies of the Tsarist 
pre-war governments.17 Yet when the Bolsheviks seized power in 1917 
and subsequently maintained it against challenges from the ‘whites’ and 
other nationally oriented resistance groups, they did so with a vengeance. 

Socialist History 52.indd   27Socialist History 52.indd   27 16/10/2017   20:53:0616/10/2017   20:53:06



28 Socialist History 52

The ‘whites’ were portrayed as representatives of the bourgeoisie and 
the ‘old order’ against which the ‘reds’ defended the proletarian revolu-
tion and the interests of workers and farmers. National groups were also 
interpreted in those class terms – as false representatives of their respec-
tive nations, against which the ‘reds’ could be presented as the genuine 
representatives of the working-classes of those nations. The struggle of 
the ‘reds’ in the civil war was not an anti-national struggle – something 
that was impressively demonstrated by the immense resources that the 
young Communist state committed to an active nationalities’ policy in the 
1920s and 1930s.18 After defeating nationalist and anti-Communist inde-
pendence movements on most of the territories of the former Imperial 
Russia, the Soviet Union encouraged the teaching of languages other than 
Russian in the diverse Soviet republics and autonomous regions that were 
not predominantly Russian. It promoted the diversity of cultures within 
the Union of Socialist Soviet Republics, and its strong federalism was not 
just a smoke-screen for the absolute power of the politburo and central 
committee of the Communist Party. Lenin in fact coined the concept of 
‘indigenisation’ (korenizatsija), and even Stalin’s famous dictum from 
1925 that the Soviet Union had to be ‘socialist in content and national in 
form’ both highlight the strong commitment of the young Soviet Union 
to its nationalities policies.

In the interwar years those policies were always tinged with a class 
perspective.19 The workers and farmers were the true representatives of all 
soviet republics and their leadership was provided by the communist party 
everywhere. But within this dominant paradigm of class the nationalities 
within the Soviet Union were given a lot of attention. This only began to 
change slowly with the thorough Stalinisation of the Soviet Union in the 
1930s and, more strongly, with the promotion of a greater-Russian nation-
alism in the Second World War. The history politics of the Soviet Union 
now began to promote some very traditional Russian nationalist heroes 
and arguments. One of Russia’s greatest writers, Aleksandr Pushkin 
(1799-1837), was transformed into a Stalinist icon.20 Ivan the Terrible 
(1530-84) and Peter the Great (1672-1725) became national heroes once 
again, and the making of a strong national Russian state was commented 
on approvingly, even if it had been an oppressive class state.21 

Whilst M.N. Prokrovskii, the leading historian in the Soviet Union 
in the 1920s, had penned his Brief History of Russia as a new national 
master narrative that portrayed the history of Tsarist Russia as dark 
‘other’, Stalinist historians re-legitimated the history of Tsarist Russia. 
Prokrovskii’s history had been approved by no less a figure than Lenin 
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and it served as a bible for the first generation of Marxist-Leninist histo-
rians in the Soviet Union. It portrayed not only the working classes but 
also the non-Russian nationalities as utterly repressed in Tsarist Russia. In 
line with Marxist thinking, he portrayed the history of Russia as a history 
of class struggles, but contrary to Plekhanov and Trotsky, Pokrovskii 
described Russian historical development as essentially following the same 
trajectory as that of Western Europe. He insisted on universal patterns 
of historical development and was highly critical of all ideas of Russian 
exceptionalism. He analysed the emergence of the strong Russian state 
within the framework of the Russian variant of feudalism and insisted 
on the importance of merchant capital for the development of the later 
Russian empire. A capitalist economy replaced Russian feudalism from the 
sixteenth century onwards. By assimilating Russian history to the West 
European model, Pokrovskii gave historical explanation and justification 
to the Russian revolution of 1917. His Stalinist successors were far less 
sophisticated and far more apologetic. In Andrei Vasil’evich Shestakov’s 
(1877 -1941) Short Course in the History of the USSR, published in 1937 
to replace Pokrovskii’s earlier work, the Russian past was linked positively 
to the Soviet present. In Pokrovskii, the Russian past had been the neces-
sary precondition for the Soviet present, but it had not figured positively 
– quite the contrary. In Shestakov’s text, on the other hand, the reader is 
expressly invited to identify with the heroes of Russian history. Thus the 
book starts: ‘The USSR is the land of socialism. There is only one social-
ist country on the globe – it is our motherland’. And it closes: ‘We love 
our motherland and we must know her wonderful history well. Whoever 
knows history will better understand current life, will fight the enemies of 
our country better, and will consolidate socialism’.22 Soviet patriotism and 
love for the socialist motherland became guiding lights of Soviet historical 
culture thereafter.23 What was utterly lacking was any attempt to develop 
the Marxist theory of nation and nationality any further. 

Active nationalities policies were not entirely given up in the post-
war period and sometimes they were even encouraged, but they were 
far removed from the vibrant celebration of the Soviet Union’s diverse 
nationalities in the 1920s and often accompanied by a rather mind-numb-
ing and dominant all-Russian nationalism. Stalin also promoted a merger 
of Communism and nationalism both in the Communist part of Europe 
(as part and parcel of Eastern Europe’s Sovietisation) and in the decolo-
nising world. In Eastern Europe traditional national understandings of 
nation states were painted red – a ‘class-gloss’ was superficially put over 
very long-standing understandings of national peculiarity. There were 
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exceptions to the rule, such as Romania, which developed a highly anti-
national understanding of its national past between the late 1940s and the 
early 1960s, before it returned to a hypernationalist communist presenta-
tion of the national past under the Ceaușescu regime.24 But overall, very 
traditional national(ist) elements remained present in the understand-
ings of nation and nationality across East European communist regimes. 
The example of East Germany is instructive. Here the Communist state 
soon realised that it would be difficult to build a socialist German iden-
tity on an entirely negative view of the past. Hence, it encouraged the 
development of a master narrative which distinguished between a posi-
tive strand (including revolts and revolutions of the oppressed classes, the 
history of revolutionary Social Democracy and the Communist Party) 
culminating in the foundation of the German Democratic Republic, and 
a negative strand (including Frederick the Great, Prussianism, Bismarck, 
the economic elites and Hitler) culminating in the foundation of the 
Federal Republic of Germany. Later on, in the 1980s, Communist East 
Germany even began to rehabilitate and ‘discover’ some of the German 
reactionary pasts and heroes, including Luther, Frederick the Great and 
Bismarck, thus arguably paving the ideological way for German reunifica-
tion after the collapse of communism.25 In a similar way, the traditional 
understanding of nation and nationality all surfaced again after the fall of 
Communism in Eastern Europe, cleansed from its red class gloss which 
had been delegitimised alongside the regimes that had introduced it after 
the Second World War.26

The anti-imperialist movements that shaped the process of decolo-
nisation after 1945 were often supported by the Soviet Union and the 
Communist Parties.27 Like in Eastern Europe they were encouraged to 
develop their own brand of nationalism and merge it with a class anal-
ysis of society. Anti-colonial nationalisms thus became ‘classed’ in the 
post-Second World War, and where such Soviet-supported anti-colonial 
movements became the dominant forces in post-colonial political arrange-
ments they often made mixtures of strong nationalism and strong class 
ideology the basis of their dictatorial rule. Even where the Soviets did not 
have a decisive influence, such as in India, the nationalism of the domi-
nant political force of anti-colonialism, the Congress, was characterised 
by a mixture of Indian nationalism and socially progressive thinking that 
was clothed in the language of class (and anti-caste, at least in its rheto-
ric). When the Communist- or Communist-inspired developmentalist 
attempts to emulate, catch up with and perhaps even overtake the West 
in its economic development failed miserably in the 1960s and 1970s, 
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Communists in the so-called developing world only clung to power 
through dictatorial means. Eventually they lost legitimacy and were chal-
lenged by various opposition movements that could be liberal capitalist 
or, especially in the Islamic world, Islamist.28 Like in Eastern Europe, the 
‘class gloss’ that had been put over the nation lost its shine. Notions of 
a progressive Communist nationalism glided back into diverse formula-
tions of nationalism, evading notions of ‘progressivism’ and ‘class’. 

In the Soviet Union itself the decades from the 1970s to the 1980s were 
characterised by the attempt to develop ideas of a Soviet fatherland that 
would develop the all-Russian nationalism of the Stalinist era into a more 
enlightened nationalism that would give greater space again to the diverse 
nationalities without reverting to the strong federalist and cultural auton-
omy ideas of the interwar era.29 Whilst recognising national differences 
and peculiarities, all Soviet nations were supposed to find their fatherland 
in the Soviet Union. The orchestrated debates surrounding the adoption 
of the 1977 constitution in the Soviet Union clearly show this concern 
with forms of Soviet patriotism. 

This attempt to promote some supra-national understanding of the 
nation was perhaps not unlike the promotion of Britishness in the late-
eighteenth century that was also used to bring Scottish, Welsh, Irish and 
English national sentiments together in a new unity that could still at times 
emphasize diversity.30 However, and unlike the British example, this was 
arguably never very successful. When the Soviet Union collapsed, much 
of the post-Soviet space simply discarded the ‘class gloss’ and returned to 
traditional stories of nationality and nation-ness that often harked back 
to constructions promoted by the nationalists in the peripheries during 
the Russian civil war. This led to the unfortunate revival of national 
heroes who are deeply problematical, such as Petlura in the Ukraine who 
was a rabid anti-Semite. We see similar tendencies across East-Central 
and Eastern Europe, where rabid anti-Communists were rediscovered 
as national heroes in the aftermath of the so-called ‘velvet revolutions’. 
Often these anti-Communists were, however, also radical nationalists, 
anti-Semites and supporters of fascist or right-wing authoritarian regimes 
in interwar Europe.31 

Yet the idea of the Soviet Union simply putting the nationality ques-
tion into some kind of deep-freeze time machine that is unfrozen in the 
1990s and has allowed Eastern European and post-Soviet nationalities to 
return to a pre-Communist nationalities discourse would seriously under-
estimate the considerable impact of seventy years of Soviet nationalities’ 
policies. In many different, often yet to be explored ways, those seven 
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decades have strongly  influenced forms of national identification and feel-
ings of belonging across the Soviet empire in the Soviet Union and in the 
Communist countries in East Central and Eastern Europe. A truly post-
colonial perspective is perhaps needed to comprehend fully this impact 
and its many after-lives in the contemporary world.

The revival of nationalism in the post-communist world from Hungary 
to the Ukraine and from Zimbabwe to Georgia, not to mention Russia 
itself, is nevertheless the result of the ultimate failure of a more construc-
tive engagement with the ideas of nation and nationality on the part of 
Communists. Following promising beginnings under the early Bolsheviks, 
who received and developed Austro-Marxist ideas about nationality into 
a critique of Tsarist imperialism and Russification policies, the civil war 
pitted ‘red’ national imaginations against ‘green’ ones. The red ones sub-
ordinated nationality under the principle of class, classing the nation in 
a way that legitimated Communist rule over all nationalities in the old 
Tsarist and new Soviet empire. Whilst in the interwar period Communism 
followed through its classed national imagination with lavish programmes 
celebrating the diversity of nationalities within the Soviet empire, these 
attempts to merge class with nation grew increasingly sterile and stood 
next to a revival of a strong all-Russian nationalism in the Second World 
War. The official Soviet policy under Stalin re-emphasised Russian cul-
tural and political hegemony in the Soviet Union, even if it still allowed a 
plurality of nationalities to express themselves within an imperial Soviet 
framework. Thus, very traditional forms of Russian nationalism were 
glossed over with a thin and ideologically unconvincing veneer of class. 
The same unconvincing mixture of a superficial class ideology superim-
posed on very traditional nationalisms also characterised the emergence 
of red nationalisms in East-Central and Eastern Europe after the end of 
the Second World War and after the end of colonialism in those parts of 
the post-colonial world that turned Communist. When communism fal-
tered, traditional nationalisms came to the fore everywhere, leaving us in a 
post-Cold War world that is at the same time a moment of intense globali-
sation and intense nationalism. Communism’s failure to develop further 
the Marxist ideas of nation and nationality associated with the Austro-
Marxists and the early Bolsheviks is another aspect of the story about the 
‘God that failed’.32

I am very grateful to Malte Rolf for providing me with feedback on this 

piece. Whilst his comments have improved the article, any remaining errors 

are, as always, entirely my own.
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