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THE USSR AS A MULTINATIONAL STATE FROM THE REVOLUTION TO 
THE DEATH OF STALIN: WESTERN SCHOLARSHIP SINCE 1991*

This review article examines predominantly English-language research since 1991 on the history of 
the USSR as a multinational state from 1917 to the end of the Stalin era. Influenced by the rising role 
of nationality in late Soviet life, the opening of Soviet archives during the Perestroika period, and new 
developments in the conceptualization of the nation in different disciplines, Western scholarship on 
the history of the national question in the Soviet Union expanded considerably in the 1990s and is now 
one of the most vibrant areas of historical research in the Soviet history field. The essay’s central claim 
is that new research since the end of the Cold War has considerably revised the study of the national-
ity policies of the early Soviet state, underscoring that the USSR was a paradoxical nationality project 
that simultaneously engaged in both the construction and the selective undermining and destruction 
of national identities. Refs 155.
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СССР КАК МНОГОНАЦИОНАЛЬНОЕ ГОСУДАРСТВО ОТ РЕВОЛЮЦИИ 
ДО СМЕРТИ СТАЛИНА: ЗАПАДНАЯ ИСТОРИОГРАФИЯ С 1991 ГОДА

В статье анализируется преимущественно англоязычная историография, посвященная 
Советскому Союзу как многонациональному государству в период его существования с 1917 г. 
до 1953 г., конца сталинской эпохи. Рассмотрены работы, опубликованные со времени распада 
СССР до настоящего времени. В 1990-е годы под влиянием возросшей роли национального во-
проса в конце советской эпохи, открытия советских архивов в период перестройки, а также под 
воздействием новых идей и разработок в этноконфессиональном исследовательском поле в раз-
ных дисциплинах западная историография национального вопроса в Советском Союзе достиг-
ла значительного прогресса и  сейчас является одним из  самых развивающихся направлений 
исторических исследований в области советской истории. Главная идея обзора состоит в том, 
что в исследованиях, увидевших свет после окончания «холодной войны», подвергнута серьез-
ной переоценке национальная политика в первые годы советской власти. В них подчеркивается, 
что СССР представлял собой парадоксальный национальный проект, который одновременно 
стремился, с одной стороны, к конструированию новых советских наций, с другой — к селек-
тивному подрыву и разрушению национальных идентичностей. Библиогр. 155 назв.

Ключевые слова: СССР, национальная политика, национальная идентичность, межэтни-
ческие отношения, историография.

When the Soviet state came to an end in 1991, an era of Western historical research 
ended as well. Prior to this turning point, the study of nationality issues in the Soviet con-
text was at best secondary.1 The abiding concerns — and the great controversies — of the 
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field lay elsewhere. What was the nature of the Russian Revolution? Did Leninism have 
to result in Stalinism? How did Stalin’s dictatorship function? Was the Soviet Union a 
totalitarian state? If so, when and how did Soviet totalitarianism begin? Nationality issues 
figured in the answers offered to these questions, but not in a defining sense. By the 1970s, 
the field of Soviet history, in the US and to a lesser degree in Europe, was divided between 
practitioners of the so-called “social history school” and more traditionally defined politi-
cal historians, and neither group treated the “national question” as integral to the study of 
the Soviet experience.

In retrospect, this seems a glaring oversight. The eruption of interethnic tensions 
during the Perestroika years proved beyond all doubt that nationality was central to So-
viet politics and society in the last Soviet decade, and the voluminous historiography on 
the USSR as a multinational state that has transformed the field since 1991 makes it clear 
that this was the case throughout the Soviet era. Yet at the time the neglect of nationality 
as a historical topic seemed less obvious. Few Western historians questioned their habit 
of prioritizing class over ethnic factors. Those conducting research in the USSR were also 
obliged to follow the dictates of their Soviet minders, which invariably meant working 
exclusively in Moscow and Leningrad rather than in the “national periphery” and rarely, 
if ever, working in archives. Imperial-era specialists generally had at least selective access 
to archival collections. Soviet-era specialists, by comparison, faced greater restrictions. 
Given the perceived sensitivity of the subject, archival research by Western historians on 
nationality-related subjects was all but impossible. 

The change brought about by 1991, in that sense, was indeed remarkable, since it 
quickly led to a revolution in archival access, among other things. (See below.) Yet it 
would be wrong to conclude that the end of the USSR in and of itself created the “impe-
rial turn” and the abiding interest in nationality issues that now preoccupies the field.2 
In fact, research on Soviet nationality policy had already been established as a part of 
Western scholarship for at least a half-century. As early as the 1950s, Richard Pipes, then 
an assistant professor at Harvard, wrote an influential book underscoring what he saw 
as the dynamic of conquest that created the USSR, while other scholars, many of them 
émigrés, also stressed the critical importance of Soviet nationality issues [Pipes 1954]. 
One example: the small but influential school of specialists on Soviet Islam that coalesced 
around the St.-Petersburg-born Orientalist Alexandre Benningsen at the École des Hautes 
Études en Sciences Sociales in Paris between the 1960s and the 1980s.3 Another: the Hoo-
ver Institution, a leading US center for Soviet Studies during the Cold War era, whose 
book series devoted to narrative histories of “Soviet nationalities” helped define the field 
of Soviet “ethnic minority” or “nationality studies” in the West in the late 1970s. The so-
called “Hoover books” — on the Georgians, the Volga Tatars, the Kazakhs, the Estonians, 
and other peoples besides, all written by leading authorities — quickly emerged as classics 
of their genre.4

2 On the “imperial turn,” see [David-Fox, Holquist, Martin 2006, p. 705–712]. Regarding the tendency 
to exaggerate the paradigmatic shifts of 1991, see [Young 2007, p. 95–122].

3 For Alexandre Benningsen’s principal works, see: [Benningsen 1960; Benningsen 1961; Benning-
sen 1967; Benningsen, Wimbush 1970; Benningsen, Wimbush 1985; Carrère d’Encausse 1963; Carrère 
d’Encausse 1978].

4 For a comprehensive review of the series up to 1991, see [Laitin 1991, p. 139–177].
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The logic of “nationality studies” as enshrined in the Hoover series was a seemingly 
straightforward reflection of Soviet realities. The USSR was a multinational union; it fol-
lowed, then, that each nation within the union (in particular, the so-called “titular peo-
ples” identified with the USSR’s fifteen union-level republics) deserved their own narra-
tive history. The sole exception was the Russian nation, which, as the dominant nationality 
in the mix, was far better known than any of the others and was therefore judged as not 
requiring special study. “Nationality studies” in this context thus effectively meant the 
study of “non-Russian” nationalities, with a particular stress on how the histories of these 
groups distinguished them from the Russians. Politicians and commentators in the West 
often used the terms “Russian” and “Soviet” interchangeably, thus implicitly obscuring the 
great ethnic diversity of the Soviet state. Scholarship in “nationalities studies” was meant 
to challenge this lazy thinking by situating national diversity at the very heart of the way 
Western specialists studied the USSR.5

This approach had the obvious benefit of exposing historians to a rich diversity of 
non-Russian sources and of offering a far more inclusive view of the role of the national 
peripheries in shaping the Soviet experience. Indeed, one of the great plusses of nationali-
ties research was to diminish — at least somewhat — the overwhelmingly Moscow and St. 
Petersburg-centric quality of writing on Russian and Soviet history. 

This said, however, the Hoover series approach also reflected clear biases and limita-
tions. For one, in keeping with the larger presumptions of the field, works in the series 
often reduced Soviet history to a binary duel of “Russians” versus “others,” usually imply-
ing in the process that the Russians ruled the state from the center, while the non-Russians 
resisted in the periphery. Western-based specialists, including émigré scholars, likewise 
tended to depict both Tsarist Russia and the USSR as colonial empires defined by ex-
ploitative or, at a minimum, overbearing policies that threatened and/or, depending on 
circumstances, expressly sought to undermine minority peoples. Of the two polities, the 
Soviet order seemed by far the worst since the Communists were not only anti-nationalist 
but also anti-national, to the point, it was argued, of targeting Ukrainians and Kazakhs for 
destruction during collectivization and deporting a long list of other nationalities in the 
closing years of World War II.6 Surveying much of the Western writing of the 1960s and 
1970s (if not the 1980s as well), one gets the impression that if national diversity managed 
to survive in the USSR, it was largely the doing of the minority peoples themselves. The 
title of Turkic specialist Azade-Ayşe Rorlich’s contribution to the Hoover series is reveal-
ing in this respect: The Volga Tatars: A Profile in National Resilience [Rorlich 1986].

Finally, for all of the value that came from singling out the importance of national 
issues in the Russian and Soviet past, the emphasis of “nationalities” research fell, under-
standably enough, on the history of the nation, and this in turn, led to the inculcation of 
some of the teleologies and prejudices associated with national history. Thus few special-
ists in the Soviet nationalities field questioned the apparent naturalness of the nation as 
an ethno-territorial form or, for that matter, the overall narrative that held that all na-
tions, sooner or later, should have states of their own. The widely held view was that na-

5 For helpful overviews of nationality studies prior to 1991, see [Suny 1995, p. 105–147; Olcott 1995, 
p. 135–148].

6 Emphasis on the Stalin era as a time of “nation-destroying” comes through most clearly in Robert 
Conquest’s The Nation Killers: The Soviet Deportation of Nationalities [Conquest 1970;]; and The Harvest of 
Sorrow: Soviet Collectivization and the Terror-Famine [Conquest 1987].
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tions, while not timeless features of the human landscape, were nonetheless historically 
real and objective. They were collectivities that emerged in verifiable historical conditions 
and possessed concrete and largely stable historical characteristics. Ironically, in viewing 
nationality this way, Western specialists found themselves in broad agreement with Bol-
shevik nationality experts like Joseph Stalin whose famous 1913 article on “Marxism and 
the National Question” proposed a roughly analogous view.7 But this shouldn’t be surpris-
ing. By the cusp of the 1990s, the mark of nationality on everyday life was so pervasive 
that it was largely naturalized. In the eyes of everyone concerned — nationalists, socialists, 
and writers of national history alike — nations appeared as objective entities to be defined, 
measured, and compared, and with interests and limitations that had to be studied and 
accounted for. 

Approaches to the USSR’s history as a multinational state began to change dramati-
cally in the 1990s for three basic reasons. The first and arguably most important was the 
simple reality of the end of the Soviet Union. Perestroika shifted issues of nationality to the 
front burner of Soviet life. In 1995, just four years after the collapse of the USSR, former 
Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev recalled that, having grown up in the North Caucasus, 
he had known from the start “how important it was to demonstrate a delicate and cau-
tious touch in handing [nationality] issues.” [Gorbachev 1995, p. 18]. Yet as it turned out, 
for all his caution, Gorbachev appears to have woefully underestimated the explosive po-
tential of national grievance. As a result, almost as soon as his democratic and economic 
reforms began, interethnic tensions and nationalist movements began rising as well. Na-
tional groups across the USSR protested their treatment by the Soviet government. Popu-
lar fronts took over in the Baltic republics. Bloody interethnic violence exploded in the 
Caucasus. Soviet power in Eastern Europe crumbled away.

In less than six years — from the start of the 27th Congress of the CPSU in January 
1986 to the formation of the Commonwealth of Independent States in December 1991 — 
the USSR passed from reform to extinction. Nationality issues were not the only factor 
that influenced this path, but they were among the most important. Given the sheer scale 
and speed of the emergence of nationalist politics in late Soviet society, there was simply 
no way for historians not to ask how and why this had come to pass. Indeed, the first post-
Soviet attempts to explain the particulars of Soviet national history took place against the 
immediate backdrop of unfolding events.

A second key factor was the opening of the archives. Even before the unravelling of 
the USSR, access to Soviet archives began to improve for Western scholars. Then, once 
the end came, the doors truly swung open, both in Russia as well as in many of the other 
former republics. Serious limitations remained, of course. Some new countries made ma-
terials far more open than others. Certain Western historians rightly warned of the danger 
of losing one’s professional way in the “gold-rush” of the times [Hagen 1993, p. 96–100]. 
Others pointed to the practical and methodological challenges “imposed by the organi-
zation of the archives themselves” and were skeptical about how much the new archival 

7 Stalin’s pithy definition of the nation: “a historically constituted, stable community of people, 
formed on the basis of a common language, territory, economic life, and psychological make-up mani-
fested in a common culture.” See the text of his article at https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/stalin/
works/1913/03a.htm#s1 (last consulted March 2016). For the Russian originals, see [Natsional’nyi vopros 
1913; National’nyi vopros i marksizm 1914].
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access was likely to deliver in terms of reinterpretations for the field8. But the net effect 
of the “archival revolution” was profound all the same. As Director Sergei Mironenko of 
GARF suggested in 1993, “Documents hidden…for decades” were now emerging to help 
explain “why Russia chose one…path of development rather than another” [Chernetsky 
1993, p. 841]. Document collections poured forth from Russian repositories as archives 
themselves became de facto publishing houses9. More importantly, by now it seemed nor-
mal and natural for historians working on national questions to conduct archival work. 
The restrictions of old were apparently gone for good.

The third important factor that helped change writing on the history of national 
questions in the USSR was an emerging shift in the study of the nation in areas outside the 
Russian field. Rigidly primordialist thinking about nationality had long been questioned 
in Western academia, but now even the “soft” primordialism identified with the Hoover 
series found itself increasingly challenged by more obviously constructivist assumptions. 
A new orthodoxy was emerging, one that rejected the idea of nationality as an objective 
fact, however historically determined, and approached it instead as an inherently subjec-
tive and multifaceted form. Nations were thus “made” rather than “born,” and much of 
the new scholarship on the nation emerging in the 1980s focused on documenting and 
explaining this nation-making process. 

The most influential thinkers in this age of “new thinking” were scholars such as 
Miroslav Hroch, Ernest Gellner, Benedict Anderson, and Anthony Smith, each of whom 
brought a different disciplinary approach and theoretical emphasis to the issue. Hroch, 
a Czech political theorist and historian whose work first appeared in German in the late 
1960s but obtained broader impact with an English translation in 1985, proposed a se-
quential theory for understanding the emergence of national movements in the mod-
ern era, starting with a stage of scholarly research and discovery (Phase A), then passing 
through a “period of patriotic agitation” (Phase B), and finally ending with “the rise of a 
mass national movement” (Phase C). Gellner, a philosopher and social anthropologist, 
argued for seeing nationalism as a product of industrialization, linking it explicitly to the 
phenomenon of nineteenth and twentieth-century modernity. Anderson, a political sci-
entist specializing in Southeast Asia, underscored the importance of language, symbols, 
and the collective imagination in shaping national identity, all of which he, too, like Gell-
ner, associated with the advent of the modern age, specifically the era of print capitalism. 
Smith, by contrast, drew on his formation as a historical sociologist to stress the pre-
modern or ethnic bases of nations, arguing that proto-national identification in multiple 
areas across the world emerged long before the modern era10. 

Alongside these efforts to reinterpret the nation, new scholarship in what would be-
come known as the field of postcolonial studies offered a similarly provocative rethinking 
of modern imperialism. A foundational work in this regard was Edward Said’s Oriental-
ism, which offered one of the first sweeping scholarly critiques of colonial-based knowl-

8 On the challenges for researchers that seemed inherent in the organization of Soviet archives, see 
the comments by Peter A. Blitstein, [Blitstein 1999, p. 125]. For a skeptic’s view from the time of what the 
archival turn was likely to bring, see Stephen Kotkin [Kotkin 1998, p. 392].

9 For a sampling of the many Russian-language document collections that appeared in the 1990s, see 
[Blitstein 1999, pp. 307–326].

10 For the works referenced here, see [Hroch 1985; Gellner 1983; Anderson 1983; Smith 1986; Smith 
1991].
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edge [Said 1978].11 Much like theorists of the nation who emphasized the inherent contin-
gency of national forms, Said insisted that European imperialism was no different. It, too, 
rested on a self-serving “political vision of reality” that created the West as rational and 
progressive, while designating other parts of the world, the Muslim “Orient,” in particular, 
as irrational and backward. Thus the study and representation of the Orient in scholar-
ship and the arts was not a neutral exercise but rather a “discourse” inseparable from the 
“gross political fact” of Western colonial domination [Said 1978, p. 11]. It followed that a 
full appreciation of the working of empires required confronting and interrogating their 
inherently constructed, discursive quality, while at the same time engaging the voice of the 
otherwise silenced or mediated “colonial Other”, that is, the non-European, non-White 
subjects of European empires who were otherwise left out of traditional imperial histories. 

The confluence of the peristroika period’s nationality politics created the precondi-
tions for a new turn in Western scholarship on the Soviet past with the opening of ar-
chives and bubbling up of new thinking on nations, nationalism, and imperial culture 
from outside the Russian field. In retrospect, one harbinger of the changes to come was 
the work of Rogers Brubaker, an American historical sociologist from UCLA whose initial 
research focused on the “politics of citizenship and nationhood” in Germany and France 
but whose interests by the early 1990s were turning increasingly towards Eastern Europe 
and the USSR. Brubaker’s geographical move seemed to capture something of the schol-
arly promise of the moment. As he noted in the early 1990s, the break-up of the USSR and 
the emergence of ethnonationalism in post-Soviet space seemed to suggest (according to 
the conventional thinking) that the long-repressed national minorities of the Soviet state 
were finally rising up and claiming the nationhood that Moscow had never allowed them 
to have, yet the reality, in his view, was more nuanced: “Far from ruthlessly suppress-
ing nationhood, the Soviet regime pervasively institutionalized it. The regime repressed 
nationalism of course, but at the same time it went further than any other state before or 
since in institutionalizing territorial nationhood and ethnic nationality as fundamental 
social categories” [Brubaker 1994, p. 6–7]12.

What Brubaker was suggesting, in effect, was that the study of the Soviet case of-
fered a terrain for thinking differently about nations, empires, and national identities. 
This was a field where one might apply some of the new approaches that scholars such as 
Gellner and Anderson had begun proposing, asking not what nations were as if they con-
stituted long-existing objective realities but rather how they became institutionalized and 
acquired social and political meaning at discrete historical junctures. This was the early 
1990s. As it turned out, Brubaker was not alone in coming to these conclusions. Other 
Western specialists on the USSR were moving in the same direction. The so-called “impe-
rial turn” was about to begin.

Scholarship Since 1991

How should we define this profound transformation in the study of the USSR? One 
critical aspect of the change is a simple yet striking shift in scale and influence. Prior to 
the early 1990s, research on questions of ethnocultural diversity in the Russian past was 

11 For context, see Robert Young [Young 2001]. 
12 For Brubakers’ most influential work on the Soviet context, see [Brubaker 1994, p. 47–78; Brubaker 

1996].
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important but secondary. Since 1991, however, the volume of publication has expanded 
dramatically and interest in the subject has shifted from the margins “to the center of the 
field.” [David-Fox, Holquist, Martin 2006, p. 705]. Led in large part by the breakthrough 
work of scholars such as Andreas Kappeler [Kappeler 1982; Kappeler 1994; Kappeler 
1993],13 Alfred J. Rieber,14 and Ronald Grigor Suny,15 research on national questions is 
now a regular feature in all the major periodicals focused on Russian and Soviet history, 
including Ab Imperio, which was founded in 2000 with the express purpose of highlight-
ing the experience of nationality and empire in Russian, Soviet, and post-Soviet space. 
Books on the subject abound. Historian Stephen Kotkin joked not long ago (only half 
tongue in cheek): “Apply for a grant on ‘borderlands,’ and you get the grant even before 
you hit the send button” [Kotkin 2007, p. 519].

More importantly, the “imperial turn” has changed how historians of Russia and the 
USSR approach the country’s past. The specialist on Polish-Russian history Ted Weeks 
describes the conceptual reframing of the new scholarship in the following way: 

The “imperial turn”…aims to avoid a national teleology in which Russians play the 
leading (or only) role in the historical narrative, to emphasize the presence and signifi-
cance of non-Russians in “Russian” (rossiiskaia) history, and to view the Russian Empire 
and USSR not as would-be nation-states but as empires, a different kind of polity. The 
imperial turn also wants to problematize the very definition of “Russian,” whether meant 
in an ethnic (russkii) or political-geographical (rossiiskii) sense. The history of “national-
ity policy,” i.e., how the Russian center dealt with non-Russians, belongs here as does the 
history of non-Russians within the Russian and Soviet state. Finally, a hardly attempted 
but promising direction would be the comparison of the Russian/Soviet empire with other 
empires like the French, British, German, or American [Weeks URL: http://www.hsozkult.
de/literaturereview/id/forschungsberichte-1134].

The greatest focus on these issues as they relate to Soviet Russia has fallen on the 
period from the Great War and the Revolution to the end of Stalinism, with special atten-
tion given to themes such as: the role of imperial collapse and post-imperial politics in 
establishing the bases for Soviet ethno-federalism, the politics of nation-building during 
NEP, and the role of nationality in the evolution and operation of the Stalin dictatorship, 
in particular regarding the campaigns of the First Five-Year Plan, broader society-building 
in the 1930s, the Terror, the Gulag system, World War II, and postwar reconstruction. In 
every case, the central contribution of the new literature has been to insist on situating the 
national-imperial factor at the heart of Soviet history. 

One area where we see this new approach quite clearly is the emerging historiog-
raphy of Russia’s World War I. Studies of the Great War on the Russian side were tradi-
tionally overshadowed by the study of the revolution, and among the few studies that 
did focus on the war, none engaged closely with the imperial dimension — for example, 
Norman Stone’s classic study of the Russian war barely addresses the nationality issue 
[Stone 1998].16 Scholarship since 1991, however, has both paid more attention to the war 

13 For a retrospective by the author, see [Kappeler 2000, p. 15–32].
14 One example from Alfred J. Rieber’s rich and influential corpus of work on the imperial context of 

Russian history prior to the 2000s: [Rieber 1994, p. 61–92; Rieber 2009, p. 227–237].
15 For Suny’s early work on nationality questions that established him as a leader in the field, see his 

classic [Suny 1972; Suny 1988; Suny 1993].
16 Allan K. Wildman’s magisterial study of the Russian army in 1917 also pays little attention to na-

tionality issues: The End of the Russian Imperial Army [Stone 1980–1987, 2 vols].
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in general and to problems of empire in particular, emphasizing the way in which imperial 
tensions during the war years contributed to the breakdown of central authority and even-
tually to the de facto “decolonization” of the imperial state.17 Some of the best new work 
in the field has highlighted the inter-imperial nature of the crisis of the time, underscor-
ing the way the war transformed the Russian, Ottoman, and Habsburg borderlands into a 
shared “shatter zone” of state collapse [Reynolds 2011; Roshwald 2001; Rieber 2014].

Still, the Russian unravelling was unique in that it unfolded in tandem with a full-
fledged revolution. In fact, it’s perhaps best to describe the revolution that developed in 
Russia as an imperial revolution since it unfolded within Russian imperial space and was 
profoundly shaped by the many complexities of the tsarist imperial experience. The new 
scholarship on 1917 engages this imperial context much more fully than earlier studies, 
while also dethroning the revolution from its separate perch and merging it into a broader 
view of the violent change of the times. A key work in this respect is Peter Holquist’s in-
fluential Making War, Forging Revolution, which focuses on the Don region of Southern 
Russia and argues that the Great War, Revolution, and Civil War should not be seen as 
distinct events but rather as interconnecting stages within a single “continuum of crisis,” 
every aspect of which was informed by Russia’s regional and multicultural complexity and 
the larger dynamic of “end of empire” that overlay the period [Holquist 2002]18. 

Building from this way of thinking, the once relatively tidy story of the Civil War 
in the imperial periphery has also been reinterpreted. Once depicted by Pipes and oth-
ers as a Moscow-directed reconquista of the borderlands by the Bolsheviks (a number 
of Bolsheviks also saw the process this way), the civil war today appears not as a single 
overarching conflict but rather a concatenation of civil wars in the plural, a different war, 
in effect, for each periphery. Suny’s work, in particular, has done much to illuminate the 
complex “ebbs and flows of socialism and nationalism” that coursed through the bor-
derlands in the revolutionary period19. The result is a far messier but ultimately more 
compelling picture of how the Bolsheviks prevailed against their enemies across much of 
Russia’s former imperial space. Scholarship since 1991 has also done much to examine the 
Bolsheviks and other actors of the revolutionary era as “people of empire” — that is, as in-
dividuals whose political subcultures and worldviews were shaped in myriad ways by the 
diverse multicultural environments of the tsarist state [Riga 2014; Jones 2005; Sunderland 
2014; Rieber 2001, p. 1677–1691; Suny 2012, p. 243–252; Hallez 2014, p. 119–134]. Still 
other studies have underscored the influence of tsarist-era “empire specialists,” such as 
Orientalist scholars, ethnographers, missionaries, and colonization experts, on early So-
viet institutions [Hirsch 2005; Cadiot 2007; Tolz 2011; Siegelbaum, Moch 2014, p. 32–48; 
Graber, Murray 2015, p. 127–152]. The net effect of this work has been to increase our 

17 The key work here is [Sanborn 2015]. For the broader context of decolonization relating to the Ger-
man occupation of Poland and the Baltic provinces, see [Liulevicius 2005]. On the Central Asian Uprising 
of 1916 that destabilized tsarist power in Turkestan, see [Happel 2011; Brower 2003, p. 1–25, 152–175]. For 
additional studies highlighting national-imperial issues during the war period, see Lieven 2015; Lohr 2003; 
Jahn 1995; Norris 2006; The Empire and Nationalism at War 2014].

18 On “end of empire,” see the articles [After Empire 1997].
19 See, in particular [Suny 1993, p. 20–83]. On the complex national and regional dynamics of revolu-

tion in different imperial borderlands in the 1917-early 1920s period, see also: [Khalid 1996, p. 270–296; 
Khalid 2011, p. 145–164; Schafer 2001, p. 165–190; Sanborn 2010, p. 195–213; Buttino 2014, p. 109–136; 
Cusco 2014 , p. 137–162].
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appreciation for the complex imperial — or more explicitly, post-imperial — context that 
ultimately gave rise to the new Soviet order. 

It’s the distinctive morphology of Soviet power, however, that has arguably drawn 
the most attention from scholars since 1991. In part, this is because of the post-imperial 
anomaly presented by the Soviet case. The two other great dynastic empires of continental 
Europe — the Habsburgs and the Ottomans — disappeared in the aftermath of World War 
I. The Russian Empire, however, lived on, in a manner of speaking, in the new form of the 
USSR. Finland was lost for good. The Baltic provinces and Russian Poland broke away to 
form independent states until the Soviet occupation ushered in by the Nazi-Soviet Pact 
of 1939. But most of the rest of the old tsarist imperium continued to be ruled by a single 
Russian-dominated political center, albeit one that was at once both utterly different from 
and curiously continuous with the political order that had preceded it. What allowed for 
this distinctive historical turn? How and why did a multinational union come to hold sway 
over much of the space of the old tsarist empire while the spaces of the other dynastic em-
pires of Europe split apart and turned into mosaics of nation-states? 

The starting position of the new scholarship has been to acknowledge the basic conti-
nuity of the situation: Like the tsarist state it replaced, the USSR was an empire, but it was 
an empire of a distinctly particular sort. As Yuri Slezkine, one of the most influential schol-
ars in the area of Soviet nationality policy, has argued, “the Soviet Union was an empire — 
in the sense of being big, bad, asymmetrical, hierarchical, and doomed. It was also Utopia 
in power and a prison of peoples (sentenced to life without parole or death through even-
tual fusion)” [Slezkine 2000, p. 227]. What made it distinct from the normative “colonial 
empire” that Cold War critics often compared it to, however, was the Soviet government’s 
double commitment to building socialism on the one hand and building up nationality on 
the other, with both of these commitments in turn linked to a political culture that em-
braced the application of massive state power, including massive repression, in pursuit of 
the state’s objectives. In this sense, the new scholarship since 1991 shares common ground 
with the Sovietological writing of the Cold War era — the Soviet government continues to 
appear as a “breaker” of nations. But, very importantly, the new scholarship also stresses the 
other side of the Soviet coin: the fact that even as the government “broke” nations, it made 
them as well. In fact, Slezkine’s work has underscored most insightfully of all the pervasive, 
if selective and shifting, “ethnophilia” of the Soviet regime [Slezkine 1994, p. 414–452].

Key interventions advancing this argument have been made by numerous scholars, in 
the first instance, Terry Martin, whose study of Soviet nationality policy from the Revolu-
tion to the late 1930s, The Affirmative Action Empire, published in 2001, has since become 
an accepted classic of the field [Martin 2001]. As Martin makes clear, early Soviet leaders 
threw themselves behind the support of an “ethnoterritorial model” both because they 
wanted to woo the nationalities of the old tsarist empire and distinguish the USSR from 
capitalist imperialist states but also because they believed in the essential reality of nation-
ality. They were confident that in time nationality would pass on the road to international 
proletarian solidarity. But in the meantime national feeling was a reality that required ac-
commodation and practical support. Consequentially, the Soviet government committed 
itself to the radically innovative policy of “systematically building and strengthening its 
non-Russian nations, even when they barely existed” [Martin 2001, p.19].

The device to do this was korenizatsiia, variously translated in English as “nativiza-
tion” or “indigenization.” This policy effectively promoted non-Russian national forms 
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within the Soviet state — special employment for non-Russians within the state apparatus, 
special nationally organized territories, instruction in non-Russian languages through el-
ementary and secondary schooling, and the reproduction and diffusion of non-Russian 
cultures through film, literature, drama, dance, and other artistic forms. As such, koreni-
zatsiia was a policy similar to approaches later embraced in postcolonial India and the US 
that were known as “affirmative action” because they affirmed the legal and cultural stand-
ing of previously exploited ethnic, religious, and racial groups (African-Americans who 
faced institutional segregation in the United States, for example). For Martin, the USSR 
was, in effect, the first affirmative-action state, the first government to throw its weight 
behind repairing the injustices of imperialism through state action. As he makes clear, this 
commitment to korenizatsiia was the defining leitmotif of the Soviet regime, one that cut 
across all the apparent divides of the early Soviet period, from the Civil War through the 
NEP era and the consolidation of Stalin’s power, then through the massive violent disrup-
tions of collectivization and the First Five Year Plan and the Terror of the 1930s.

Other influential scholarship takes a similar view, even while debating with some 
of the particulars of Martin’s argument. Francine Hirsch’s highly original work on Soviet 
ethnographers in the 1920s and 1930s, for example, emphasizes korenizatsiia as Sovietiza-
tion, while underscoring to a greater degree than Martin the continuities between Tsarist 
Russia and the USSR in regards to creating the corpus of practices and knowledge that af-
fected “nation-building” policy. Hirsch also emphasizes in a way different than Martin the 
key role played by the non-Russian peoples themselves, ultimately presenting the Soviet-
style process of making nationality as “an interactive and participatory process” involving 
“non-Russians and Russians alike” [Hirsch 2005, p. 15].

In keeping with the visible works by Martin, Hirsch, and Slezkine, a wave of schol-
arship since the mid-1990s has helped underscore the vitality of the Soviet nation- and 
region-making project such that the field now offers works dedicated to a range of dis-
crete Soviet peoples and regional/national sites — Turkmenistan [Edgar 2004], Uzbeki-
stan [Northrop 2004; Khalid 2015; Sartori 2007, p. 115–141; Payne 2001; Ubiria 2015; 
Haugen 2003],20 Kyrgyzstan [Igmen 2012; Loring 2008], the Soviet Roma [O’Keeffe 2013], 
the Caucasus [Marshall 2010], Jews [Slezkine 2004; Weinberg 1998; Revolution, Repres-
sion, and Revival: The Soviet Jewish Experience 2007; Kotlerman 2009; Bemporad 2013; 
Grüner 2008], the “small peoples of the North” [Slezkine 1994; Ssorin-Chaikov 2003] 
Ukrainians [Liber 1992; Kuromiya 1998], the Soviet Far East [Shulman 2012; Grant 1995; 
Bone 1999, p. 59–92; Urbansky 2013], to name just a few; together with attention to a range 
of themes and topical areas such as the history of language, citizenship, women, medicine, 
education, and religion [Gorham 2003; Kamp 2006; Kamp 2007, p. 103–114; Kelle 2001; 
Michaels 2003; Lohr 2014]. Some of the freshest research also focuses on the link between 
Soviet nationality practices at home and nationality politics abroad, exposing the way that 
national/imperial considerations such as migration, mixed marriages, and cross-border 
trade shaped the Soviet experience in borderland zones. Recent scholarship on the Soviet 
Far East and Manchuria in the 1920s and 1930s is particularly interesting in this regard 
and suggests the potential for further work under the rubric of transnational and “entan-

20 For references to the considerable Japanese scholarship on the history of Central Asia during the 
Soviet decades, see the works cited in Uyama Tomohiko [Tomohiko 2015, p. 331–344].
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gled history” (l’histoire croisée) [Urbansky 2014; Patrikeef 2002; Harbin and Manchuria: 
Place, Space, and Identity 2000].21

A consideration of the politics of nationality, including NKVD repression of “dias-
pora nationalities” such as Finns, Chinese, Poles, Germans, and other groups that had 
presumed ties to peoples beyond Soviet borders, has also emerged an essential aspect of 
studies of the Terror and the broader functioning of the Stalin dictatorship in the 1930s 
[Baberowski 2003; Werth url: http://www.massviolence.org/ (Last consulted: December 
2015); Khlevniuk 2000, p.159–173; Kuromiya1998, p. 201–250; Martin 1998, p. 813–861; 
Petrov, Roginskii 2003, p. 153–172]. Meanwhile the view once widely accepted in the West 
that the Soviet state intentionally pursued a genocidal famine in Soviet Ukraine has also 
been challenged and substantially revised, though disagreements continue.22 

New scholarship has also taken up the explosive nationality issues that relate to the 
history of the Nazi-Soviet Pact and the war years that followed. Though there is little de-
bate in Western scholarship over the inherently imperialist nature of Stalinist foreign pol-
icy toward the Baltic States and Poland between 1939 and 1941 as well as the USSR’s more 
defensive position vis-à-vis Japan in Mongolia and Manchuria, disagreements remain over 
the numbers of Poles and Balts repressed by Soviet authorities and over the extent and na-
ture of the collaboration between Nazi and Soviet authorities as well as their mutual per-
ceptions.23 Studies emphasize the repressive deportations of Soviet nationalities suspected 
of collaboration during the German occupation (Chechens, Ingush, Kalmyks, Crimean 
Tatars, and others), the wartime experience of different Soviet nationalities, including the 
Nazi destruction of Soviet Jewry in German-occupied Ukraine, Belarus, and the Baltic, 
as well as the consolidation of a more overtly Russian-centered patriotism during the war 
years [Naimark 2002, pp. 85–107; Burds 2007, pp. 265–312; Werth 2006, pp. 347–366; 
Dufaud 2007, pp. 151–162; Lower 2007; Beorn 2013; Berkhoff 2008; The Holocaust in the 
East: Local Perpetrators and Soviet Responses 2014; Soviet Jews in World War II: Fighting, 
Witnessing, Remembering 2014; Berkhoff 2012); Michaels 2001, pp. 217–235; Branden-
berger 2002; Wiener 2002].

Finally, the literature on postwar Stalinism has added to our understanding of a “re-
turn to normalcy” in regards to nationality affairs, including attention to “postwar paci-
fications” by Soviet power in regions with anti-Soviet resistance such as western Ukraine, 
the role of nationality politics in veterans’ affairs, family life, and postwar reconstruction, 
and official anti-Semitism (in particular, in relation to the so-called Doctors’ Plot) [Brent 

21 On the rich potential offered by transnational perspectives for rethinking Russian and Soviet his-
tory, see [David-Fox 2011, p. 885–904].

22 One of the first works of Western scholarship to “call for a revision of the genocide interpretation” 
was Mark B. Tauger [Tauger 1991, p. 70–89]. Terry Martin also suggests a more complicated view of how 
nationality issues shaped the horrors of collectivization in Ukraine, arguing against the idea that the famine 
represents an intentional act of genocide targeting Ukrainians, but noting that “the gradual emergence of an 
anti-korenizatsiia hard-line” within Soviet nationality policy in the early 1930s led the government to view 
the intense resistance to the “grain requisitions crisis in Ukraine and Kuban” as evidence of “Ukrainianiza-
tion,” which then had to be stamped out as anti-Soviet. [Martin 2001, p. 305].

23 See, inter alia, [Gross 1988; Senn 2007; Shared History — Divided Memory: Jews and Others in Sovi-
et-Occupied Poland, 1939–1941 2007; Haslam 1992; Clark, Schlögel 2009, pp. 396–442; David-Fox, Holquist, 
Martin 2012, pp. 1–12]. And Amir Weiner’s extensive critique of Timothy Snyder’s influential but controver-
sial work Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin: “Bloodlands, or a Bloody Nose to History? Timothy 
Snyder’s Bloodlands [Weiner 2012].
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2010; Levene 2012, pp. 303–360; Risch 2011; Yekelchyk 2004; Yekelchyk 2001, pp. 255–
275; Qualls 2009; Edgar 2007, pp. 581–599]

Conclusion

Though research on the history of nationality during the 1917–1953 period is diverse 
and hard to summarize, the sheer volume of the scholarship suggests perhaps the most 
noteworthy development of all. Prior to the late 1980s, Western research on the national 
question in the Soviet context was at best peripheral to the field. Today it is undeniably 
central, having become one of the most dynamic research areas in Western scholarship on 
the history of Russian Eurasia. 

Indeed, if a generation ago one might have been able to relegate discussion of the 
multinational character of the USSR to a chapter  — or even a section of a chapter  — 
within a broader history of the Soviet era, such an approach today would appear odd, even 
ignorant. Arguably the most important breakthrough achieved by Western scholarship in 
this area over the last generation has been to underscore the profound importance of the 
topic for Western understandings of the country. It’s simply no longer possible to elide the 
ethnocultural diversity of the Soviet state by lazily conflating Russia with the USSR. Nor 
can one simply dismiss the Soviet state as a destroyer of nations since it was as much a 
builder of nations as well. 

The paradoxes of Soviet policy and practice regarding the “national question” have yet 
to be fully explained, and indeed it’s possible that a full explanation for the contradictions 
will always elude us. But it’s fair to say that we now know much more about what it meant 
to be “national” during the formative decades of the Soviet era. The concepts of “nation” 
and “empire” have been critiqued in new ways and approached through new materials and 
new vantage points. The result is a remarkably vibrant and rich field of historical inquiry.
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