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2. The Eurasian Vector of Russia’s Development

Ovsey Shkaratan

The “civilizational” and particularly “Eurasianist” discourse has recently become a firmly integral part of the official political rhetoric in such countries as Russia, Kazakhstan and perhaps, to a lesser extent, Belarus. In fact, the words seem to match the deeds: the proposed Eurasian economic integration appears to be a decisive step in implementing this discourse, and seems to fit quite well with the theorizing of Samuel L. Huntington, who suggested that the most likely scenario for the reconstitution of international relations after the collapse of the Soviet Union would be a rise in the role of civilizational identities.

But the question addressed here is to what extent can “Eurasianism” be considered as a real existing and effective doctrine for such integration? Can it not be merely a kind of a “self-fulfilling prophecy”, or an imaginary, artificially sustained ideological construct, which is being skillfully utilized in the interests of certain political elites? Or, perhaps, it is crucial to distinguish between “Eurasianism” as a reality shaped by natural and historical forces and “Eurasianism” as an instrumental concept of the current geopolitical discourse?

I will discuss that in its original propositions “Eurasianism” was a theory of a certain historic modality, and argue that it has to be taken more seriously than in its merely discursive aspect, particularly if it is to be related to current political developments. In fact, apart from the current member states of the Eurasian Economic Community (Russia, Belarus and Ukraine), the Eurasian world historically also incorporated Ukraine (to some extent), as well as Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. Meanwhile three other Central Asian republics – Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan – were never considered a part of Eurasia as they can be distinguished by a slightly different mode of socioeconomic existence characterized by a thousand-year-long history of irrigation-based agriculture (and in fact had been conquered and devastated rather than integrated into Eurasian union by Genghis Khan during his raiding campaigns). 

My particular focus in this paper is on Russia, which historically constituted the core of the Eurasian world after the Mongol invasion. And it is in the history of this country, its particular societal and economic organization, as well as its relationships with other peoples of Eurasia that we can capture the essence of Eurasia itself and its far-reaching influence over the internal and external affairs of the nations which populate it. The ecosystem of the vast Eurasian territory appears to have nourished the natural integrity of its people throughout centuries. In spite of an apparent ethnic, linguistic and anthropological heterogeneity it has formed a peculiar sociocultural reality marked by its specific values, societal and economic organization, structures of power and, eventually, geopolitical ambitions.
Global civilization and local civilizations

By the end of the XXth century it was quite tempting to approach developing countries as fated to constantly catch up with the more advanced European civilizations. However, the amazing success of Japan, USSR, China and the Asian “Tigers” has shown that the leap is, indeed, possible, but only when the European experience is carefully utilized to combine with (rather than dismantle) the civilizational advantages of these countries, i.e. the advantages, which were fostered in certain cultural and historical contexts.

So far there is little evidence of convergence of different countries and/or civilizations that belong to different echelons of development. More likely is the opposite: the more affluent countries become even richer, with poor countries staying where they are. For instance, the authors of China Modernization Report Outlook
 conclude that different countries should seek to design their own models of modernization and avoid imitating others. This, however, does not contradict the recognition that the more advanced societies might provide the developing ones with a certain standard vision of the future, but in materializing this vision the developing countries must account for their cultural specificity and fumble for their own path of becoming competitive in the global economy.

And although the effectiveness of catch-up modernization has long been discredited by historical experience (especially in the XXth and XXIst century), paradoxically the Eurocentric approach to development has never ceased to dominate in social sciences. The superiority of Western civilization before other civilizations which existed throughout the course of known human history is still being maintained by many Western social scholars
.

However, in the last two to three decades a new approach has regained popularity. The central claim of this approach holds that humanity continues to stay divided into relatively autonomous entities, each of which has its own history, and proceeds through its own stages of development and decline. In other words, the concept of world history as a unitary process, which is reshaping the essence of existing societies towards a certain (i.e. Western) ideal, is denied. 

One of the first social thinkers to support this idea was the Russian historian N. Danilevsky, the author of Russia and Europe. An Inquiry into the Cultural and Political Relations of the Slavs to the Germano-Latin World (first published in 1869). It was he who proposed that among the factors which lead to a multidirectionality of historical processes and the diversity of societal development at each point in time, one should consider the cultural and historical context in which given societies evolve.

In regarding the economic history of the twentieth century, the well-known Polish economist G. Kolodko also acknowledged this way of reasoning: ‘If we survey the history of development and stagnation, we see that history has one clear lesson to teach us: Culture is decisive. Max Weber (1864-1920) knew this, and the whole twentieth century showed how right he was.’ It is due to the simple fact that ‘…we think and act under the influence of religious, racial, nationalist, and mental baggage’
.

Similar views were defended by N. Mouzelis, who claimed that it was entirely incorrect to regard the trajectories of non-Western countries in the framework of pure imitation of the Western model. Although Western modernization was an impressive case of rapid social and economic development, it should not continue to be regarded as the only one possible today. Such as, for instance, the Asian semi-authoritarian transition to capitalism, which was achieved through carefully devised reforms that accounted for their cultural specificity
.

This argumentation is also supported by the Swedish sociologist, B. Wittrok who pointed out: ‘True enough, a set of technological, economic, and political institutions, with their origins in the context of Western Europe, have become diffused across the globe at least as ideals, sometimes also as working realities. These processes of diffusion and adaptation, however, do not at all mean that deep-seated cultural and cosmological differences between, say, Western Europe, China, and Japan are about to disappear. It only means that these different cultural entities have to adapt to and refer to a set of globally diffused ideas and practices. In their core identities, these societies remain characterized by the form they acquired during much earlier periods of cultural crystallization, whether these periods are located in the axial age or in the tenth to thirteenth centuries’
. It is in the context of successful economic development of the East Asian countries, as well as India, Brazil and South American countries, that we can see that non-Western countries are quite capable of mastering the achievements of Western civilization, without sacrificing their cultural and historical specificity.

We might therefore conclude that on the whole, human history shows that any superiority of certain civilizations in shaping visions of the future and providing roadmaps to development has never been permanent. The same applies to their ranking in terms of social and economic development. It appears that in the XXIst century the ranking of countries and civilizations is beginning to change and it is not an impossibility that both Europe and the USA may suffer decline.
Russia, which is the focus here, is a good example of how historical ups and downs may accompany the development of a civilization. It was the first country to successfully master the achievements of the Western model in the XVIIIth century, at least in the field of military craft and engineering. Such success was repeated in Japan one and a half centuries later. The Japanese, and later the Chinese and the Asians ‘Tigers’, relied on the Russian experience. Moreover, during and after the great reforms by Alexander II (second half of the XIXth century – the beginning of the XXth century) Russia again made an impressive leap in its cultural and economic development. However, the question also addressed in this chapter is whether Russia has entirely exhausted its potential or is still looking for another genuine model for its own transformation, and whether the Eurasian context of its development can explain how this might be achieved.

The historical roots of Russian specificity

Until the mid-XIIIth century (before the Mongol invasion) Russia was a typically European feudal society in its early stage. Power was distributed among the princes, the boyars, the Church and the veche (i.e. towns’ meetings). It was a time of gradual shaping of private property relations, feudal serfdom, growing cities and the strengthening of trade and crafts. The French historian F. Braudel noted that Russian cities in Kievan Russia looked very much like the cities in medieval Europe as they also grew and prospered in the same manner
. 

Along with that, however, Braudel also acknowledged the fact of Byzantium’s far reaching influence over Russia ever since the Xth century, which was certainly a factor in the gradual strengthening of cultural and socioeconomic differences between Eastern and Western Europe. 

The Russian historians Y. Pivovarov and F. Fursov argued that Russia’s particular  relations with power were its key distinctive feature throughout its entire history
. And although relations started to gradually take shape through Russia’s initial intense interactions with Byzantium (where, for instance, the Church was completely subordinated by the state), it became completely established during the Mongolian domination in Russia. In the pre-Mongol period power was, at least, partially distributed between major political agents. None of them had a pure monopoly of power, and in that sense the situation was typically European. But Mongols put an end to this by putting the princes under their control and granting them full power in exchange for regularly tributes.
So eventually the Mongols were responsible for having completely dismantled the emerging feudal order in Kievan (and Novgorod) Russia by bringing in the rules of Asiatic despotism and the Asiatic mode of production with its loose classless social structure stripped of private property and the class of proprietors. Power became the sole proprietor of everything – the lands, the serfs and, eventually, the Church. During the three centuries which Russia suffered under the difficulties of the Mongol Yoke, this ‘new’ social order became deeply rooted in its institutional structure. Thus it is not surprising that under such circumstances Europe and Russia have ever since looked away from each other. 

Moreover, the particular system of Russian serfdom had little in common with the typical feudal serfdom, which was established in Western Europe. The latter suggested that the serfs were in charge of their own land, for which they had to carry out certain duties in favor of their seniors. In Russia, however, the serfs did not need to exchange their individual freedom for land – there were plenty of unoccupied territories at their disposal, and so potentially they were free to move around and occupy them. To avoid such ‘free movement’ the state had to tie serfs to certain territories with force, as otherwise the serfs simply had no reasons to stay
.
The first signs of private property and civil rights for the privileged aristocratic minority emerged in the second half of the XVIIIth century. In 1762 Peter III had issued an edict, according to which the nobles were granted relief from obligatory service to the state while at the same time keeping the right to own their land. However, this edict did not introduce much certainty with respect to the status of land and the serfs, who were tied to these lands (all of which were the tsar’s property prior to the edict). In 1785 the empress Ekaterina II signed the famous Charter to the Nobility, according to which ‘the noble Russian aristocracy’ was entitled to inalienable rights to the property of their lands and serfs. By comparison, England had achieved practically the same six hundred years earlier, while in Germany the word ‘property’ came into general use as early as the first half of the XIIIth century. 

In the same year 1785 the Russian empress also issued the Charter of the Towns, by which townspeople were formally divided into two estates – the merchants (‘kupechestvo’) and the townsmen (‘meshchyane’). Both of them were granted the right to own and to use property
. As for the serfs, who made up the majority of the population, their right to property was not obtained until 1917
. The Stolypin’s Reforms, which were intended to grant this right to the Russian peasantry and transform them into independent farmers, had also failed to do so. 

I believe that it is through this particular historical experience that a distinct type of social order has evolved and become deeply rooted in Russia. I call it etacratism (i.e. ‘the power of the state’), although other scholars may use slightly different terms to distinguish it from essentially different social systems (i.e. statism, etatism, etc.). This system is oriented towards ‘power-maximizing’, that is, toward increasing the military and ideological capacity of the political apparatus for imposing its goals on a greater number of subjects and at deeper levels of their consciousness
. In such a system the control over the economic surplus is secondary, because it already belongs to those who are in charge of the state
.
Russia in the context of Eurasianism

At this point it probably makes sense to introduce Eurasia, and, particularly, Russia’s neighboring countries, which shared the same key features in their societal organization (i.e. loose social structure, the disregard for private property, etc.) and eventually became a part of the Soviet Union. In fact these were the countries, which unlike Central and East European states, failed to establish a functioning liberal democracy and the economic institutions of capitalism after the collapse of the Soviet Union.

I believe that the theory of Eurasianism, which was elaborated by several Russian emigrants in the 1920s (P. Savitsky, N. Trubetskoy, G. Vernadsky, L. Krasavin, etc.), has the potential to become the key element in explaining the current developments in Russia and its Eastern neighbors. 

The Eurasianists have always believed that Russia was a part of Eurasia, rather than Europe. However, their argument about the Eurasian location of Russia must not be understood in a purely geographical sense, rather it was an indication of a certain ethnic, cultural and historical domain, which was essentially different both from Europe and Asia. And the rise of this particular domain owed much to the Mongols. 

N. Trubetzkoy argued that it was Genghis Khan, who had first subdued all of the nomadic tribes that dwelled on the Eurasian plains and transformed them into a single nomadic state with a highly efficient military organization. Nothing could withstand its power. None of the potential or functioning statehoods in Eurasia stood a chance to keep their autonomy and resist the inevitable absorption by the Horde. Thus it was by the circumstances of nature itself, i.e. the easily penetrable plains of Eurasia, that Genghis Khan succeeded in fulfilling the historical mission of uniting this part of the world under his rule
.

From the standpoint of Eurasianists, Eurasia can be regarded as a geographically and economically seamless system, and it was a matter of historical necessity that it would eventually become united as a single statehood. Although Genghis Khan was the first one to achieve this, ever since his departure this necessity was acknowledged in all parts of Eurasia. G. Vernadsky believed that Russia would next take up the initiative of reuniting Eurasia. From his point of view the history of the Russian people is a history of gradually reclaiming Eurasia for the sake of the Russian people
. He also believed that Russian statehood was in itself both the political mechanism and a tremendous socio-historical organism that was constantly attempting to absorb the separate tribes and people that dwelled in Eurasia. At times when this unity was challenged by external pressure, Russia was instinctively trying to reassemble Eurasia just as it was once obvious under the Genghis Khan.

Certainly a distinctive feature of Eurasia is its highly diverse ethnic composition. Together with the Slavs it includes Turks and many other non-European peoples. However, in spite of all the ethnic, cultural and religious differences it was surprisingly a highly organic entity. To prove this N. Trubetzkoy refers to the historical map of the USSR in the 1920s, which almost perfectly replicates the geographical borders once controlled by the Mongols. Yet some parts of the former imperial Russia, which were annexed in the post-Petrine Era – Finland, Poland and the Baltic states – had never been a part of the Mongol domain; and from this point of view it appears quite natural that they should have seceded at the first opportunity, since they never had strong natural ties to Russia. This helps us to understand why the Eurasianists believed that the Russian Empire or the USSR did not have continuity with the Kievan Russia. Kievan Russia could never have produced such a powerful state.
Although the concept of Eurasia was elaborated almost a hundred years ago, it is still quite insightful with respect to current political and economic developments in the region. First, the Eurasianists argued that Belarus and Ukraine were the core elements of Eurasia, just as Russia was, and it would be natural for these three entities to form a single union. Current political developments in Ukraine and the ambiguity of the status of its Eastern territories partially correspond to this view. However, one should not discard the possibility of Ukraine’s gradual (and, perhaps, successful) drift towards Europe and its departure from Eurasia, as it always shared a rather peripheral location with respect to both Europe and Eurasia. Besides, this drift is currently being tugged by its Western territories, i.e. the particular historical and geographical region of Galicia, which was part of Poland from 1352 to 1772 and later belonged to Austria-Hungary until its dissolution in 1918. This could not but have an enduring effect on its cultural identity and institutional arrangements, making it very different from those of the rest of Ukraine, as well as apparently opposed to Eurasian influence. It would not be surprising though if the geopolitical status of Ukraine remains unresolved in the near future because of this issue.

Second, the Eurasianists were deeply aware of all the ambiguity that contacts with Europe might bear for Eurasia. The former possessed the military and industrial potential which was so vital to sustaining an effective self-defense. The only way for Eurasia to acquire this potential was to import it from Europe, since it was incapable of creating it from scratch. This, however, contained a risk of exposing the people of Eurasia to an alien culture. 

It is well known that the task of importing European technologies into Russia was undertaken by Peter the Great. But the Eurasianists were highly critical of his achievements, since they believed he had been too improvident in making it a goal in itself and taking no measures against any European ‘enchantment’. The task was fulfilled at the cost of complete cultural and spiritual subjugation of the Russian aristocracy by Europe and a growing discontinuity between the Western veneer and Russia’s entirely non-Western essentiality. In accepting that Eurasia was culturally different both from Europe and Asia, the Eurasianists were highly critical of the attempts to push Russia towards Western civilization. They were also highly critical of European culture itself and refused its claims of universality and absoluteness. It was regarded as an essentially Germano-Latin culture, which by definition was limited both in its ethnic and historical sense
.

The Eurasianists believed their mission was to inoculate the educated Russian people with rejection of Eurocentrism in favor of national self-cognition. They were convinced that in the course of this self-cognition Russians would eventually acquire their true identity. Taken as a whole with all of its Asiatic possessions and provinces, Russia had always been a diverse world, with little place for a uniform national type.

Unlike the widespread positive perception of Peter the Great among Russian intellectuals, the Eurasianists believed he had actually harmed the national dignity and destroyed the principles, which were fuelling Russia’s power. One of these principles, particularly important for maintaining the state-ideological system, was the institution of patriarchy. Although it was impossible to blame Peter the Great for a lack of patriotism, the Eurasianists paid attention to the fact that his kind of patriotism was, perhaps, too special: rather than being an emotional attachment to the homeland, it was a passionate dream of creating a colossal European state, sparing no expense, for the sake of his obsession.

The more general, far reaching conclusion of Eurasianists concerning the relationship between Russia and Europe was as follows. The true enemy of European civilization in the XXth century was not communism (which to some extent had been induced by European civilization and the socialist ideas it nurtured), but historical Russia being the essential part of Eurasia, i.e. a particular civilization, which naturally resisted Europeanization independently of being ruled either by monarchists or communists
. Even A. Konchalovsky, who is an opponent of Eurasianists, has recently admitted: ‘By now Russians seem to be perfectly comfortable with abandoning the European tradition, which had once been forcedly imposed by Peter the Great, and which had in part shaped itself three hundred years earlier… This manifests itself in the current re-establishment of the Muscovy rule, the Horde syndrome and the imitation of democracy’
.

To understand why this point is not that much in contradiction to all the statements above, it makes sense to refer to the synergy between Russians and their ‘conquerors’, the Mongols, in reclaiming the space of Eurasia. The inclusion of a considerable part of medieval Russia into the Golden Horde can fairly be perceived as a national calamity. However, in assessing this period one particular circumstance is often overlooked: the fact that the Horde not only tolerated the ambitions of the Russian Orthodox Church in extending its influence over the regions it controlled, but that it also actively resisted other Christian orders in their attempts to penetrate Eurasia. In line with this argument, Y. Lotman has also noted that while Eurasia formed to the Western side of the boundary, which divided the settled European civilization from the territories of the Great Plains, it was at the same time to the Eastern side of a religious boundary, which divided orthodox from heterodox Christianity. Russia, being the core of this Eurasian world, identified itself both with the center of the world and its periphery. It managed to orient itself simultaneously towards isolation and integration
. 

Post-socialist trace of Eurasia’s impact and its implications for the future
Once Eurasia is taken as a certain historic reality, the uneven outcomes of the anti-communist revolution in the late 1980s and early 1990s may be easily interpreted. The economic and political drift of the Baltic states and of several other countries of Central and Eastern Europe appears as their natural reunion with European civilization. On the other hand, the Eurasian states, where this rather peculiar, i.e. statist (Asiatic) mode of socioeconomic existence spontaneously evolved and became particularly entrenched in the 1920s – 1980s, have mostly retained their specificity and continued to distance themselves from Europe in recent years.

For instance, in Russia, when Eltsin’s government came to power, it failed to create a new state system separated from property, but rather reorganized the old system. And it is not the question of which social groups actually retained the right over ‘privatized’ property, but the configuration of relations between power and property itself which is essential. It is also quite characteristic that the years of Putin’s presidency have been marked by a new certain institutional implementation of ‘power-property’ relations, i.e. the emergence of major state corporations or so called ‘state-private partnerships’, where the presence of private capital is often symbolic, hardly preventing it from manipulating enormous assets in the interest of state officials. So it appears that after the shocks of the 1990s, Russia is gradually returning to its civilizational path. Unlike Western companies which behave more like autonomous economic agents, Russian companies behave more like political actors – their current ruling elites focus their efforts on the nurturing of ‘national champions’, and it appears they do so not in the interests of certain oligarchs (as was the usual case in the beginning of the 1990s), but rather in their own collective interests (which they may as well advance as the interests of the whole nation). Russia’s power now seems to rest again in state control over its vast resources, as it has always been throughout its civilizational history. From this point of view it also makes sense to contrast certain economic and cultural achievements of the USSR during its phase of ‘real socialism’, which was an organic phase in the development of this huge Eurasian conglomerate, to the apparent economic failure of the 1990s, when the liberal economic reformers completely disregarded Russia’s path dependence and attempted to force it in the wrong direction. 
A similar trajectory can be followed in Kazakhstan, which has also succeeded in rebuilding its economy and national solidarity by relying on statist ideology and acknowledging its Eurasian identity. For instance, several Kazakh researchers comfortably admit the prevailing collectivist values and paternalist culture of its people that are ideally compatible with the current organization of its economy. At the same time Kazakh people continue to be largely skeptical of such Western ideas as liberalism and reject it along with Western economic models and globalization
. 

At this point we have to touch on the current political regimes that have emerged in the Eurasian countries, and particularly the question whether their authoritarian nature poses an insurmountable obstacle to their modernization. With several variations, the prevailing opinion of the last few decades was that economic liberalism and democracy are the necessary conditions which developing countries have to meet in order to achieve and maintain successful development. However, more recent developments in the world economy seem to overthrow this conviction: at least, in the sense that authoritarian systems may prove just as successful in becoming competitive and maintain higher living standards for their populations. 

According to P. Khanna, many political leaders across the world are confronted with the task of promoting economic growth, social equality and political transparency, but not necessarily democracy. There is growing support, especially in developing countries, for the idea that ‘good governance’ can secure high living standards and protection of rights just as effectively, as functional democracies
. Views similar to Khanna’s currently have strong support in Russia and other Eurasian countries. Moreover, in the light of their Eurasian history and essentiality, these countries also seem to possess a comparative advantage for sustaining such social orders (apart from their vast economic riches).
We believe that just like many other local civilizations, Eurasian civilization currently becomes an arena, in which different socio-historic entities (currently, nation-states) belonging to this civilization, fiercely compete with each other for the right to claim their own vision of the future. Their elites may apparently seek to establish their domination in the region, however, the outcomes of this competition primarily depend on whether they can suggest a viable alternative to integrative development, i.e. a civilization project. 

Most countries, which belong to Eurasian civilization, have fallen under Russia’s (and earlier – the Mongols’) influence and currently make a conservative turn towards ideocracy, authoritarianism and even in some parts totalitarianism. This has pushed the whole civilization system towards a new bifurcation moment, so at that moment the course of future developments remains highly uncertain. However, it is probably worth highlighting once more that in the past 20 years of coping with post-transitional disorder, a particular success was achieved by those ‘Eurasian’ states which did not discarded their ‘Eurasian’ identity and path of development (namely, Kazakhstan and Belarus) in favor of imitating the seemingly more attractive European socioeconomic models
.

The choice of future development is usually determined by the existing structure of social forces, which take an active part in the transformation of societies. But a key role also belongs to the principles, which mediate the selection of these new visions of the future, the visions that form the base of a new self-sustained social system with new channels of socialization and a new system of social norms. Some modern ideologists, who promote this idea in Russia (for instance, L. Byzov), believe that the majority of its people, who support state authorities, their conservative policies and ideology, have not had any reason in their history to stop doing so. This majority is perfectly comfortable with regarding their president as ‘the father of the nation’ and a protector of a certain system of values. This quasi-traditionalist section of the population has retained its archaic thinking, and, according to A. Konchalovsky, continues to exist in a pre-bourgeois society
.

But while for some Western liberal thinkers, the supporters of political and economic liberalism, it may look as obvious that societies, where stability is secured by the strong rule of the state, have no capacity for progress and prosperity, their theories might be worth little in the Eurasian context. Otherwise it becomes hard to explain why their theories attract so little popularity with both peoples and elites in Eurasian countries. Although the future has yet to prove the consistency of the Eurasian idea and Eurasian project (and Eurasia’s overall ability to compete with Western civilization), I would like to stress that there is no contradiction in trying to achieve this by relying on its more traditional mode of existence. For instance, N. Krichevsky, who is a frequent commentator on Russian economic affairs (and, in fact, sees himself as an opponent of the current political rule in Russia), argues that the Russian economy is ‘in desperate need of reviving its conservatism’, by which he literally means ‘strict (sometimes even authoritarian) control and regulation, state property over extractable resources and infrastructure, civilized industrial and consumer markets (with strict enforcement of individual rights and freedoms), and the introduction of planning in the development of the public sphere… This is the essence of economic conservatism, or, in the words of Berdyaev, one of the few possible cures for the wild and chaotic nature of our economy’
. The reference to this well-known Russian philosopher is unsurprising, given Berdyaev’s own definition: ‘The truth about conservatism is not that it holds back creativity and delays the future, but that it always resurrects the past in its inevitable’
.
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