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THE QUESTION OF RUSSO-UKRAINIAN UNITY 
AND UKRAINIAN DISTINCTIVENESS IN EARLY 

MODERN UKRAINIAN THOUGHT AND CULTURE 

Introduction 

Many present-day Russians stiJ 
consider Ukraine to be part of Russia, 
historically, culturally, and even spiri
tually. So pervasive has been the myth 
of Russo-Ukrainian unity that any 
attempt at asserting a Ukrainian 
identity has been viewed by many 
Russians as betrayal or as foreign 
intrigue. Despite the persecution of 
Ukrainian culture in both Imperial 
Russia and the Soviet Union, Ukrai:U
ans have developed the idea of a 
distinct Ukrainian nationhood. Many 
of the current misunderstandings 
between Russia and Ukraine have as 
their base a fundamental clash over ·:he 
historical role of Ukraine. Are Ukraini
ans and Russians the same people? Are 
Ukrainians somewhat distinct only 
because their "Russianness" has been 
corrupted by Polish practices? Are 
Ukrainians really a distinct nation bot.'L 
in the past and in the present?1 

In this c~ash, both sides are looi<
ing at the same historical experience 
but reaching diametrically opposed 
conclusions. To a large extent, each 
side selects examples that corroborate 
its own interpretation and ignores or 
explains away evidence to the contrary. 
But the problem is deeper than this, fer 
there is ar. ambiguity to the Russo
Ukrainian encounter from its very 
inception in the seventeenth century. 
Much of the ambiguity comes from 
posturing; from what Kliuchevsky has 
said about the 1654 Pereiaslav agree
ment, in which both sides "did not sc.y 
what they thought and did what they 
did not wish ·:o do."2 In these encour.
ters both sides found it convenient t0 
overlook differences and concentrate 
on areas of real o:- imagined unity. But 
how did Ukrainian elites view the 
relationship witr. Russia? In which 

areas did they seek links with Russia 
and in which ones did they hold on to 
what they considered essential differ
ences? In order to get to the root of 
these questions, it is necessary to at 
least touch upon the Ukrainian out
look prior to the encounter with 
Russia. 

The Polish-Lithuanian Experience 

When in 1654 Hetman Bohcan 
Khmel'nyts'kyi placed Ukraine under 
the protection of the Muscov:.te tsar, 
the country had experienced more 
than half a century of political, reli
gious, cultural, and social turmoil. Up 
to the 1654 Pereiaslav agreement, and 
even after it, Ukrainian (Ruthenian) 
elites were trying to find a place within 
the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. 
Only after the failure to reach an 
accommodation within Poland
Lithuania did Ukrainian elites begin 
looking toward Muscovy and involv
ing it in Ukrainian affairs. In their 
encounter with Russia in the seven
teenth century, Ukrainian elites were 
primarily focusing on and reacting to 
political, social, religious, and cultL:ral 
issues within the Polish-LithLaniar. 
Commonwealth. 

By the sixteenth century, the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
w as, in theory, a "Republic of the 
N obles" of two territories, the King
dom of Poland and the Grand Duchy 
of Lithuania. The nobles, encompass
ing the political nation, could be of 
diverse ethnic origins-Polish, 
Lithuanian, Ruthenian, or German
and diverse faiths-Roman Catholic, 
Protestant, or Eastern Orthodox-but 
had individual liberties and equal 
rights. Reality differed greatly from 
theory, particularly in the territories of 
the Commonwealth inhabited by 
Ruthenians (Ukrainians and 
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Belarusians). There was no equality 
among the nobles: political leadership 
was exercised by the princely houses 
of the Rurikids and the Gedyminids, 
while the nobles, descended from the 
boyars, acted as subordinates and 
retainers. Although the Union of 
Lublin, which transferred Volhynia 
and the K yiv land from the Grand 
Duchy ::o Poland, did not create a third 
Rus' entity, it d id guarantee the rights 
of tr_e Ruthenian language and recog
nized the laws of Rus' as the official 
code in the annexed territories. The 
Rus' faith-Eastern Orthodoxy
provided another link to the ancient 
Kiev. Thus, despite Lithuanian and, 
after 1569, Polish rule, Ukrainian 
society ?reserved the social structure, 
religious faith, language, and law code 
of Kievan Rus'.3 

Ukrainians conceived of unity 
within the Commonwealth primarily as 
a political matter. They were part of the 
Polish political nation because they 
belonged to the sz!achta. There were 
ethnic, :::-eligious, and cultural differences 
between the Ruthenian sz!achta and the 
Polish, Lithuanian, and German nobili
ties, but -fuese were not significant for the 
unity of the state. Thus a Ukrainian 
nobleman could be designated as gente 
ruthenus, natione polonus. Since religious 
and cultural differences were encom
passed within the political nation, these 
differences were tolerated in other orders 
of society.4 Because some members of the 
sz!achta were Orthodox, townsfolk or 
even peasants could also be Orthodox. 
vVhile this is a highly idealized and 
theoretical picture, it does reflect to some 
degree the tolerance and cultural hetero
geneity of the Polish-Lithuanian Com
monwealth up to the mid-sixteenth 
century. 

In the latter half of the sixteenth 
century, Ruthenian Orthodox society 
was challenged intellectually by both 
the Catholic Counter-Reformation and 

the Protestant reforms. =n the program
matic vision of the Jesuit ideologue, 
Peter Skarga, confessional unity was 
essential for political unity, and East
ern Orthodoxy was considered :tot 
only erroneous, but also s·.1bversive of 
the state.5 Owing to increasing political 
pressure, accompanied by a flowering 
of Polish culture, Ruthenian nobles 
began converting to Roman Catholi
cism and adopting the Polish language 
and culture. As the Ruthenian political 
natio!l declined because of these 
defections, the remaining Ruthenian 
elites-both nobles anc_ clergy-began 
looking for ways of defining a 
Ruthenian identity tt..at would find 
acceptance in the political, social, and 
cultural structure of the Common
w ealth. One attemp~ was the Church 
Union at Brest (1596), whereby the 
Ruthenian Orthodox C~urch recog
nized the pope but reta:ned its eastern 
Christian traditions. Ar_other response 
was a vigorous Orthodox Slavic reform 
that attempted to cot,;.nter the Catholic 
attacks on theologica~, w_tellectual, and 
even cultural grounds. l!l the end, 
these efforts failed. By the seventeenth 
century, the Commo:1wealth was 
increasingly becoming an association 
of Romar: Catholic, c1lturally Polish 
noblemen. Others were considered 
politically unreliable, heretical, or 
simply uncivilized and unsuited to be 
part of the political nation. Thus the 
areas that Ukrainians had defined as 
d istinct-religion and culture-were 
no longer legitimate. -:.Jnity in the 
Commonwealth had to pertain to all 
spheres. The political sz!achta nation 
had to be Roman CaboEc in religion 
and Polish in language and culture.6 

In attempting to find a place for a 
reformed Eastern Orthodoxy and 
Ruthenian culture in the Polish
Lithua:Uan Commonwealth, the 
Ruthenian clerical and cultural elites 
erJered a i.arger struggle between 



Eastern and Westen Churches, be
tween Greek-Slavonic and Latin-Polish 
cdture-in essence; a struggle be
::Ween West and East. It was hardly an 
even struggle, for the Western side 
simply viewed the East as heretical, 
~gnorant, and backward, while the 
2astern side, using Western learning, 
a':tempted to prove its doctrinal cor
rectness and create a revitalized hu
rr:anistic Ruther.ian Orthodox Slavic 
learning. While the Ruthenian side 
~c~.1ld never bridge the gap of per
:::eived inferiori0' within the Polish
=-.itr.uanian CorrJnonwealth, it was 
certain that it had created the most 
en:ightened Orthodox Church-one 
tll.at could and should play a leading 
ro~e in the renovation of Eastern 
:Jrthodox Christianity.7 

The new learning and polemics 
over the churd·. union sparked a keen 
interest in history, particularly that of 
Kievan Rus' . In the early seventeenth 
century, not only were the old Kievan 
chronicles recopied, but new historical 
writing brought then up to more 
contemporary times. The polemical 
literature debating the Union of Brest 
made use of the Rus' past. Moreover, 
spurred by Polish historical writings, 
the Ukrainian authors introduced new 
terminology and concepts into histo!"y 
w riting, such as a Rus' "fatherland" 
and a Ruthenian or Rus' people. These 
writings went beyond the Polish
Lithuanian concept of a sz!achta nation 
and implied the existence of a Rus' 
nation that included the Orthodox 
Ruthenian population from various 
estates.8 

The religious and social picture :.r. 
Ukraine was .Urther complicated by 
the emergence of a new social group
the Cossacks. Recruited primarily from 
non-noble elements of the populatior., 
the Cossacks organized themselves 
in to a military host that defended the 
southern frontier agamst the Tatars 
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and Turks. The Cossacks saw them
selves as frontier knights, a military 
order that possessed certain "rights 
and liberties." Although, at times, the 
Commonwealth recognized these 
rights for some of the Cossacks, the 
idea of a non-noble brotherhood of 
Cossack warriors with liberties clashed 
fundamentally with the concept of a 
Commonwealth of free nobles. The 
lack of recognition of Cossack estate 
rights led to a series of Cossack :-evolts, 
including the :ateful one of 1648.9 

Up to the end of the sixteenth 
century, the ~eadership of Rus' was still 
exercised by the princely households 
and executed through a system of 
subordinate noble retainers.10 For 
example, the princes of Ostri~. ied ':he 
Orthodox revival by printing the 
Orthodox Bible and founding the 
Ostrih academy, which generated the 
cadres for the revival in the late six
teenth and early seventeenth centuries. 
However, owing to the extinction of 
some princely households and the 
conversion to Roman Catholi~ism and 
Polish culture of others, princely 
leadership began to wane and the 
subordinate Ukrainian nobility jecame 
disoriented. By the time of the 
Khmel'nyts'kyi uprising, the lesser 
Ukrainian nobles had either become 
Polish or joined the Cossacks, but had 
ceased to act or: behalf of a Ruthenian 
noble estate. A new leadership role was 
assumed, rather hesitantly, by the 
Cossacks. In 1620, the entire hierarchy 
of the then outlawed Orthodox c:,.urch 
was consecrated in Kiev under Cossack 
protection. From that time or., ~he 
Cossacks fought not only for their 
estate rights, but also for the Ras' faith. 11 

Despite the increasing intoler
ance, the Ruthenian elites, including 
the remaining sz!achta, the Orthodox 
clergy, and the Cossack officers, ex
p ressed loyalty to and identity w:th 
the Polish-Lithuanian Commcnwealth. 
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The re7ival of the Rus' faith, tr_e 
renewed interest in Rus' histor; a::.d 
culture, and the recognitior of a dis
tinct Rathenian or Rus' people ::alled 
for sor:-,e political recognition a:td 
acceptance for Rus' within d~e ::=:xn
monwealth. Bu t finding a place for 
Ukraine or Rus' withir_ PoJ.and
Lithuania would require a ~ndar:-.en
tal rest:::-ucturing of the Common
wealth. Such an attempt was mad:~ ir_ 
1658, after Ukraine's break with th~ 
Commonwealth and the 1654 
Pereiaslav agreement with Musco-q. 
The Treaty of Hadiach (1658) trar.s
formed the dual Commonwealtl-_ i::.to a 
confederation of three states: the Polisi1. 
Crown, the Grand Duchy of Lithuc- ::-tia, 
and the Grand Duchy of Rus'. Rus' 
had its own administration, treasury, 
army, and jt:diciary, while the rights of 
the Orthodox Church were to be 
guaranteed throughout the Common
wealthY But the arrangement could 
not succeed, because it required that 
Ukraine, in the form of the Grand 
Duchy of Rus', return to szlachta rule, 
while Ukraine was governed de facto 
by the Cossacks. The attempted en
noblement of Cossack officers was 
accepted neither by the Polish or 
Lithuanian szlachta nor by the Cossack 
rank and file. Thus, the most funda
mental defidtion of the Common
wealth, as a composite of the szlachta 
nation, could not be maintained. 
Muscovy, moreover, now deeply 
involved in Ukrainian affairs, would 
not permit the existence of a Rus' state 
as part of the Commonwealth. N ever
theless, the idea of Rus' as part of the 
Commonwealth continued to linger. In 
the early eighteenth century, a popular 
poem viewed Poland as the mother of 
three children: Liakh, Rus', and Lytva. 
Liakh and Lytva killed their brother 
R.1s' against the will of Poland, the 
mother. The poem tries to make the 
point that Poland or the Common-

wealth is the true mother of Rus', who 
grieves over the injustice done to Rus' 
by his brothers.B 

The fundamer_ tal oudook of the 
0krainian elites had been shaped by 
the Polish-Lithuanian experience. The 
Orthodox clerical elite strongly identi
fied itself with an enlightened Ortho
doxy in competition with Catholicism 
and the West. Both secular and clerical 
elites had a concept of a Common
wealth or state composed of several 
political entities-Poland, Lithuania, 
and possibly Rus'. Historical writings 
.b..ad spread the idea of a Rus' people 
and of ancient Rus' as a direct historical 
predecessor. And parts of Ukrainian 
society believed in the political "rights 
and l~berties" of estates and lands, 
part.cularly of the Cossack estate. These 
beliefs and perceptions would color the 
behavior of Ukrainians as they encoun
tered Muscovy and the Russians. 

The Search for Links wi&. Muscovy/ 
Russia 

'"::'he Ukrainian elites, striving to 
be included in the sz!achta nation of the 
Commonwealth, generally avoided 
maintaining any overt links with 
Muscovy. If in Polish eyes Rus' was 
backward and schisrr.atic, :hen Mus
covy was nothing less thar. barbaric. 
Moreover, Muscovy was frequently an 
enemy of the Commonwealth, and 
links with it could be viewed as trea
sonous. Nevertheless, the Ukrainian 
elites were aware that Muscovy w as 
the only independent a:c,d powerful 
Orthodox polity. Some elements of the 
Ukrainian clergy began looking to 
Muscovy for religious, political, and 
financial support.14 

As the Ukrainians began coming 
to Muscovy, seeking alms for monas
teries or subsidies for pubEcations, 
they were treated with considerable 
hostility. The Muscovites suspected the 
Ukrainians' Orthodoxy and viewed 
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the "Lithuanians" or "Cherkasy," as 
they called them, as foreign and daT:
gerous. The Ukrainians persisted and 
developed the terminology and cor.
cepts that would bring ~us' and 
Muscovy closer together. 

Given their renewed interest in 
the Rus' past, the Ukrainian clerics of 
the 1620s and 1640s turned not only tc 
their own historical tradition, but also 
to Polish and Muscovite sources. From 
the Polisr. historians, particularly 
Stryjkowski, they learned about Slavic 
unity and that ancient R~1s' was com
mon to both Muscovites and 
Ruthenians. More irr.portantly, in 
trying to define and differentiate Rus' 
from Lithuania and Poland within the 
Corrunonwealth, these writers began 
looking more closely at Muscovite 
chronicle writing. From such sources, 
the Ukrainian writers created a!'. image 
of the Rus' past that ~ranscended 
current political boundaries. In fact, 
the seventeenth-century Ukrainian 
writers incorporated, somewhat 
mechanically, a number of contradic
tory views of Rus' -Polish, Ukrainian, 
and Russian-into their writings. By 
assembling these varied traditions, 
some of these writers were able to link 
Ukraine and Muscovy through faith, 
dynasty, land, and even people.15 

The work that went farthest in 
establishing such links was the Sinopsis, 
frequently described as the first history 
of the Eastern Slavs. Attributed to 
Innokentij Gizel', the archimandrite of 
the Kiev Caves Monastery, the Sinopsis 
first appeared in Kiev between 1670 
and 1674.16 While attempting to enlist 
the help of the tsar, the author fiercely 
maintained the auton::>my of the Caves 
Monastery vis-a-vis the Kiev 
metropolitanate and the Moscow 
patriarch. For Gizel', it was vital that 
the monastery retain its stauropigial 
status, subordinated directly to the 
Patriarch of Constantino:>le. 

The main thesis of the work is 
2ncapsulated in its title, The Sinopsis, or 
short compilation from various chronicles, 
about the beginning of the Slavic-Rus ' 
;tation and the first princes of the God
saved city of Kiev and the life of the holy, 
devout prince of Kiev and all 'Rossiia, // 
!'he first autocrat Volodimer and about the 
p ious sovereign, tsar, and grand prince 
Aleksei Mtkhatlovich, autocrat of all Great, 
Little and White Rossiia. The at:tr.or 
intertwines concepts of a people, 
dynasty, and state. He begins in pre
Kievan times with the "slaveno
rossiiskii narod," which is subse
quently ruled by the "Varang~an 
princes," beginning with llior 
Rurykovych. For subsequent periods 
of history, the author uses the terms 
"rossy," "rusy," and "rossiia:1e" :.r-. 
order to describe a people inhabiting a 
historical territory north of the Biack 
Sea, between the Volga-Don anG. 
Danube-Dniester-Dnieper river sys
tems. Although no northern bm.:.ndary 
is given, Novgorod velikd is includedY 
The author of the Sinopsis states that 
the Rurikide princely family estab
lished the Russian state. This 
gosudarstvo Rossdskoie emerges L:lly 
with Volodirr.er's conversion to Ch:.-is
tianity and encompasses Musco7y as 
well as the lands of the Polish
Lithuanian Corrunonwealth.18 T~e 

story of the Russian state is, in fact, the 
story of the Rurikide family, whic:t 
allows the author to include :n be 
chronicle various fragments of Russian 
and Ukrainian history (including an 
extensive episode on Dmitrii Donskoi) 
and link various territories, time 
frames, and centers of power. For 
example, when the princely seat of 
Rus' is moved from Kiev to Vladimir 
on the Kliaz' rna, and from there to 
Moscow, this occurs because it suits 
princely desires.19 The creation of two 
metropolitanates (Kiev and Moscow) is 
due to the fact that one part of Rus' 
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(Kiev) comes under the rule of a 
foreign prince, the Lithuanian 
Vytautas.20 And, most importantly, 
when Kiev comes under Muscovite 
rule, this is lauded because 11the bst
born o£ all the cities of Rossiia, :h£ 
tsarstvennyi city of Kiev, 11 1:3.5 orne 
under the rule of the pravos!avnyi 
samoderzhets.21 Orthodoxy is also 
identified with the tsar, la::1d, and 
people. Thus the wars that the 
Zaporozhian Cossacks fig~1.t aga:r:3t t!-~e 
Turks are waged in the interests of the 
pravos!avnyi rossiiskii narod Rus' is 
called pravos!avnyi krai and the tsar is 
referred to as the pravos!avnyi 
samoderzhets. 22 

Despite considerable confusion in 
its account of history and etl:nography, 
:he Sinopsis brought together a number 
of ideas that had been reverberating in 
Ukraine during the second half of the 
seventeenfr. century: (1) Rus', or, as it 
was beginning to be referred to in the 
1670s-80s, 1/Little Russia," on account 
of its historical ties to the house of 
Rurik and its Orthodox faith, belonged 
within a larger, all-Russian context; (2) 
although there was ethnic multiplicity, 
t_l:tere was also a larger pravos!avnyi 
rosti'skii narod that inhabited the terri
tory of the house of Rurik; (3) Rossti'a, 
which included Muscovy and Little 
Russia, and the entire rossziskii narod 
were to be ruled by the Orthodox 
autocrat, whose ancestry derived from 
the house of Rurik; (4) the Muscovite 
tsar represented the continuation of 
the house of Rurik (the fact that the 
tsars were no longer Rurikides was 
never mentioned). 

The Sinopsis' somewhat extreme 
Russocentrism was one view among 
several ~1.eld by members of the Ukrai
nian cle::-ical elite. In the 1670s, 
Feodosii Sofonovych, the archimandrite 
of the Monastery of St. Michael of the 
Golden Domes, wrote another major 
historical work, Kronika. Sofonovych 

traces the history :>f Rus' during the 
Kievan period, then describes how 
Lithuania absorbed Rus', and finally 
focuses on Poland's entry into Rus' 
history. He shows ::ttle concern for the 
Russian territories cf Rus'. Like Gizel' 
in the Sinopszs, Sofo::1ovych concen
irates on rulers, but the Russian 
~urikides are of no interest to him. 
:nstead, he lavishes :,.is attention on 
:?rince Danylo of Galicia-Volhynia. He 
sees the Muscovites and Ruthenians as 
separate peoples. In describing hetman 
Khmel'nyts'ky's p:acement of Ukraine 
under the suzerainty of Muscovite tsar, 
Sofonovych simply reports the event 
without expressing any opinion about 
it.23 

It must be remembered that the 
search for Rus', whe~her within the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth or 
under the Muscovite tsar, occurred 
against the background of continuous 
crises and turmoil in Ukraine: the 
renewal of the Orthodox hierarchy 
(1620), the Khmel'nyts'kyi revolt (1648), 
the Pereiaslav agreement with Muscovy 
(1654), and a period of continuous 
warfare over Ukraine k::1own as the 
Ruin (1660s-80s). After three decades of 
conflict, the Ukrainian elite was slaugh
tered, and Right-Bank Ukraine (west of 
the Dnieper river) devastated and 
depopulated. For some me:nbers of the 
elite, gaining the protectior. of the 
Muscovite tsar and the powerful 
Muscovite state seemed the only means 
of attaining a measure of stability. 

In turning to the M:.1scovite tsar, 
the author of the Sinopsis and numer
ous other Ukrainian petitioners were 
seeking the help of Muscovy in pro
moting and protecting S!avza 
Orthodoxa. This Slavic Orthodox world, 
based on the Orthodox faith, the 
Slavonic language, Byzantine and 
post-Byzantine culture, the literary and 
artistic styles of Rus', and the South 
Slavic influence included Ukraine, 



Belarus, Muscovy, Bulgaria, and non
Slavic Moldova. It was this culture of 
Slavia Orthodoxa that was threatened l:Jy 
the Catholic Counterreformation in the 
Polish-Li thuania11 Commonwealth. 24 

In countering the Polish, Catholic, 
and Western challenge, the Ukrainian 
prelates, to some extent, transformed the 
culture of Slavin Orthodoxa. They cow_
bined post-Byzantine and Western 
cultural models, introducing the "Greek
Latin-Slavonic'' school (the Ostrih 
academy and the Kiev Mohyla col
legium). They attempted to provide 
Orthodox answers to theological ques
tions never before posed in the Ortho
dox world. Per:b..aps the most lasting 
Ukrainian contribution to the revitalized 
Slavia Orthodoxa was the recodification ~f 
Church Slavonic so that it would eqt:al 
Latir. as a sacreC. language. The 
"Meletian" (named after Meletii 
Smotryts'kyi, compiler cf the grammar) 
norm of Church Slavonic became the 
standard not only in Ukraine, but 
throughout Slama Orthodoxa.25 

In fact, a spiritual and cultural 
revitaiization of Slavia Orthodoxa 
through Ukrainian learning was the 
vision of such Ukrainiarc clerics as 
Smotryts'kyi. As he contemplated the 
Orthodox world, he saw it in chains, 
except in Muscovy, where it was free 
but ignorant, and in Ukraine, where 
Orthodoxy was both free and learned.26 

It was this learning that the Ukrainian 
clerics wanted to bring to Muscovy. In 
going to Muscovy they were not only 
obtaining protection, alms, or a good 
office, but also attempting to create a 
united revitalized Orthodoxy capable of 
meeting the Roman Catholic and 
Protestant challenges. 

The Insistence on Distinctiveness 
from Muscovy/Russia 

At the same time that some 
Ukrainians were attempting to find 
affinity with Muscovy /Russia ir. 

religion, dynasty, high culture, and 
even ethnos, they insisted on their 
own distinctiveness within the existing 
political, ecclesiastical, and social 
structures. For the most part, t~e 
proponents of Ukrainian political and 
social distinctiveness were the secular 
political elite. However, the clergy 
were also adamant defenders of Ukrai
nian privileges, particularly their Jwn. 

The secular political elite was 
represented by the Cossack officers 
and the Cossack administration that de 
.facto ruled Ukraine. This elite per
formed two political roles, acting as 
representatives of their own estates 
and, in some fashion, as representa
tives of Ukraine. This dual role of the 
Cossack elite was in effect a continua
tion of the role it had assumed after the 
1648 Khmel'nyts'kyi revolt. Two 
important documents defined the 
political status that the Cossacks were 
accorded in seventeenth-century 
Ukraine, the Zboriv Treaty and the 
Pereiaslav Agreement.27 The Zboriv 
Treaty, concluded with Poland in 1649, 
affirmed that the relationship of the 
King of Poland with the Cossack elite 
was that of a contractual bond between 
the sovereign and the Zaporozhian 
army. That army, in turn, had virtual 
control over a good part of Ukraine. 
The Pereiaslav Agreement concluded_ 
with Muscovy in 1654 was modeled on 
the Zboriv Treaty.28 From the Cossack 
point of view, the Pereiaslav Ag:-ee
ment maintained the same contractual 
relationship between the Zaporozhian 
army and the monarch: in this case, the 
Muscovite tsar was substituted for ~e 
Polish king. The idea of a contractual 
relationship between tsar and subject 
was, however, incompatible with tb.e 
Muscovites' sense of authority. The 
Muscovite interpretation of the 
Pereiaslav Agreement was tha~ of 
unilateral submission of the C~ssacl<s 
and Ukraine to the tsar.29 
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Whatever the legal interpretation, 
the tsar did corc5rm certain "Little 
Russian rights and liberties" at 
Pereiaslav and reconfirmed them
sometimes in radically altered form
each time a new leader of Ukraine, or 
hetman, assumed office (1657, 1659, 
1663, 1665, 1669, 1672, 1674, 1687). 
Thus there was a formal recognition by 
the tsar and Muscovy that Ukraine was 
a distinct political entity and that 
Ukrainians were privileged subjects. 
Moreover, there was hardly any ques
tion about Ukraine's political distinc
tiveness, since i·c acted as a semi-inde
pendent Cossack polity. Despite the 
Pereiaslav Agreement with the Musco
vite tsar, the Ukrainian Cossack elite 
purs·.1ec alliances with various states 
that were in fac: Moscow's enerries 
Poland-Lithuania (i.e., the politics e>i the 
Hadiach Union and the Right-Bc..r.k 
Ukrainian hetmans), the Ottoma::1 
Empire (i.e., Hetman Doroshenko ), anc 
Sweden (i.e., Hetman Ivan Mazepa) 

It was only after the Battle of 
Poltava (1709) that Russian cont:-ol 
over the Ukrainian Cossack ?oli·::y, 
referred to as the Hetmanate, was 
sealed. ;n the post-Poltava period the 
secular ?Olitical elite, the Cossack 
officers, gradua:ly transformed ·:he ~~-

selves ir:to a szlachta or gentry. ~.!--,ey 
developed a more consisten~ po:itica~ 

outlook that attempted to blend tl--£ 
presumed unity of the emerging 
Orthodox Slaveno-Russian empire 
with the political and social distinc
tiveness of Ukraine. 

The Little Russian concept 
emergeci gradually throughout the 
eighteenth century.30 Its basic elements 
were the acceptance of the term "Little 
Russia" Ior Ukraine or part of Ukraine, 
the emergence of a specific Ukrainian 
historical consc:ousness, the 
conceptualization of a distinct "Little 
Russia" -~hat was nevertheless part of a 
larger Russian imperial scheme, and 

the further refinement of the idea of 
"Little Russian rights and liberties." 

The term "Little Russia" we::-. 
acceptance because of its historical 
precedence in ecclesiastical usage, 
official status in Russia, and termino
logical linkage with Russia. This term 
first appears in fourteenth-century 
ecclesiastical usage: the Constantino
politan Patriarchate used the terrr, 
mikra Rosia to ident:Jy Ukraine, while 
the term makra Rosia ~dentified the 
terri~ory of Muscovy. Prior to the 
Pereiaslav Agreemen~, the Muscovite 
tsar titled himself tsar vseia R usi (tsar of 
all Rus'); after the Agreement, Aleksei 
Mikhailovich adopted the title tsar 
vseia Velikiia i Malyia Rossii (tsar of all 
of Great and Little Russia). Bohdan 
Thmel'nyts'kyi identified Ukraine as 
"Little Russia" in his dealings wit1. the 
Muscovites. Nevertheless, a number of 
:erms-"Ukraine," "Little Russia," 
"Rus"' --continued to be utilized in 
:iesignati:.1g Ukraine.31 

T!1.e gradual acceptance of the 
·:erm "Little Russia," ~he emergence of 
a historical consciousness, and the idea 
')f loyalty to a UkrairJan political 
-=ntity and its relationship to Russia 
-Nas elaborated in a new historical/ 
:iterary genre, the Cossack chronicle. 
:n fact, this genre was partially 
sparked by the indignation felt by the 
-Jkrairjan Cossack elite over the 
clergy's inattention to the Cossaci<. 
polity. In 1718, Stefar. Savyts'kyi, a 
clerk in the Lubny regir:1.ent, lamee1ted 
that none of his countrymen had 
w ritten a history, "particularly fro~n 
the spiritual rank, who since the time 
of emancipation from Poland lacked 
neither people capable of the task nor 
the necessary typographical means."32 

In response, the Cossack elite pro
duced its own history. Two of the most 
influential Cossack :Lronicles were 
those of Hryhorii Hrabianka (1710) 
and Samuil Velychkc (1720).33 
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The two works are not really 
chronicles but histories that attempt to 
document and explain how the new 
Ukrainian Cossack polity came into 
existence. For both works, the central 
event was the great uprising under the 
leadership of Bohdan Khmel'nyts'~yi, 
who is presented as the hero and 
founder of the Cossack state. At the 
same time, both chronicles connect the 
Cossack polity with an ancient lineage. 
In Hrabianka' s case, the Ukrainian 
Cossacks are linked to the Khazars and 
toRus'. Velychko asserts that the 
Sarmatian Cossack ~us' provinces :-._ad 
beer. "the Ukrainian Little Russian 
fatherland" since the time of 
Volodimer, who baptized Rus'.34 Both 
chronicles attempt to show by this 
lineage the historical continuity and 
legitimacy of the current political ar:C. 
social order. 

Both chronicles exhibit a great 
dea: of terminological fluidity in 
referring to Ukraine.35 In Hrabianka, 
"Rus'," Ros,' "Rossiia," "Mala 
Rossiia," "Malaia Rossiia," 
"Malorussiia," "Ruthenia," 
"Malorossiis~aia Ukraina," and 
"Ukraina" are all used to indicate 
Ukraine or Ukrainian teritory. 
Velychko uses the terms "Rus'," "Little 
Rus'," "Cossack-Rus," ":Jkraina," and 
"Little Russia" when referring to 
Cossack Ukraine. Both chronicles 
distinguish Ukraine from Muscovy 
and Ukrainians from Russians. 
Hrabianka presents the Pereiaslav 
Agreement as a pact necessitated by 
political and military circumstances.36 

Because of the common Orthodox 
faith, Khmel'nyts'ky: was able to 
obtain the tsar's protection over 
Ukraine and a guarantee of Cossack 
rights. Velychko develops further than 
Hrabianka the idea of a contractual 
relationship between Little Russia and 
its people on the one hand and the tsar 
on the other hand. In Velychko' s 

version, the tsarist envoys at Pereiaslav 
swore in the name of the tsar that all 
Ukrainian rights would be respected in 
perpetuity. 37 

Unlike the Sinopsis, the CossacK 
chronicles developed no general 
scheme of East European history, nor 
did they present justifications :or 
tsarist protection based on dynastic 
claims, or even link Ukraine with 
Russia on the basis of religion or 
ethnicity. They strove to present the 
story of Ukraine from the Ukrainian 
Cossack point of view. For them, the 
Kievan Rus' period is the mt:rky past: 
their primary interest is in C0ssaci.< 
Ukraine under Poland, the g:eat 
liberator hetman Bohdan 
Khmel'nyts'kyi, and Cossack ar:d 
szlachta rights and liberties. A: the same 
time, these post-Poltava authors 
wanted to show their loyalty to the tsar. 

The Cossack chronicles demon
strate and infer a number of crucial 
components of the emerging Little 
Russian concept: (1) that Little Russia 
and Great Russia were separate lands 
and peoples; (2) that the two lands 
w ere linked by a common tsar; ~3) that 
the Zaporozhian army, the Little 
Russian people, and Little Russia i:self 
entered into voluntary agreements first 
with the Polish king and later with the 
Muscovite tsar; and ( 4) that Litee 
Russia and its ;>eople always retai~ed 
their "rights and liberties." 

In the second half of the eigh
teenth century, the Little RussiaE 
concept appears as a fully developed 
viewpoint in two important sources, 
the Razgovor Velikorossii s Malorossiei 
and the works of Hryhorii Poletyka. 
However, there are two significant 
changes from the views of the Cossack 
chronicles. Although the chronicles 
had shown little precision as to the 
territorial extent of Little Russia, they 
presumed that at the very least Litt~e 
Russia encompassed Ukraine ::>r. beth I 
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sides of the Dnieper. Later aut::.ors still 
use the ter:n in this larger sense vr~<e:'."'_ 

speaking of historical Little Russia, but 
to late eighteenth-century conte!npo
raries, "Little Russia" meant o;:c;.y thE 
Hetrnanate, the truncated -.:_,eft-Ba~.k 
polity ruled by the tsar on the bas:s of 
the Pereias:av Agreement. ~:;or tr~ex 
this Little Russia, and not t:1e much 
larger seventeenth-century en~:ty, was 
their "Fatherland." 

The second major transfor!!',c; tior_ 
was the emergence of a Ukraini.a.n 
gentry or szlachta as Little Russ~ a' E: 

leading social class. The differenja.:ion 
between the Cossack rank and file and 
the officers was clearly evident i:-" :~e 
chronicles. ~owever, the early eigh
teenth-century chronicles still errpha
sized the Zaporozhian Army a::td the 
Cossacks as the major contracti!"",g 
partners with the tsar. Witl:out exc:ld
ing the Zaporozhian Army or the 
Cossacks, the late eighteenth-century 
authors presented the gentry or 
szlachta as the corporate representative 
of Little Russia and the main contract
ing partner with the tsar. 

The Razgovor Velikorosszi· s 
Malorossiei reflects the thinking of this 
newly developed Ukrainian gentry. 
Dedicated to the "honor, glory and 
defense of all Little Russia," it included 
a panegyric to Bohdan Khme~'nyts'kyi.38 

The poem ascribes the para:nount role 
in liberating Little Russia from the 
Polish yoke to the Ukrainian gentry 
and laments the fact that the Ukrainian 
noble and military ranks have not been 
recognized by the imperial authorities. 
Most important, the poem r.atly rejects 
the concept of Little Russia as part of a 
uniform Russian Empire. The personi
fied Litfe Russia bluntly tells Great 
Russia t~:at it swore allegiance to the 
tsar, not to Russia. It goes on to state 
that, ~n fact, Little Russia and Great 
Russia are separate lands bound only by 
a cmrmon monarch, and that -.:..,ittle 

Russia has its own rigr.ts guaranteed by 
all ':he tsars. 

In his writings, Hryhorii Poletyka 
insisted that Little Russia had always 
?Ossessed certain rights guaranteed by 
~he Muscovite tsar. He wrote a treatise 
ent:Jled "Historical Iniorrnation on 
'Nhat Basis Little Russia Was under the 
:?oEsh Republic and by What Treaties 
:t Carne under Russiar. Rulers and a 
Patriotic Opinion as tc How It Could 
Be Ordered so that It Would be Useful 
to the Russian State without Violations 
of Its Rights and Freedorns."39 Poletyka 
identified the rights of Little Russian 
gentry with the Polish nobility's 
"golden liberties" and wanted to 
resurrect the administrative, judicial 
and social systems of Ukraine ur.der 
be Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
prior to the Khrnel'nyts'kyi uprising.40 

At that time, according to Poletyka, 
regular diets of the szlachta acted as 
legislative bodies, consulting with 
other estates on important matters, 
while cot:rts of the nobility and town 
magistrates adjudicated civilian cases. 
According to Poletyka, Ukraine's 
misfortunes were the consequence of 
the Cossacks' usurpation of these 
powers from the nobility following the 
Khrnel'nyts'kyi uprising. 

While Poletyka's gentry democ
racy may have been somewhat ex
treme, the views expressed on Ukrai
nian autonomy and Uk~aine's relation
ship with Russia did refiect the think
ing of the Ukrainian gentry. Similar 
views were presented ar a :'_763 Offic
ers' Council attended by 100 delegates 
from all parts of Little Russia. More
C>Ver, the petitions to :he 1767 Leg~sla

':ive Commission, with more than 950 
gentry signing the various petitions, 
do indicate a widespread acceptance of 
the Little Russian concept on the part 
of the Ukrainian gentry.41 

By the end of the eighteenth 
ce~tury, the Little Russiar, concept 



encompassed historical consciousness 
and political loyalty to Little Russia 
and its peculiar constitutional and 
admL•istrative prerogatives. At :he 
same time, the Ukrainian gentry 
viewed Little Russia as linked to 
Russia through the tsar and, therefore, 
to an even larger Russian state or 
empire. Such a brmulation of the 
differences between ukraine and 
Russia pe:-mitted the Ukrainian gentry 
to maintain their political and social 
system in Little Russia, affirm loyalty 
to the tsar and even the Empire, and 
partake in the political and social life 
of that Empire, if they so desired. 

Ukraine and the Evolution of 
Imperial Russia 

When Ukrainians first encoun
tered Muscovy, in the seventeenth 
century, it was an increasingly power
ful yet remote country on the fringe -;)f 
Europe. By the late eighteenth century, 
Russia was a huge multi-national 
empire and a major European power. 
The change from Muscovy to Irr_perial 
Russia involved not only territorial 
expansion, but also a fundamental 
administrative, military, and cultural 
transformation. Ukrainians played an 
important role in this transformation 
and, at the same time, were profoundly 
affected by it. 

Ukrainian clerics began coming to 
Muscovy seeking alms and support for 
publication well before the 1654 
Pereiaslav Agreement. These contacts 
proved very difficult because of the 
insularity of Muscovite Orthodoxy. In 
essence, the Muscovite Church did not 
accept the Orthodox population of the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth as 
Orthodox. It placed the Ukrainian 
Orthodox in the same category as 
Roman Catholics, Protestants, and 
Uniates, requiring that Ukrainian 
Orthodox be rebaptized before being 
accepted into the Muscovite Orthodox 

Church . This attitude intensified after 
Kiev an Metropolitan Petro Mohyla' s 
liturgical reforms in the 1630s dis
tanced the Ukrainian Church furtaer 
from Muscovite practices. 

Official Muscovite attitudes 
changed at the time of the Pereiaslav 
Agreement. Sir.ce the main justification 
for bringing Ukraine under the suzer
ainty of the tsar was the protection of 
Orthodoxy (as expressed by the 1653 
Zemskti sobor), one could hardly main
tain that Ukrainians were not truly 
Orthodox. M:.tscovite expansion into 
Ukraine had also whetted the appetite 
of Patriarch Nikon for establishing a 
universal Eastern Orthodox Church 
subordinated to him. Moreover, the 
Muscovite Church could not avoid the 
Western challenge. The Polish Roman 
Catholic king had been a serious 
contender for the Muscovite throne, 
and coalition politics made Muscovy 
an ally of Protestant states. If the 
Muscovite Church were to provide a 
leadership role for Eastern Orthodoxy, 
then it also needed to assume, at least 
partially, the mission of the Ui<rainian 
Orthodox cle:-.:-gy, i.e., to create an 
Orthodoxy that could withsta::1d the 
Catholic and Protestant challenge. For 
Patriarch Nikon, a reformatior. of the 
Muscovite Church was necessary not 
in order to bring it closer to tr.e West, 
but rather to consolidate Orth~dox 
forces against the West. This cou:d oe 
done only by unifying the Greek, 
Kievan, and Muscovite traditions, and 
the Ukrainian Orthodox clergy were 
particularly well placed to accomplish 
such a task. 42 

Patriarch Nikon's political ambi
tions notwithstanding, the Muscovite 
Church was hardly ready for a blend
ing of various Orthodox traditions. 
Muscovite Orthodoxy was grounded 
in the belief that it possessed the one 
true faith, in its fullness, in ~he only 
Orthodox-i.e., truly Christia:1-realm. 
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It emphasized simplicity as the main 
avenue of pleasing God and was 
funda;nentally opposed to the Ukraini
ans, Latin, and the "study of philoso
phy." ':'hus, Muscovy had a ~ction
ing well-developed autarkic cultural 
traditbn which could only view the 
Ukrainian presence as alien. 

The Ukrainian clerics were able to 
penetrate and have an impact on 
Russian religious and cultural life 
because they received the support of 
tsar and court. As Muscovy began its 
western expansion, the Ukrainian 
clerics provided an important vehicle 
for Muscovy's acquisition of Western 
ideas and intellectual techniques. 
Although the Kiev Mohyla Academy 
and its Russian copy, the Greco
Slavonic-Latin Academy, we::e hardly 
at the cutting edge of Western learning, 
they were, nevertheless, firmly planted 
within the Western intellectual tradition. 
':'he rhetoric, logic, neoscholasticism, 
and the Latin and Greek languages 
taught by the Kievan clerics estab
lished the intellectual foundations for 
natural philosophy and political 
theories drawn from other sources. 
Most importantly, the Ukrainian elites 
provided a large number of educated 
cadres without whom the early drive 
toward empire could hardly have been 
sustained. 

Thus, from the mid-seventeenth 
century, several waves of Ukrainian 
cierics moved or were summoned to 
Muscovy and, in effect, assumed 
prominent roles in Muscovite religious, 
educational, cultural, and intellectual 
life. Among the Ukrainians who 
dominated Muscovite high culture 
during this period were Arsenii 
Satanovs'kyi, Epifanii Slavynets'kyi, 
Dymytrii Tuptalo, Stefan Iavors'kyi, 
Lazar Baranovych, Teofan 
Prokopovych and the Belarusian 
Symeon Polacki.43 Considering the 
different world views of the Muscovite 

--------- --

and Ukrainian clergy, it is hard:y 
surprising that they clashed over the 
doctrines of the transubstantiation and 
the immaculate conception of the 
Virgin Mary.44 Kievan theology, in 
theory, yielded to the authority of 
Mcscovite tradition on these ques
tions, but in practice, Western and 
Kievan iconography, literature, music, 
and intellectual currents poured into 
Muscovy via the Ukrainians. 

This attempted Ukrainization of 
Muscovite Orthodoxy helped trigger 
the Old Believer schism in Russia. 
Patriarch Nikon's attempt to reform 
Muscov~te Orthodoxy according to 
Ukrainian and Greek models, which, 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, had also been Westernized 
by Greek scholars educated at Italian 
universities, resulted in the raskol that 
divides the Russian church to this day. 

Despite the raskol (against which 
the Muscovite Church engaged :he 
efforts of Ukrainian scholars and 
preachers), the Ukrainian presence in 
Muscovy brought Ukrainian and some 
Russian clerics (the younger genera
tion of whom were being educated by 
emigre Ukrainians) c:ioser together 
intellectually. The Ukrainian clerics 
were attempting to bring the two 
trad~tions together, to create a fair:y 
:.mified Slavia Orthodoxa. Their vision 
linked "enlightened" Crthodoxy with 
the tsar, ancient Rusl.· and the Slavonic 
language and culture. b essence, they 
were the proponents 'Jf a unified 
"Slaveno-Ross ian" (Sla·;eno-rossiiska) 
high culture based party on the .?Ost
Mohyla, Jesuit schoo~ version of 
Ukrainian Orthodoxy and Ukrainian 
version of Church Slavonic. 

The impact of the Ukrainian 
clerics on Russian intellect.1al an6 
cultural life has beer: the subject c:: 
considerable debate. ":'raditional 
historiography has represented the 
Ukrainian influence as a major tra::1s-



formation of Muscovite culture. Some 
scholars, George Florovsky, saw this 
transformation as a tragedy, a corrup
tion of orthodoxy and Russian cultc:re 
by Latin, Catho!ic, and Protestant 
elements.45 Others, Prince Nikolai 
Trubetskoi and Dmitrii Likhachev, 
w elcomed the Ukrainian influx as 
beneficia: "Ukrainization" of Musc0-
vite culture which greatly enriched 
Russia.46 Most scholars credit Ukrai
nian humanism in preparing the 
Petrine "revolution" and in aiding in 
the transformaEon of Muscovy intc 
modem RussiaY 

Recently, Max Okenfuss advan:::ed 
a revisionist view that the large infl"Jx 
of Ukrainians had a minimal impact en 
Russian culture. By carefully studyi:>g 
both book and manuscript libraries in 
Russia, Okenfuss concluded that 
Orthodoxy comoined with humanism 
was limited to Ukrainians and other 
foreigners. Okenfuss argues for a 
fundamental cultural autarky of both 
the Muscovite nobility and most of the 
clergy He claims that the "Ukrainian
Lithuanian-Belorussian community 
w as small, isolatzd, and alien" and 
that "the growth of humane secular 
learning was not an organic develop
ment within Muscovite society, but the 
struggle of Kievans-the struggle of 
Ukrainian huma:usts to make them
selves head above the din raised by an 
avalanche of psalters and liturgical 
books."48 At most, Ukrainian human
ism created "Russian Levites," a caste 
w ith education alien to those of the 
nobles, most of :he middle estates, and 
the peasantry.49 

Inrespective of the resistance to 
humanistic Slave!l.o-Rossian culture in 
Muscovy, this cu:ture produced by the 
Ukrainian clerics was subsequerJly 
viewed as a point of unity between 
Russia and Ukraine and as an impor
tant step in the evolution of modern 
Russian culture. Moreover, these 

Ukrainian clerics did help to "jump
start" Muscovy's transformatior. into 
Imperial Russia. Soon other ideas and 
developments made that process more 
European and, paradoxically, also 
more Russia::1.. Cameralism and the 
concep t of the well-ordered police 
state, imported from the Germanies, 
formed the intellectual underpinnings 
of the new state activism. The 
cameralists had the political goal of 
maximizing society's productive 
potential thrm.:gh the agency of the 
state, which assumed the role of 
policing and developing society. From 
the time of Peter I, the Russian Empire 
pursued the goals of increasing the 
power and wealth of the state not only 
through annexation and cor..quest, :,ut 
also by atterr.pting to rationalize 
government, extract greater state 
revenues, and :ncrease productivity.50 

In its activism, Westernization, 
and pursuit of reforms, Imperia! 
Russia began developing a more 
secular, cosmopolitan, and, at the same 
time, more Russian imperial culture 
that initially supplemented and ~en 
began to displace Slaveno-Rossiar, 
culture. Primary in this process was 
the development of a modern literary 
Russian language and secular Russ~an 
literature. The Russian Imperial state 
introduced the civil alphabe':, which 
sharpened distinctions between eccle
siastical and civil linguistic fo:-ms; 
published grammars and dict:onaries; 
and produced works dealing wil:h all 
aspects of the secular wori.d, frorr. 
practical manuals to translaticns of 
foreign literature.51 The linguistic 
medium that began to emerge was a 
middle style that incorporatec~ ele
ments of the "high" style of Slaveno
Rossian and the "low" style of co:Io
quial Russian. By the ninetee::1.th 
century, the new literary Russian had 
become the linguistic medium of the 
empire. At the same time, the imperial I 
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elites had an increasing knowledge of 
German and, by the end of the eigh
~eenth century, French. Although 
elements of Slaveno-Rossian culture 
survived well i:lto the nineteenth 
century, it was gradually being rel
egated to Orth'Jdox Church services 
and spiritual Eterature. 

For the Ukrainian elites, the 
evolving Russian Empire p:esented 
both opportunities and dangers. A 
strong Orthodox state, based largely 
on Slaveno-Rossian culture, and 
challenging both Poland-Lithuania 
and the Tatar-Ottoman world, certainly 
fulfilled the aspirations of at least a 
part of the Ukrainian clerical elite. The 
evolution of the Little Russian concept 
allowed the clerical and non-clerical 
elites to express political loyalty to the 
tsar and a greater Russia while, at the 
same time, insisting on specific "Little 
Russian rights and liberties." The 
cameralist police-state concepts were 
not hostile to such regional autonomy 
and corporate traditions. Ir_ fact, the 
cameralist practice was to subordinate 
the corporate bodies to the new state 
purpose rather than to curtail or 
abolish them. Nor was the evolving 
Russian imperial culture considered a 
threat by the Ukrainian elite, since it 
continued to share high culture, 
whether Slaveno-Rossian or a mixture 
of imperial Russian and Slaveno
Rossian. The Ukrainian elite 'Jf the late 
eighteenth century readily accepted the 
fact that it shareC: a monarch, sorr.2 
aspects of history, and high cdture 'Nitr_ 
R-J.ssia. At the same time, this elite 
continued to insist on the special jun~i
cal and social arrangements and dist 1.ct 
historical development of Ukraine (i.e., 
tl-.e Hetmanate of the Left Bank). 

While the Little Russiar_ conce::t 
provided sufficient intellectual S?ace 
fer the Ukrainian elite to participat2 ir 
Imperial Russia and, at the same tir·~.e, 
to remain distinct within it,~·~ had a 

number of basic flaws. First, it could 
not accommodate the prevailing 
concept of tsarist authority and power. 
From the time at Pereiaslav when 
tsarist envoys refused to take an oath 
on behalf of the tsar because such an 
act was an unthinkable encroachment 
on autocratic rule, Ukrainian "rights 
and liberties" were at the mercy of 
tsarist wishes and even whims. L is 
true that in the seventeenth century 
the tsar had issued charters upon each 
election of a Ukrainiar. hetman, 
thereby de facto con~irming traditional 
"rights and liberties." Moreover, every 
break with Muscovy /Russia by 
Het~ans Vyhovs'kyi, Dor'Jshenko, and 
Mazepa was justified by the Ukraini
ans with the argurr.ent that the tsar 
had violated his solemr, obligations 
toward Ukraine.52 But ooligations to 
subjects were antithetical both to 
traditional autocracy and l::o the more 
modern absolutism of the eighteenth 
century. In the final analysis, the 
Ukrainian elite had no legal or moral 
recourse when its "rights" were vio
lated; it could only appeal to tradition 
and the tsar's sense of justice. 

The Little Russian concept also 
clashed with Enlightenment ideas that 
became dominant in mid-eighteenth
century Russia. While cameralism 
recognized regional, ~<istoric, and 
cultural differences, tll.e Enlightenment 
ir..sisted that there was a basic unifor
rr:ity in natare and society. What was 
important to "enlightened thought" 
-Nas the discovery of these basic rules or 
-aws, and not concentratior on superfi-
-:ial differences. For good government, 
~twas crucial to discover the laws of 
governance and apply them. It was 
·rery difficult for the :Jkrainian elite to 
defend the historical and legal tradi
:ions of their "homela::1d" against the 
argument that the introduction of the 
"best of all possibie laws" would bring 
greater development and progress. 

------



Cat!'lerine II's introduction of 
what she conceived to be the "best of 
all orders"53 resulted in administrative 
uniformity for the Empire, including 
Ukraine. The Hetmanate was divided 
into three provinces; the Ukrainian 
administrative, military, and fiscal 
institutions were dismantled; and a 
new Russian imperial provincial and 
district administration was installed. 
Similarly, the Orthodox Church in 
Ukraine was reorganized along impe
rial lines. By the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, iittle remained af 
the legal institutions, historical legacy, 
and corporate "rights and liberties" 
which, in Ukrainian eyes, distin
guished them from Russians. 

The Remnants of Distinctiveness: The 
Little Russian Concept in the Early 
Nineteenth Century 

The abolition of the Hetmanate's 
institutions and the :.ntroduction of an 
imperial administration effected the 
gradual fusion of the Ukrainian anc 
Russian social structures. Yet alongside 
this absorption of the Ukrainiar, elite 
into the Russian Imperial system, the 
Little Russian identity continued to 
exist. It existed as a subset either of an 
all-Russian identity or o: one centered 
on the notion of Empire. The Little 
Russian identity con!:im:ed to exist 
because of a number of factors: (1) the 
Ukrainiar. gentry's dorn.:.nant role in 
the Imperial administration of Little 
Russia; (2) the survival of Ukrainian 
customary law; (3) the c::casional 
restitution of certain legal and military 
formations traditional to Little Russia; 
and ( 4) an interest in the history and 
folklore of Ukraine that helped nurture 
the idea of a Little Russian fatherland. 

The first factor, the gentry's role in 
the administration of this territory, was 
due to the Little Russian gentry's 
acceptance into the Imperial ruling 
class. In 1785, Catherine II permitted 

the Little Russian gentry to be recog
nized as part of the Imperial 
dvorianstvo.54 Previously, the Little 
R1:,ssian gentry had attempted to claim 
~h~ sa:r _e rights as those enjoyed by the 
szlachta under Polish-Lithuanian rule. 55 

':'h~s, of course, was unacceptable to 
Ca~~erine, as the Polish szlachta en
jOyeG. much greater privileges than did 
the Russian dvoriane. The abolition of 
all Ukrainian institutions and f:1e 
introduction of the 1775 provinciai 
regulations, however, finally forced the 
Imperial Russian authorities to recog
nize the Little Russian gentry.56 Since 
nobles were to play an essential role in 
the new provincial administration, the 
former claim that there were "no 
nobles in Little Russia" had to be 
dropped, and a Little Russian 
dvorianstvo had to be created out of the 
old Ukrainian gentry. The Ukrainian 
elite's integration into the Russian 
nobility, along with the complete 
enserfment cf the Ukrainian ?easa!ltry 
in 1783, provided the Ukrainian gentry 
with unprecedented opportunities to 
pursue imperial careers and to acquire 
immense wealth.57 As a result, as a 
noble class they absolutely dominated 
the local administration of Little 
Russia. 

The second factor that ensured 
the continuation of the Little Russian 
concept was the survival of Ukrainian 
common law. In 1801, Ukrainian courts 
on the territory of Little Russia were 
abolished and repiaced with Imperial 
Russian courts.58 Ukrainian common 
law, however, was appended to the 
Russian law code in these courts, thus 
ensuring that the legal system in Little 
Russia would continue to operate 
somewhat differently from that of the 
rest of the Russian Empire. 59 These 
legal peculiarities survived until the 
1917 Revolution as the only remaining 
vestige of the Hetmanate's former 
autonomous status. 
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The third factor that sustained a 
sense of Little Russian identity was the 
occasional restitution of certain legal 
and military institutions that had 
previously bee:::. abolished. For ex
ample, Ukrainian traditionalists w ere 
able to convince the imperial authori
ties to partially restore one 8f the most 
important elements of Cossack 
Ukraine-the Cossack army. During the 
Napoleonic invasion, fifteen Cossack 
regiments were reestablished and then 
disbanded afte: the RussiaP victory.60 

During the i830 Polish uprising, Tsar 
Nicholas autho!"ized the reactivation of 
eight Cossack regiments co!1sisting of 
1,200 men each.61 Again, once the 
uprising was cr..tshed, t..'-le Cossack units 
were no longer needed and were 
subsequently disbanded. Ary attempt 
to revitalize the Cossacks as :Tee war
riors of old Ukraine, however, was 
forestalled by Imperial oppositior_ a:1d 
by the Cossacks' own economic :iecline 
By 1837 the Cossacks were placed 
under the jurisdiction of the Mir.ist:y o~ 
State Properties ~Ministerstvo 
gosudarstvennyklz imushchestv), ar_ 
agency intended primarily fer sta~e 
peasants.62 However, the Cossaci<s 
retained certain privileges that hac! 
been granted to them concerning ~aLd 
ownership, taxes, and military serv~c:e. 

The fourth development that 
encouraged ~he survival of the Little 
Russian concep: was literary-the 
unprecedented writing concerning the 
history of and r.8stalgia for the Little 
Russian fatherland. The most influen
tial work of this type was the anony
mous lstoriia Rusov.63 This early nine
teenth-century work presents a long, 
elaborate, and to a great extent ficti
tious history extending from Kievan 
times to the 1760 Turkish war. Perhaps 
its most interesting claim is that the 
Kievan Rus' period properly belonged 
to the Ukrainians and had been inap
propriately included in Russian his-

tory. The lstoriia Rusov was enormously 
popular among the nobility of the 
former Hetmanate a::td circulated 
widely in manuscript form. While 
recognizing Ukrainian history as a 
special branch of a greater "all-Rus
sian" entity, the work at the same time 
stresses Ukrainian separateness and is 
an eloquent apology for the Hetrnanate 
and Cossack rights and privileges. Its 
tone, at times, is qu:.:e anti-Russian, 
and it insists that Ukraine has certain 
inalienable and guaranteed rights that 
must be upheld. However, the lstoriia 
Rusov never questions the tsar's claim 
to sovereignty over Little Russia
indeed, it looks to the tsar in the hope 
that he will maintain the last remnants 
of Ukrainian autonomy, and ever. 
restore the traditional rights of the 
Ukrainian elite. 

But no restoration was :>ossible. 
::::>n the contrary, the imperial authori
ties continued to pursue a policy of 
administrative uniformity. The loss of 
any semblance of po:itical distinctive
:<ess convinced some of the more 
:::-eflec:ive members o:: the Ukrainian 
gentry that they were epigones of a 
c:ountry and a nation ~hat had ceased 
~o exist. Oleksa Martos captured this 
mood in a diary entry written at the 
grave of Hetman Mazepa in 1812: 

"Mazepa died far away from his 
country, whose independence he 
defended. He was a friend of 
liberty and therefore deserves to oe 
honored by posterity. After his 
expulsion from Little Russia, its 
inhabitants lost their sacred rights, 
which Mazepa had defended for 
so long with great enthusiasm and 
patriotic ardor. He is no more, and 
the name of Little Russia and its 
brave Cossacks have disappeared 
from the list of nations who, 
although small in numbers, are yet 
famous for their way of life and 
their constitution. Now rich !...ittle 



Russia is reduced to two or three 
provinces. That this is the common 
destiny of states an.d republics, we 
can see from the history of 8ther 
nations."64 

After a century and half, the 
balancing by the Ukrainian elite 
between assertions of Russo-Ukrainian 
unity and insistence on Ukrainian 
political distinctiveness seemed over. 
Russians and Ukrainiar_s shared the 
idea of an all-Russian tsar, an all
Russian Orthodox faith and church, an 
empire, and an imperia~ Russian high 
culture. Russians and Ukrainians were 
administered in a similar manner and 
were part of a similar imperial social 
structure. The only differentiation on the 
part of the Ukrainian elite lay in 
Ukraine's distinct past. The Ukrainian 
elite was certainly aware that Ukrainians 
spoke a different "vulgar" language than 
Russians and had different songs and 
folk customs, but in the pre-Romantic 
era such differences among the common 
people were of little significance. To 
them, Little Russia was long dead. What 
lingered for some was a nostalgia for the 
distinctiveness of the past. 

Concepts of Russo-Ukrainian Unity 
and Ukrainian Distinctiveness: 
Epilogue and Conclusions 

For most of the early modern 
period, Ukrainians were part of two 
large states: Poland-Lithuania and 
Muscovy / Russia. In both instances, 
Ukrainians accepted some form of 
unity while a~ the same time insisting 
on maintaining essential differences. In 
the case of Poland-Lithuania, Ukraini
ans subscribed to political unity as part 
of the szlachta nation, yet insisted on 
religious and cultural differences. As 
these and other attempted arrange
ments within Poland-Lithuania proved 
unworkable, some Ukrainians began 
looking for succor to Muscovy. In their 
pro-Muscovite orientation, Ukrainians 

claimed affinity with Muscovy in 
religion, dynasty, high culture, anc_ 
even ethr.os. However, they insisted on 
maintaining their distinctiveness in 
political, social, and, on occasion, 
ecclesiastcal structures. The claim to 
d istinctiveness proved so strong tr_at it 
even survived the abolition of separate 
Ukrainian political and juridical 
institutions. 

That Ukrainians could claim unity 
with Russia and at the same time insist 
on their own distinctiveness w as not 
surp rising. Before the advent of naaon
alism, multiple identities and loyalties 
were the norm, particularly in large 
multinational states. Therefore, it was 
possible to be a political Pole, a devout 
Orthod ox Christian, and an advocate 
of Rus' cultu:::e. It was normal to be 
loyal to the tsar, Orthodoxy, Imperial 
Russia, and, at the same time, to be a 
fervent defender of Little Russia. Ir_ 
fact, the whole Little Russian concept 
was nothing more than an intellectaal 
justification for such multiple loya!ties 
and identities. 

From the first quarter of the 
nineteenth cer_tury, Ukrairians began 
discovering other areas of distinctive
ness from Russians. Under the ir_~u
ence of Herder and Romanticism, a 
new generation discovered the Ukrai
nian folk and their vernacular lan
guage. Until its banning in the 1860s 
and 1870s, literature written inver
nacular Ukra~nian evolved slowly 
under the cover of a mere local variant 
of a larger all-Russian literature. In this 
respect, Ukrainians were still employ
ing the old Little Russian concept, but 
applying it to the areas of vernacular 
language and literature. In the late 
nineteenth century, Ukrainian intellec
tuals emancipated themselves from the 
Russian connection, positing f<at 
Ukraine was different from Russia in 
all respects: language, literature, 
culture, history, and politics. This 
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marked the birth of modern Ukrainian 
nationalism, which no longer permit
ted multiple identities. By identifying 
tnemselves as Ukrainian, the national
ists excluded the possibility of being 
Russian. 

Concomitantly, Rt:ssians began 
identifying the Imperial Russia~ stc.te 
primarily with the Great Rt:ssia::l 
people and culture. This was a reje-> 
tion of a meta-Russian nationality 
which would contain separate E.nc 
legitimate Little Russian and Grea: 
Russian components. The imperial anc 
even the Slaveno-Rossian culture 
began to be treated as narrowly Rus
sian. Thus what had been shared in the 
past by Ukrainians, Belorusians, 
Moldovans, and Russians was appro
priated to a Russian or Great Russian 
nationality. The identification by some 
of the entire Slavia Orthodoxa with 
Russia and Russians made the 
Moldovan-Ukrainian prelate Petro 
Mohyla, who had never been to Russia 
and remained a patriot of the Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth until his 
death, a defender of "Russian" reli
gior., culture, and values. St:ch a view 
also sanctioned the bar,nir.g of the 
Ukrainian language on :he grounds 
that there "never was, is, or could be a 
Ukrainian language." 

By the late nineteenth century, 
:Jkrainians and Russians were inter
preting their history on ~1-,e basis of 
two completely opposed paradigms. In 
discussing the early mode::-n period, 
-:Jkrainians emphasized those areas 
~hat were distinct from Russia anc~ saw 
:n them ev:dence of Ukraine's autoch
thonous development. Russians 
emphasized those aspects that Ukrai
nians held in common with Russia and 
saw in them proof that Ukraine had 
been and always would be Russian. 
These two fundamentally opposed 
views still cast their shadow on current 
debates concerning the question of 
Russo-Ukrainian unity and Ukrainian 
distinctiveness in the early modern 
period. 
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