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Russia and Eurasia
Russia and Eurasia

Chasing greatness: on Russia’s discursive interaction with the West over
the past millennium. By Anatoly Reshetnikov. Ann Arbor, MI: University of
Michigan Press. 2024. 286pp. £64.00. ISBN 978 0 47207 669 7. Available as e-book
and open access.

Chasing greatness offers a history of the concept of great power in Russian
discourses. It focuses on the origins and different understandings of the concept,
examining elite perceptions from the sixteenth century onwards, from tsars
and politicians to historians and intellectuals. In the book, Anatoly Reshet-
nikov aims to differentiate the Russian understanding of great power from the
European/western definition of the concept. The analysis of the concept builds
on a multitude of original sources, which is the biggest strength of the book. It
brings together a collection of historiographic works, correspondence, literature,
speeches and many other original texts, which makes the book unique. It is full
of exciting quotes that help readers grasp the mindset of the contemporaries and
their interpretations of reality that they wanted to shape. It also helps to trace
the roots of multiple narratives that the Russian elites have repeated throughout
different stages of the state’s development.

There are many gems to pick from, but a couple of excerpts analysed in the
book seem especially relevant to the contemporary understanding of Russia. One
is from an exchange between Ivan the Terrible (Formidable) and Stephen Bithory,
the elected King of the Polish-Lithuanian Kingdom, in which Ivan claims superi-
ority based on his descent and the fact that he does not manage his country like
an elected king does, but that he possesses it (p. §8). This is a telling distinction,
whereby the ruler (or Ivan in this case) can do whatever they want with the land,
and the people they are in charge of, without accountability. The other notable
excerpt is a quote from philosopher Vladimir Solovyov, who in the late nineteenth
century commented, in relation to the stages of Russian nationalism: ‘... first, the
cult of our people as the privileged bearers of universal truth, then, the venera-
tion of this people as an elemental force irrespective of all truth, and finally the
cult of its exclusive cultural and historical character—a negation of the very idea
of universal truth’ (pp. 139 and 173). In particular, the last phrase resonates with
times when Russia’s elites, as well as large parts of its population, seem to operate
outside the shared reality and facts: in denial of its aggression towards Ukraine;
with claims of being a great power and simultaneously a permanent victim; and
actively perpetuating falsehoods in the information space.

Reshetnikov identifies four different types of great power discourses: absolute
greatness, theatrical greatness, civilizational greatness and international socialist
greatness. These types of greatness are associated with different periods and different
rulers. The typology, however, could have been worked out more convincingly
and used more consistently as the analytical tool to guide readers through the
different phases of the discourse. I wondered about the boundaries and centrality
of great power as a concept. For example, could we not talk about the greatness
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discourses simply as legitimation strategies, to which the author often refers and
which change over time? And how does the book’s analysis of greatness fit with
the existing literature on the history of Russian nationalism? Perhaps the history
of the idea of great power is the history of Russian nationalism, or one element of
it. In terms of the application of the typology, it could have been used more effec-
tively to structure the narrative, which is difficult to follow at times. Moreover, an
evaluation of the evidence supporting the particular type of greatness discourse in
an overview of the multiple (dense) subsections of each chapter would have been
very useful.

In the conclusion, Reshetnikov’s analysis implies that Russian greatness
discourses seem to comprise a set of fantasies that lock the Russian state in a vicious
circle. The author argues that the discourse of greatness is mainly aimed at legiti-
mizing the domestic regime and targets the domestic audience in order to mobilize
it. The mobilization effort needs an enemy to blame for its failures to achieve great-
ness, and thus the discourse inevitably leads to conflict. The burden of the conflict
falls on the population, which leads to a growing mismatch between the stated
greatness and objective capabilities (pp. 225—7). As a result, Russia moves even
further away from obtaining recognition as a great power, at least internationally.
Currently, we see Russia as the property of its leadership, who claim the country’s
exceptionality and depart further from the internationally shared reality of facts.
For Russia’s leadership, the question is: for how long will the population of Russia
accept the fantasy of some historical greatness, while devoting resources to killing
its neighbours?

Honorata Mazepus, University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands
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