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John A. Armstrong ([1955] 1963) published his first major study of national-
ism using Ukraine as his case example. This was published at Columbia
University where Russian and Soviet studies had been launched in 1946. These
programmes would eventually become consolidated in 1982 in the Harriman
Center. Armstrong’s ([1980] 1990)’s groundbreaking study of Ukrainian
nationalism was republished on the eve of transformative changes in the Soviet
Union and the triumph of Ukrainian nationalism through the creation of an
independent Ukraine and the spread of Ukrainian nationalism to central
Ukraine during the 2004 Orange Revolution (Kuzio 2010) and 2013–2014
Euromaidan and war with Russia.

Armstrong’s study of Ukrainian nationalism was published only three
years after the Ukrainian nationalist movement (Organisation of Ukrainian
Nationalists [OUN]) ended its underground partisan fight in Western
Ukraine. The groundbreaking book was important for three reasons. Firstly,
experts on the former USSR focused exclusively on Russia and were Krem-
linologists; study of the non-Russian half of the Soviet population and
Soviet nationality policies was a minority subject in Western European aca-
demia (US and Canada were always better) until the 1980s (Subtelny 1994).
This was my experience studying in the mid-1980s for an MA in Soviet
Studies at the School of Slavonic and East European Studies, University Of
London. Secondly, Armstrong’s work was a step into an under-researched
scholarly area of Ukrainian history and politics. In the 1950s, American and
Canadian academic centres on Ukraine did not exist, and Ukrainian dias-
pora scholars were not yet established in their professions; the Harvard
Ukrainian Research Institute was founded in 1973 and Canadian Institute of
Ukrainian Studies in 1976. Further studies of Ukrainian nationalism would
have to wait until Yaroslav Bilinsky (1964, 1983) and Alexander J. Motyl
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(1980) published their studies of Soviet Ukrainian and Ukrainian integral
nationalism. Thirdly, Armstrong used rare sources and undertook many
interviews with participants in the Ukrainian nationalist movement who had
recently arrived in the US as political refugees. Many of them later became
academics in their own right and leaders of Ukrainian diaspora organisa-
tions and publishing houses such as the US-government funded Prolog
Research Corporation and its Suchasnist publishers and journal (Kuzio
2012).

Armstrong wrote his study of Ukrainian nationalism in an age of the
de-colonialisation of European empires when nationalism had a positive
image as a national liberation force similar to the image it possessed
in the nineteenth century. Anatol Kaminsky (2014), who has published
extensively on Ukrainian nationalism and is a leader of the democratic wing
of émigré OUNz ( Organisation of Nationalists abroad), said, ‘As one of the
most prominent scholars among his western colleagues, Armstrong, better
than anyone before him, objectively analysed and described the main
elements and characteristics of Ukrainian “integral nationalism” and for that
matter Ukrainian nationalism in general. The same high level of scholarship
also applies to his scholarly input on Soviet nationalities policy and the
Soviet political system in which he properly highlighted the importance of
the Ukrainian question, including its significance in the historic context of
geopolitics in that region of the world’. Although Ukraine had little place in
Soviet Studies in the West (until, for example, the launch of the journal
Nationalities Papers in 1972) it was the key republic whose August 1991
declaration of independence led to the break up of the USSR (the Russian
Soviet Federative Socialist Republic [SFSR] never declared independence
from the USSR in 1991).

Since the 1980s and 1990s nationalism has become a term associated with
violence, ethnic cleansing and even genocide. Meanwhile, revisionist studies
have sought to negatively portray Ukrainian nationalism but without
grounding their work in theoretical knowledge and comparative substance
(Carynnyk 2011; Himka 2011; Shekhovtsov 2011, 2013; Shekhovtsov and
Umland 2014). Revisionists would do well to take into account Armstrong’s
warning that ‘Integral nationalism was a fever which gripped some of the
most active elements of the Ukraine in the generation after, but it is easier to
understand and perhaps to condone in this nation than in others which have
had more opportunity for self-expression through the development of a state
based upon law’ (Armstrong 1955: 23). Since the 2013–2014 Euromaidan
revolution it has been Ukrainian volunteer battalions in the National Guard
that have borne the brunt of the fighting defending Ukraine against an impe-
rialist Russia, and it is the pro-Russian separatists – not Ukrainians – who
have been accused of widespread human rights abuses (Amnesty
International, 2014; Council of Europe, 2014; Human Rights Watch, 2014;
Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe, 2014; United
Nations, 2014).
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During the second half of the twentieth century Armstrong built his repu-
tation as a leading scholar of theories of nationalism and comparative studies
of nationalism while continuing to maintain a focus on Ukraine and Soviet
nationality studies, which took off in the 1970s in North America (Ukrainian
studies only appeared in Britain the 1990s). Armstrong was one in a small
group of scholars who focused on internal dynamics (and of course national
communism) in the Soviet Ukrainian elite and its interrelationship with the
Soviet metropolis. Armstrong (1959) was a leading scholar in the study of
regional Soviet elites and their contribution to Soviet politics. With 3.5 million
members Soviet Ukraine possessed the largest republican Communist Party
(the Russian SFSR did not create its own republican Communist Party until
1990).

In the post-Stalin era, Ukrainian elites increasingly joined the Soviet elites,
but it was highly improbable that a Ukrainian could become a Soviet leader;
Nikita Khrushchev and Leonid Brezhnev were both Russians from Ukraine.
Armstrong (1959: 18) correctly predicted that drawing the younger brothers
into ‘indissoluble junior partnership with the Russians as the dominant ethnic
group’ would fail. The proportion of Ukrainians declined in the Soviet
Ukrainian Communist Party as one ‘proceeds from the population at large
toward the elite strata’. (Armstrong 1959: 17).

Armstrong pointed to how Ukrainians had become, in a similar manner to
Scots in the British Empire, ‘younger brothers’ and were often viewed as
‘Russians’ spreading Russification to the the three Baltic republics, the Cau-
casus and Central Asia. Ukrainian younger brothers are culturally close to the
dominant Russian ethnic group (Armstrong 1959). As we know from the case
of the Scottish who greatly assisted in the building of the British Empire but
held a referendum on independence in September 2014, ‘younger brothers’
have a tendency to grow up and desire to be free of the influence of their elders.
Moscow in the 1970s and 1980s trusted Russified Eastern Ukrainians to run
Soviet Ukraine on their behalf (Beisinger 1988); nevertheless, Leonid
Kravchuk, who was himself from Western Ukraine and was ideological sec-
retary of the Soviet Ukrainian Communist Party, led the Soviet Ukrainian
republic to independence in 1991.

Although the USSR is long gone, Russian condescension towards
‘Little Russians’ (Ukrainians), first studied by Armstrong within the
framework of the Soviet elite, remains strong among Russian President
Vladimir Putin and his coterie and – until Russia’s undeclared war against
Ukraine – survived in the postcolonial mind-set of some East Ukrainians.
When Putin visited Ukraine to meet Prime Minister and President
Yanukovych in 2004 and 2010–2014 respectively he acted as a Russian ‘elder
brother’ and Soviet Communist Party leader still visiting a non-Russian
republic.

As an opponent of Soviet totalitarianism, Armstrong did not back some of
the Kremlinologists who routinely searched for ‘hawks’ and ‘doves’ among
Soviet leaders (a practice revived with the ‘hawkish’ Prime Minister Putin
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and ‘dovish’ President Dmitri Medvedev tandem). Armstrong wrote of
Khrushchev not as a ‘liberal’ but as a Soviet Communist who had helped to
establish Stalin in power and led the Soviet Ukrainian republic during the
Great Terror (Armstrong 1959: 46).

Armstrong’s (1982) most prominent work on the theory of nationalism led
the way in stressing the need to view ethnic identity over a long period of time,
which influenced a generation of future influential scholars of nationalism such
as Anthony D. Smith (1998). Armstrong (1982), like Smith (1998), disagreed
with the modernist school of nationalism that argued nationalism was a
product of modernity and nation-states where governments promoted state
nationalism. Armstrong believed that in effect the North-Western European
and North American focus on nationalism as a product of the emergence of
their nation-states from the late eighteen century did not provide a full picture
and could not be applied to nationalities such as Ukrainians. Armstrong
studied ethnic identity among stateless peoples in regions such as Eastern
Europe as a factor that existed prior to the formation of their nation-states and
wrote it would be quite wrong to regard Ukraine as an ‘ahistorical nation’
(Armstrong 1992: 126). Ukrainians, he pointed out, lacked high culture
because the gentry and aristocracy was Russified and towns were dominated
by non-Ukrainians (they were similar in both regards to the Irish). For
Armstrong (1992: 128), ‘what is needed, therefore, is a long perspective (longue
durée)’. Indeed, Ukrainian ethnic identity in the Western region of the country
and within the republican Communist Party existed in Soviet Ukraine and
together they propelled Ukraine to independence. Armstrong (1959: 122) had
predicted decades before that Western Ukraine ‘is far from securely incorpo-
rated in the Soviet system’.

Armstrong ([1955] 1063, [1980] 1990) analyses the rise of OUN not
as a singular phenomenon but as part of the rise of Ukrainian nationalism
in the broader understanding of this phenomenon since the nineteenth
century as a ‘dual imitative-defensive reaction to foreign nationalisms’
(Armstrong 1955: 8). This included a national ideology that sought to dis-
solve competing historical myths through the work of historians such
as Mykhaylo Hrushevskyy who became Ukraine’s President in the 1918
Central Rada government in the budding independent Ukrainian state
(Armstrong 1992: 128–129). The Euromaidan and Ukraine’s war with
Russia has spread Ukrainian nationalism (ranging from patriotic state
nationalism to ethnic nationalism) into Russian-speaking Eastern and
Southern Ukraine. The disintegration of the USSR was a process rather than
an event as witnessed by the removal of monuments of Soviet leader
Vladimir Lenin that began in Western Ukraine in 1990 and continued in
Eastern and Southern Ukraine a quarter of a century later where over 500
were dismantled in 2014.

Taking the above into mind, one can therefore safely say that Armstrong’s
scholarship of nationalism and Ukrainian nationalism continues to hold
resonance today.

174 Taras Kuzio

© The author(s) 2015. Nations and Nationalism © ASEN/John Wiley & Sons Ltd 2015



References

Amnesty International 2014. ‘Ukraine: Mounting Evidence of Abduction and Torture’. 10 July.
http://www.amnesty.ca/news/news-releases/ukraine-mounting-evidence-of-abduction-and-
torture.

Armstrong, J. A. [1955]1963. Ukrainian Nationalism, 1939–1945. New York: Columbia University
Press.

Armstrong, J. A. 1959. The Soviet Bureaucratic Elite. A Case Study of the Ukrainian Apparatus.
New York: Praeger.

Armstrong, J. A. [1980]1990. Ukrainian Nationalism. Littleton, Co: Ukrainian Academic
Press.

Armstrong, J. A. 1982. Nations before Nationalism. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press.

Armstrong, J. A. 1992. ‘Myth and history in Ukrainian consciousness’ in P. J. Potuchnyj et al.
(eds.), Ukraine and Russia in their Historical Encounter. Edmonton: Canadian Institute of
Ukrainian Studies.

Beisinger, M. 1988. ‘Ethnicity, the personnel weapon, and neo-imperial elites: Ukrainian and
Russian SFSR provincial party officials compared’, Studies in Comparative Communism XXI, 1:
71–85.

Bilinsky, Y. 1964. The Second Soviet Republic. The Ukraine After World War II. New Brunswick,
NJ: Rutgers University Press.

Bilinsky, Y. 1983. ‘Shcherbytskyi, Ukraine and Kremlin politics’, Problems of Communism 32, 4:
1–20.

Carynnyk, M. 2011. ‘Foes of our rebirth: Ukrainian nationalist discussions about Jews, 1929–
1947’, Nationalities Papers 39, 3: 315–52.

Council of Europe 2014. ‘Report by Nils Muižnieks Commissioner for Human Rights,
following his mission in Kyiv, Moscow and Crimea’. 27 October. https://wcd.coe.int/
ViewDoc.jsp?Ref=CommDH(2014)19&Language=lanEnglish.

Himka, J. P. 2011. ‘Debates in Ukraine over nationalist involvement in the Holocaust, 2004–
2008’, Nationalities Papers 39, 3: 353–70.

Human Rights Watch 2014. ‘Ukraine: Rebel Forces Detain, Torture Civilians’.
28 August. http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/08/28/ukraine-rebel-forces-detain-torture-civilians.

Kaminsky, A. 2014. Interview.
Kuzio, T. 2010. ‘Nationalism, identity and civil society in Ukraine: Understanding the orange

revolution’, Communist and Post-communist Studies 43, 3: 285–96.
Kuzio, T. 2012. ‘The U.S. support for Ukraine’s liberation during the cold war: A study of prolog

research and publishing corporation’, Communist and Post-communist Studies 45, 1–2: 51–
64.

Motyl, A. J. 1980. The Turn to the Right: The Ideological Origins and Development of Ukrainian
Nationalism. Boulder, Co/New York: East European Quarterly/Columbia University
Press.

Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe 2014. ‘Ukraine, Human Rights Assessment
Mission: Report on the Human Rights and Minority Rights Situation, The Hague/Warsaw’. 12
May. http://www.osce.org/odihr/118476.

Shekhovtsov, A. 2011. ‘The creeping resurgence of the ukrainian radical right? The case of the
freedom party’, Europe-Asia Studies 63, 2: 203–28.

Shekhovtsov, A. 2013. ‘From para-militarism to radical right-wing populism: The rise of the
Ukrainian far-right party Svoboda’ in R. Wodak et al. (eds.), Right Wing Populism in Europe:
Politics and Discourse. London: Bloomsbury Academic.

Shekhovtsov, A. and Umland, A. 2014. ‘Ukraine’s radical right’, Journal of Democracy 25, 3:
58–63.

Smith, A. D. 1998. Nationalism and Modernism. London and New York:
Routledge.

John A. Armstrong’s contribution 175

© The author(s) 2015. Nations and Nationalism © ASEN/John Wiley & Sons Ltd 2015

http://www.amnesty.ca/news/news-releases/ukraine-mounting-evidence-of-abduction-and-torture
http://www.amnesty.ca/news/news-releases/ukraine-mounting-evidence-of-abduction-and-torture
https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?Ref=CommDH(2014)19&Language=lanEnglish
https://wcd.coe.int/ViewDoc.jsp?Ref=CommDH(2014)19&Language=lanEnglish
http://www.hrw.org/news/2014/08/28/ukraine-rebel-forces-detain-torture-civilians
http://www.osce.org/odihr/118476


Subtelny, O. 1994. ‘American sovietology’s great blunder: The marginalisation of the nationality
issue’, Nationalities Papers 22, 1: 141–55.

United Nations 2014. ‘High commissioner for human rights, report on the human rights situation
in Ukraine’. 15 May. http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/UA/HRMMUReport15
May2014.pdf.

176 Taras Kuzio

© The author(s) 2015. Nations and Nationalism © ASEN/John Wiley & Sons Ltd 2015

http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/UA/HRMMUReport15May2014.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/UA/HRMMUReport15May2014.pdf

