
Russia Pivoted East Centuries Ago
By Vladislav Inozemtsev

May 27, 2014

Re-elected President Vladimir Putin holds a speech during his inauguration ceremony on May 7, 2012.

President Vladimir Putin's recent visit to China, made amid worsening relations with
the West, has been perceived in the broader context of the search for new political allies
and markets for Russian oil and gas. However, recent steps by Putin suggest that
to understand what future Russia may face, one should refer to country's distant past, not
economic or geopolitical factors.

Russia's first turn from the West to the East happened almost 800 years ago. At the end of the
13th century, one of the most powerful Russian states, the Novgorod Republic, successfully
resisted attacks from the West by Livonian and Teutonic knights seeking to convert Orthodox
Russians to Catholicism. Prince Alexander Nevsky, at the time the elected ruler of the
Novgorod republic and later canonized by the Orthodox Church, considered the Teutonic
knights more dangerous than even the Mongols. After the Mongol army was stopped at the
borders of Novgorod lands, he agreed to pay regular tribute to the Mongols to reduce
the threat from the West.
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By securing the nonintervention of the Mongols into the Russian faith, the prince laid
the foundations for Russia's "asiatization," the consolidation of absolute power and the
creation of a rigid boundary between Europe and Russia. The West turned in the minds of the
Russians into a major source of danger and evil — despite the fact that for 200 years after
Prince Alexander's death there were Mongols and Tartars who repeatedly devastated Russian
lands.

We witness a similar situation today. Conflict between Russia and the West is not only caused
by diverging political interests. Putin, a devoted Orthodox Christian, perceives the West not
just as a legalistic society whose rules threaten his personal power, but as a decadent, anti-
religious and ignorant society. He sees the expansion of the European Union and NATO as
the same kind of threat that Prince Alexander had seen in the Teutonic knights, and he
sincerely believes that this threat should be resisted at any price.

China, like the Mongols, is not seen by Putin as threatening to the "unique" Russian identity:
Beijing does not insist on democratization and it is not promoting human rights or
the adoption of "universal" values. Paying an economic tribute in such a situation looks
natural and is an acceptable price for such a protection. There is a growing perception in the
Kremlin that vassalage from Beijing, which Putin visits more often than Prince Alexander
visited the Mongol's capital, looks more preferable than integration into Europe.

Russia's turn to the East comes not from the rational reasons, but from the phobias
of contemporary Russian authorities and from their perception of the country not as
a modern nation-state, but as a holy grail embodying sacred proto-national and quasi-
religious values.

This turn is not an opportunistic one. It has deep sources, and the West should be prepared
to wait a long time before Russia turns back to Europe.

Indeed, Russia will need to become as underdeveloped as it was before the reforms of Peter
the Great before it changes its path. Only then will Russia will once again be willing to change
its stance toward Europe and the West. Even long after that happens, though, Russian
conservatives will pray in front of the icons of both St. Prince Alexander and freshly canonized
St. President Vladimir.
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