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Historical Debates and Territorial Claims

Cossack Mythology in the
Russian-Ukrainian Border Dispute

Serhii M. Plokhy

Introduction: The Russian Challenge

The dissolution of the USSR—the last world empire—brought to the
fore the whole range of problems that usually accompanies the dissolu-
tion of empires. The disintegration of the Ottoman, Habsburg, and, to
some extent, French empires took place in the midst of war. Despite
the fact that Britain and later Portugal withdrew from their colonial
territories almost peacefully, the national, tribal, and religious conflicts
that commenced after the departure of colonial administrations eventu-
ally resulted in bloody conflicts and wars.

Among the many problems that have followed from the dissolution
of the USSR is the border question. Although the border disputes in the
former USSR have not been as sharp as they are in the former Yugo-
slavia, they do constitute a serious threat to peaceful relations between
the former Soviet republics. It was hardly accidental that the first
major manifestation of national unrest in the USSR came with the
events in Nagorno-Karabakh, a region claimed by two former Soviet
republics, Armenia and Azerbaijan. The five-year war between Arme-
nia and Azerbaijan for control over Nagorno-Karabakh demonstrates
how dangerous the border conflicts in the former USSR can be. The
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transformation of administrative borders into state borders is proving
to be a very complicated and uneasy process.!

With the disintegration of the USSR, the border question has raised
to the level of special importance the relations between two other
republics of the former Soviet Union—Russia and Ukraine. The prob-
lem came to light in late August 1991, after the proclamation of Ukrain-
ian independence. On 29 August the spokesman for the Russian
president, Pavel Voshchanov, announced that if Ukraine seceded from
the USSR, Russia would reserve the right to revise its borders with
Ukraine.? In fact, the new Russian authorities claimed Russia’s right to
the eastern and southern oblasts of Ukraine, areas that underwent a high
degree of Russification under the Communist regime, and to the Crimean
Peninsula, a region transferred from Russia to Ukraine in 1954.

Since the results of the Ukrainian referendum (held in December
1991) demonstrated overwhelming support for the idea of Ukrainian
independence (more than 90 percent of the voters that took part in the
referendum voted for independence), the nationalistic faction in the
Russian leadership was forced to abandon previous Russian claims to
the eastern Ukrainian oblasts and concentrate specifically on the issue
of Crimea, the only region in Ukraine where ethnic Russians constitute
the majority of the population and where the vote for independence
was the lowest in Ukraine (54 percent in favor). As the “all-Union
resort” and home of the Black Sea fleet, Crimea is viewed by many
Russian politicians as an “ancient Russian territory.” Leaders of the
parliamentary nationalistic factions have been using every single op-
portunity to publicize their opinion that the transition of Crimea to
Ukraine in 1954 was conducted in violation of the Russian constitution
and that there are more than enough legal arguments in place to de-
mand the transfer of Crimea back to Russia.3

In April 1992, when the confrontation over Crimea had reached its
peak, Russian Vice President Aleksandr Rutskoi on his visit to Crimea
made a direct claim to that territory, justifying this claim on the basis
of historical arguments. Rutskoi rejected one part of Crimean history—
the transfer of the peninsula to Ukraine in 1954—and emphasized
another—the annexation of Crimea by the Russian Empire and its
military presence there:

If one turns to history, then again history is not on the side of those who
are trying to appropriate this land. If in 1954, perhaps under the influ-
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ence of a hangover or maybe of sunstroke, the appropriate documents
were signed according to which the Crimea was transferred to the juris-
diction of Ukraine, I am sorry, such a document does not cancel out the
history of Crimea.?

In another remark made by Rutskoi during his April 1992 visit to
Crimea, he asserted that the Black Sea fleet was and would remain
Russian.> This same position was shared by the commander of the
fleet, Admiral Igor Kasatonov, who in December 1992 stressed in an
interview with the Russian nationalist newspaper Literaturnaia Rossiia
that Russia in any form cannot be imagined without its glorious Black
Sea fleet. According to Kasatonov, the Ukrainian takeover of the
Black Sea fleet and its naval bases in Crimea and the Black Sea
region would throw Russia back three centuries, to the times before
the rule of Peter 1.6

For Rutskoi, Kasatonov, and other nationalistically oriented Russian
leaders, the history of the Russian presence in Crimea is closely con-
nected to the history of the fleet and hence to the history of its main
base in Crimea—Sevastopol. The myth of Sevastopol as a “city of
Russian glory” has been used often as a cornerstone in the historical
justification for all current Russian territorial claims to Crimea.” This
myth is based on the events of the Crimean War of 1853-56 and
presents the heroism of the multinational imperial army at the siege
exclusively as the heroism of the Russian soldiers. It was used to
justify and protect the imperial aggrandizements of the Russian Empire
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and received its second life
under the Stalinist regime, especially during World War II and later in
the circumstances of the Cold War.8 With the disintegration of the
USSR and rebirth of the Russian imperial ideology, this myth, like
other imperial myths that survive from the Soviet period, was once
again invoked to preserve Russian interests beyond the state territory
of the Russian Federation. It was in the tradition of Sevastopol mythol-
ogy that Admiral Kasatonov was really proud to say in his interview
with Literaturnaia Rossiia that during his tenure as a commander of
the fleet, the tomb of Admirals Lazarev, Nakhimov, Komilov, and
Istomin, who were killed during the Sevastopol siege of 185455, was
restored in the St. Volodymyr Cathedral of Sevastopol.?

The exploitation of the Sevastopol myth by leading Russian politi-
cians and military commanders in their territorial claims to Ukraine
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pressed the Ukrainian side to fight back with the same weapon—his-
torical arguments and justifications. Ukrainian president Leonid
Kravchuk in his interview with Sevastopol TV in January 1993 pro-
posed to solve the Sevastopol question peacefully, by not questioning
whose glory is symbolized by the city of Sevastopol, “because other-
wise,” he said, “it would be possible to return to the times of Alexan-
der of Macedonia and Julius Caesar.” And he continued, “Why do we
limit ourselves to the hundred-year period. Could we not take under
consideration a thousand years? Really, there are no limits. One person
might like to start with the 1920s, and another with the 1940s.”10 Thus
he tried to question not the history of the Russian presence in the
region, but first of all the legitimacy of the claims made on the basis of
a relatively short period in the history of the peninsula, when in fact its
history is much longer and includes the years of Greek colonization.
To counter the Russian position, Ukrainian historians and politicians
chose to base their policy of preserving their country’s territorial integ-
rity on the basis of a highly elaborate Cossack mythology.

One of the main differences between East and West European na-
tionalism is often viewed in their attitudes toward the past. As Hans
Kohn put it:

Nationalism in the West arose in an effort to build a nation in the
political reality and the struggles of the present without too much senti-
mental regard for the past; nationalists in Central and Eastern Europe
created often, out of the myths of the past and the dreams of the future,
an ideal fatherland, closely linked with the past, devoid of any immedi-
ate connection with the present, and expected to become sometime a
political reality.!!

From the historiographical point of view, Ukrainian nationalists in
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries based the idea of an inde-
pendent Ukrainian state on two main myths: that of Ukraine as the
direct and only successor to medieval Kievan Rus’, and the myth of
the Ukrainian Cossacks. Mykhailo Hrushevs kyi, the first president of
the Ukrainian People’s Republic in 1918 and, like many other leaders
of the national awakening in Eastern Europe, a prominent historian,
contributed much to the development of both myths. It was his initia-
tive to adopt the trident—the symbol of power of the medieval Kievan
princes—as the national coat of arms. It was also Hrushevs'kyi who
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could be considered the most prominent twentieth-century student of
the Cossack era.!2

This chapter takes as its point of departure John A. Armstrong’s
definition of the myth as the integrating phenomenon through which
symbols of national identity acquire a coherent meaning.!> The author
also shares his approach to the study of the myths, based on Claude
Levi-Strauss’s method. “I am utterly incompetent to judge whether the
version of Kiev and its successors that Hrushevsky presented is ‘truer’
than other versions,” argued Armstrong in his discussion of Ukrainian
historical mythology. “The basic insight provided by the anthropologi-
cal approach is that such questions are irrelevant for identity except
insofar as they affect a constitutive myth.”14

Thus the main goal of this chapter is not to define whether the
Cossack myth is “true” or “false,” but to determine how the myth was
created and how it has been transformed in order to meet the
challenges of the current Russian-Ukrainian border dispute. In the con-
clusion I will also attempt to provide an answer to the question of the
possible consequences of foreign-policy decisions that are based on the
grounds of historical mythology.

Cossack Mythology I: Ukrainian Cossacks and
the History of the Russian Imperial Border

Cossack mythology, which was based on the accounts of the most
glorious pages of Cossack history and the Cossack struggle against
Poland, Turkey, the Tatars, and Russia, became an important part of
the ideology of Ukrainian national awakening in the nineteenth cen-
tury. The leaders of the movement were searching for examples of
their glorious national past, and for the periods of independent or semi-
independent existence of their nation. It was hardly a surprise that the
history of Cossack uprisings and the polity created by Hetman
Khmel'nyts'kyi in the middle of the seventeenth century were chosen
by them as a basis for a new national mythology.!’

It is generally accepted that the Cossack period covers the sixteenth
to eighteenth centuries in Ukrainian history. In fact, the first accounts
of the activity of the Ukrainian Cossacks come from the last decade of
the fifteenth century, but only a century later could the Cossacks
emerge as a significant military and to some extent political force. As a
social group the Cossacks came into existence following a colonization
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wave of the local Ukrainian population eastward to the steppe territo-
ries of southern Ukraine. The majority of them were fugitive peasants
looking for new lands to cultivate and trying to avoid the serfdom
imposed on them by the Polish and local Ukrainian nobility. Relatively
soon the Cossacks found themselves in a position strong enough to
oppose the politics of the Polish state in the frontier area. A series of
Cossack uprisings against Polish rule started at the end of the sixteenth
century and culminated in 1648 with the Cossack revolt led by Hetman
Bohdan Khmel'nyts kyi. The latter managed to create a separate Cos-
sack polity—the hetmanate. For a short time this polity enjoyed an
independent status, but in 1654, unable to resist a Polish offensive on
its own, Khmel'nyts'ky recognized the suzerainty of the Muscovite
tsar.!6 The hetmanate became an autonomous part of the Muscovite
state, and its eastern borders, based on the eastern borders of the Kiev
and Chernihiv palatinates of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth,
were at that time transformed into the first Russian-Ukrainian bound-
ary. The origin of this boundary goes back to the turn of the sixteenth
century. In 1503, during a war between Muscovy and Lithuania, the
Chernihiv princes shifted their loyalty from Lithuania to Muscovy, and
the Chernihiv territory was incorporated into the Muscovite state. It was
lost by Muscovy to the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the first two
decades of the seventeenth century. Owing to the Deulino peace of 1618,
the Chernihiv area was transferred to Poland.!”

In the 1620s and 1630s, after a range of unsuccessful uprisings
against Polish rule, the Ukrainian Cossacks started emigrating to the
territory belonging to Muscovy. They were allowed by the tsar to settle
in the unpopulated areas of the Donets River basin and there estab-
lished block settlements in what later would be called Sloboda
Ukraine, an area that today constitutes one of the Russian-Ukrainian
borderlands.!®

Muscovy’s drive to the west and its incorporation of the Ukrainian
territories began on a large scale after the conclusion of the Pereiaslav
treaty in 1654. The years of the Russo-Ukrainian-Polish war that fol-
lowed the Pereiaslav Agreement established a new international order
in Eastern Europe. Due to the Andrusovo 1667 peace treaty, Ukrainian
territories were now divided between Russia and Poland. The Dnieper
river was chosen as the major delimitation line. Left-bank Ukraine
came under the tsar’s rule, and the existence of an autonomous Cos-
sack polity—the hetmanate—was allowed there. Right-bank and
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western Ukraine remained under Polish control. In the Polish zone, the
autonomous rights of the Cossack formations were significantly dimin-
ished at first and then completely abolished. The same process was
under way in Russian Ukraine. The Cossack uprising, led by Hetman
Ivan Mazepa in 1708, tried to stop the process of the hetmanate’s
decay with the help of Sweden. Mazepa and his ally Charles XII of
Sweden were defeated by the Russian tsar, Peter I, in the battle of
Poltava in 1709, which resulted in a further limitation of the hetmanate’s
autonomous rights. The Russian-Polish border along the Dnieper con-
tinued to exist for more than a century, and remnants of this border
may be seen in some parts of the contemporary Ukrainian-Belarusian
border in the Chernihiv area.!?

The second half of the eighteenth century witnessed the extension of
Russian imperial territory further to the west and south. The victorious
wars of the empire with Turkey resulted in the annexation of the vast
areas along the coast of the Azov and Black seas and finally in the
annexation of Crimea in 1783.20 Three subsequent partitions of Poland
in 177295 brought under the tsar’s rule the majority of Ukrainian
ethnic territories: right-bank Ukraine, Volhynia, Podillia, the Kholm
region, and Pidliassia.2!

The Ukrainian Cossacks played an important role in the acquisition
of the new territories, especially those areas that were annexed as a
result of the Russo-Turkish wars. The Ukrainian elite, who collabo-
rated with the imperial government, demonstrated their special support
for Russian actions against their traditional enemies: the Tatars, Turks,
and Poles. A principal architect of Russian foreign policy in the last
quarter of the eighteenth century was Prince Oleksandr Bezborod ko, a
descendant of the well-known Ukrainian family and initially a Cossack
officer himself, who was especially anxious to annex to the Russian
Empire the new territories in western and southern Ukraine that once
belonged to Poland and Turkey.2

The Russo-Turkish wars of the second half of the eighteenth century
resulted not only in the expansion of Ukrainian territory under the rule
of the Russian Tsars but also in the abolition of autonomous Cossack
bodies in Ukraine. By the 1770s both the hetmanate and the Zaporozh-
ian Sich, the Cossack Host in the lower Dnieper region, ceased to exist
as a result of actions taken by Empress Catherine II. The Zaporozhian
Cossacks were resettled partly in the territories along the coast of the
Azov and Black seas, the territories that they had helped attach to the
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empire, and partly in the Kuban region (now a territory in the Russian
Federation) and the trans-Danube territory (now part of Romania). The
new territorial acquisitions of the empire opened the way for Ukrainian
peasants to emigrate from densely populated areas of left- and right-
bank Ukraine to southern and eastern Ukraine, and to the Voronezh,
Don, Kuban, and Stavropol regions now in Russia. This resettlement
of the Ukrainian population, which started in the seventeenth century,
lasted until the beginning of the twentieth and defined the boundaries
of Ukrainian ethnic territory in the east.?3

Cossack Mythology II: Formation of the Myth

Despite the initial spread of Cossack formations over the vast territo-
ries of left-bank and right-bank Ukraine, Volhynia, and Podillia, the
origin of the Cossack mythology has been linked to the relatively small
part of Ukrainian territory once controlled by the Cossacks—the terri-
tory of the hetmanate. It was the only Cossack area that enjoyed the
elements of autonomy for a relatively long period of time and where
maintaining the historical memory of the Cossacks was essential for
the survival of the ruling elite.

There is enough evidence in place to state that the process of the
creation of certain elements of the Cossack mythology began as early
as the first decades of the seventeenth century. Nevertheless, till the
turn of the eighteenth century there was a lack of “bearers of the high
culture” closely associated with Cossacks to create any sort of elabo-
rated mythology. The process began on a large scale only in the first
decades of the eighteenth century. This period witnessed the emer-
gence in the hetmanate of the new social strata composed of a mixture
of Cossack officers and old nobility, defined by Zenon Kohut as the
Ukrainian gentry.2* This gentry strived for the preservation of the au-
tonomous rights for its political entity and attempted to build the con-
cept of the hetmanate’s legitimacy on the legacy of Cossack treaties
with the tsars, creating in that way one of the first stages in the devel-
opment of Cossack mythology. In fact, the myth was shaped in such a
way to support the power of the emerging gentry. The gentry needed
the Cossack myth to secure not only the political rights of the hetman-
ate, but also its own economic rights based on the Cossack-Muscovite
treaties of the second half of the seventeenth century.25

The defeat of Hetman Ivan Mazepa in the battle of Poltava in 1709
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constituted in many ways the turning point in the development of
Cossack mythology. Threatened by Peter I, the gentry mobilized in
defense of the rights of the Cossack starshyna gained from the tsar by
Hetman Bohdan Khmel nyts'kyi. It was in the atmosphere of the
Poltava defeat that the Cossack chronicles of Hryhorii Hrabianka and
Samiilo Velychko were written and the cult of Bohdan Khmel'nyts kyi
reemerged and gained its new characteristics, which developed later
into one of the main cults of Ukrainian national ideology.26

The next wave of commemorating and recalling the Cossack heroic
past came in the second half of the eighteenth century. This was the
period when the gentry undertook its last attempt to avoid the abolition
of the hetmanate and found itself involved more than ever in a struggle
for official recognition of its noble rights by the imperial authorities. In
both cases the historical arguments were considered extremely import-
ant, and a range of historical works recalling the glorious Cossack past
were written at this time, beginning with the book of Petro
Symonovs’ky and ending with the anonymous Istoriia Rusov.2’

It was the gentry of the hetmanate—the ruling elite of a compara-
tively small part of contemporary Ukrainian territory—who created the
Cossack myth as a reflection of their own political necessity and his-
torical belief, and it was necessary for a new generation of Ukrainian
patriots to come into the political arena in order to transfer the Cossack
myth from the rank of local historical mythology to the rank of nation-
wide ideology that would bring together the most remote parts of
Ukrainian ethnic territory. This work was done by the nationalists of
the nineteenth century.

The most prominent role in the development and popularization of
Cossack mythology belongs to the apostle of the nineteenth century
Ukrainian national revival, the poet and artist Taras Shevchenko
(1814-1861).28 His views on the Cossack past were based primarily on
two main sources: Cossack mythology elaborated by the hetmanate
elite and popularized by the early nineteenth-century political work
Istoriia Rusov, and, in addition, popular memory. The outstanding
event in Cossack history that was remembered by the simple peasants
in right-bank Ukraine—Shevchenko’s homeland—was the Koliiv-
shchyna, the popular uprising against Polish rule in 1768-69, led by
the Cossack officers Ivan Honta and Maksym Zalizniak. This revolt
was launched under the slogan of the protection of Orthodoxy against a
Uniate offensive. Shevchenko also brought into his poems the popular
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memory of the Zaporozhian Cossack Host in the lower Dnieper, gener-
ally viewed without any heroization by the authors of the hetmanate,
and popularized by Nikolai Gogol in his novel Taras Bulba. Despite
the fact that Shevchenko challenged the Bohdan Khmel nyts’kyi myth
on the grounds of the hetman’s pro-Russian policy, he managed to
combine in his poems the historical experience and views on the Cos-
sack past of two generally hostile social strata—landlords and peas-
antry—and presented this unified vision in his historical verses and
poems first published in the 1841 edition of the Kobzar, the bible of
the Ukrainian national revival.

There is no doubt that for this new type of Cossack mythology,
created and popularized by Shevchenko’s poetry, it was much easier to
win the hearts of readers in the central and southern regions of
Ukraine, where popular memory of the Cossacks was still alive, than
to find its way to the western regions of Ukraine, where the Cossack
experience was but a short-lived phenomenon of the seventeenth cen-
tury. At the same time, Shevchenko’s poetry was a much better vehicle
for propagating the new Cossack mythology than the writings of the
hetmanate elite. Unlike Istoriia Rusov, which was written in the highly
Russified, bookish language of the late eighteenth—early nineteenth
century, read and understood only in Russian Ukraine, Shevchenko’s
poems were written in vernacular Ukrainian. This opened the way for
the spread of his writings, and with them Cossack mythology, to the
ethnic Ukrainian territories under Austro-Hungarian rule.

Especially important for the fate of the Ukrainian national move-
ment was the case of Galicia in the Austro-Hungarian Empire.2° The
path of Cossack mythology to Galicia was not easy, due to a combina-
tion of different political, confessional, and historical reasons. There
was never any Cossack organization in Galicia, despite the fact that
many of its natives, such as the seventeenth-century Hetman Petro
Konashevych-Sahaidachnyi, took part in the Cossack movement in
Dnieper Ukraine. Presenting Galicians as active participants of the
Cossack movement was the only possible approach that could provide
a logical link between the Galician national revival and the Cossack
past. Special sub-myths and family legends were created in Galicia to
bring the Cossack past closer to its population—a theory of the migra-
tion of people from Galicia to Dnieper Ukraine and then from the
lower Dnieper region back to Galicia was developed and popularized
among the Galician intelligentsia.
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This situation was complicated not only by the fact that the Cossack
system never existed in Galicia but also by the pro-Orthodox and very
often anti-Uniate character of the Cossack mythology. To accept Cos-
sack mythology in its full shape with all its anti-Uniate pathos was not
an easy task for the Ukrainian movement in Uniate Galicia. So the
myth was modified, reshaped, and adapted to local circumstances. In a
very short time, due to the spread of Shevchenko’s cult and the activity
of the narodovtsi (populists), Galician Ukrainians became more zeal-
ous adherents of the Cossack mythology than their eastern Ukrainian
counterparts.

The triumph of Cossack mythology as the unifying factor of the
Ukrainian national revival came with the events of the Ukrainian revo-
lution of 1917-20. The “Sich riflemen” detachments, named after the
tradition of the Host of the Zaporozhian Cossacks (Sich), were formed
in Galicia during World War I and later played an important role in the
struggle for Ukrainian independence both in western and eastern
Ukraine. In 1918 eastern Ukraine, occupied by German forces after the
Brest-Litovsk treaty, witnessed the rule of Hetman Pavlo Skoro-
pad’skyi, imposed under the slogan of the restoration of the hetmanate
traditions. The armed forces of the Directory, the next Ukrainian gov-
ernment, which took over from Skoropad'skyi after the withdrawal of
German troops, were also built according to the preservation of Cos-
sack tradition. Even the Bolshevik army that fought for the control of
Ukrainian territory with Ukrainian forces claimed to be the successor
to the Cossack tradition—special units of “Red Cossacks” were
formed as an integral part of the Red Army.30

When the Bolsheviks took over eastern and central Ukraine, they
initially tolerated the Ukrainian national and cultural revival, but then
crushed it in the first half of the 1930s. The Cossack mythology was
restructured by Soviet historians to meet the demands of vulgar Marx-
ism and growing Russian nationalism. Only those Ukrainian hetmans
who served Russia were tolerated in the new textbooks of Ukrainian
history. Cossacks were replaced as the main heroes of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries by peasants, who were not connected to the
tradition of Ukrainian nation building and therefore did not present
any threat to the communist rulers.3!

“Independent” Cossack mythology survived only in western
Ukraine—in Galicia and Volhynia—the two regions that were under
Polish occupation from 1920 to 1939. When in 1943-44 Soviet troops
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entered western Ukraine to fight the German army, official Soviet
propaganda was forced to take into account the national aspirations of
the local Ukrainian population. The Ukrainian government started to
present itself as an independent one, groups of Soviet armed forces
(fronts) that fought in Ukraine were renamed ‘“Ukrainian fronts,” and
finally a special military award, named after the Cossack hetman
Bohdan Khmel nyts‘kyi, was introduced in the autumn of 1943 by the
Soviet authorities.32 It was only a temporary suspension of official
Soviet ideology. After the war most expressions of Ukrainian national
ideology that were tolerated during the war were officially banned.

Cossack mythology, revived in Ukraine after Stalin’s death, reached
its highest point in the 1960s but was banned again in 1972. At that
time, Petro Shelest, the first secretary of the Communist Party of
Ukraine, was accused of the “idealization of the past” and replaced by
his rival Volodymyr Shcherbyts'kyi. The purge of “Cossackophiles”
had begun in the institutes of the Ukrainian Academy of Sciences and
the universities, and many of the academics who specialized in Ukrain-
ian history and the literature of the Cossack era were removed from
their positions or forced to shift to the study of other topics unconnec-
ted with the officially condemned Cossack past.33 Despite the persecu-
tion of Cossack studies, Cossack mythology appeared to be deeply
rooted in the historical consciousness of western Ukraine, which was
“sovietized” only in the late 1940s, and reemerged there with the be-
ginning of perestroika and glasnost.

Cossack Mythology III: Territorial Integrity
and Territorial Claims

In the spring of 1990 in the southeastern Ukrainian city of Nikopil, in
an area where the majority of Zaporozhian Hosts were established, the
local branch of the Ukrainian Republican Party—one of the most anti-
Communist organizations at that time—endorsed the idea of a local
student of Cossack history, Pavlo Bohush, to celebrate the five hun-
dredth anniversary of the Ukrainian Cossacks. The initiative for this
extensive ideological campaign, named “March to the East,” came
from the Dnieper region, but was actively supported and realized by
the national democratic organizations of Galicia that came to power
after the first relatively free elections in the USSR. They considered
the Cossack myth their main weapon in the political fight for eastern
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Ukraine. Thousands of people from all parts of Ukraine, but especially
from Galicia, travelled in summer 1990 to the lower Dnieper region to
take part in these festivities.3*

One of the ironies of history was the fact that Galicians, people that
had no direct links to the Cossack past, were bringing the Cossack
myth back to eastern Ukraine, the homeland of the Ukrainian Cos-
sacks. The CPSU functionaries in eastern Ukraine tried to fight back,
challenging the Galicians’ right to the Cossack heritage and exploiting
the anti-Uniate motives of nineteenth-century Cossack mythology. For
example, in Dnipropetrovs’k oblast they did not want to allow Greek-
Catholic (Uniate) priests to serve a liturgy on the grave of the Cossack
ataman Ivan Sirko.33 But all these attempts to split the movement and
to isolate the Galician participants of the march from the local popula-
tion had little, if any, effect. The government officials were pressed to
join the 1990 Cossack festivities, and in 1991, in order to take control
of the Cossackophile movement, they organized conferences and fes-
tivities of their own to mark the Cossack anniversary. The official
celebrations took place in the lower Dnieper region: Dnipropetrovs’k,
Zaporizhzhia, Nikopil; and in Volhynia—near Berestechko, on the site
of the 1651 Cossack battle with the Poles.36

The rise of Ukrainian national aspirations in 1990-91 and the mas-
sive offensive of national democratic forces from Galicia to the east
provoked some Russian separatist initiatives on the part of the Com-
munist elite of the eastern and southern oblasts of Ukraine. These
separatist moves were also based on historical arguments. They at-
tempted to prove that eastern and southern Ukraine were never a part
of ethnic Ukrainian territory but were colonized and settled by Rus-
sians. Similar ideas were expressed around the same time by Al-
eksandr Solzhenitsyn, who, in a highly publicized article in the former
USSR titled, “How Shall We Reconstitute Russia,” claimed that New
Russia, Crimea, and Donbass “were never part of old Ukraine.”3? The
term “New Russia” once referred to the territory of the southern Ukrai-
nian oblasts and was introduced for the first time in the second half of
the eighteenth century. Despite the fact that the term used for the
territory included the lands of Zaporozhian Cossacks, colonized by
them long before the first appearance of the imperial authorities in this
region, the idea of establishing New Russia as a Russian polity in
southern Ukraine was put forward by some scholars and historians,
including the Odessa professor A. Surilov. Around the same time the
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idea of restoring the Donets k-Kryvyi Rih and Crimea republics, once
proclaimed by the Bolsheviks in 1918 to stop the German seizure of
the territory after the conclusion of the Brest-Litovsk treaty, was put
forward in some eastern and southern Ukrainian newspapers.38 These
attempts were a direct challenge to the Cossack mythology, used by
the national democrats to accelerate the process of Ukrainian national
awakening in this region.

The adherents of Cossack mythology accepted the challenge, and a
dozen articles appeared in the national and local press trying to adjust
Cossack mythology to the new political demands. Since the territory of
Zaporozhian Sich even at its apogee did not cover the whole territory
of Ukraine’s eastern and southern oblasts, the Cossack myth had to be
modified. To provide historical justification for Ukraine’s right to
these territories, Cossack mythology was forced to challenge Russian
imperial mythology on one hand and its own anti-Tatar character on
the other.

New emphasis was placed by Ukrainian historians on the role of
Cossack detachments in the history of the Russo-Turkish wars of the
second half of the eighteenth century. It was emphasized in numerous
publications of 1990-91 that it was not so much the imperial army as
the Ukrainian Cossacks who conquered and colonized Ukrainian terri-
tories during the Russo-Turkish wars. This was true in part, especially
in the case of colonization, because otherwise Ukrainians would never
have constituted the majority of the region’s population, but in the case
of military history it was an exaggeration of the Cossack role in these
military actions and a diminishing of the role played by the well-
trained Russian imperial army. Ukrainian authors wrote about the par-
ticipation of Cossack detachments in Russian attacks on the Turkish
fortresses of Ochakiv, Izmail, and Akkerman and their takeover of
other forts—Berezan and Khajibei. On the site of the latter, the Cos-
sacks and their families were the first inhabitants of the newly founded
city of Odessa.3® Some articles attempted to challenge even the “cor-
nerstone” of the Russian imperial ideology—the Sevastopol myth. The
historian of the Ukrainian navy, V. Kravtsevych, citing an eighteenth-
century description of Sevastopol, claimed that the “city of Russian
glory” was built by Cossacks and local Ukrainian peasants and that in
the first decades of its existence Sevastopol looked like a typical
Ukrainian settlement.4?

Another modification of Cossack mythology was connected with
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the reexamination of the history of Cossack-Tatar relations. The Cos-
sack was usually viewed by the creators of Ukrainian national mythol-
ogy as a defender of his homeland—Ukraine—from Turkish and Tatar
attacks. Accordingly, Tatars were treated in this context as the worst
enemies of Ukraine. During the 1950s and 1960s, in official Soviet
historiography, Tatars were usually portrayed as the main adversaries
of the Ukrainian Cossacks. It was almost prohibited at that time to
study the Cossack conflicts with Russia or to pay special attention to
Cossack-Polish conflicts. Socialist Poland was a close ally of the
USSR, and one could hardly find any remarks about Cossack-Polish
conflicts or Ukrainian-Polish wars. Instead the formula of “peasant-
Cossack uprisings against the shliakhta and magnates” was used by
official Soviet historiography. At the same time the official historians
did speak about “Tatar attacks” on Ukrainian lands.4!

This new approach to the Tatar problem was introduced in the
1960s by the representatives of the Ukrainian democratic movement.
The role of General Petro Hryhorenko (Petr Grigorenko) in the defense
of the rights of the Crimean Tatars is well known in the West, but
Hryhorenko was not alone in his attempts to “rehabilitate” the Tatars.
In 1968 the well-known Ukrainian writer Roman Ivanychuk published
a novel titled Mal vy (Mallow), in which he attempted to reexamine the
history of the decline of the empires and the role of the national trai-
tors—the janisaries. Actually, he also presented a new approach to the
dramatic history of Ukrainian-Tatar relations in the sixteenth to seven-
teenth centuries. The novel was severely criticized, banned, and confis-
cated from bookstores and libraries.*2

Ukrainian historians renewed their attempts to reexamine the history
of Cossack-Tatar relations with the beginning of glasnost. This initia-
tive was launched by publications of scholars from Dnipropetrovs’k
University in southern Ukraine—the only center of Cossack studies in
Ukraine that survived the period of persecution of Ukrainian
historiography in the 1970s and 1980s. In his articles on the history of
the Cossack army, the Dnipropetrovs’k historian Ivan Storozhenko
pictured the Tatar troops of Murza Tuhaj Bej, the ally of Bohdan
Khmel'nyts’kyi, in predominantly positive terms, and Storozhenko’s
colleague, Iurii Mytsyk, whose main works have also been devoted to
Cossack history, published a series of articles on Tatar history in a
Crimean Tatar newspaper.*> In some other Ukrainian publications of
this period the history of Cossack-Tatar collaboration in the struggle
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against Russia and Turkey received special attention.#4 It has also been
stressed that in the seventeenth century the majority of Crimea’s popu-
lation was not Tatar but Ukrainian people, captured by the Tatars
during their attacks on Ukrainian territories. Contemporary data stated
that there were 920,000 Cossacks (Ukrainians) and 180,000 Tatars in
Crimea in the middle of the seventeenth century. This information was
drawn from the memoirs of a Turkish traveler, Evlia Chelebi, who
visited Crimea in 1666.43

These and other attempts to reexamine the history of Cossack-Tatar
relations to a certain extent present an effort to modify Cossack my-
thology in such a way as to meet the new demands for the creation of a
Ukrainian-Tatar political union in the fight against Russian claims to
the peninsula. For this reason, the Cossack myth has been dropping its
original anti-imperialist character and giving up some features of its
ethnic exclusivity to meet the goal of building a multinational civic
society and preserving Ukraine’s territorial integrity.

In Ukraine, the Cossack legacy is also viewed as an important in-
strument in the legitimization of the Ukrainian claims to the USSR
Black Sea fleet. Proponents of Ukrainian national ideology usually
begin the history of the Ukrainian navy with the period of the Kievan
princes Askold, Dir, Oleh, and Thor, who on a number of occasions in
the ninth and tenth centuries attacked Constantinople from the sea, but
most attention is usually devoted to the history of Cossack activity in
the Black Sea region. Contemporary organizations of the Ukrainian
Cossacks have established close links with the newly born Ukrainian
navy and its commander, Admiral Borys Kozhyn. He has promised
that the first anniversary of the Ukrainian Black Sea fleet will be
celebrated on the Dnieper island of Khortytsia—the legendary home-
land of the Zaporozhian Cossacks.46

Ironically, Cossack mythology has had fewer problems claiming
some Ukrainian territories beyond the country’s state borders than se-
curing the territorial integrity of the Ukrainian state. Among the territo-
ries settled by the Cossacks in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
are the Kuban peninsula and the southern regions of the Kursk and
Voronezh oblasts of the Russian Federation, and some trans-Dniester
and trans-Danube areas, now parts of Moldova and Romania. The
Kuban region is separated from Crimea by the Kerch Strait and ini-
tially was settled by the former Zaporozhian Cossacks in the 1790s.
Later, more Cossacks and Ukrainian peasants, together with Don Cos-
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sacks and Russian peasantry, moved into the area. During the years of
the revolution there was a strong pro-Ukrainian movement in Kuban,
and the local government negotiated with Hetman Pavlo Skoro-
pads’kyi on the conditions of a Ukrainian-Kuban federative treaty.
After the revolution, Kuban was included in the Russian Federation. In
1926, 47.1 percent of the region’s population considered themselves
Ukrainian and 41 percent Russian. Ukrainian national schools, news-
papers, and even a Ukrainian department in the local university existed
for a short period, but a policy of Russification of the Ukrainian popu-
lation was launched by the Communist authorities in the 1930s, and
with the introduction of a passport system, all residents of Kuban were
declared to be Russian.47

The Kuban Cossack organizations like those of the Don and
Stavropol regions were reestablished in 1990 with some support from
the local authorities, who wanted to use Cossacks to counter the grow-
ing political activity of non-Slavic peoples in the Northern Caucasus
and to fight crime. With the proclamation of Ukrainian independence
there emerged a strong pro-Ukrainian sentiment among the Cossack
leadership of the Kuban region—a development that was not wel-
comed by the local authorities. Unlike their Don colleagues, the Kuban
Cossacks developed close links with Cossack organizations in
Ukraine. It is quite characteristic that when in March 1993 one of the
leaders of the Kuban Cossacks, Ievhen Nahai, was arrested by local
authorities in Kuban on the charges of preparing a Cossack coup, the
other high-ranking officer of the Kuban Cossacks, Koshovyi Otaman
Pylypenko, made a statement that in the case of further violation of the
civil rights of his colleague the Cossacks would call for support from
their historical homeland—Ukraine—and from the Ukrainian diaspora
in the United States and Canada and would even defend themselves
with arms. A special committee for the “Return of the Kuban to
Ukraine,” led by General Siverov, was established in the Kuban region 48

Ukrainian Cossack organizations from the very beginning declared
Kuban to be a sphere of their special interests. There in 1992 they
implemented tactics similar to those used by Galician Ukrainian orga-
nizations in eastern and southern Ukraine in 1990: a Cossack march to
the area was organized to mark the bicentennial of Cossack resettle-
ment to Kuban. The idea was supported by the hetman of the Ukrain-
ian Cossacks—the head of the social-psychological directorate of the
Ukrainian army and its chief ideologist, General Volodymyr Muliava.
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In August 1992, forty-four men, representing not western but eastern
and southern Ukrainian oblasts, including the Donbass and
Zaporizhzhia regions, took part in a horse march to the Kuban. The
march was reportedly met with enthusiasm on the part of the local
population.4?

There is no doubt that Ukrainian Cossack mythology is spreading to
the former Cossack territories beyond the state borders of Ukraine. The
Cossack past of these regions, which include also parts of the
Voronezh Oblast in Russia and Trans-Dniestria in Moldova, is viewed
by proponents of Ukrainian nationalism as an important instrument in
the rekindling of Ukrainian national identity among the six million-
plus Ukrainian diaspora in the former Soviet Union. With the develop-
ment of Cossack movements in Russian Cossack regions of the Don
and the North Caucasus, Ukrainian Cossack movements in those areas
are gaining some sort of legitimacy for their presence in the Russian
Federation. Despite the fact that the Russian Cossacks are generally
viewed as partisans of the restoration of the Russian Empire, their
demands for the self-government of the Cossack regions, including the
Don area, are accelerating the disintegration tendencies in the Russian
Federation.

On a number of occasions Ukrainian officials have rejected any
claims made by proponents of Ukrainian nationalism to territories be-
yond the Ukrainian border, but the further development of the Russo-
Ukrainian border conflict sooner or later could put forward Ukrainian
territorial claims based on the principle of “historical justice,” and a
highly developed Cossack mythology could be used not only as an
instrument for preserving Ukrainian territorial integrity but also as an
argument for Ukraine’s own territorial claims.

Conclusion

It is difficult if not impossible to overestimate the significance of the
idea of national territory to the system of beliefs of every modern
nation. Of no less importance for this system is the complex of histori-
cal myths that provides a nation with its own view of its past and tries
to explain and justify a nation’s territorial possessions or territorial
claims against its neighbors. With the collapse and disintegration of
world empires, the problem of the division of the territories between
“old” imperial and “young” stateless nations has arisen. Historical ar-
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guments and historical myths are of special importance for the justifi-
cation of conflicting territorial claims of different nations.

The legitimacy of Ukrainian borders has been challenged often by
Russian politicians on the grounds of historical legitimacy. The majori-
ty of them are rooted in the highly developed former Soviet Sevastopol
mythology. In the case of Ukraine, as in other cases of territorial
claims against other former Soviet republics, Russian politicians take
as a point of departure the borders of the Russian Empire of the late
eighteenth to early twentieth centuries, the period when the empire had
reached its maximum territorial expansion. There is nothing new in
this approach. For instance, Romanians usually claim the territory once
united under the leadership of Michael the Brave at the beginning of
the seventeenth century, while Poles claim the territory that belonged
to their state in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.’? On this issue
a student of Russian foreign policy, N. Narochnitskaia, has posed a
rhetorical question: “Why in the case of Crimea do we follow the
borders of 1954, in the case of the Baltic region those of 1939 and in
the case of the Kuril Islands those of 18557751

From the Ukrainian perspective, Cossack mythology is used to pro-
tect the national integrity of Ukraine. The myth emerged locally in
Dnieper Ukraine in the early eighteenth century, and then with the help
of the nineteenth-century nationalists, including the celebrated poet
Taras Shevchenko, it was spread all over the Ukrainian ethnic territory.
It was preserved best of all in a historically non-Cossack territory,
Galicia, and with the beginning of glasnost made its successful return
to the Cossack historical lands—the eastern territories of Ukraine on
its current borderland with Russia. Cossack colonization during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries of the majority of these territories
helped Ukrainian historians in their justification that these territories
were a part of the Ukrainian state. Another argument used was Cos-
sack participation in the imperial army, which, in the second half of the
eighteenth century, helped to annex the vast territories of southern
Ukraine to the empire and open them to Ukrainian colonization. In
view of the current Russian-Ukrainian dispute over Crimea, the tradi-
tionally anti-Tatar character of Cossack mythology has dramatically
changed. To foster cooperation between the Ukrainian and Tatar na-
tional movements, episodes of such cooperation in the past have been
revived, thus transforming traditional Cossack mythology into the
realm of countermyths. Being by its nature national and anti-imperialist,
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the Cossack myth at the same time gives an opportunity to Ukrainian
nationalistic circles to put forward claims to territories that were colo-
nized by the Cossacks in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries but
in the twentieth century were included into the Russian Federation.

Russian-Ukrainian territorial disputes are based on conflicting
historical arguments and historical mythology. The periods of maxi-
mum territorial expansion of the Russian imperial state and the Cos-
sack autonomous polities have been taken as a point of departure in the
process of making territorial claims. Russian-Ukrainian conflict over
the future of Crimea, Sevastopol, and the Black Sea fleet has devel-
oped in an atmosphere of the further deterioration of the economic
situation and living standards of the Russian and Ukrainian populations
and the activization of nationalistic and pro-communist forces. Both of
these potentially dangerous processes are under way and threaten to
bring current territorial disputes between Russia and Ukraine to the
brink of military conflict. Conflicting territorial claims based on Rus-
sian imperial mythology and Ukrainian national myth could have dan-
gerous consequences if one of the two sides were to try to realize its
“historic right” by force. Historical arguments that have received so
much attention and have become so important in the current Rus-
sian-Ukrainian dispute have to make way for the arguments of inter-
national law.
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