Introduction

I

N THE PAST TWENTY YEARS, the social sciences have witnessed a development
of a new ﬁeld of interdisciplinary studies. This has managed to focus the
thoughts of historians and political scientists on the particular phenomenon
of large political structures, multinational in nature, characterised by a pattern
of domination and collaboration running along the centre-periphery axis, by
a particular ideology, legitimising expansion, by speciﬁc techniques of control
and, ﬁnally, the resistance that they meet. A phenomenon of — to use a single
word — empires, with the new ﬁeld of studies that may simply be termed
“imperiology.”
The studies of empire have not grown out of a political vacuum, but rather
in close relation with the crisis, and the subsequent collapse of the Soviet
Union. What came to the fore at that point was one of the most interesting
venues of interpreting this phenomenon, through reference to the concept
of empire. It equally became a tool of political discourse over the present
state and the future of the post-Soviet territory. At that time, the Soviet
Union came to be described not simply as an empire but as the l a st empire
— a particular relic, unadjusted to the (post)modern requirements, and one
bound to collapse. So it was easier to seek the elements of continuity, or at
least congruence between the structures, functioning and the crisis of the
Soviet empire and the preceding Russian Empire that developed from the 6th
century until the year 97. This muse at the past, to some extent, necessitated
joint eﬀorts of both political scientists, as well as historians.
The past several years, once again not without reference to current aﬀairs
— this time to what has appeared, and has been noted by the observers (as
well as the architects) of American policy to be its imperial inclination, but
also with reference to the equally clear neo-imperial inclination in policies
advanced by Russia under Vladimir Putin — have witnessed a new wave of
interpretations, relating to the phenomenon of an empire. Thus not all scholars
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are willing to discard it into “the dustbin of history,” while the Soviet Union
comes to be seen not as the last, but as the f i r s t e m p i r e o f t h e n e w t y p e
— intentionally concealing its imperial nature behind the facade of formal
realisation to the call for the self-determination of nations. What has been
disclosed (or perhaps merely strengthened) in the process, was, in the words
of Mark Beissinger, “the positive discourse of empire.”1
Regardless of the changing political trends and interpretations, hundreds of
books, thousands of articles, new periodicals (with the most interesting among
them, published in Kazan, “Ab Imperio”) and Internet sites solely dedicated
to the subject, numerous academic conferences with the word “empire”
placed in the title — are all results of a visible trend, as well as a valuable
research attainment. It has been strongly marked by the studies undertaken
by Anglo-Saxon scholars: beginning with the already classic introductions to
imperiology by Shmuel Eisenstadt and Michael Doyle, through the syntheses
by Geoﬀrey Hosking, Dominic Lieven, all the way to the new theoretical
propositions by Alexander Motyl or the already mentioned Mark Beissinger
— without even making a reference to the authors of the many exceptionally
important monographic works. Equally important in this ﬁeld are the works
of German-language scholars — to mention at least Andreas Kappeler or
Andreas Renner, the French (beginning with the pioneer studies by Helène
Carrère d’Encausse), the Japanese — among whom it would be diﬃcult to
disregard the enormous research eﬀort of Kimitaka Matsuzato. In Russia,
the amount of work undertaken in imperiology — considering only those
attempts, which fulﬁl the highest scholarly criteria — is particularly large,
to mention, simply as an example, the studies carried out by Alexei Salmin,
Emil Pain, Mikhail Iliin, Sviatoslav Kaspe — among political scientists, or
Alexei Miller, Leonid Gorizontov, Mikhail Dolbilov, Alexander Etkind,
Andrei Zorin — among historians. The new ﬁeld is developing in an equally
intensive manner on the western okrainy of the Russian Empire — particularly
in Ukraine, where the inspiration came from the work of American and
Canadian researchers of Ukrainian origins (Roman Szporluk and Zenon
Kohut), as well as in Lithuania — where the main outpost of the new trend
in studies is held by Darius Staliunas.2
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As Thomas Kuhn noted years back, the academics sometimes fall prey
to a misleading proposition — when they make claims that the change of
a scholarly paradigm changes the world. Has this new “imperiological”
paradigm truly changed the historical reality of pre-revolutionary Russia, the
Soviet Union, post-Soviet Russia? Naturally — not. Yet through the intensive
and multifaceted application of that very paradigm, we have come to see
and appreciate many new details that have so far remained overshadowed by
earlier research, we have discovered many new connecting lines, far better is
our understanding of the relations that tie the growth of modern nations and
nationalisms with the crises of imperial structures.
And what about Poland? In Poland, historical research on the Russian
Empire has been carried out rather independently of the new trend,
independently of its theoretical and methodological postulates. The signiﬁcant
and growing achievements of this research, marked by important source
studies conducted by various historians (among them Wiktoria Śliwowska,
Elżbieta Kaczyńska, Wiesław Caban, Leszek Zasztowt, Andrzej Szwarc,
Janusz Sobczak, Leszek Jaśkiewicz, Henryk Głębocki, Stanisław Wiech or
Witold Rodkiewicz — to mention only the authors of the most momentous
studies), penetrate mainly the key issue for the crises of the Russian Empire
in the 9th and the beginning of the 20th century, the Polish problem — Polish
resistance, the national movement, but also the eﬀorts at suppressing that
very problem, eﬀorts undertaken by the imperial centre and its bureaucratic
agents, the methods used to “adapt” former Polish okrainy to the structures of
the Empire, and ﬁnally, to promote collaboration.3
One might be inclined to say that Polish historians — much like
Monsieur Jourdain, who did not even know that he has been speaking prose
— in undertaking this issue, have in a natural way carried the advance of
contemporary imperiology. And while they did carry (and continue to carry)
the advance of that ﬁeld with much interesting — research-wise — results,
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the imperiology all around the world (be it Anglo-Saxon, German, Russian,
trans- or post-national, global) should, to a much greater extent become
acquainted with their research. This is the ﬁrst reason why I have decided to
present here “a Polish perspective” in contemporary imperial studies.
Is there any speciﬁc, common trait of the works prepared within such
a perspective? I would look for one of possible common traits in a combination
of imperial studies with memories of victimhood. In the past twenty years,
discussions on the problem of victims and empires, or victims of empires, have
had two disparate threads. The ﬁrst is characterised by the re-discovery of the
concept of “the evil empire:” an empire as a monster which we have come to
know through its victims. We can remember them, count them up, demand
account of their fate, draw up political and moral balances. This tendency
exploits the more general phenomenon of contemporary culture: the tendency
to take an interest in what is marginal, what lends itself to violence, who is
the real or potential victim. Being a victim, having a victim on one’s own
side, gives legitimacy in debates which perhaps are not so much historical as
political. For certain, we ﬁnd these types of tendencies, with diﬀering degrees
of intensity, in the historiographies of countries which escaped the grip of an
empire — e.g. the Soviet empire.4
In parallel, however, after the fall of that empire, a new branch of
international historical-political studies has developed, which jocularly
could be called imperiology. Like once upon a time the academic world
of Western historiography and political science distanced itself from the
Reaganite concept of “the evil empire,” similarly, this new discipline
accentuates its strictly scientiﬁc research purposes, distancing itself from the
binary opposition of empire-victim and, in preference, seeks to identify the
phenomena of circulation, discontinuity, inconsistency, acceptance, semantic
games, dialectics of discourse, functions stemming from structural conditions.
In general, in its research remit, the new imperiology avoids topics in which
“the evil empire” was in evidence viz.: brutal repressions, political executions
of opponents, deportations…
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Insofar as part of the historiography of the former imperial peripheries
abuses, not without political overtones, the vantage point of the victim, in
turn, some historians who come from the centre of the former empire, echo
the tendency of world imperiology by discreetly relegating the problem of
repressiveness and its victims to the status of a secondary issue, or to dilute it
in a multiplicity of contexts and structures. In both cases one can muse over
the inﬂuence of political motives on the construction of a picture of the past.5
Is there any possibility to avoid these traps and to present a perspective
which unites (academic) sense and (memorial) sensitivity? Is this at all worth
achieving? I try to deal with these questions practically in the ﬁrst part of the
book. These questions obviously stem from the speciﬁc heritage of Eastern
European — Russian, Polish, and other — intelligentsias. It seemed to me
tempting to look at this heritage from three diﬀerent angles of imperiological
studies. How the development of intelligentsias as social groups was inﬂuenced
by imperial structures and dynamics, and how it inﬂuenced the Empire’s fate
in turn. How the revolution which overturned the Empire has been perceived
by these intellectuals who shared a perspective of Eastern European “imperial
victimhoods” and those (from the so called West) who didn’t. Finally, how the
Post-Soviet Intelligentsia in Russia develops imperial discourses. These three
problems or questions form a narrative axis of the second part of this volume.
The third one comes back to “a Polish perspective.” This time to the
problem of historical Polish intellectual discourses of Poland itself — perceived
either as an empire (or rather failed empire), or as a centre of anti-imperial
rebellion for all Eastern (and Central) Europe. How to put these discourses
into a context of the contemporary memorial debates (even “memorial civil
wars”) waged in Poland? — this is one more question I have tried to present
in this last part of the book, along with a problem of historical representation
of these Polish (and other “Eastern European”) perspectives in contemporary
“Western” studies of the region.
And so it ends. Or rather, I should hope, it opens new venues for reﬂections
on empires and victims in Eastern European histories which (probably) have
not ended yet.
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