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Foreword

At the end of our present century, just as at its beginning, the world is anxiously wondering about the future of the Russian Empire. By far the biggest country in territorial extent, containing massive natural resources, possessing the largest armed forces on the globe, Russia’s sheer weight has always made it an enormously important factor in international politics. What it does—or what it chooses not to do—has serious implications for all its neighbors, from Eastern Europe to Iran, from the Black Sea to the Pacific Ocean.

Eighty or ninety years ago, the chief concern of foreign observers—and the chief hope of Russian imperialists—was the further landward expansion of the Tsarist colossus into the Near East, into Central Asia, into China, and into the Far East. Russia, along with the United States (and, possibly, Germany), was regarded as one of the world’s rising Great Powers, as distinct from the relatively declining Powers of the traditional European states-system. Its swift population growth, its rapid pace of industrialization, the development of an extensive railway network, all pointed to the country’s growing prospects. Just how much further Russia might rise, and how it would employ its growing power and influence, troubled statesmen from London to Tokyo. But that it would rise was taken for granted. A turn-of-the-century pundit, returning to this earth in (say) 1945 or 1980, might be astonished at the change of regime in Moscow; but he probably would not be surprised at Russia’s expanded power position.

At the present time, by contrast, it is the possibility of an implosion of Russian power that concerns observers, even those harboring deep antipathies toward the Soviet Union and Russian power. Such a disintegration would very likely be attended by wide-scale unrest, ethnic and religious rivalries, and even perhaps an international crisis and hostilities.

The chief reason for the present critical condition of the Soviet Union, and for the doubts about its future position as a Great Power, is well known. It is caused by the profound failure of the centralized communist economy to provide Soviet citizens with their material requirements and by the steady relative decline of Marxist societies as compared with the faster-growing economies of the West and, even more remarkable, of East Asia. This failure at the economic level—precisely the dimension of life in which “scientific socialism” claimed to be superior—has provoked a widespread questioning of the validity of the political system in the Soviet Union, at least as represented by the tight, centralized controls, the Communist Party’s monopoly of power, and the insistence on ideological orthodoxy. Driven by this apparent failure of legitimacy of the Soviet system in the first place, the program of reforms launched by Mr. Gorbachev under the slogans of perestroika and glasnost virtually ensures that this questioning of legitimacy will continue, unless suppressed by a conservative crackdown.

With all of this focus on the crisis of the Marxist ideology and social revolution in Russia, there has been a tendency to overlook the geopolitical context in which this drama has unfolded and will continue to unfold. The great merit of Milan Hauner’s What Is Asia to Us? is to remind the reader of the physical, geographical, and demographic problems that face any regime—whether Tsarist or Marxist or reformist-Liberal—that seeks to govern this vast land. As Halford Mackinder suggested in 1904, the “great geographical limits of her [i.e., Russia’s] existence” would always remain, despite social and political transformations.

Dr. Hauner introduces us to the geopolitical dimensions of the present crisis of Russian power in an original and highly unusual way, by analyzing the historical debate on Russia’s relationship to Asia, and in particular to Eurasia. It was a debate carried on with great intensity by Russian intellectuals themselves, from Dostoevsky onward; but the best known critique in the West was that by one of the founding fathers of the subject of “geopolitics,” Sir Halford Mackinder. In focusing attention on the development of a Russian-dominated “Heartland” in Eurasia, and in turn on the implications of that development for the other Great Powers (especially the maritime powers), Mackinder emphasized Russia’s extraordinary position as both a European and an Asian, indeed, a Pacific Ocean country.

At first sight, that double position appears as a massive advantage to Russia, the beneficial legacy of centuries of landward expansion from its original Muscovite core. But it is also a massive problem, Dr. Hauner explains, and introduces an insurmountable ambivalence into Russian policymaking—as one can observe at the present time in Mr. Gorbachev’s efforts to claim that Russia is an integral part of a “common European home,” while announcing (in his Vladivostock speech) that it is a full member of the booming “Pacific rim.” The term Eurasia is, of course, a testimony to that ambivalence.

To be sure, Russia is not unique in having a double position; the United States, being both an Atlantic and a Pacific power, is another good example. Why should it be such a problem for Russia?

Because, Dr. Hauner argues, of geopolitics. In the first place, the physical difficulties have placed severe limitations on the amount of communications between Russia and Siberia (or Soviet East Asia); in so many ways, they are separate countries, whereas a vast network of air, rail, and road links binds each side of the United States into a geographical integrity that is now so obvious as to be taken for granted. By extension, the precarious connections between Russia and the Far East virtually compel Soviet military planners to assume that, in the event of war, they must fight virtually separate (and self-sustained) campaigns.

But even that difficulty pales by comparison with the central one: namely, that the middle zone of the Soviet Union, the so-called Eurasian “Heartland” of Mackinder’s naming, is predominantly non-Russian, with 50 million Ukrainians and 50 million in the southern, Muslim republics entertaining bitter memories of Tsarist conquest and Soviet collectivization. It is, moreover, in those areas that the population is still expanding, whereas the Russian population is now almost static and will soon be in a minority. In short, the “Heartland” represents a potential ethnodemographic time bomb, and the more that Gorbachev presses ahead with his programs of perestroika and glasnost, the more he runs the risk of an explosion. Perhaps he will achieve the dual miracle of transforming the Soviet Empire into a Russian and non-Russian “Commonwealth,” and of keeping together a country that is both European and Asian. Whether he succeeds or fails, the region to which Dr. Hauner draws our attention—and the awful geopoliticalrealities of the Russo-Soviet system—are going to be of critical importance. And because of that fact What Is Asia to Us? merits the broadest readership and careful study.

Paul Kennedy

Yale University

New Haven, Connecticut


Preface

I am thankful to my new publisher, Routledge, and its senior editor, Mr. Gordon Smith, for having recommended this book for a paperback edition in order to make it more accessible to the growing number of students in Eurasian affairs, and to the general public – actually long before the frenzy of renaming everything Soviet into Eurasian started.

It seems unbelievable that almost three years have passed since I wrote the acknowledgements for the hardback edition, dedicating the book to “Soviet citizens of all nationalities”. I was then assuming that what I called the Soviet Eurasian Empire could be “reconstructed”, in the original meaning of Gorbachev’s Perestroika, and that it would survive into the first decade of the new century. This new geopolitical, or as I wishfully desired “geo-cultural” Soviet Eurasia, would then continue to exist for the benefit of its “Soviet” inhabitants, “their immediate neighbors and the humanity at large”. In the summer of 1989 I saw three options in the offing: a sort of a commonwealth, a muddling through (slow Ottomanization à la Gorbachev), or a violent backlash leading to the establishment of a Greater Russian military dictatorship.

However, since the abortive August 1991 coup an inexorable breakup started to destroy the old edifice of the Soviet (and thus Russian) Eurasian Empire. It is a case of a triple disintegration, if not the same in intensity, then in significance like 1917, caused by the almost simultaneous collapse of the empire’s political (and ideological), economic and imperial structures. In December 1991 two federalist re-constructions took place: while the first Commonwealth of three Slavic republics lasted only two weeks, its successor, the Eurasian “Commonwealth of Independent States” (CIS), which is still struggling to survive at the the time of writing, consists at the moment of eleven out of the fifteen original union republics. Essential for its survival, on the one hand, is a working relationship between Russians and Ukrainians and, on the other, the adherence of Kazakhstan, the genuine product of Soviet “Eurasian constructivism”, equally divided, population-wise and space-wise, into “Russistan” and “Islamistan”.

As of today, I still do consider Mackinder’s profound dictum of 1904, that the Russian Eurasian Empire must be seen as an almost perfect symbiosis between natural environment and political organization, as essentially correct. I have also suggested that if the empire goes, so would the “Heartland theory in the Mackinder mold”.1 The alternative to the autocratic Eurasian empire “from sea to sea”, or to the totalitarian and autarkic Soviet version, is the inevitable breakup we are witnessing today. The positive “reconstruction” – if the outside world would allow the replacement of the predominantly geo-strategic criteria with geo-cultural ones2 – will be a twofold process characterized by: (1) the return to the world-system of geo-cultural and commercial intercourse of which Central Eurasia was a part until the thirteenth century;3 and (2) a process of intensive and extensive regionalization of the former empire, along the theories already scrutinized by the outstanding Russian “liberal imperialists”, Mendeleev, Voeikov, Semyonov Tyan-Shansky, and others.4

Washington, D.C., April 1992

Milan Hauner


Notes

	See What Is Asia to Us?, hardback edition (1990), p. 253.

	See for instance Immanuel Wallerstein, Geopolitics and Geoculture. Essays on the Changing World-System (Cambridge University Press, 1991).

	3 As Janet Abu-Lughod has shown in her beautiful book Before European Hegemony: The World System A.D. 1250–1350 (Oxford University Press, 1989), p. 35.

	 What Is Asia to Us?, pp. 152–9.





1 Introduction: What Is Asia to Us?

DOI: 10.4324/9780203795477-1

What for? What future? What is the need of the future seizure of Asia? What’s our business there? This is necessary because Russia is not only in Europe, but also in Asia; because the Russian is not only a European, but also an Asiatic. Not only that: in our coming destiny, perhaps it is precisely Asia that represents our main way out….

In Europe we were hangers-on and slaves, whereas to Asia we shall go as masters. In Europe we were Asiatics, whereas in Asia we, too, are Europeans. Our civilizing mission in Asia will bribe our spirit and drive us thither. It is only necessary that the movement should start. Build two railroads: begin with the one to Siberia, and then to Central Asia, and at once you will see the consequences.

(Feodor M. Dostoevsky, 1881)1


The East, specifically Asia and the Pacific region, is now the place where civilization is stepping up its pace. Our economy in its development is moving to Siberia and to the Far East….

The Soviet Union is an Asian, as well as European country, and it wants to see that the huge Asia-Pacific region, the area where world politics will most likely focus next century, has everything it needs to improve the situation in it, and that due account is taken of the interests of all states and of a balance between them. We are against this region being somebody’s domain.

(Mikhail S. Gorbachev, 1987)2


This book is about the place of Asia in the Russian mind and about the position that the Asian space, as the larger portion of the dual Eurasian continent, has occupied in Russian/Soviet geopolitical thinking during the last 100-odd years. Although the main concern is the preoccupation of Russian ideology with Asia, a more systematic survey of the Russian/Soviet artistic imagery of Asian themes cannot be attempted here. Nor can the scope of this volume include the various attitudes of Asian peoples themselves to Russian colonization. A survey of such attitudes would be very welcome and should constitute a natural companion to this volume.3 Thus, in our variant of Aziatchina (Asiatism—an ambivalent Russian term meaning the almost unlimited capacity among Russians to identify themselves with Asia while showing their contempt for the Asian peoples and civilizations as utterly barbaric),4 we necessarily have to confine ourselves to describing a few facets of this complex relationship, whose significance remains nevertheless crucial to our understanding of Russian and Soviet Eurasia.

The main theme is the critical assessment of the Heartland Debate, exemplified by two important interpreters of world destiny during the era when imperialist expansionism had reached both its zenith and nadir, the British geographer Sir Halford Mackinder and the German Geopolitiker Karl Haushofer. Today, whenever geopolitical factors that define the Soviet Eurasian power are discussed, these two names are often quoted regardless of their relevance. We should remember that Mackinder himself, when he first formulated his seminal thesis on the importance of Russia’s Eurasian Heartland in 1904, remained completely ignored in Russia for many years.

Why would the Russians not want to discuss Mackinder? Here was, after all, a rational recipe for Russia’s becoming the ruler of the “World Island,” though subject to the behavior of the two flanking powers, Germany and Japan, located in the “marginal crescents” along the rimlands of Eurasia. The point is that the Russians did not need to be enlightened about their own Empire by some Western mentors, certainly not by Anglo-Saxons whom they suspected of evil schemes at a time of acute Anglo-Russian rivalry. They had their own fertile minds. The second point is that when Mackinder’s thesis eventually found its way to Soviet Russia in the usual German receptacle, it only increased the controversy surrounding his message—before it could be appreciated and properly digested. Ironically, German Geopolitik became one of the most violently despised terms in the Soviet anti-imperialist vocabulary. It was as if its originator, Karl Haushofer, a lifelong advocate of Soviet-German cooperation who warmly welcomed the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939, was to be punished for Hitler’s treacherous onslaught of the Soviet Union in 1941.

Russian authors of the Tsarist and Soviet eras shunned, for reasons of their own, discussing directly with their Western counterparts the spatial problems confronting their empire, specifically in terms that carried a certain ideological bias like geopolitics (geopolitika). And yet, my view, as demonstrated in the following chapters, is that both Russian and Soviet imperial thinking is implicitly geopolitical, even though the term geopolitics is carefully avoided in its vocabulary.

Our discussion, inevitably, must touch on the usage, both over-and underrated for tactical political reasons, of the imperialist and colonialist vocabularies applied to the Russian/Soviet Eurasian Empire. One problem confronting us is that most recent theoretical works on colonialism are written from the Western perspective in the wake of theories of modernization, informal empires, and under-development, which do not include the Russian/Soviet experience.5

Consider the obvious striking spatial likeness. Isn’t there at least a superficial similarity between the Russian expansion from sea to sea along the west–east axis across Eurasia and the American experience of westward expansion from shore to shore, epitomized in the ideology of Manifest Destiny? This ideology justified further annexations west of the Mississippi in the name of “our Manifest Destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying millions.”6 Many Russians, quite naturally, measured themselves, both with empathy and envy, against the fast-growing U.S. power on the American continent. Thus, Dostoevsky, reflecting on the future of the Russian Empire in Asia, felt that “to us Asia is like the then undiscovered America. With our aspiration for Asia, our spirit and forces will be regenerated.” In contrast to Europe, he went on in a prophetic mood, “Asia is our future outlet, our riches are there, there is our ocean, when in Europe, because of the overcrowded condition alone, inevitable and humiliating communism is established, communism which Europe herself will loathe.”7

Despite the fact that the Russians, among all Europeans, had developed, because of their history and geographical location, the most intimate relationship with the Asian world, this knowledge was somehow lost in the European context. The more recent manifold implications of Russian expansion in Asia have never been adequately appreciated by West Europeans, though it was an event of “formidable proportion on the highest global level.”8

In what way did the growth of the Russian Empire, which established itself over the vast spaces of Eurasia in 400 years from the repudiation of Tatar suzerainty, differ from other colonial empires of the imperialist era? The late Hugh Seton-Watson summed it up in his usual succinct way.

The geographical scale of the expansion is without parallel, but the methods are in no way unique. Every type of expansion and ‘imperialism’ known in the history of European and American states can be found in that of Russia. The Russian record is neither better nor worse than the others. Russian expansion in the Volga valley has its parallel in the Spanish reconquista, the absorption of the Ukraine in the French absorption of Burgundy and Lorraine, the colonisation of Siberia in the colonisation of North America, the subjection of the Caucasus in the English subjection of the Scottish Highlands, the annexation of Central Asia in the creation of the British and French empires, Russian imperialism in the Far East in the aggressions of other European imperial powers against China. Indeed the Russo-Japanese War shares with the Anglo-Boer War the distinction of more nearly approaching the Marxist model of an imperialist war undertaken for economic motives than any other examples in history.

The Russian record is as imperialist as that of any other great nation. Nevertheless Russian writers, from the Slavophiles of the mid-nineteenth century to the post-war Soviet historians, have frequently maintained that Russians are a people in some way incapable of aggression, and that the non-Russian peoples in some way ‘voluntarily united with’ Russia. There is also a widespread belief, especially strong among some Asian and African nationalists, that because Russian conquests were all over land, not over sea, they were somehow ‘less imperialistic’ than those of the European Atlantic nations.9


It is no accident that Seton-Watson begins and ends his summary with references to geography. He refers to the all-too-common visual delusion in our minds whenever we look at a colored map of Eurasia and contemplate with awe the impressive compactness of the Russian/Soviet Eurasian territory. Unlike the British or French overseas empires, there are no conspicuous natural barriers or large divisions of blue water. The second element that tightened the territorial cohesion of Russian Eurasia along its west–east axis of expansion was the absence of organized state power east of the Urals, backed by a sizable population that would oppose Russian expansionism. The fur-hunting Cossack bands roaming Siberia faced few difficulties in subduing or exterminating the local tribes. By controlling, without foreign interference, the inner communications consisting of rivers and later railways, Russia was able to settle in these vast and almost empty territories thousands of her own Slav settlers, predominantly Russian, who soon outnumbered the sparse Turco-Mongol populations. Only along the north–south axis of expansion, in the Caucasus and in Turkestan, was Russian expansionism confronted with a different geographic, demographic, and political situation. But even here the principle of possessing the monopoly of access, without interruption, and of annexing a contiguous territory had been preserved. What lay outside the defense perimeter of this largest land fortress on earth (Russian Alaska, for example) had to be abandoned sooner or later.

If 80 years ago at least a dozen countries could be listed as empires, today the only true remaining imperial conglomerate, which survived the successive shock waves of two world wars and the appeal of decolonization, is the Soviet Union, or more cogently, the Soviet Eurasian Empire. Some ex-colonial old hands with practical experience in the field have argued that, regardless of the geopolitical provisions for the territorial continuity from the Russian to the Soviet Empire, the decisive fact for the preservation of the Empire was that among all imperialist powers the Russians alone never lost their nerve.10 Do the Soviets appear to run their inherited imperial possessions successfully where the others failed?

The answer to this question is both historical and contemporary. It is historical because it must explain the success of the Bolsheviks who, in the chaos of the civil war following the disintegration of the Russian Empire after 1917, emerged as the only internal contender for power sufficiently ruthless to impose authority. They did not control the borderlands, but rather the administrative and geographic centers of the Russian metropolis, which also served as the communication hubs for the rest of the Empire. Lenin proved to be a much more skillful tactician than his rivals because he knew when to cede the ground temporarily; he was also the only significant leader who had accepted in principle the right of self-determination for the non-Russian subjects.11 Even Mackinder, who arrived in South Russia at the beginning of 1920, could see that the prospect for a multinational, anti-Bolshevik alliance of governments along Russia’s southwest borderlands, stretching from Polish nationalists to Georgian Mensheviks, looked very unpromising.12

Before the contemporary dimension can be examined, the question of continuity between the Tsarist Empire and the Soviet Union must be addressed. Recently, Dietrich Geyer tried to answer the question of continuity and discontinuity between the two models from the perspective of modern inperialism theory.13 First, Geyer has difficulty classifying pre-1914 Russian imperialism as modern because of the ambivalent function the Tsarist Empire exercised. It was clearly an imperialist power as well as a semicolonial country dependent on foreign investments, which because of its economic backwardness, it was incapable of creating. The exceptions were in northern Persia and briefly in Manchuria, its own spheres of economic influence. Second, Geyer finds that the concept of modern imperialism fits the Soviet Union after 1917 even less than it fits the Tsarist Empire, but for different reasons. By virtue of its creation, the Soviet Union represents the antithesis rather than a special form of imperialism. Whatever the Soviet power structures, economy, and society are, Geyer argues quite sensibly, “they are not ‘capitalist.’”14 Only after discussing these two qualified denials from the perspective of the modern imperialism theory, which evolves around the model of indirect rule through the creation of informal empires, is Geyer willing to admit that there is indeed a continuity problem between the two types of empires that cannot be ignored. Thus, if we move only a quarter of a century beyond 1917 and look at Russian and Soviet history from the vantage point of World War II (the Great Patriotic War from the Russian/Soviet perspective), the continuity is so striking that it cannot be contested.

According to Geyer, this continuity is characterized by three factors. The first and most important factor stems from the geopolitical reality of the present empire’s size and shape, which covers almost the identical territory as did its tsarist predecessor. In my opinion, this physical continuity—regardless of the social system and political regime in power—determines the empire’s obsession with security and stimulates its temptation to improve it by direct annexation of neighboring territories into its multinational Lebensraum (for example, new territories annexed as a result of the Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact of 1939–41). Indirect forms of rule were applied by the Soviet Union initially only in Outer Mongolia, where a Soviet protectorate was established in 1921. Its primary function was not economic but strategic—namely, to form a buffer against Japan’s overland expansion in northern China. Only after World War II did Moscow seize the unique opportunity to expand by establishing an informal empire on an unprecedented scale, first in Eastern Europe and later in Asia where it backfired (Northern Iran, Eastern Turkestan (Sinkiang), China, and most recently Afghanistan).

Related to this is the second factor, based on the relatively rapid resumption of Russia’s traditional great power status within the international system. This is best illustrated by Stalin’s maneuvering and gambling between two hostile imperialist coalitions during the early stages of World War II. The third factor, in spite of the dramatic upheavals inside the Soviet Union and the appearance of new elites, is exemplified by the continuity of nationalist and imperialist attitudes. These may have “a Soviet flavor, but are undoubtedly of Russian origin.”15

Within this theme of continuity juxtaposing the two Eurasian empires the specific role of geopolitical and ideological components must be discussed. These two elements appear to be the most characteristic for determining the typology of the Russian version of imperialism. While concentrating on this peculiar Russian form of the Drang nach Osten (Dvizhenie or Stremlenie na Vostok) in the quest of a new heartland, we find these two factors closely intertwined in Asia. Moreover, they are imbued with special relevance today. If we take Secretary Gorbachev’s perestroika seriously—and I think we should—the largest multinational empire is standing on the threshold of a series of radical structural changes that are bound to have wide repercussions in its Eurasian borderlands, among its immediate and distant neighbors, and on its global hegemonial aspirations. In many respects, the Soviet Eurasian Empire of the 1980s finds itself at a crossroads between several, often opposing, forces.

On the most basic level of major economic forces, the Soviet Union is witnessing a growing contrast. Its traditional industrial centers of manufacturing comprise also the bulk of its (European) population in the cis-Ural regions (between 70 to 75 percent in both cases); on the other hand, nearly 90 percent of its energy and mineral resources is found in the trans-Ural territories. But the wasteful expansion of the extractive industries east of the Urals is only one factor characterizing the steady eastward shift of the Empire’s center of gravity.

The demographic and social forces of Asian nations, those living within or without the contemporary boundaries of the Soviet Eurasian Empire, constitute another powerful factor complicating Russia’s agelong eastern drive toward integration and assimilation with Asian territories, which today comprise three-quarters of the Empire. Although the climatic and physical obstacles of Siberia, as well as the great distances between the European metropolis and the far-flung Pacific region, can be conquered to a considerable degree by technology, capital, and forced labor, the ethnic, cultural, and racial diversities require much more subtle human efforts.16 This dichotomy, represented at one pole by the autarkic vision of an assimilated, self-contained Russian/Soviet Eurasian Empire and at the other by the perennial obstacles of physical and human geography, is the major reason Soviet Eurasia has not yet been, and perhaps never will be, effectively integrated into one empire from sea to sea (at least not to the same extent as the United States).

In one area, however, the Soviet leadership can claim a semblance of successful integration and correlation—the military-security sphere. Soviet Eurasia is in a singular strategic position because it touches on three great geopolitical realms: the Atlantic (West European and U.S.), the Pacific (East Asian), and potentially the South Asian (covering the Indian Ocean area and part of the Middle East).17 The potential European theater of war (in Russian military jargon known as GTVD, meaning Major Theater of Military Activities), comprising about half of the Soviet military machine and manpower, has been traditionally the main one since the end of World War II. However, during the last two decades, two more major military theaters have emerged, both in the Asian hinterland of the Empire—the Far Eastern GTVD (since 1978) and the Southern GTVD (since 1984).18 Thus, in spite of the fact that past national economic policy decisions from Moscow usually were influenced by the priorities of the European metropolis, they often could be overriden by two principal security concerns connected with the Asian hinterland: (1) strategic requirements dictated by the Sino-Soviet antagonism (prior to 1945 by the Japanese threat), coupled with the Soviet great power ambitions in the Pacific and Indian Ocean realms; (2) concerns about holding together the ethnosocial cohesion of the multinational Empire, especially along its soft underbelly, the Central Asia belt, occupied by the fast growing Muslim population, having the highest birth rates within the Soviet Union.

Visualize for a moment our world of international politics and conflicts suddenly frozen for the next several decades or so. Even allowing the elementary biological forces to work on their own, without the continuous interference of political imponderables, the Soviet Union around the year 2080 will not be what it is today. Its Muslim subjects, with their high birthrates, will outnumber by a wide margin not only the Great Russians (who have ceased, in any case, to form the majority of the USSR’s population and may now not exceed 48.5 percent), but also the entire European stock of the USSR.19 This perspective alone should stimulate our curiosity in resuming the Heartland Debate, precisely when the present leader of the Soviet Empire has indicated that his country may have reached the critical junction in its domestic evolution and must decide whether to change its course before the end of this century.

How is the Soviet Union going to cope with its Asian domains and cross-border relationships under this challenge? Has she not already, to use the analogy of Paul Kennedy’s Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, overstretched herself; has she not assumed too many overextended commitments?20 Does the contemporary Soviet Empire already belong in the category of the languishing empires of the past, with Habsburg Spain, Bourbon France, Ottoman Turkey, or Edwardian England? Has it already entered the cycle of self-paralyzing imperial overstretch? And if so, are the cracks in the imperial edifice more visible west or east of the Urals?

Nowhere is the dichotomy between the ambitious legacy of the Russian colonial mission in Asia and the present Soviet geostrategic position more pronounced than in the Asia-Pacific region, where, according to Gorbachev, “civilization is stepping up its pace.”21 However, it is precisely here, east of Lake Baykal, that the present Soviet imperial presence appears most anachronistic and out of pace with the dynamic development of this pivotal region. The economy has been vibrant and trade competition fierce during the last two decades, and the modest but conspicuous economic success in communist China’s modernization program has probably created a serious ideological challenge to Moscow. (Indeed, I argue that China’s visible success with economic liberalization, backed up not by Soviet economic advisers but by the technological know-how of East Asia and the West, must have constituted one of the chief motives for Gorbachev’s decision to start with perestroika.)

How did the Soviet Empire respond prior to Gorbachev? By first doubling and then tripling its armed forces in the region, by expanding its Pacific Fleet to make it the largest and most offensive of its four separate fleets, by establishing the Far Eastern GTVD, and by instituting a whole series of military measures threatening the security of China and Japan. Indeed, the contrast between this hypermilitarization and the steady decline, both in absolute and relative terms, of the civilian sector in the Soviet Far East (which has virtually not participated in the burgeoning economies of the East Asia-Pacific region) prompted one leading expert on the economic geography of Soviet Asia to use the term parasitic to characterize the relationship between this region and the metropolis.22

Having thus briefly described, from a spatial, geopolitical perspective, one of the most apparent paradoxes of the present Soviet Eurasian Empire, we are still left with the perennial dilemma of where this multifarious imperial conglomerate belongs. To Europe? To Asia? Or should it be considered a realm of its own, like the Indian subcontinent?

Gorbachev, I am obliged to warn readers of his Perestroika book, is merely stretching farther the age-old mystification with the Empire’s geo-historical identification. Thus, while talking to West European readers, Gorbachev shows his anger with those who “are trying to exclude the Soviet Union from Europe” and makes a passionate plea, nay, an emotional demand for a “pan-European policy” in the name of “Europe—our common house.” Is Gorbachev’s Soviet Union perhaps claiming the European heritage because the communist ideology originated in Western Europe? Not at all. The term communism has been carefully avoided in the Perestroika book. Surprisingly but very effectively, Gorbachev has been using two old-new arguments in favor of the European linkage, arguments that are fundamentally prerevolutionary and that were used by the Russian Zapadniki (Westerners) throughout the nineteenth century: (1) We Russians are Europeans because we are Christians; together with other Christian subjects of our Empire we regard ourselves as the lawful inheritors of the great European civilization (at this point, one ought to ask, What about the Tatars, the Caucasian nations, the Uzbeks, and all the other Asian peoples inhabiting the Soviet Union? Which “heritage,” which “great civilization,” should they claim?); (2) We have saved Europe from the Nazi tyranny, and it was our people, more than 20 million of them, who “laid the greatest sacrifices at the altar of the liberation struggle against Hitler’s fascism.”23 (Until the defeat of Hitler, the analogical justification was the “First Great Patriotic War” the Russian people fought against Napoleon.)

Even the geographic boundaries of “our common European house” are clearly outlined in Gorbachev’s emotional sermon. With a transparent anti-American purpose (they belong to a different civilization, cannot appreciate the European heritage, and above all, created NATO, through which “Europe once again found itself harnessed to a chariot of war, this time one loaded with nuclear explosive),”24 Gorbachev has cleverly adopted General de Gaulle’s vision.

Europe, ‘from the Atlantic to the Urals,’ is a cultural-historical entity united by the common heritage of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, of the great philosophical and social teachings of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. … Generally, in Europe the new, salutary outlook knows much more fertile soil than in any other region where the two social systems come into contact.25


If this is true, how does Gorbachev reconcile himself with the fact that three-quarters of the Soviet Union’s territory and almost 80 million of its subjects are in Asia? In his memorable Vladivostok speech of July 1986, Gorbachev defined the Soviet Union merely as being “also an Asian country.”26 The following year, in his Perestroika book, while still focusing almost exclusively on the “Asia-Pacific Knot,” he upgraded the Asian dimension in his equation to reach the same degree of importance as hitherto enjoyed by the European component: “The Soviet Union is an Asian, as well as European country.”27 But he did not embroider the subject of historical links; his chapter on Asia is very pragmatic, concerned primarily with economics, with nuclear and conventional demilitarization, and with offering improved relations to Asian nations.

To ascertain how many common houses apart from Europe, the Soviet Union really has, it might be useful to listen carefully to what the peripatetic Soviet leader says about every outpost of the Empire’s frontier. In July 1986, Gorbachev was waxing lyrical in Vladivostok about the Pacific frontier—our common house; a few months later, he was in India stating something similar about the Indo-Soviet friendship with regard to the Indian Ocean region; almost a year later, in October 1987, Gorbachev went to Murmansk, where he appealed to the Scandinavians and Canadians, mentioning the Arctic—our common house. The problem seems to be, as Martin Walker pungently captured it in his article on the importance of geography in Russian history, that “the Soviet Union is so damned big that it has too many common homes for the comfort of its many neighbors.”28

It is not Russia, which can claim her historical attachment to Europe, that is at issue here, but the Soviet Eurasian Empire as a whole, the largest surviving conglomerate from the era of imperialist expansion. If the Kremlin’s power were limited to the boundaries of the old Grand Duchy of Muscovy, or at most to the quadrangle stretching from the Baltic to the Black Sea, and from Poland up to the Volga rather than to the Urals, 29 then one might perhaps accept the claim that she was a European nation. By the same token, we could no more object to Russia inviting herself to the much relished seat at today’s Council of Europe, than could Lord Castlereagh or Talleyrand at the Congress of Vienna in 1815, or certainly Metternich, who said on many occasions that Asia began at the gates of Vienna.

It is obvious that neither Dostoevsky nor Gorbachev has provided a definitive answer to what is Russia’s common house. Perhaps a better clarification might be achieved by narrowing our inquiry to the notion of national interest before we tackle the notion of the Russian Idea. What, then, is, or rather was, the Russian national interest in relation to Asia? Is the Soviet national interest different? Winston Churchill, in the often-quoted radio broadcast of 1 October 1939, tried to interpret the Soviet invasion of Poland in the wake of the Nazi attack. He contemplated the USSR much the same way as he did the Russia of the tsars, “as a riddle wrapped in mystery inside an enigma.” Searching for a key that could explain Russia’s future actions, he felt “that key is Russian national interest.”30

The problem really starts with the attempt to give the Russian/Soviet national interest a certain logical pattern and hierarchy. What are its priorities, both geopolitical and ideological? What does Russia seek in Asia? Why did the Russians colonize it in the first place, and why do they still cling to the vast and empty stretches of inhospitable Asian territory? Are they interested in the riches of Siberia (furs in the old days, now fuels, minerals, and energy resources)? Are they still seeking a warm-water outlet to alleviate their major geostrategic handicap? Do they see themselves still as a nation with a mission to perform in Asia, to assimilate different cultures and races under the cloak of a russified Soviet ideology? It is obvious that the assets of this vast colonial enterprise in Asia are just as problematic as are its liabilities.

Did Mikhail Gorbachev indicate the Russian/Soviet national interest vis-à-vis Asia when he spoke in Vladivostok on 28 July 1986? This city is the terminus of the 9,000 km Trans-Siberian Railway holding the Eurasian Empire together. Its name (Ruler of the East) must still ring in the ears of the Chinese as one of the most offensive vestiges of the European colonization of Asia. Gorbachev opened his speech with a eulogy on the theme of the unbreakable unity between the outermost province of the Empire and the motherland (rodina),

always linked in our minds with the immense expanses of the Land of the Soviets, from the Baltic and the Black Sea to the Pacific Ocean. It is linked with the valor, industry and steadfastness of the people who settled and defended this land.31


Such an approach by the present leader of the Soviet Union is highly reminiscent, as the reader will soon discover, of the prerevolutionary geopolitical vision of the Russian Eurasian Empire spanning “from sea to sea” (ot morya do morya). As if requesting the highest theocratic authority of Russian Marxism to legitimize the permanent Soviet presence in the Far East, Gorbachev noted that Lenin had called “with special warmth the town of Vladivostok ‘our very own’ town (nashenskiy)… and praised the exploits of our fellow countrymen, of those trailblazers who laid the road to the Pacific Ocean.”32 Furthermore, the secretary general explicitly praised the exploits of the Russian naval officer G. N. Nevelskoy (1814–76), one of the explorers of the Amur region and a founder of the city of Nikolaevsk on the Pacific shore. As an educated Russian, Gorbachev must have recalled the famous quote with which Emperor Nicholas I, whose name the town still bears, indignantly rejected the request of his foreign minister to return Nikolaevsk to the Chinese. “No,” replied the Tsar, “where once the Russian flag has been raised it must never be lowered.”33

The fictional determination to hold the Far East, come what may, became a reality with the decision to build the great Trans-Siberian Railway (1891–1904). The Russian rulers in the Far East thus reached the point of no return. Vladivostok has not changed its provocative name during the entire Soviet era, whereas one would look in vain through the former colonial territories of the Western powers to find another locality bearing such an offensive imperialistic name. There is little reason to expect that the present Soviet rulers of the Far East would hold their red flag in any less esteem than their tsarist predecessors held theirs. Western analysts, commenting on Gorbachev’s Vladivostok speech, have completely overlooked this deeply emotional reassurance the representative of the motherland brought to the faraway Russian settlers on the Pacific shore.

It is astonishing how much of the Russian colonial presence in Asia is taken for granted by the outside world. Is it because we have grown accustomed to contemplating Eurasia as one huge continent, without any natural disruptions, such as wide stretches of sea water, and with Russian settlers firmly entrenched all along the Trans-Siberian Railway? A surrealistic analogy would be the present British Prime Minister using the introductory passage of Gorbachev’s Vladivostok speech on a tour of South Africa and addressing the white settlers on the theme of how to defend this land of ours.

Thus, one could tentatively conclude that this peculiar correlation between geography and ideology has determined and guided Russia’s national interest toward the East, to the Pacific shore as well as to the Pamir plateau, thereby creating the longest and widest land corridor of territorial expansion in the history of colonialism. This statement is subjected to continuous scrutiny in the following chapters as we trace the important stages in the Heartland Debate, trying to understand how important Asia was and still is to the Russians.


Notes

	From Dostoevsky’s article, “Goek-Tepe. Chto takoe Aziya dlya nas?,” written in the aftermath of General Skobelev’s massacre of the Turkmens in 1881. See F. M. Dostoevsky, Polnoe sobranie sochineniy (St. Petersburg, 1896), vol. 21:513–23, and The Diary of a Writer, translated and annotated by Boris Brasol (New York: Charles Scribner, 1949), vol. 2:1043–52.

	Mikhail S. Gorbachev, Perestroika: New Thinking for Our Country and the World (New York: Harper & Row, 1987), 180.

	A contemporary update of Emanuel Sarkisyanz’s Geschichte der orientalischen Völker Russlands bis 1917 (Munich: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 1961) would be most welcome. Zeki Validi Togan’s Bügünki Türkili (Türkistan) ve Yakin Tarihi (Turkestan Today and Its Recent History) (Istanbul, 1947), still awaits its translation into a Western language. Numerous monographs by Baymirza Hayit are available only in German, such as: Turkestan und der Orient (Düsseldorf, 1960); Sowjetrussische Orientpolitik am Beispiel Turkestans (Cologne-Berlin, 1962); Turkestan im Herzen Eurasiens (Cologne, 1980).
The widely acclaimed Orientalism by Edward W. Said (New York: Pantheon Books, 1978) is completely unsatisfactory from our point of view because it is limited both geographically (to the Eastern Mediterranean and Maghreb) and nationally (to English and French sources and influences). The outstanding contributions the Germans made in this field are dealt with very superficially, and the achievements of Russian Orientalism (Vostokovedenie) are completely ignored by Said.

As an exception, the work of Vasiliy V. Barthold (1869–1930) should be mentioned here. B. Nikitine, the French translator of Barthold’s Istoriya izucheniya Vostoka v Evrope i Rossii, expressed the opinion that the great Russian Orientalist had presented the Russian historiography “as seen from the Orient rather than from the Occident, in contrast to what was done before him” (V. V. Barthold, La Découverte de l’Asie. Histoire de l’Orientalisme en Europe et en Russie [Paris: Payot, 1947], 12). Throughout his work Barthold was careful to avoid “Eurocentrism,” because he always considered European history a passing phenomenon. In a letter to P. N. Savitsky, a prominent geographer of the Eurasianist Movement, Barthold argued that Russian attitudes vis-à-vis the East, Russian geographical science, and indeed the whole Oriental science, although heavily influenced by West European scholars, followed their own special path and, as a scientific discipline, should be regarded as separate from Western Europe (ibid., 10–11).


	Although it could be argued that the East is organically absorbed in Russian history and that it largely determined its course (as during the Mongol invasion), it is equally true that the Russian elites contemplated the world of Islam more or less like the ancient Greeks viewed the East, that is, with contemptuous eyes. Hence Aziatchina, used for barbarity, is usually closely associated with the notion of Oriental despotism of Muscovy, which in turn had derived its roots from the Mongol dominance.

	For example, Wolfgang J. Mommsen, Theories of Imperialism (New York: Random House, 1980); Tony Smith, The Pattern of Imperialism (Cambridge University Press, 1981).

	Attributed to journalist John L. O’Sullivan (1845). See Frederick Merk, Manifest Destiny and Mission in American History: A Reinterpretation (New York: Vintage Book, 1963).

	See references in note 1.

	Heinz Gollwitzer, Die Gelbe Gefahr. Geschichte eines Schlagworts. Studien zum imperialistischen Denken (Gottingen: Vendenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1962), 94.

	Hugh Seton-Watson, The New Imperialism (London: Bodley Head, 1961), 22–23.

	Geoffrey Wheeler, The Modern History of Soviet Central Asia (London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 1964); Olaf Caroe, Soviet Empire. The Turks of Central Asia and Stalinism (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1967), xi.

	Lenin’s unambiguous statements acknowledging the right of self-determination for the non-Russian subjects predate the outbreak of World War I. These statements are contained in his various articles, including the critical “On the National Pride of the Great Russians” (1914) and the long unpublished essay, “On the Right of Nations to Self-determination” (1914), as well as the texts of the two declarations following the November 1917 coup in Petrograd (“Declaration of Rights of the Peoples of Russia,” “To All Toiling Muslims of Russia and the East”). See the volume Lenin o druzhbe s narodami Vostoka (Moscow: Gosizdat polit. literatury 1961).

	Report by Sir Halford Mackinder on the situation in Southern Russia, Documents on British Foreign Policy 1919–39, 1st Series/iii (London: HMSO, 1949), 768–87.

	Dietrich Geyer, “Modern Imperialism? The Tsarist and the Soviet Examples.” In Imperialism and After. Continuities and Discontinuities, ed. W. J. Mommsen and J. Osterhammel (London: Allen & Unwin, 1986), 49–62.

	 Ibid., 51.

	 Ibid., 53.

	Leslie Dienes, “Central Asia and the Soviet ‘Midland’: Regional Position and Economic Integration.” In Afghanistan and the Soviet Union: Collision and Transformation, ed. Milan Hauner and Robert Canfield (Boulder: Westview, 1989), 61–100. See also Leslie Dienes’s excellent monograph, Soviet Asia: Economic Development and National Policy Choices (Boulder: Westview, 1987).

	Saul B. Cohen distinguishes between “Geopolitical Regions” and “Geostrategic Realms,” the latter being a somewhat “broader ideological and military strategic organizational framework.” See his Geography and Politics in a World Divided (OUP, 1963).

	John Erickson, “The Soviet Strategic Emplacement in Asia,” Asian Affairs XII/2 (February 1981), 5–18; Michael MccGwire, Military Objectives in Soviet Foreign Policy (Washington: The Brookings Institution, 1987); idem, “Update: Soviet Military Objectives,” World Policy Journal (Fall 1987), 723–31.

	Mikhail S. Bernstam, “The Demography of Soviet Ethnic Groups in World Perspective.” In The Last Empire: Nationality and the Soviet Future, ed. Robert Conquest (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1986), 320.

	Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (New York: Random House, 1987), 488–514.

	Gorbachev, Perestroika (1987).

	Leslie Dienes, “Economic and Strategic Position of the Soviet Far East,” Soviet Economy 1/2 (1985), 146–76; idem, “Current Military Deployment and Strategic Prospects under Gorbachev.” In The Soviet Far East: Development and Prospect, ed. A. Rodgers (London: Croom Helm, 1988), 29–47. The population dichotomy within a radius of 2,500 km from Vladivostok could not be more staggering; according to Dienes, around 12 million Soviet citizens face 1 billion Asians, that is two-thirds of China’s inhabitants and the populations of Taiwan, the two Koreas, and Japan.

	Gorbachev, Perestroika (1987), 191.

	 Ibid., 193.

	 Ibid., 198.

	For the Russian text of Gorbachev’s Vladivostok speech of 28 July 1986, see Problemy Dal’nego Vostoka 60 (1986), 3–21; English version in the FBIS (Foreign Broadcast Information Service) Daily Report: Soviet Union, 29 July 1986, section R 1–20.

	Exactly 1 year after his Vladivostok speech, Gorbachev was interviewed by the editor of the Indonesian daily Merdeka on several aspects of his new Asia-Pacific strategy (see Gorbachev, Perestroika, 181). See also Richard N. Haas, “The ‘Europeanization’ of Moscow’s Asia Policy,” SAIS Review 7/2 (Summer–Fall 1987), 127–41.

	Martin Walker reporting from Moscow for The Guardian: “The Challenges for Gorbachev on the Soviet Frontiers.” Reprinted in The Manchester Guardian Weekly of 14 February 1988.

	Although in Russian literature and folklore the Volga is portrayed as the great Russian river, it is equally legitimate to argue that right up to the end of the nineteenth century the Volga, or as it was known under its Tatar name, the Idel, remained, in population, a Tatar (i.e. Turkish) river (cf. Seton-Watson 1961, 12).

	Winston S. Churchill, The Second World War (London: Cassell, 1948), 1:353.

	See note 26.

	See note 26. Gorbachev made no such geopolitical pronouncement concerning the significance of Central Asia to Moscow during a stopover in Tashkent en route to India in November 1986. Instead, he condemned corruption and Islamic revivalism (Time, January 12, 1987). On the other hand, while in New Delhi, he lavished geopolitical appellations on “Great India” and was particularly careful to include references to India as the predominant power of the Indian Ocean region in his general security program (something he neglected to emphasize several months earlier in Vladivostok where he had seemingly replicated “the American policy approach of ignoring Asia beyond the Irrawady” (see Thomas R. Thornton, “Gorbachev’s Courtship of India,” The Round Table 304 [1987], 460).

	Violet Conolly, Beyond the Urals. Economic Developments in Soviet Asia (London and New York: Oxford University Press, 1967), 11–12.



Part I Asia and the Russians
OEBPS/nav.xhtml


Contents


		Cover Page


		Half Title page


		Title Page


		Copyright Page


		Original Title Page


		Original Copyright Page


		Contents


		Figures and tables


		Acknowledgments


		Foreword


		Preface


		1. Introduction: What Is Asia to Us?
		Notes






		Part One Asia and the Russians
		2. Russian Ideology and Asia
		Asia and Us


		The Russian Idea and Revolution


		“Long Live Free Asia!”17


		The Russian Idea Today


		Notes






		3. Historians and Geographers
		Historians and Russia’s Civilizing Mission in Asia


		Geographers: Russia’s Vanguard in Central Asia


		Colonel Venyukov


		Navel of the Earth


		Notes






		4. Easterners and Eurasianists
		The “Yellow Peril” Threat


		Yuzhakov and Fyodorov


		Pan-Mongolism


		“Yellow Russia”


		Exodus to the East: Trubetskoy and Savitsky


		Eurasian Rapprochement and Fusion


		Notes










		Part Two Russia’s Central Asian Heartland
		5. Russia’s Drive South
		The Russian Space


		Geographic Projections: What Is Central Asia?


		The Historic Perspective of Central Asia


		General Snesarev and the Central Asian Question


		Three Elements of Russian Strategy in the Indo-Persian Corridor
		Diversion


		Subversion


		Drive to Warm Waters






		Railroad Imperialism in Central Asia


		The Trans-Persian Railway Dream


		Dual Soviet Strategy in the Indo-Persian Corridor


		A Breakout to the Indian Ocean?


		Notes










		Part Three The Heartland Debate
		6. Mackinder’s Concept of Heartland Russia in 1904
		Land Power versus Sea Power


		Who Commands the Heartland?


		Importance of Railroads


		Notes






		7. Mackinder and the Russian Quest for a New Center of Gravity
		A Conspiracy of Silence?


		The Elusive Center of Russian Eurasia


		The Empire from Sea to Sea: Mendeleev and Semyonov-Tyan-Shansky


		Voeikov, Savitsky, and Lamansky


		Mackinder’s Heartland Russia in 1919 and 1943


		Notes






		8. German Geopolitik, Haushofer, and the Russians
		Russia and German Mediators


		The Nazi Connection


		A German Lawrence among the Bolsheviks


		Haushofer and Mackinder’s Heartland


		The Indo-Pacific Space


		Haushofer’s Transcontinental Bloc versus Hitler’s Lebensraum


		Haushofer’s Liaison Fatale


		Notes






		9. The Heartland Revisited Geopolitics In Soviet Perspective
		Mackinder—The First Visitor


		German Geopolitik and the New Soviet Herzland


		The Empire’s Center of Gravity Is Moving Eastward


		A Heartland Navy?


		Marxism and Aziatchina


		Soviet Definition of Geopolitika


		Demography and the New Soviet Man


		Lenin, Bukharin, and Geopolitics


		Notes






		10. Geopolitics and the Soviet Eurasian Empire Today
		Environmental Determinism—Still Undetermined


		The Empire’s Moving Center of Gravity and the Soviet People


		Excursion I: Prokhanovshtina—An Example of New Soviet Geopolitics or an Anachronism?


		Excursion II: The Heartland Debate after Mackinder’s Death


		Why Should the Heartland Debate Be Resumed?


		Notes






		11. In Place of Conclusions What is Asia to Gorbachev’s Russia?
		Where Is the Soviet Eurasian Empire Moving under Gorbachev?


		Do the Forces of Nationalism Represent the Main Threat to the Empire’s Coherence?


		Notes










		Index





Book Landmarks


		Cover Page


		Half Title page


		Title Page


		Copyright Page


		Original Title Page


		Original Copyright Page


		Contents


		Figures and tables


		Acknowledgments


		Foreword


		Preface


		Body Contents






List of Figures


		5.1 Railroad Map of Central Asia Before World War I


		5.2 Railroad Map of Central Asia Today


		6.1 Modifications of Mackinder’s Heartland Russia of 1904, 1919, and 1943


		6.2 Mackinder’s Map of Future Railways in Eurasia (1919)


		7.1 Mendeleev’s and Semyonov’s Vision of the Russian Eurasian Empire ‘from Sea to Sea’


		8.1 Haushofer’s Transcontinental Bloc and the Partition of Eurasia between Germany and Japan (1942)


		10.1 Variations on the Heartland Theme





List of Tables


		5.1 Deployment of Soviet Armed Forces 1986





Pages


		i


		ii


		iii


		iv


		v


		vi


		vii


		viii


		ix


		x


		xi


		xii


		xiii


		xiv


		xv


		xvi


		xvii


		xviii


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20

























































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/9780203795477.jpg
What is Asia to Us?

Russia’s Asian Heartland
Yesterday and Today

Milan Hauner

Foreword by Paul Kennedy

L

K3 ;w N\





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
@ Routledge
/ Taylor &Francis Group

K73 ';,“\?’





