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This work examines key elements of the British and Russian empires in order to 

present a new perspective on how much these two powers hold in common. Though 

radically different on the surface, Britain and Russia possess similar national characters 

and historical experiences. This work is not an attempt at a comprehensive record of the 

British and Russian empires and their similarities. Rather, it focuses on specific ideas –

the two nations’ beginnings, their imperial ideologies, the Great Game in Central Asia, 

both nations’ modern identity crises – in order to prove greater similitude between Britain 

and Russia than has previously been discussed as part of the historical narrative. A 

variety of primary sources are used, though secondary sources make up a great deal of the 

evidence presented. This thesis is not chiefly a reinterpretation of sources, but a re-

conceptualization of the information and interpretations already part of the historical 

narrative. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

The inspiration behind this thesis was a small thing, and had I been paying less 

attention in a British Life and Cultures class – one of the courses I took whilst studying 

abroad – I might have missed it. My love for British history dates back to middle school 

world history classes, and it only grew during my time in London. Upon learning that my 

degree would involve writing an Honors Thesis, I immediately began mulling over 

topics, sure it would have something to do with Britain, France, or some other part of 

Western Europe. My first Russian history course opened up a whole other realm of 

possible topics; the more I learned about that peculiar nation in the east of Europe, the 

more I fell in love. It never crossed my mind that my thesis might combine my two 

passions, that there might be a place for both Britain and Russia in my thesis. 

 Back to that classroom in London. In one of his lectures, designed to help our 

American minds understand what exactly it is to be British, my professor used a quote by 

British politician Enoch Powell. In a speech to The Hague in 1971 Powell stated,  

Of all the nations of Europe, Britain and Russia are the only ones, though for 

opposite reasons, which have this thing in common: that they can be defeated in 

the decisive land battle and still survive. This characteristic, which Russia owes to 

her immensity, Britain owes to her moat.
1
 

 

My professor moved on in the lecture, using the quote to make a point about British 

identity, but the wheels began turning in my mind. Other connections and similarities, 

                                                
1
 Enoch Powell, “Speech to The Hague” (The J. Enoch Powell Literary Trust, May 17, 1971). 

From “Enoch Powell Speech Archive,” Enoch Powell - The Archived Speeches, March 22, 2013, 

http://www.enochpowell.info/enochpowellspeeches.html. 
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buried beneath layers of differences and prejudice, began to take shape. What else have 

we missed by examining these nations with a single perspective?  

 The collective histories of two of the oldest and largest European nations are, it 

turns out, quite a bit to tackle in an undergraduate thesis. I chose instead to focus more 

narrowly on the collective histories of those two nations’ empires. This work does not 

pretend to be an attempt at a comprehensive record of the British and Russian empires 

and their similarities. I chose specific ideas to investigate, leaving out large chunks of the 

historical narrative and, reluctantly, allowing some comparisons to go un-discussed. That 

being said, this work is done in broad brushstrokes. The underlying mentalities and 

enduring themes, rather than the details, are the heart of this thesis. It is an attempt at an 

intellectual history of the British and Russian Empires – how we have conceived of these 

empires in the past and how we might consider them in the future – rather than an attempt 

at a new narrative. Knowing this, I needed a starting point. How do we conceive of these 

empires? 

In an informal survey, conducted through social media, I asked the question, 

“What are the basic facts/images/impressions that come to mind, or that you remember 

learning, about the British Empire and/or the Russian Empire/the Soviet Union?” Those 

surveyed ranged from fellow undergrads and graduate students, to young professionals 

and parents, to adults in their forties and fifties. All have different educational 

backgrounds and many grew up in different historical contexts. Some have living 

memory of the Soviet Union and the British war in the Falklands; others were born just 

before or after the Soviet Union fell. Everyone learned at least some history of the British 

Empire in school as a part of American history.  
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Responses concerning the British Empire included phrases like “the redcoats are 

coming,” “the sun never sets on the British Empire”, and “she who rules the waves, 

waves [sic] the rules.” Others involved “India and tea,” “the White Man’s Burden,” 

“exploitation” of colonial peoples, and “the importance of sea power to be a world 

power.” Responses for Russia included references to its “huge swath of…territory” and 

Peter the Great “getting Western clothes.” There were many more responses for the 

Soviet Union, many of them only one word, such as “Chernobyl,” “communism,” and 

“Stalin.” Many answers dealt with the Cold War, discussing Gorbachev and “nuclear 

warfare.” The Russian Empire and the Soviet Union were both characterized as 

“inefficient” or frequent “failures.” Responses concerning Russia were often more 

abstract and generalized than the specific facts and details included in the answers on the 

British Empire.  

 Particularly interesting was the number of responses that put Britain and Russia in 

opposition to one another. Only two responses compared them, and both of those 

referenced Afghanistan as the thing the two empires had in common. No one mentioned 

any intrinsic similarities stemming from their shared status as empires. The majority of 

responses portrayed Britain and Russia as inherently different, with Britain driven by 

trade and capitalism and Russia motivated by “geographic paranoia” and a desire to 

“control other people” and countries. I asked one respondent specifically, “How would 

you think of them in comparison to one another?” She answered, “I think of them as quite 

different. I feel like the British Empire has been much more open to capitalism and what 

it can bring to a nation than Russia has. It may not be the case, but I feel like that is the 

slant my history books took.”  
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Even humorous answers pit these two powers against one another, with one 

respondent simply answering “bears fighting lions.”
2
 This is not a ‘wrong’ way to think 

about the British and Russian Empires. On the contrary, most history courses teach 

historical narratives through such contrasts, focusing on what makes a certain nation or 

time period unique. This way of thinking and teaching allows us to determine what is 

distinct about a nation, a people, or a specific period of history. As useful as this way of 

thinking about history is, it is wrong to assume it is the only way of putting multiple 

narratives in dialogue with one another. Searching for the commonalities between two 

apparently irreconcilable histories allows us to move past generalizations and simple 

facts, in order to analyze the mentalities and motivations driving the historical narrative.  

There are few straightforward similarities between the British Empire and the 

Russian empires if the focus is primarily on the names, dates, and events of history. That 

is why this work will attempt to move beyond the accounts recorded in history textbooks 

towards an analysis of how and why those names, dates, and events produced in Britain 

and Russia similar national characters and historical experiences. Like a well-worn 

literary trope, the details of the plot change, but elements of the basic story and some 

overarching themes remain the same. One such theme, which is addressed throughout this 

work, is both nations’ obsession with becoming, remaining, or returning to ‘great power’ 

status on the international stage.  

 The first chapter traces the birth of each nation out of a cultural crossroads, 

examining how such diverse foundations affected the collective mentality of each. 

Repetitive invasions by various people groups and imperial powers meant both nations 

                                                
2
 All responses from personal correspondence with the author, March 2013. 
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were acutely aware of their vulnerabilities. Expansion and efforts to strengthen the nation 

can be traced back to this awareness. As a great and powerful empire, a nation – be it on 

a small island or in the middle of an easily invaded heartland – need not be limited by its 

vulnerabilities.  This chapter also looks at the similarities between imperial ideologies in 

each nation. The ideology of Moscow as the Third Rome and Britain as the New 

Jerusalem each played significant roles in their respective nations’ justifications for 

imperial expansion. These ideologies lay claim to the heritages of powerful, eternal 

empires and were meant to give Britain and Russia legitimacy as their heirs. 

 The second chapter compares Elizabeth I of England and Catherine the Great of 

Russia. Despite ruling in very different times and places these two women shared some 

of the same life experiences and developmental influences. There are also commonalities 

to be found in their reigns, the policies they enacted, and their goals for their nations. 

Both Elizabeth and Catherine worked to advance the prestige and influence of their 

countries in the European theatre. Elizabeth stabilized a nation in financial trouble and 

religious unrest, and gave her name to an age renowned for its rich culture. Catherine 

added significant territory to Russia’s empire and worked for improvements in education 

and health while on the throne. Both women laid foundations on which their successors 

would continue to build immense and powerful empires.  

 Chapter Three looks at British and Russian presence in Central Asia in the 

nineteenth century in the context of the Great Game played between the two powers. 

Both empires were reaching their peak at this time, and therefore the extent of their 

territorial expansion. However powerful they might have been in international politics, 

neither Britain nor Russia possessed the resources to maintain an extensive military 
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presence in all of their holdings. It was for this reason that both Britain and Russia 

worked to keep peace, albeit a strained peace, in Central Asia; skirmishes could be 

managed, but all out war would result in an unmanageable strain on both nation’s 

resources. Both understood what it meant to be a paradoxical empire, at once both 

powerful and vulnerable, and neither was willing to go all-in to call the other’s bluff. 

 The final chapter looks at the collapse of both empires and their nations’ modern 

identity crises. The second half of the twentieth century saw a rapid change in culture, 

technology, and politics. Empire, which had once been the source of both Britain and 

Russia’s status as great powers, was now the thing weighing both down. Neither Britain 

nor Russia proved able to fully grasp the consequences of a newly globalized world for 

their nations. Likewise, neither British governments nor Soviet leaders intended to 

facilitate the decline and eventual fall of their empires. Since their empires’ breakups 

both nations have faced acute crises concerning national identity. What does it mean to 

be British or Russian in the twenty-first century? Can either Britain or Russia truly resign 

themselves to playing minor roles in international politics?  

 While this work makes use of a variety of primary sources, secondary sources 

make up a great deal of the evidence presented. The point of this thesis is not to 

reinterpret the primary sources in order to create a new, synthesized historical narrative of 

the British and Russian empires. Rather, it works at re-conceptualizing the information 

and interpretations already part of the narrative in order to showcase a different way of 

thinking about these two empires and the connections between them. I read books and 

articles with a measure of dread, sure I would run across someone drawing extensive 

comparisons between Britain and Russia, making my work redundant.  
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I was both relieved and surprised to find so few examples of comparison. Most 

works focused exclusively on either Britain or Russia and made little to no mention of the 

other. Even works that examine empire in a general sense, works that include both Britain 

and Russia, categorize them separately. Britain is placed alongside the other colonial, 

sea-based European empires, Russia with the enormous land empires of East Asia or even 

the United States. A handful of works did make outright comparisons between the two, 

but most of these were made in passing, mere stepping-stones on the path to a bigger 

point that was, invariably, not concerned with such similarities. One work, Empire: The 

Russian Empire and Its Rivals by Dominic Lieven, spent significant time offering 

comparisons between the British and Russian empires. Ultimately, however, pages of 

differences – some obvious, others more nuanced – were followed by a few only 

paragraphs of similarity.
3
 

This work does not argue that Lieven’s interpretation is wrong. On the contrary, 

many of his points are included in these pages. However, this work approaches the topic 

from a different angle. Assuming the myriad differences between these two empires as 

fact, this work focuses exclusively on the similarities that are present in spite of such 

differences. Can the polarity be so great, can the disparity run so deep, if common ground 

exists in the realms of national character, ideology, and historical experience? History is 

rife with contradictions and conflict, and yet it is intrinsically consistent as the epic story 

of humanity. Plenty has been written on differences, uniqueness, and distinction. It is 

time now to turn towards similitude, comparability, and common ground.

                                                
3
 Dominic Lieven, Empire: The Russian Empire and Its Rivals (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2002), 120-7. 
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A NOTE ON NAMES 

 

 

As Britain and Russia grew into large, mature empires their monikers adapted to 

reflect the changes their nations had undergone. Some names were replaced completely, 

while others remained in use along with the new. With centuries of history under their 

belts, both Britain and Russia have accumulated quite a collection of names. While some 

of these names are interchangeable, most refer to a specific incarnation of each nation 

and cannot be used as general descriptors. Many different names are used in the pages of 

this work, which can be confusing without some explanation as to what each refers to. 

Hopefully this brief overview will help to stave off most of that confusion.  

 Great Britain is a geographic term referring to the largest of the British Isles. The 

nations of England, Scotland, and Wales are all located on the island of Great Britain. 

The second largest of the British Isles is Ireland, which contains two nations: Northern 

Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 

Ireland is exactly what it sounds like, the united kingdoms of England, Scotland, Wales 

and Northern Ireland. As we will see, a United Kingdom did not come into existence 

until 1707 when Scotland officially united itself with England. This conglomeration of 

countries is usually referred to as Britain. Today each nation has its own devolved 

parliament, but no country has its own passport. It is therefore appropriate, though 

perhaps unwise, to call every citizen of the UK a British citizen.  

 The use of Britain and England are, therefore, not interchangeable. The use of one 

over the other in certain sections of this work depends largely on the historical period 
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being discussed. The East India Company, for example, was chartered in 1600 and should 

be referred to as the English East India Company, as ‘Britain’ did not yet exist. How this 

complex arrangement came into existence is discussed in Chapter One, while the 

consequences of these layers of identities is explored in Chapter Four.  

Modern Russia is actually the Russian Federation, made up of 83 federal subjects, 

which include republics, provinces, territories and autonomous regions. The Soviet 

Union, otherwise known as Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), was comprised 

of fifteen republics, of which the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic was the 

largest and most important. The Russian Empire refers to the massive territory held 

during tsarist rule, made up of modern Russia, much of Eastern Europe and territories in 

Central Asia. Kievan Rus and Muscovy refer to the states that existed prior to the advent 

of a nation known as Russia. Based in Kiev, Kievan Rus was a loose confederation of 

principalities. Muscovy, centered around its capital of Moscow, created an increasingly 

unified state out of intensely fragmented nobility. Again, the use of one of these names 

depends on the historical period being discussed.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Places, People, and Ideas 

 

 

It is worth addressing, up front, the most obvious difference between Britain and 

Russia: their geography. One is a small group of islands located along historically 

prosperous trade routes in the Atlantic Ocean, off the coast of Europe. The other is the 

largest country in the world, spanning nine time zones and two continents, and is 

essentially landlocked. In spite of these extreme differences both nations – and their 

empires – were profoundly shaped by their borders and geography, more so than almost 

any other empire. Their national identities and imperial policies reflect the paradoxes 

inherent to vast and powerful, yet vulnerable, empires. 

This chapter will address the attributes of British and Russian geography and 

history that predisposed both nations to expansionist and, subsequently, imperial action. 

It will then examine the ideologies that drove these two nations in their imperial ventures, 

specifically Britain’s New Jerusalem philosophy and Russia’s ideology of the Third 

Rome. Investigating these various traits and beliefs will help to determine why two 

nations, so radically different at first glance, share so much in common historically and in 

national character.  

 Before constructing the United Kingdom, England’s domestic policy was dictated 

by the presence of independent, and not always friendly, nations directly to its east and 

north. Wales was first to come under English rule, through “the gradual adoption and 

promotion of such cultural and socio-economic customs which eventually encouraged 
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Tudor legislators to incorporate Wales institutionally and politically” in 1536.
1
 After 

Henry VIII’s break with the Catholic Church, an already unruly Catholic Ireland became 

an even greater liability. English settlement and indirect rule of Ireland began as early as 

the twelfth century. Henry VIII changed his style from ‘lord’ to ‘king’ of Ireland in 

1541.
2
 Formal English administration of the island began in 1603, though Ireland did not 

become an official part of the United Kingdom until 1801.  Once England and Scotland 

were joined together through the Act of Union in 1707, Britain was born and maintained 

authority throughout virtually all of the British Isles.  The physical separation from 

continental Europe provided by the English Channel might have made invasion more 

difficult, but attacks from foreign powers, especially those aided by rebellious subjects, 

remained a consistent fear until the twentieth century. The sea provided a natural 

defensive barrier, but it was not impenetrable. 

If the sea was a defense mechanism, it was also the foundation of Britain’s 

economy and empire. Spain and Portugal were the first European powers in the New 

World, controlling the seas, and any trade upon it, long before Britain’s navy became a 

force to be reckoned with. Under Elizabeth, however, the English began to piggyback off 

Spanish success through “a maelstrom of seaborne violence and theft.”
3
 If England 

wished to play a pivotal role in European politics, she first needed to overthrow the 

leading powers of the day, and mastery of the seas was a surefire way of doing so. 

                                                
1
 R.R. Davies, The First English Empire: Power and Identities in the British Isles 1093-1343 

(New York: Oxford University Press Inc., 2000), 199; Kenneth O Morgan, ed., The Oxford 

History of Britain (New York: Oxford University Press Inc., 2001), 289. 

 
2
 Kenneth O Morgan, ed., The Oxford History of Britain (New York: Oxford University Press 

Inc., 2001), 143, 290. 

 
3
 Niall Ferguson, Empire: The Rise and Demise of the British World Order and the Lessons for 

Global Power (New York: Basic Books, 2004), 1. 
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Britain’s army was never a match for the land forces of continental powers, and her rulers 

gave up dreams of a Continental empire relatively early on. If Britain was to succeed it 

would be on and through the seas. In this way the geography of the British Isles played a 

significant role in shaping the destiny of the four nations that came together as the nexus 

of the British Empire.  

 Geoffrey Hosking writes, “The north Eurasian plain is not only Russia’s 

geographical setting, but also her fate.”
4
 With no substantial mountains or bodies of water 

as part of its natural borders, Russia was always a relatively easy target for invasion, 

particularly from the south and east. The Mongols proved this fact when they invaded the 

lands that eventually became Russia, making them part of their vast empire for over a 

century. Invaders from the west found it much more difficult to successfully force their 

way into Russia’s interior – as both Napoleon and Hitler discovered – but could 

nevertheless inflict considerable damage.  Even devoting large portions of its armed 

forces to border protection did not ensure security. Russia’s territory was simply too large 

to consistently and evenly protect. However, this large territory did provide the means 

with which to endure attacks and invasion, in the form of abundant resources and ample 

space into which the populations could retreat. The land on which the Russians built their 

nation was a “paradoxical combination of colossal strength and almost crippling 

weakness.”
5
 

 Just as Britain’s access to the sea defined her economy and empire, so did 

Russia’s lack of natural borders and access to viable seaports determine her destiny.  

                                                
4
 Geoffrey Hosking, Russia and the Russians: A History (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 2001), 1. 

 
5
 Ibid., 3. 
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Russia’s army was large and strong, but with so much territory to protect she could not 

afford to provoke powerful neighbors, especially those with equally powerful allies. In 

addition, a strong neighbor could be cultivated to ensure “stable and peaceful trading and 

diplomatic relations.”
6
 Russia’s expansion was almost always accomplished at the 

expense of weak powers along its borders.
7
 Tribal or ethnic groups in Central Asia that 

failed to coalesce into united powers came under Russian control while strongholds, such 

as Persia, remained independent. In Europe, instability in Poland during the reign of 

Catherine the Great led to its division between Russia, Prussia, and Austria. Russia 

maintained its dream of a southern seaport and consistently pursued expansion towards 

the Black Sea and its access to the Mediterranean.  

Both Britain and Russia exist on the periphery of Europe. Their status as 

European nations is often taken for granted when considering their participation in or 

interaction with the modern European Union. However, it would be foolish to assert that 

Britain and Russia experienced similar levels of isolation from Europe. The point is not 

that Britain and Russia have similar European experiences, or roles in European history. 

The point is that neither Britain nor Russia has ever fit comfortably into an exclusively 

European category.  

Prior to Peter the Great, Russia was largely oriented towards the east. Her 

administrative structures reflected those of Asian nations, “building or adapting the 

practices of China and the ancient steppe empires.”
8
 Though Vasilii II managed to 

definitively oust Mongol power in the mid-fifteenth century, the remnants of the Golden 

                                                
6
 Hosking, Russia and the Russians, 6. 

 
7
 Ibid. 

 
8
 Ibid., 4. 
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Horde, as well as the khanates of Crimea, Siberia, Kazan, and Astrakhan continued to be 

very real threats to Muscovy’s south and east.  Threats came from the west in the forms 

of Sweden and Poland-Lithuania. It would be wrong to assume that because Russia was 

not yet an official player on the European stage that she never interacted with Europe.
9
 

Mention of Russia and its people can be found in the annals of early Western European 

nations, Peter the Great opened a window to the West with his radical changes to Russian 

culture, and Catherine the Great put Russia on the European map. But it was not until the 

defeat of Napoleon on Russian soil that Russia entered European affairs as a major 

player.  Even after fully integrating with the European diplomatic scene “Russia was 

regarded as being in some ways alien,” perhaps even a “semi-Asiatic” successor to the 

weakening Ottoman Empire, by most European governments, and therefore by most 

Europeans in general.
10

 

Britain, and England in particular, boasts a much longer history of interaction 

with the continent due to the entanglements of the English and French thrones. Even after 

losing her last foothold in France in 1558, England retained a vested interest in 

continental politics.
11

 As the British Empire grew in power and influence, Britain rose to 

the top of the European food chain. Nevertheless, Britain’s history differs greatly from 

almost every other European nation. The English placed limits on their monarchs’ power 

as early as 1215 with the Magna Carta. While other European governments experimented 

with absolutism, the English parliament grew in strength. The small body of water 

                                                
9
 Hosking, Russia and the Russians, 85. 

 
10

 Ibid., 184. 

 
11

 Kenneth O Morgan, ed., The Oxford History of Britain (New York: Oxford University Press 

Inc., 2001), 300. 
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separating the British Isles from Continental Europe was enough to set Britain on a very 

different course. Even today Britain resists fully integrating itself into the European 

Union. British politicians work to maintain the ‘special relationship’ between Britain and 

the United States, proving that British focus is still divided between the Atlantic and the 

Continent.
12

 

Settled on the peripheries of multiple civilizations, both Britain and Russia proved 

to be cultural crossroads, particularly early on in their histories. Both modern nations are 

the products of these layers of ethnic and cultural influence. The focus here will be on the 

four groups in each nation that had the greatest historical and cultural impact. In Britain 

these were the Celts, Romans, Germanic tribes, and Normans. In Russia they were the 

Slavs, Rus, Mongols, and Greeks of the Byzantine Empire.  

The Celts, with their tribal culture and Gaelic languages, are considered the first 

inhabitants of the British Isles. With the arrival of other people groups the Celts were 

driven to the west and north, the lands they are traditionally identified with even today. 

The Romans first came to Britain in 43 AD and did not leave until the beginning of the 

fifth century, leaving behind monuments such as Hadrian’s Wall, extensive road 

networks, and water systems. They also founded many settlements that eventually 

became some of Britain’s greatest cities, including London, originally established as 

Londinium. This heritage connected Britain culturally to the rest of the former Roman 

Empire in Western Europe.  

Numerous Germanic tribes immigrated beginning in the fifth century, among 

them the Danes, Angles, and Saxons. Anglo-Saxon culture remained a significant 

                                                
12

 Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation 1797-1837, 4th ed. (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2009), 383. 
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influence in what eventually became English identity, in spite of Norman culture and 

influence permeating the British Aisles after 1066. The English language managed to 

resist the invading French in the long run. The Normans opened the door to claims to 

territory on the continent and claims to the French throne. Wars with France over 

disputed territory on the continent characterized large portions of English history. Claims 

to the French throne and a shared Roman heritage undoubtedly connect British history 

with that of the European continent, though Britons today might reject that idea. Once 

Britain gave up hopes of regaining territory in France, focus clearly shifted from Europe 

to the promise of the Atlantic.  

The Slavs are identified as the original inhabitants of the lands that eventually 

became Russia. While eking out a secure livelihood through payment of tribute to the 

Khazars the Slavs encountered the “Rus,” identified most commonly today as 

Scandinavian Vikings or “Varangians.”
13

 According to the eleventh century Chronicle of 

Past Times the Slavs invited the Rus to rule over them after efforts at self-rule failed. 

“They said to themselves: ‘Let us seek a prince who may rule over us, and judge us 

according to the law.’”
14

 This record also establishes the dynastic line of Riurik, a figure 

for which there is no other historical evidence and who was most likely invented in 

retrospect to add prestige to the ruling dynasty. It was under the rule of the line of Riurik 

that Kievan Rus was founded.  

Before coming under the to the ‘Tatar Yoke’ Kievan Rus was converted to 

Christianity under Prince Vladimir. Of the different faiths on which he gathered 

                                                
13

 Hosking, Russia and the Russians, 30-31. 

 
14

 Serge A. Zenkovsky, Medieval Russia’s Epics, Chronicles, and Tales (New York: Meridian, 

1974), 49. 
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information Vladimir chose the Orthodox Christianity of the Byzantine Empire, and even 

went on to marry the sister of the Byzantine emperor.
15

 Through Vladimir’s conversion 

Russia was permanently linked to Eastern Christianity, rather than the Western Roman 

Catholic Church. Two Greek missionaries, Cyril and Methodius, introduced the first 

system of writing into Slavic culture (this was the Glagolithic, not the Cyrillic, alphabet). 

The resemblance between the Greek and Cyrillic alphabets is evident even in their 

modern forms. Kievan Rus fell to the Mongols in the 1230s after becoming severely 

fragmented. The Mongols retained indirect control over the Kievan principalities for over 

a century, and after their defeat left behind trade routes, models for administrative 

structures, and another royal line, that of Chingiz Khan, for future Russian rulers to lay 

claim to.  

 

 Ideologies, whether they are religious, political, intellectual or otherwise, reflect 

the peoples, places, and cultures that propagate them. Consequently, they are fluid and 

change over time. That they do so does not make them illegitimate or invalid. Few 

ideologies remain constant throughout history and in the face of changing ideas and 

cultural contexts, but so also are few ideologies formed independently of those that 

precede them.  Man does not exist in a vacuum, isolated from history, and neither do his 

ideologies. It should come as no surprise, then, that the ideologies formed and 

perpetuated by the British and Russian empires are myriad and intricately interconnected. 

The ideas and motives of each empire’s founders differ greatly from those endorsed by 

imperial agents at the peak of empire, and from the perspective of each government as 

                                                
15

 Hosking, Russia and the Russians, 38. 
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they watched their formerly glorious empires break apart. Russia, in particular, 

underwent a significant ideological shift not only in regard to empire, but in all areas of 

life and government after the Revolution of 1917.  

 It would be almost impossible to address every ideology found in the long and 

diverse histories of the British and Russian empires; it would be difficult to adequately 

investigate even a small selection. Consequently, this work examines only two: Britain’s 

New Jerusalem philosophy and the ideology of the Third Rome in Russia. Again, the 

purpose of this comparison is not to prove the similarity of these two very different 

imperial ideologies. It is, rather, to identify similarities between the British and Russian 

imperial mindsets, which these two ideologies reveal.  

 Henry VIII’s Act of Supremacy in 1534 set the English nation firmly apart from 

Rome and all Catholic European nations. Henry, and consequently England, now 

answered to God alone and not the Pope or his clergy. If God’s blessing was given to 

England, it could not also be given to the likes of Catholic Spain or France. And so the 

seeds of the idea of England (and later, Britain) as God’s chosen nation were sown. This 

idea was clearly articulated and popularized after the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 

1588.
16

 This self-identification as God’s chosen nation translated into a superiority 

complex, which in turn translated into justification for expansion: “Empire depended on a 

belief in superiority, and on arguments vindicating that belief.”
17

 The increasingly 

powerful English possessed a belief in their own superiority, but still required vindicating 

arguments for an empire. As Anthony Pagden points out in his book, Lords of All the 
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World, “Rome…provided the ideologues of the colonial systems of Spain, Britain, and 

France with the language and political models they required.”
18

 In Empires in World 

History, Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper identify the most important legacies of that 

ancient empire as “the memory of empire and the possibility of reconstituting Rome.”
19

  

Certainly the memory of the Roman Empire, of which Britain was once a part, 

helped shape the British imperial perspective. However, as Eric Reisenauer points out, 

“Rome was an imperfect model whose imperial past…possessed unsavory elements, an 

immoral aspect, and a disastrous decline and fall.”
20

 Such a flawed model became 

unacceptable by the nineteenth century, as Britain prepared to reach the peak of its 

imperial power. The British found another model in the form of Jerusalem and the nation 

of Israel. While Jerusalem’s empire never reached the extent of Rome’s or Britain’s, “its 

role as purveyor of moral rectitude and monotheism attractively supplemented the moral 

martial and strictly secular offerings of Rome”.
21

 

Britain’s claim on Jerusalem’s legacy manifested itself in two important ways: 

firstly in “an understanding that Britain had received a divine imperative…to spread 

throughout the earth”, and secondly in “a sense of obligation to Israel’s ancient 

homeland”.
22

 The Bishop of Durham, at the 1887 Church Congress, after preaching on 
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the role of Israel as the “spiritual capital of the world,” declared, “And may we not say 

without presumption that a somewhat analogous destiny seems to be reserved for the 

English Church?” He asserted, “it may be said that God sets up His standard in this 

English Church; that it seems to be marked out by His hand as a rallying point of the 

nations.”
23

 In this way Britain laid claim to a divinely mandated empire, an empire that 

was both temporal and spiritual in makeup. Theirs was an empire that was predestined for 

greatness. 

Britain as the New Jerusalem might have been called to spread throughout the 

world, but it was specifically called, in the minds of many Britons, to aid the Old 

Jerusalem. A small part of the population subscribed to the idea that the British were the 

descendants of the lost ten tribes of Israel, but the majority of identification with the 

Hebrew people took a general, non-genetic form. The British and the Hebrews, according 

to this line of thought, shared “a patriotic sense of chosenness and race consciousness.”
24

 

This identification with the Hebrew nation resulted in an interest in the destiny of the 

Holy Land, and in a conviction that the British Empire should use its power to “gain 

control of Jerusalem and restore the Jews to their historical home.”
25

 The New Jerusalem 

ideology was spiritual in foundation, but resulted in very real, temporal action on the part 

of the British Empire. 

In his article “Moscow the Third Rome,” Cyril Toumanoff traces the ideology of 

the Third Rome back to its roots in Byzantium. He identifies two aspects of ancient 
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Rome: the older imperium – the secular, temporal empire – and the newer sacerdotium – 

the spiritual, eternal empire.
26

 The Roman Empire was divided into western and eastern 

administrative halves in the third century, and under Constantine I the seat of the empire 

was moved from Rome to Constantinople. The seat of the Roman Catholic Church, on 

the other hand, remained in the west. Later Byzantine emperors claimed sacerdotium on 

the grounds of already possessing the right to imperium. In the Byzantine empire the 

spiritual was dictated by the temporal; the two were fused together in what Toumanoff 

calls ‘societal monism.’ Under societal monism there is no separation of church and state. 

Byzantium inherited an extreme form of societal monism, the “divinization of the state,” 

from the Roman Empire.
27

 This would eventually translate into Russia’s unique form of 

divinely sanctioned absolutism. 

As discussed above, the newly formed Kievan state in early Russia interacted 

with Byzantium and eventually adopted the Orthodox faith (which was, by the eleventh 

century distinct and separate from the Roman Catholic faith). Kievan Rus and its 

successor, Muscovy, remained under the authority of Byzantium from the end of the 

tenth century until the fall of Constantinople in 1453. During the Mongol occupation “the 

Russian church rose in importance as…the sole unifying factor in the country”.
28

 As 

Moscow grew in strength the fledgling nation made efforts to rid itself of both its secular 

and spiritual overlords.  
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Moscow managed independence from the Mongols in the fifteenth century, but 

with the fall of Constantinople came the opportunity to attain much more than mere 

independence. The chance at a claim to an eternal, imperial heritage was within reach. 

The Byzantine Empire had inherited from Rome a “divinely instituted policy which was 

coincident, coequal…with the Church and, therefore, like her was imperishable.”
29

 

Orthodoxy was “inseparable from the empire,” and when its latest seat was toppled, both 

the eternal empire and the eternal faith needed a new home in a new eternal city.
30

  

The ideology of the Third Rome finds its roots in The Tale of the White Cowl, 

written in the fifteenth century by members of the Orthodox clergy in the city of 

Novgorod. The tale centers around a white cowl, given to Pope Sylvester by the Emperor 

Constantine upon the latter’s conversion to Christianity. The white cowl was a symbol 

“of the primacy of spiritual power over secular power and of the Resurrection” and would 

remain in Rome “as long as the popes preserved the original teachings of Christ.”
31

 When 

the Great Schism occurred between East and West, the cowl was divinely appointed to 

the patriarch in Constantinople, denoted in the legend as the “Second Rome.”  

According to the Tale, Constantinople fell after the Byzantine Church failed to 

fulfill its spiritual destiny when it attempted to reunite with Rome at the Council of 

Florence.
32

 Prior to the fall God commanded the cowl be passed to “the third Rome, 

which will be in the land of Russia” where “the Grace of the Holy Spirit will be revealed” 
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and “all Christians will finally unite into one Russian nation because of its Orthodoxy.”
33

 

The monk Philotheus, in a letter to Grand Duke Vasili III, summarized the ideology: “All 

Christian realms will come to an end and will unite into the one single realm of our 

sovereign, that is, into the Russian realm, according to the prophetic books. Both Romes 

fell, the third endures, and a fourth there will never be.”
34

 

Toumanoff writes, “the co-extension of Greek Orthodoxy with the Muscovite 

world signified the latter’s expansionist outburst, directed in the first place toward all the 

lands of the Greek Orthodox microcosm.”
35

 As inheritor of the legacies of Rome and 

Byzantium, Moscow would combine imperium and sacerdotium in its own imperial 

policies. Under Peter the Great the religious connotations of the Third Rome were 

translated into ethnic terms. Russia, protector of Orthodox throughout the world, became 

protector of all Slavs. Pan-Slavism dictated much of Russia’s foreign policy in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and it finds its roots in the ideology of the Third 

Rome. At the peak of its imperial power, Russia faced a very different set of 

circumstances than did medieval Muscovy. Nevertheless Russia remained, in the minds 

of its people, the heir to a legacy of eternal power. 

Both Britain and Russia felt compelled to claim for themselves ancient imperial 

heritages as justification for their own empires. Both ideologies combined spiritual and 

secular aspects, all of which were founded on the Christian tradition. By embracing these 

ideologies both nations took responsibility for a particular people group and geographical 

area, regardless of any lack of desire for their patronage. The ideologies of Moscow as 
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the Third Rome and Britain as the New Jerusalem laid claim to different imperial 

heritages, and contributed to the formation of two very different empires. Nevertheless, 

they provided the same forms of justification for extensive imperial growth, and the same 

hope that perhaps their people were part of something truly eternal. 

These nations’ inherent geographic vulnerability resulted in expansion 

“interwoven with a recurrent sense of weakness and of danger from without.”
36

 Their 

locations on the peripheries of continental Europe kept both Britain and Russia from 

developing a fully European identity. Their histories as crossroads for various 

civilizations and peoples reinforced the concept of a diverse, multi-layered national 

identity. Vulnerability and an innate sense of being different drove both nations to 

develop and expand. It seemed God had set them apart, made the British – and Russian – 

people of different stock than the rest of the mankind. This mentality would grow and 

solidify in both Britain and Russia’s imperial ideologies. Their empires were large and 

powerful, but what made them great was a divinely sanctioned destiny as the heirs to the 

legacies of the eternal empires of the ancient world. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

Kindred Spirits 

 

 

Men have held the Russian and English thrones for the majority of both nations’ 

histories.  While women were technically allowed to rule in both Russia and England, the 

public, especially the church and the nobility, made no secret of their preference for kings 

and emperors over queens and empresses. Nevertheless, both England’s and Russia’s 

histories boast multiple influential female rulers, though none so renowned as Elizabeth I 

of England and Catherine II, the Great, of Russia. That these two women accomplished 

so much during their time in power should be considered all the more impressive in the 

context of the popular position of women in society during their respective eras. These 

two female sovereigns, one a powerful queen who ruled in conjunction with Parliament, 

the other an autocratic empress, may not appear at first glance to share much in common. 

But their similarities are all the more interesting in view of their obvious, and significant, 

differences. This chapter will trace the commonalities in these two fascinating monarchs’ 

reigns, from their accession and personal lives to their imperial policies and legacies. 

Finally it will use such analysis to identify the significance of the resemblance between 

Elizabeth and Catherine, kindred spirits separated by time and place.  

   

Elizabeth I suffered much before coming to the English throne in 1558. Her father 

had her mother executed for incest and treason; Elizabeth herself was declared a bastard; 

she watched her younger brother come to the throne only to die young; she was 
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imprisoned by her intensely Catholic half sister ‘Bloody Mary’. Though Elizabeth’s role 

as successor to Mary was far from assured (Henry VIII’s will stated that the throne 

should pass first to his son Edward, then Mary, then Elizabeth), she nevertheless lived out 

her life aware of the eyes watching her.
1
 The messy succession Henry VIII left behind 

was entangled with religious matters. His son by his third wife, Jane Seymour, became 

Edward VI and oversaw the entrenchment of the Protestant faith in England, an act often, 

erroneously, attributed to Henry himself. When Edward died in 1553 Mary, daughter of 

Henry’s first wife Katherine of Aragon and a staunch Catholic, assumed the throne and 

attempted to restore England to the Catholic faith. Though initially popular Mary soon 

lost the love of her public by marrying the intensely unpopular King Philip of Spain and 

actively persecuting Protestants. It was the burning of 300 Protestants that earned her the 

still widely known epithet of ‘Bloody Mary’.
2
 

 Elizabeth’s life during this time was as tumultuous as her siblings’ reigns. She 

faced scandal during Edward’s time on the throne and, though he felt warmly toward his 

half-sister, received no help from him. Henry’s last wife, Katherine Parr, married 

Admiral Thomas Seymour after the king died. Seymour lived in close proximity to 

Elizabeth and began paying ever more attention to the adolescent princess. Although 

there is no evidence of his attentions turning physical, Katherine sent Elizabeth from her 

household and Elizabeth’s reputation quickly became sullied. To restore her good name 

Elizabeth took up “the dullest and most circumspect way of life” and a “sober mode of 
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dress.”
3
 Elizabeth learned early on in her life to identify the actions necessary for her 

survival. Such instincts served her well once Mary took the throne.  

 Elizabeth wisely kept herself out of the disastrous plot to place Lady Jane Grey on 

the throne instead of Mary. But she did not remain out of hot water long, as Mary soon 

accused her of being both a Protestant and a traitor. Elizabeth took the episode in stride, 

never revealing her religious convictions (whatever they might have been) while she 

spent three months in the Tower of London fearful of losing her life.
4
 Elizabeth obviously 

did not perish at her sister’s hands, and remained in the countryside from the time of her 

release until Mary’s death in 1558. Her experiences as a child and adolescent taught 

Elizabeth to survive by adapting. Never sure of her place in the world, always dependent 

on the whims of others, Elizabeth learned to keep her true thoughts and convictions in her 

own heart and mind. The exterior became a tool, able to adapt to any situation, which 

Elizabeth used to keep secure her life and throne.  

 Catherine had troubles of her own throughout her early life. Born Sophia Augusta 

Fredericka in 1729 to a noble German family, the woman who would later become 

Catherine the Great never experienced warmth or affection from her mother, Princess 

Johanna. Though she had an intimate bond with her French governess, Elizabeth ‘Babet’ 

Cardel, her mother’s indifference instilled in the young Sophia an intense desire to be 

well liked. Johanna was a vain and overly ambitious woman, unsatisfied with her life in 

the countryside as wife and mother. Sophia learned that “concealment of pride in 

humility” garnered much more affection than her mother’s abrasive ways and “practiced 

[the technique] brilliantly” not only as a child, but also as empress “when confronting 
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crisis and danger.”
5
 Sophia, like Elizabeth, discovered that her exterior did not 

necessarily have to reflect her inner feelings and thoughts. She could cultivate the image 

required to accomplish her goals.  

 Unlike Elizabeth the young Sophia did not stand to inherit any throne because of 

her blood. Marriage was the key to obtaining the opportunity to rule. In 1739 Johanna’s 

brother became guardian to Charles Peter Ulrich, Duke of Holstein and the last living 

grandson of Peter the Great of Russia.
6
 Johanna quickly went to work in attempts to 

foster a potential match between her daughter and the boy who stood to inherit the 

Russian throne. In 1742 Empress Elizabeth, daughter of Peter the Great, adopted her 

nephew and made him her heir. Finding a wife for Peter so that he could begin producing 

heirs was one of Elizabeth’s top priorities. Johanna’s maneuverings paid off in this 

regard. In 1744 she and Sophia were asked to come to the Russian court and, as they say, 

the rest is history. In her memoirs, Catherine, as she became known after her conversion 

to Orthodoxy, claims her desires for a crown began early as she came to understand the 

significance of the potential match her mother desired. “The title of Queen rang sweet to 

my ears, child though I was,” she wrote.
7
 

 Catherine’s marriage to the man who became Peter III was notoriously 

unsuccessful. The two never consummated their marriage and the heir to the throne, Paul, 

was the child of Catherine’s first lover, Sergei Saltykov. Peter had his own mistress, as 

well as an obsession for all things Prussian. Instead of his grandfather, Peter revered a 
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different ‘Great’, Frederick of Prussia. Lacking intellectual or emotional maturity, Peter 

did not last long on the throne. While his lack of grief over Elizabeth’s passing, an 

alliance with Prussia, and an obvious distaste for all things Russian riled the anger of his 

subjects, Catherine continued in her careful plan, one she had been executing since her 

arrival in Russia, to win the affections of the army, nobility, and public.  

 With her arrival in Russia, Catherine transferred her allegiance to what would 

become her adopted homeland. She took great pains to learn the language, cultural ways, 

and religious convictions of the nation she hoped to one day rule. When Catherine came 

down with a fever shortly after her arrival (supposedly caught from pacing the cold stone 

floors barefoot at night while trying to memorize Russian words), she refused her 

mother’s offer to send for a Lutheran priest and asked instead for Simon Todorsky, an 

Orthodox bishop who had been instructing Catherine in the Russian faith. Catherine, 

having witnessed in her short time at the Russian court the public’s love of Empress 

Elizabeth, quickly realized that “if she wanted to succeed in this new country she must 

learn its language and practice its religious faith.” Palace servants quickly spread word of 

the young princess’ deeds and while many had been “repelled by the aloof, negative 

attitude of Grand Duke Peter” (almost as new to Russia as his bride to be), Catherine won 

the people’s sympathy and affections.
8
 Catherine’s continued efforts caused “Russians to 

begin thinking of her as a Russian”, and also won her the loyalty of the army, which 

allowed her in 1762 to seize the throne from Peter and declare herself Empress.
9
 

 Both Elizabeth’s and Catherine’s ability to survive and even thrive during the 

tumultuous years leading up to their respective accessions can be attributed to their 
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impeccably honed public relations instincts. Any talk of ambitions or overly strong 

religious convictions could have cost Elizabeth her life. If Catherine had behaved like 

Peter and held tight to her German heritage rather than embracing all things Russian she 

never would have gained enough support to overthrow him. The details of their 

individual journeys and motivations may be different, but ultimately both women became 

sovereign because of their uncanny ability to be both actress and monarch. ‘Actress’ need 

not carry connotations of duplicity or insincerity. Both women fought hard to keep their 

thrones because they believed themselves best suited to the task of ruling their respective 

nations. Both possessed a sincere love for their countries and people. They simply 

recognized the importance of adaptability, and the necessity of keeping one’s private self 

from the public eye. 

 

 Further similarities between Elizabeth’s and Catherine’s personalities can been 

seen once they actually held power. Elizabeth famously remained unmarried throughout 

her life, in spite of intense pressures from her ministers and Parliament to choose a 

husband. “I am already bound unto an husband, which is the kingdom of England,” she 

told Parliament in 1559.
10

 Elizabeth understood the “deeply ingrained prejudice” many of 

her subjects held against female sovereigns, and knew that taking a husband would 

jeopardize her ability to rule with absolute authority.
11

 Likewise she avoided, masterfully 

and somewhat unbelievably, naming an heir until she was on her deathbed. By naming an 

heir Elizabeth knew she was opening herself up to plots to hurry along the succession, 
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and were she ever to bear a son she might face “pressure to abdicate in favour of that 

son.”
12

 She also possessed a flirtatious nature and had many favorites throughout her time 

on the throne. There is no evidence that she ever allowed any of the relationships to turn 

physical, and hiding such liaisons would have been extremely difficult in a court culture 

that meant Elizabeth was almost never alone. Nevertheless it is commonly understood 

that Robert Dudley was the love of Elizabeth’s life. The two frequently argued, he was 

married for a time, his wife died under mysterious circumstances, and Elizabeth 

shamelessly encouraged other ‘favorites’; theirs was not a simple relationship. But 

Dudley, eventually named Earl of Leicester, remained a vital part of Elizabeth’s life until 

his death in 1588.    

 After Peter’s suspicious death in 1762, which occurred soon after Catherine’s 

accession, the new empress remained unmarried. She had no interest in sharing the power 

for which she had so patiently waited and worked. However, like Elizabeth, she 

possessed a romantic nature that craved affection and a partner with which to share 

“conversation, laughter, and human warmth.”
13

 Catherine had twelve lovers during her 

life, and though she cared deeply for them all none were able to capture her heart as did 

Gregory Potemkin. The world will probably never know whether there is any truth to the 

speculation of a secret marriage between Catherine and Potemkin, but the two remained 

partners in life until his death, long after their physical relationship ended and both took 

up new lovers.  

Catherine and Elizabeth were both highly intelligent women who were as 

attracted to a man’s mind as much as his person, and consequently both desired 
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“intelligent, loving companionship.”
14

 Elizabeth had witnessed the disastrous fate of three 

of her father’s wives. Her own mother, as well as Henry’s fifth wife Katherine Howard, 

was executed, and his fourth wife, Jane Seymour, had died from complications during 

childbirth. Aside from her unwillingness to risk losing her power or throne, marriage 

carried dark connotations for Elizabeth and, given her family history, it is no wonder she 

avoided it. Catherine also lacked any model for a successful marriage, and bore painful 

memories from her own. Long separations from her only surviving child, Paul, meant she 

was “never able to feel or display toward him the warmth of a mother’s affection” and, as 

he grew older, saw him solely as her political rival.
15

 Their difficult childhoods and 

journeys to their respective thrones resulted, for both Catherine and Elizabeth, in an 

intense desire for affection and, simultaneously, a degree of self-imposed solitude.  

 

 Aside from her personal life, Catherine is also famous for continuing in Peter the 

Great’s footsteps by further developing Russian culture. She is credited with the creation 

of the Russian intelligentsia as a result of her importation of European Enlightenment 

writers and limited implementation of their ideas.
16

 Her legislative commission allowed, 

for the first time in Russian history, “representatives of the people [to be] brought 

together…to speak frankly and publicly without fear of serious retribution about what 

troubled them and the people they represented.”
17

 She founded Russia’s first College of 

Medicine in 1763, sponsored building projects, commissioned a bronze statue of Peter the 
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Great, and became “the greatest collector and patron of art in the history of Europe”, a 

passion that culminated in the founding of the Hermitage, which is still considered one of 

the great European art museums.
18

  

The transformation of Elizabeth’s name into the moniker of an age was primarily 

the result of a “flowering of English culture” that occurred around the time of her reign.
19

 

Though the foundations for such a cultural renaissance were laid before Elizabeth came 

to power and continued to flourish after her death, Elizabeth’s patronage of the arts and 

sponsorship of education ensured the maturity of English culture. She famously 

patronized playwrights, such as William Shakespeare and Ben Johnson, and even formed 

her own theatre company, the Queen’s Men, in 1583. Elizabeth did not simply observe 

the bourgeoning of culture around her; she drew it to herself and her court, eager to 

increase her own prestige and that of her nation on the international stage.  

Elizabeth’s ultimate priority was “to provide England with stable, orderly 

government”, and she consequently pursued policies that avoided wars and other costly 

ventures.
20

 Her strict economic policies “kept England solvent at a time when most 

European countries were virtually bankrupt.”
21

 Elizabeth recognized, however, that her 

person needed to reflect the authority and prosperity she wished for her realm. “Princes, 

you know,” she said in a speech to Parliament in 1586, “stand upon stages so that their 
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actions are viewed and beheld of all men.” 
22

 By the time she died Elizabeth had 

collected thousands of gowns and a priceless collection of jewels.
23

 Her love of splendor 

increased as she grew older, and she continued to cultivate her image as magnificent 

sovereign until her death.  

Tony Lentin, in his article “The Return of Catherine the Great”, identifies 

Catherine’s similar passion for grandeur as “a counterpart to her detailed instructions on 

protocol to her ambassadors abroad: it transmitted her own prestige and Russia’s.”
24

 

Catherine wished to finish what Peter the Great had started by making Russia a true 

European power. In the introduction to her great legislative work, the Nakaz, Catherine 

declared, “Russia is a European state.”
25

 She was a contemporary of Louis XV and Louis 

XVI, absolute monarchs of France famous for their decadence. In order to be taken 

seriously on the European stage Catherine needed to transmit an image not only of 

absolute authority, but also of prosperity in the form of culture and personal splendor. 

She “personally brought her subjects into touch with the ideas…of the Enlightenment,” 

and patronized the publishing industry, while keeping up “the theatricality of her courts” 

and cultivating “an image of gloire and grandeur…through the arts and in ceremony.”
26
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Both Catherine and Elizabeth, for all their personal power, dealt with the doubts 

of those around them concerning their right and ability to rule. Strong of spirit though 

they were, both women were well aware of their vulnerable positions should too many 

people become dissatisfied with them. “This was the limit of absolute monarchy; even an 

autocrat could not override the views of those whose support she needed to remain in 

power.”
27

 That vulnerability manifested itself, in both Catherin and Elizabeth, in an 

obsession with outward appearance of success and security. Whatever their fears might 

have been, their royal person never betrayed them. Their carefully cultivated images were 

as much for their own personal benefit and protection as they were necessary for the 

prosperity and advancement of the realm. Their work to create and augment their nations’ 

cultures was the counterpart to their self-promotion. Both monarchs desired a greater 

position for their nations on the world stage, and such a position required a widely 

renowned and admired culture that displayed the greatness of its people and sovereign. 

Surely they also appreciated all the more the power such recognition could bring as a way 

to legitimize their occupying positions traditionally associated with men. 

 

Are the similarities between Elizabeth I and Catherine II negated by the obviously 

differing style of government in which they ruled? Some might argue that comparisons 

are ineffectual when made between a queen who, though she wielded great power, relied 

on Parliament for money and troops, and an autocratic empress who answered to no one. 

But Catherine the Great had her own answer for those who were overawed by her 

seemingly absolute power: 
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In the first place, my orders would not be carried out unless they were the kind of 

orders which could be carried out. I examine the circumstances, I take advice, I consult 

the enlightened part of the people, and in this way I find out what sort of effect my laws 

will have. And when I am convinced in advance of good approval, then I issue my orders, 

and have the pleasure of observing what you call blind obedience. That is the foundation 

of unlimited power. But, believe me, they will not blindly obey when orders are not 

adapted to the opinion of the people.
28

 

 

Catherine understood that though she had the power to rule absolutely, her actions 

unquestioned by Parliament or council, she did not retain absolute power, free from the 

need of popular support.  

Both Catherine and Elizabeth ascended to thrones of nations on the verge of 

economic collapse. Consequently both, in their own ways, pursued foreign policies that 

avoided entangling, costly wars.
29

 As discussed, both monarchs’ ultimate goal was 

always to improve the standing of their respective nations, and such a goal could not be 

accomplished if the national treasuries were empty. But Elizabeth and Catherine also 

shared an unwavering belief of their nations’ rightful place at the top of the imperial food 

chain.  Many argue that Elizabeth did not rule over an empire; she was, in fact, distinctly 

anti-imperial because she associated empires with infringement upon fellow sovereigns’ 

lands.
30

 Nevertheless her policies laid the foundation upon which the British Empire was 

built. By naming James VI of Scotland her successor she brought together the thrones of 

England and Scotland; she allowed men such as Francis Raleigh to attempt settlement in 

the New World; she oversaw the establishment of the East India Company; and she 

continued in her predecessors footsteps in her policies concerning Ireland.  
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Elizabeth’s respect for the Irish and their culture and language did not, in her 

mind, conflict with her belief that Ireland should be under English rule. Her father had 

declared himself King of Ireland in 1541; however, the English conquest of the island 

went back to the twelfth century. Henry had installed an English deputy to begin the 

process of bringing Ireland under “direct crown government and English law.”
31

 But 

Henry’s plans for the largely Catholic Irish were complicated when he broke with Rome. 

Elizabeth saw it as her duty to complete the integration of Ireland into her realm, but she 

did not foresee the trouble such a policy would bring. She gave definitive shape to the 

idea, first haltingly attempted by Mary before her, of English plantations in Ireland, 

which “implied that Ireland’s Catholics had no genuine rights or attachment to the 

land.”
32

 Resentment of English overlords and their settlement of Irish lands led to revolt 

and bloodshed. Though Elizabeth regretted the expensive drain on her nation’s coffers, 

Ireland was too strategically important to abandon. The Spanish frequently threatened to 

use Ireland as a means for invading England, and even landed on its shores in 1601, 

though they arrived too late and too far away to be of any help to their Catholic brethren 

against Elizabeth’s armies sent to quell the rebellion. Elizabeth is often criticized for her 

actions concerning the Irish. More productive than assigning retrospective blame, 

however, is identifying Elizabeth’s reasons for pursuit of such policies. She never 

questioned Ireland’s place as subordinate to England. On the contrary, she associated its 

strategic importance with the right to identify herself as its sovereign. In her own mind 

Elizabeth was perfectly justified in her actions. 
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Catherine had her own morally dubious foreign policy experience. No other 

powers stepped in to defend Poland against the Russian, Prussian, and Austrian actions 

that culminated in multiple partitions and, ultimately, wiped Poland off the map. 

Modernity, on the other hand, has not been so forgiving, particularly of Catherine. But 

the Russian empress had a mindset that resembled Elizabeth’s when it came to Poland. 

She had a “contemptuous attitude” toward the Poles, and throughout Russia there existed 

a belief that by absorbing Polish lands Russia was reestablishing its control over “lands 

and citizens which once belonged to the Russian Empire, which are inhabited by their 

fellow-countrymen and are illuminated by the Orthodox faith.”
33

 Poland was also 

important strategically, a buffer between Russia and the “open approaches from the west, 

across which European powers over the centuries repeatedly invaded Russia.”
34

 As 

Russia opened itself up to Western Europe its obsession with secure borders made its way 

to the western front as well. Though meddling in Polish affairs meant negotiating with 

Prussia and Austria, as well as a messy war with the Turks, Catherine did not see it as an 

optional component of her foreign policy. Like Elizabeth, she was willing to wade into 

murky waters in order to make her nation great. Perhaps both women, out of their 

conviction of their countries’ destinies as great powers in the world, overlooked the 

murkiness and saw instead a clear path forward.  

  

There are two main reasons why it is Elizabeth and Catherine examined in these 

pages, rather than any of the other examples of female rulers in Britain and Russia. Both 
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women did much to build and expand their nations’ empires, as well as national prestige 

and influence. Catherine, though German by birth, adopted the mentality and destiny of 

her new homeland as her own. She admired what Peter the Great had begun, and worked 

to continue in his footsteps to bring Russia out of the shadows and onto center stage. 

Elizabeth might have protested the acquisition of lands already held by another 

sovereign, but there were, after all, plenty of lands that remained un-ruled and unclaimed. 

She expanded England’s influence within the British Isles and sent Englishmen to the 

New World, taking rule of the seas from the Spanish and Portuguese. Both of these 

extraordinary women deserve recognition in the annals of their nations’ imperial 

histories.  

The second reason for choosing Elizabeth and Catherine deals with the motivation 

behind their policies, domestic and foreign. The main goal, the ultimate objective, for 

both women was great power status for their nations. Their efforts to cultivate images of 

splendor and grandeur; to patronize the arts and education; to keep their countries’ 

finances afloat; to establish themselves as legitimate players in European politics – 

everything about these monarchs’ reigns was geared toward making their countries great. 

Such a statement could be applied to many monarchs, but Elizabeth and Catherine shared 

an inability to separate their personal selves from the fate of their nations. Perhaps Britain 

never saw the ‘real’ Elizabeth, or Russia the ‘real’ Catherine; they were, after all, experts 

at hiding their thoughts and feelings. But these women carried their nations in their hearts 

and on their soldiers throughout their lives, loving their people and countries as they 

loved their very selves. 
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There are plenty of differences between these two great women. They did, after 

all, rule over two completely different nations in different times and political contexts. 

Those differences, however, simply serve to make their similarities all the more striking. 

Their childhoods, journeys to power, and time on their thrones prove that the tenacity of 

the human spirit is not defined by nationality or political standing. Their similar 

personalities manifested themselves in similar actions and policies in spite of their 

dissimilar contexts. One can imagine Elizabeth and Catherine meeting with mutual nods 

of respect and recognition of a kindred spirit. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

The Great Game 

 

 

Much has been written on the Anglo-Russian rivalry concerning Central Asia in 

the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Most works view Anglo-Russian relations as 

purely antagonistic, while few use the Great Game, as it was popularly known, as a 

unique opportunity to examine British and Russian imperial similarities in a common 

sphere of action and influence. Both nations pursued similar policies in Central Asia, 

attempting to extend and strengthen their influence without becoming involved in risky, 

protracted wars. Both had economic incentives influencing their actions in the region, and 

both needed to interact and negotiate with Far Eastern powers to maintain control. The 

purpose of this chapter is not to imply that no differences existed between the Russian 

and British empires’ administrations of their Central Asian territories. Nor is it to assert 

that what differences did exist were inconsequential in the face of similarities between 

the two powers. Rather, its purpose is to find areas of comparability that lend themselves 

to a historical perspective focused less on antagonism and more on commonality. 

That being said, the differences between these two empires give context and 

significance to the similarities. One of the most obvious distinctions between Russia and 

Britain at this time concerns the type of government that controlled each empire. Britain 

began moving gradually but consistently towards a constitutional monarchy-

parliamentary democracy hybrid as early as the seventeenth century. Russia, famously, 

remained purely autocratic until the revolutions of the early twentieth century. Whereas 
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the rulers of Russia had absolute control over imperial policies, the British monarch and 

government needed to concern themselves increasingly with the opinions of various 

political parties, ministers, and the public. Pubic opinion began exerting itself as a force 

by the mid-seventeenth century, long before most other European nations.
1
 

Britain’s increasing promotion of democratic ideals made it more difficult to find 

approval for despotic imperial policies. It was precisely because of growing public 

outrage at its administrative policies that the East India Company lost control of India to 

the British crown. Over a period of almost four centuries Britain’s imperial policies had 

shifted and transformed to accommodate the changing character of its empire. 

Mercantilist principles eventually gave way to the ideas of free trade; trade models that 

were successful in the Mediterranean were exchanged for the plantation models of the 

North American colonies. One of the greatest strengths of the British Empire was its 

ability to adapt to the various shifts that occurred in its long history. It was only towards 

the end of the eighteenth century, however, that Britain started acquiring large numbers 

of non-white imperial subjects in either formal or informally governed territories. 

The Russian state did not adapt well to the changes in its size and power over the 

centuries. Serfdom held back the economy until it was abolished in 1861. 

Industrialization and a dynamic middle class were notoriously slow to infiltrate the 

Russian economy. Russian citizens were often resentful of perceived political freedom 

held by some imperial holdings, though in reality a ruler who was an admitted autocrat 

did not need to concern himself (or herself) with treating Russia’s imperial subjects any 

better than native citizens. Nevertheless, Russia consistently and continually expanded its 
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borders until the start of World War I. Consequently, Russia governed an enormous and 

intensely varied multi-ethnic empire long before it was recognized as a great imperial 

power by Europe in the eighteenth century. The differences between these two great 

empires are obvious, but they also reveal a remarkable balance of strengths and 

weaknesses. That balance is one of the reasons why historians must begin to look at 

areas, such as Central Asia, and events, such as the Great Game, as unique opportunities 

to discover what these great powers held in common. 

 In order to fully understand British and Russian interaction in Central Asia it is 

important to define each empire’s ‘home base,’ areas held by the two imperial powers 

prior to any intensified interest in or rivalry over new territory. The British first gained a 

foothold in India at the start of the seventeenth century when the English East India 

Company gained trading concessions from the Mughal Empire.
2
 The EIC extended its 

reach as it transformed itself from a strictly economic presence into a pseudo-political 

power in India. In 1765 the EIC obtained the diwani of Bengal, procuring the right to 

manage the finances and taxes of one of India’s largest and richest provinces.
3
  The EIC’s 

monopoly over trade in India was abolished in 1813, and the Company reinvented itself 

into a political institution whose main focus was administration and revenue collection.
4
 

As British imperial power in the Atlantic diminished with the loss of the American 

colonies, much of the empire’s attention turned towards the East and, specifically, India. 
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Concerns about the methods employed by the EIC in its administration of India, as well 

as the turmoil of the Indian Mutiny of 1858, led to the Government of India Act of 1858, 

which gave administration of the subcontinent over to the British government. By that 

time India had become the backbone, the jewel, of the British Empire, and those in 

charge were willing to go to any lengths in order to keep it safe. 

 The Russian empire’s extension into the peripheries of Central Asia was a 

significantly more gradual and haphazard affair than the British takeover of the Indian 

subcontinent. While there were several official movements and annexations, much of the 

action was consolidation and use of previously established settler populations. 

Individuals as well as people groups frequently moved to the fringes of Russian 

jurisdiction in order to escape the firm hand of the state. Ironically, beginning in the 

sixteenth century the state drew these settlers together into defensive lines (zaseki) – 

“loose chains of fortified towns, fortresses, and blockhouses joined by felled trees, 

ramparts and trenches.”
5
 These defensive lines became the Russian Empire’s foot in the 

door to claiming the Eurasian steppe as their “historic homeland.”
6
  The conquest of 

Kazan, the “strongest of the successors of the Golden Horde”, in 1552 was the “first 

defeat and annexation of a non-Russian sovereign state.”
7
 The Russian state was 

becoming an empire, introducing greater diversity into its population, and allowing its 

edges to bleed slowly further and further across the map. 

                                                
5
 Geoffrey Hosking, Russia and the Russians: A History (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 

University Press, 2001), 20. 

 
6
 Nicholas II. “Journal Intime De Nicholas II.” Translated by A. Pierre Agrégé. Payot, 1925. 

 
7
 Hosking, Russia and the Russians, 117. 



 45 

Interest in the steppe regions of Central Asia began early on in Russia, but other 

powerful empires and kingdoms kept any ambitions in check until the seventeenth 

century. Russia gained overlordship of the lesser Kazakh horde (modern day northern 

Kazakhstan) in 1730.
8
 Threats from other steppe peoples, the Kalmyks, eventually forced 

all Kazakh leaders to “seek support from the tsarist government”, consequently opening 

up the Central Asian steppe to “increased Russian presence.”
9
 By the middle of the 

nineteenth century “Russia had a loose line of strong-points stretching” along its southern 

frontier, from the southern Urals to its border with China.
10

 With advantageous expansion 

comes the consequence of greater vulnerability. Russia’s penchant for expanding its 

borders went hand-in-hand with an obsession over secure frontiers and peaceful 

neighbors.  

 A power vacuum existed between British India and Russian Turkestan (the name 

given to the area that today includes Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, and 

Turkmenistan) and was a source of only partially paranoid fear of enemy encroachment. 

Both empires committed to a plan of using already won territory “as a base from which to 

expand still farther.”
11

 This left the various steppe peoples with worries, not only about 

other hostile tribes and groups, but also about the two super-powers prowling to the north 

and south. The Great Game itself was often played with tribal leaders as the pawns, and 

official diplomatic missions and amateur adventurers as information gatherers. Informal 
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influence of a given area was considered checkmate; neither Russia nor Britain was 

interested in war or, if it could be helped, direct administration of any territory. Britain 

was interested in Afghanistan as a “friendly buffer-state” between itself and Russia.
12

 

Russia wanted a direct trade route to India and, predictably, to stabilize its borders.
13

 Any 

troop movements or capturing of cities by one empire automatically put the other on 

edge. Such paranoia may seem unwarranted in hindsight, but when viewed from a 

historical perspective is actually quite rational. The two largest empires of the time, both 

with a tendency to ‘accidentally’ acquire territories through supposedly informal 

influence, had come face-to-face in one of the few unclaimed areas left in the world. It 

would have been strange and illogical if neither empire had assumed the other had 

expansionist motives in Central Asia. 

One of the great questions concerning the Great Game reveals a characteristic 

shared by the Russians and the British – fragility. If each nation had such a vested interest 

in Central Asia, why did neither empire choose to implement a more outright, aggressive 

policy of incorporation? Britain’s vast empire stretched its resources across the globe so 

thinly it was virtually impossible “to simply impose their will on the colonial majority.”
14

 

Similarly, Russia’s massive land empire at the dawn of the nineteenth century stretched 

from the edges of Europe to the Pacific, from the Baltic down into the Eurasian steppe. 

Russia remained behind much of Europe industrially, despite its large population, and its 

resources were just as, if not more, strained as those of the British. For both empires 

                                                
12

 Walter L Arnstein, Queen Victoria (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), 156. 

 
13

 A. Morrison, “Russian Rule in Turkestan and the Example of British India, C. 1860-1917,” The 

Slavonic and East European Review 84, no. 4 (2006): 674. 

 
14

 Parsons, 146. 



 47 

balance and façade were crucial. They had to make a show of enough force to maintain 

control of their territories without overextending themselves and consequently 

jeopardizing their positions elsewhere. The tension and hostility of the Great Game in 

Central Asia was extreme and volatile, but ultimately only broke into open war once. 

Rather than chess, this period of imperial history should be compared to a game of 

‘chicken’. 

Most historical works that concern themselves with the Great Game focus on the 

instances of conflict between the two imperial powers. Such events are important, but 

make up only part of the Game’s intricate history. The years preceding the unofficial 

beginning of the Game saw significant collaboration between Britain and Russia 

concerning the balance of power in Europe. The responsibility of stopping Napoleon’s 

conquest of the European continent was left to Britain and Russia, and between 1813 and 

1818 the two succeeded in overthrowing the fledgling French European empire. Britain 

gained exclusive control of India, pushing out France once and for all and “the 

foundations were laid for nearly a century of Russo-British rivalry in Eurasia.”
15

 That 

rivalry reached fever-pitch late in the nineteenth century. With Russia pushing father into 

Afghanistan, Edward VII wrote to British prime minister William Gladstone that he 

“could hardly see how we can avoid going to war with Russia now.”
16

 An agreement was 

reached, however, that “produced a genuine resolution of boundary disagreements.”
17

 

Britain and Russia, for all their hostility, were fully capable of negotiating and even 

collaborating. That capability was undoubtedly made possible by virtue of both empires’ 
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efforts to hide their fragility behind facades of globe-encompassing power. Without that 

shared characteristic, had one empire been truly stronger than the other and able to call 

the other’s bluff, the Great Game would have involved significantly more outright 

conflict. 

It is important to note that the Crimean War, the only open conflict fought 

between Britain and Russia in the nineteenth century, was not even primarily concerned 

with Central Asia. The war came as a result of Russian designs (real or inferred) on 

Istanbul. Careful diplomacy and withdrawal of troops did not help Russia avoid war with 

Britain and France, who were determined to prevent Russia “from projecting its power 

into the Mediterranean.”
18

 Notably, this war was a joint effort with France to ensure the 

balance of Europe was maintained. Britain was aware it had made no friends and many 

enemies in the consolidation of its empire, and that no European power would join a 

coalition to defend or acquire lands in Central Asia. A coalition to defend the peaceful 

balance of power within Europe, however, was entirely possible. The potential of another 

war only occurred when either Britain or Russian began to pose a direct threat to the 

other’s holdings. Yet again the fragility of the two great powers is exposed, this time by 

their unwillingness to engage the other apart from a coalition. 

In his article “Does the Empire Strike Back” Jörn Leonard laments the lack of 

attention to what he terms “transfer phenomena” between empires – “the perception of 

other political, social or military models.”
19

 Central Asia provided a unique set of 

circumstances by bringing into close proximity two powerful empires that, otherwise, 
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would only have interacted in the European theatre. Britain and Russia were different, 

even opposites, in many ways and preferred to keep it that way. By administrating 

imperial territories with shared borders the two empires faced the uncomfortable reality 

of an enemy that was not quite so different, after all. This realization often led to a 

rewriting of reality – many Russian writers hyperbolized the cruel treatment of Indians at 

the hands of the British, while exaggerating their own empire’s policies of toleration and 

acceptance.
20

 Too much in common with the enemy was a danger neither empire wished 

to face.  

Russia’s great intellectual debate between Slavophiles and Westernizers played 

itself out in writings about British India. In the nineteenth century the Russian 

intelligentsia argued over the best path for their mother country’s future – should they 

continue to look to the west as a means of progress and innovation, or return to their own 

roots and embrace their non-European identity?  Alexander Morrison argues against 

historians’ almost exclusive use of Slavophile literature as the basis for historical 

interpretation. The Slavophiles wished to distance Russia from Europe as much as 

possible, and their ambitions manifested themselves in their literature. One of the most 

common distinctions Russian writers made between British Empire and their own 

imperial territory dealt with the treatment of native peoples. Many Slavophiles wrote in 

opposition to British rule in India, “which was characterized as irredeemably racist, in 

distinction to Russian rule in Turkestan.”
21

 Morrison points out that “the idea of Russians 

as an Empire where ethnicity was unimportant…is largely derived from the writings of 
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the ‘Easterners’ (Vostochniki) – who promoted the idea of Russia as a Eurasian power.”
22

  

His presentation of other literature from the period – including the works of Captain V.F. 

Novitskii, a more Westernizing spirit, and writings praising certain elements of British 

administration in India – adds complexity to the modern understanding of the Russian 

empire. Like the British it was not a monolithic, homogeneous entity. Both of these 

massive empires inspired a variety of responses from their agents.  

There is much more evidence that Russia used British India as a model for 

Turkestan than there is for Russian influence on the British administration of the 

subcontinent. The discrepancy could be explained by Britain’s experience at successful 

governance up until and throughout the period of the Great Game. The British did not 

need another nation off of which to model their administration, though perhaps a more 

humble willingness to learn from their northern neighbors could have resulted in less 

arrogant governance. Russia, on the other hand, had picked up the various territories of 

Turkestan at various times and utilized various administrative techniques to keep the 

peoples of the steppe under control. It is no surprise, then, that Russia saw British India 

as a model for several areas of administration, from education of native populations to 

agricultural reform.
23

 The British themselves recognized this fact. Francis Skrine, a 

British writer, saw his nation’s empire as “pioneers, and had difficulties to encounter with 
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which our neighbours [the Russians] were never perplexed; they have profited by our 

experience and mistakes.”
24

 

There was recognition on both sides of a camaraderie born from a shared identity 

as “fellow Europeans, and fellow Imperialists, engaged on a common task.”
25

 Officers 

from the two empires often met and were surprised at the familiarity they were able to 

reach with their imperial rivals. A British officer, Francis Younghusband, wrote he was 

sure “that individual Russian and English Officers like each other a great deal better than 

they do the individuals of nations with which they are not in rivalry”
26

 Officers were 

“linked not just by civilization but by class.”
27

 In a part of the world where army officers 

would have felt distinctly out of place racially and culturally, the Russian and British 

rivalry lines were considered more flexible by those who proved dissatisfied with their 

place in the peripheries of empire. While Russian writers in the metropolis may have 

claimed kinship with their Asiatic imperial subjects, in reality most agents of the Russian 

empire, and especially the upper-class officers, would have identified very little with the 

rural, semi-nomadic peoples of the steppe.
28

  

One of the chief aims of Morrison’s article “Russian Rule in Turkestan” is to 

reveal the reality of Russian imperial administration of local peoples. He is careful to 

point out that Russian critiques of British administration of India did not stem from any 
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true sympathy with the Indian people, or from any idea that the Indians should be in 

charge of their own administration. It was simply a matter of thinking that Russia, given 

its semi-shared history with Asia, had a better understanding of how best to rule Asiatic 

peoples. The Russians were “more straightforward and less contradictory” in their 

motivations towards their imperial subjects, unhampered by conflicting feelings of 

superiority and admiration of native uncorruptedness. Ideas of a shared heritage were 

reserved primarily for the ranks of the intelligentsia, while administrative policies were 

actually “reminiscent of the racial and religious prejudices of the British, and had similar 

consequences in creating an ethnic and religious division between rulers and ruled”.
29

 

 Though exaggerated at times in various literature, there did exist a strong 

tradition of tolerance within the Russian empire, stretching back to Catherine the Great’s 

official policy of toleration of Islam under which she created a muftiate and Islamic 

religious assembly at Ufa. The Russians were also savvy enough to realize that if greater 

care was taken to avoid offending “Muslim sensibilities”, areas of tension and hostility 

were less likely to break out in open rebellion. British India’s strength was never the 

appeasement of its Indian population. Nevertheless, there was no large discrepancy 

between the treatment of native peoples in the two empires’ Asian territories.  

Both nations saw their imperial mission as a civilizing one, though their methods 

for educating and enlightening may have differed. Some Russians even criticized the 

British for making “too little effort to Westernize…and thus raise the cultural level” of 

the Indians by not educating the population at large and teaching them English.
30

 Both 

nations looked on the native populations with “suspicion and contempt”, two emotions 
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that were heightened given that Russians and Britons were often, if not always, 

outnumbered in their Asian territories.
31

 Both nations also relied, though to different 

degrees, on the native populations to help make up their armies in these imperial 

territories. There were large numbers of Muslim officers in the Russian army in 

Turkestan, and the British army in India was “essentially an Indian institution led by a 

handful of British officers”.
32

 This dependence on the native population for the 

maintenance of their empire developed in both nations a paradoxical relationship, which 

demanded strict adherence to delineations between colonizer and colonized. Allowing 

those lines to be blurred meant risking the far more numerous native populations’ finding 

out that much of British and Russian imperial power was actually a bluff.  

Apart from the European arena, the Great Game in Central Asia remains one of 

very few historical opportunities that allows for side-by-side comparison of the British 

and Russian empires. It is important to utilize this unique opportunity to find common 

ground between two powers that were, and are, often at odds with one another. India was 

essential for the continued success and strength of the British Empire, while Central Asia 

provided Russia with much of its imperial territory. The Great Game, therefore, was a 

high stakes match of imperial wills. Neither Britain nor Russia could afford to jeopardize 

their facades of power with a full-scale war, which would put a dangerous strain on 

imperial resources. Both empires were at or near their peak of power, the period of 

history when they could legitimately claim great power status. The Great Game was an 

imperial game of poker, one in which neither nation held a perfect hand, and neither was 

willing to call the other’s bluff. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Fallen 

 

 

If comparing the British Empire with that of tsarist Russia seems, at first, an 

unusual undertaking, the comparison of that same British Empire with the Soviet Union 

might cause utter bewilderment. The Soviet Union was born in the same century in which 

it breathed its last breath. Communism dictated economic and political policy, policies 

that were shaped by strong personalities and implemented largely through force and 

coercion. At its height the Soviet Union contained the entirety of modern Russia, 

stretched its reach into Eastern Europe, and controlled large portions of Central Asia. It 

set itself in opposition to the capitalist West, patronizing bourgeoning communist 

governments in the developing world and fighting proxy battles as part of the Cold War. 

The British Empire, on the other hand, stretched in some form back to at least the 

sixteenth century.  In the eighteenth century laissez-faire economics and capitalist 

doctrine began replacing mercantilist principles. Where the Soviet Union sought to 

indoctrinate, the British Empire sought to civilize.  

This chapter, like those that precede it, does not seek to disprove or even 

disregard the obvious differences between these two empires. Instead it examines two 

instances of similarity between them, and asks what led to the appearance of such 

likeness where one expects only disparity. Neither the British government, nor 

Gorbachev and his fellow reformers, intended to dissolve their empires. Rather, the 

actions of the leadership in Britain and the Soviet Union were meant to ensure the 
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perpetuation of each empire. It is only in hindsight that it becomes obvious how various 

policies implemented by each government hastened their respective empire’s demise. 

Following the dissolution of their international empires both Britain and Russia faced, 

and continue to face, a crisis of national identity. By examining the circumstances 

surrounding the fall of the British Empire and the Soviet Union, as well as their 

aftermaths, it is possible to identify more general similarities in national character and 

personality. 

 

The disintegration of the British Empire was a gradual process, though it is 

generally understood to have officially ended by the mid-1960s. While the Soviet Union 

was plagued with political, economic, and social difficulties following Stalin’s death in 

1953, its actual collapse in the early 1990s shocked the international community as well 

as its own leaders and people. By the time of their ultimate demise, however, did either 

entity still view itself as an empire? By as early as the interwar period British 

governments began arguing “that they were engineering a gradual transformation from a 

London-dominated empire to a Commonwealth, a free association of equals”.
1
 The 

Soviet Union staunchly rejected any imperial notions; imperialism was, after all, an 

exploitive tenet of capitalism against which communism set itself.  

Self-portraits aside, both the British Empire and the Soviet Union continued to 

exert profound influence within their respective ‘free associations of equals’, indeed, far 

more than any other ‘member’ did. There was certainly never any inclination to make 

Australia or Canada leader of the British Commonwealth of Nations. Nor was there ever 
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a suggestion of allowing Poland or Ukraine a chance at the reins of power. The British 

and Soviet governments never intended that a reformed, looser confederation result in a 

degradation of their overall authority and influence.  

Prior to any reluctant acceptance of the breakdowns of their empires both British 

colonial administrations and Mikhail Gorbachev as General Secretary proved unable to 

grasp the ways in which their policies of reform and reorganization precipitated a wider 

collapse of imperial authority. Policies that, in hindsight, obviously hastened such a 

collapse were, at the time, seen as measures necessary for retaining power and influence. 

Both governments proved incapable of understanding that an increasingly globalized 

world made anachronisms out of both the British Empire and the Soviet Union. Efforts to 

alter policies or restructure the systems often served to underline the inherent outdated-

ness of the systems themselves.  

In the first chapter of his book Britain and Decolonisation, John Darwin 

showcases the extraordinary complexity of British imperial administration in general and 

the process of decolonization specifically. The British Empire expanded and contracted at 

various times throughout its centuries-long history, therefore loss of formally ruled 

territory does not necessarily equate to imperial decline. Economic supremacy was 

always considered more important than territorial expansion.
2
 The territorial contraction 

of the twentieth century, however, was accompanied by “series of fundamental changes 

in world politics” that meant the end of an era in which “the possession of colonial 
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territories was regarded as a normal attribute of great power status”. It was replaced by an 

ideological climate that favored self-determination and saw foreign rule as unnatural.
3
  

No doubt there existed within Britain various opinions on the future of the empire, 

particularly after World War II. Nevertheless, as Kathryn Tidrick argues in her book 

Empire and the English Character, the British government at large never intended 

policies such as Indirect Rule or the allowance of self-government in certain territorial 

holdings to “be the prelude to a general nunc dimittis.”
4
 On the contrary, Indirect Rule – 

the practice of incorporating “existing native rulers into a system of colonial 

administration” that was favored by the British long before Sir Frederick Lugard dictated 

its protocols in his 1906 work Political Memoranda – was seen as a way “of exercising 

over the native a far greater degree of control than could be achieved if he were ruled 

directly.”
5
 Directly ruling over large native populations required resources the Empire 

could not expend on a single territory. By “guiding and controlling native leaders,” who 

would in turn control their traditional subjects, imperial administrators could oversee the 

management of the population at large without utilizing force or a great deal of the 

Empire’s precious resources.
6
  

In Native Races and Their Rulers Charles Temple argues strongly against Direct 

Rule, explaining in great length why it is inefficient and ultimately destructive for the 
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Empire as well as harmful to native populations. Indirect Rule is cast as a middle path 

between Direct Rule and the creation of “independent Native States.”
7
 Temple saw 

Indirect Rule as “the only means by which we can properly discharge the immense 

burden and moral obligation toward native races which we have…assumed”, and actually 

supported said races eventually joining “the ranks of that group of allied nations…which 

forms the British Empire.”
8
 While Temple’s interpretation of Indirect Rule saw such 

policies as means to prepare native populations for eventual self-government, men such 

as Lugard obviously saw such tactics as a convenient means of veiling British authority 

and sparing the Empire the trouble of overstretching its resources. For such thinkers 

Indirect Rule was, essentially, the “difficult task of ruling without actually appearing to 

rule at all.”
9
  

Apart from the differences in perceived goals of Indirect Rule, it is clear that no 

one ever intended such policies to mean the eventual end of the British Empire itself. 

Indirect Rule, self-government, and even constitutional independence were all meant to 

function within the confines of an entity in which the British remained supreme. Even 

Temple saw hypothetical self-governing nations of natives as still part of the Empire, and 

until then they remained “subject nations.”
10

  

In the two World Wars the Empire, particularly the Dominions, provided “a 

valuable reservoir of manpower” were “sources of vital raw materials” and served as 

“safe and economically advanced bastions of British power and influence around the 
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world.”
11

  Even the promise made to India of self-government was conceived “not as the 

inevitable prelude to letting India go…but as the natural means of keeping it.”
12

 After 

World War II Britain intended the Empire to provide “a voice in the new international 

system greater than its shattered economy would allow…the Empire was not to be 

surrendered.”
13

 The British were not ignorant of the changes occurring in the world, but 

they continued to misinterpret what such changes would mean for their Empire. They 

failed to recognize that the new world order rendered the empire “economically and 

strategically outmoded” as well as “intellectually obsolete” in the coming “ideological 

battleground” of the Cold War.
14

  

In its final years the leadership of the Soviet Union, and Gorbachev in particular, 

displayed a similar inability to grasp the increasingly outdated nature of its system. 

Leading up to its disastrous fall Gorbachev enacted various reforms and attempts at 

restructuring in an effort to reinvent the Soviet Union for the new world order, failing to 

realize his policies essentially dismantled the tenuous hold the Soviet system had on 

existence. Like the British, Gorbachev never intended his reforms to result in the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union, or even the abandonment of the socialist system. 

However, as both nations discovered, efforts to modernize an already decaying system 

often result in the realization that said system has no place in the new order.  
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It is not the purpose of this work to weigh-in on the seemingly interminable 

debate over the nature of the fall of the Soviet Union. Was Gorbachev simply the last 

straw that broke the back of an inherently flawed system doomed to fail from the start? 

Or he was the unique key to bringing down a system that might have limped along for 

years to come under different leadership? The illusive final answer to this debate is not 

required to argue that Gorbachev did not intend to bring about the dissolution of the 

Soviet Union. It is worth noting, however, that this work is founded on a synthesis of the 

two extreme hypotheses. Alexander Dallin’s Causes of the Collapse of the USSR argues 

that the “maturation, as well as the interaction” of such trends as spread of corruption, 

economic decline, and erosion of ideology worked in conjunction with the 

“particular…blind spots in the perceptions and policy choices” unique to Gorbachev and 

his administration to bring about the demise of the Soviet Union.
15

 This integrated 

explanation is the understanding under which this work operates. 

Mikhail Gorbachev was indeed a unique figure in the context of Soviet 

leadership. He was the first “not to have fought in the Great Patriotic War” (World War 

II) and consequently “his formative years were spent in postwar Soviet society.”
16

 He 

grew up a peasant on a collective farm and later specialized in the agricultural sector of 

Communist Party leadership. Gorbachev also possessed a law degree from Moscow State 
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University that “set him apart from the typical party apparatchik.”
17

 Also unusual was the 

road trip Gorbachev and his wife took through Italy and France while he was Party First 

Secretary of Stavropol. Dick Combs, in Inside the Soviet Alternate Universe, writes that 

“Gorbachev later confided to his close aides that these trips to the West revealed to him 

for the first time the discrepancy between Soviet propaganda and the reality of life in 

‘capitalist’ countries.”
18

 These experiences meant that when a comparatively young 

Gorbachev became General Secretary in 1985, he was the first Soviet leader since Stalin 

who possessed “the perceptiveness, political will, and physical stamina to declare openly 

that the Soviet Union was in crisis.”
19

  

Gorbachev’s unique perspective on the floundering Soviet Union manifested itself 

in his policies. He himself defined glasnost as a greater “openness about public affairs in 

every sphere of life”, which allowed citizens the right to speak out in both “positive and 

constructive” ways.
20

 Gorbachev was essentially promising transparency in government 

and a lift on the ban of the unsanctioned public voice. Gorbachev’s other key policy, 

perestroika, worked in tandem with glasnost by restructuring the basic elements of Soviet 

life and the Soviet system. In Gorbachev’s words, “it is a thorough renewal of every 

aspect of Soviet life; it is giving socialism the most progressive forms of social 

organization; it is the fullest exposure of the humanist nature of our social system in its 
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crucial aspects – economic, social, political and moral.”
21

 Through these policies 

Gorbachev hoped to “[unite] socialism with democracy and [revive] the Leninist concept 

of socialist construction both in theory and in practice.”
22

  

It is important to note here what Gorbachev did not mean to do by implementing 

glasnost and perestroika. The introduction of democratization into the Soviet system did 

not necessitate, in Gorbachev’s mind, the abandonment of the socialist system at large. 

Instead, “he abandoned the goal of attaining full communism in favor of constructing 

what he considered to be Lenin’s conception of ‘democratic socialism’”, which he saw as 

“more humane, more gradual, and more moderate than Stalin’s conception of 

socialism.”
23

 This was a part of a bigger re-conceptualization of the world order. 

Gorbachev rejected the “traditional Soviet conception of a world divided into two 

opposing socioeconomic systems, socialism and capitalism” in favor of a worldview that 

recognized the universality of human values and human rights.
24

 Conflict due to 

ideological differences was rendered pointless in the modern world because “the interest 

of survival and prevention of war stand universal and supreme.”
25

  

But these changes were never meant to imply the need to abandon socialism or 

the overarching structure of the Soviet Union. In his work, Perestroika, Gorbachev asked, 

“Why should the Soviet people, who have grown and gained in strength under socialism, 
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abandon that system? We will spare no effort to develop and strengthen socialism.”
26

 His 

Memoirs reveal the depth of Gorbachev’s belief that the Soviet system could be 

maintained through reform:  

“It seemed to us then that the country’s misfortunes were not in any way 

connected with any inherent properties of the system and that the contradictions 

that had built up in the economy, in politics and in the spiritual sphere could be 

resolved without going outside its original framework. In short, we were not yet 

aware of the scale of the impending changes, or that the crisis involved not just 

some aspects of the system, but rather all of it.”
27

 

 

Whatever their intentions, the policies enacted by the Gorbachev administration 

proved to be the key component in the ultimate collapse of the Soviet Union. Combs 

argues that the effort to reform “foreign and domestic policy weakened the centripetal 

forces that since Stalin’s day had functioned to pull the system together.”
28

 Glasnost gave 

the public the ability to voice their discontent before any practical plans were formed to 

replace what perestroika demanded be abandoned. Also key was Gorbachev’s 

unwillingness to utilize force in all but the most extreme of circumstances. Following his 

declaration of the right for every nation to determine its own destiny, “each of the fifteen 

Soviet republics…withdrew from the Soviet Union and declared national independence 

and sovereignty.” During this time Gorbachev “largely refrained from the use of armed 

force” so that “by December 1991 the internal empire as well as the external empire had 

collapsed”.
29
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Approximately forty years separated the collapses of the British Empire and the 

Soviet Union. The British Empire lacked the definitive finality of the official dissolution 

of the Soviet Union, but by the 1960s the Empire had “shattered into a set of new, 

independent nation-states, most of whom found a new relationship of legal equality with 

Britain within the Commonwealth.”
30

 The painful loss of empire was compounded by the 

simultaneous loss of great power status and international influence. As has been shown, 

both Britain and Russia display a historically consistent desire, bordering on obsession, 

with becoming, remaining, and returning to great power status.  

Both Britain and Russia played pivotal roles in the Allied victory in World War 

II. The post-war world, however, saw the rise of superpowers and a general distaste for 

foreign rule. The Soviet Union was one such superpower, pitted against the other – the 

United States – in the ideologically driven Cold War. The Soviets had a place at the ‘top 

table’ that Britain did not following World War II. Andrew Stewart, in Empire Lost, 

attributes Britain’s post-war reluctance to let go of the last vestiges of the Empire to the 

traditional British association of empire with supremacy. They realized, he argues, that 

Britain’s international influence “was a result of war effort, colonial possessions and 

relationship with the Dominions.”
31

 Similarly, Kathryn Tidrick writes, “It was Britain’s 

still unshaken conviction of her great power status, with world-wide interests to defend, 

that led her into two other messy little wars of the 1950s and ‘60s.”
32

 The failure of these 

efforts, especially of Suez in 1956, proved once and for all that imperial power was no 
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longer the key to international influence. On the contrary, efforts to maintain its Empire 

could only exacerbate Britain’s crisis of diminished status.  

World War II left Britain a “debtor nation” and incapable of maintaining its great 

power status on its own.
33

 Britain would have to choose a team, either the United States’ 

or Europe’s, to remain influential on the world stage, and both teams required Britain to 

shed its last notions of Empire. Finally waking to the realities of the post-war world, 

Britain came to the conclusion that “colonial rule must die that influence might live: 

empire must be sacrificed to world power.”
34

 That is not to say that British resignation of 

its Empire proved tantamount to British willingness to be a mere cog in the greater 

machine of either U.S. or European international policy. Even today Britain resists full 

integration in the European Union, unable to abandon its traditional role as an insulated, 

independent great power. Tony Blair, in a 2001 speech, declared that Britain’s place in 

the newly globalized world would be one of leadership. Speaking of the EU Blair 

declared, “Britain needs its voice strong in Europe and bluntly Europe needs a strong 

Britain, rock solid in our alliance with the USA, yet determined to play its full part in 

shaping Europe’s destiny.”
35

 In whatever community Britain decides to integrate itself, it 

will not be content with a seat at any but the top table.  

Similarly, following the fall of the Soviet Union and the turmoil of the 1990s 

Russia began, and continues, to demand recognition as a great power. Vladimir Putin, 

recurrent President of the modern Russian Federation, is the epitome of efforts to reassert 
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Russia’s influence on the international stage. In his 2007 Address to the Federal 

Assembly Putin stated that, in spite of other world powers’ efforts to “deprive [Russia] of 

its economic and political independence” and “intervene directly in [Russia’s] internal 

affairs”, he maintained the “conviction that [Russia] will take its deserved place in the 

world, and will be able to preserve [its] statehood and sovereignty.”
36

 In that same speech 

he pointedly compared “the civilizing role of colonial powers during the colonial era” to 

modern efforts to spread “democratization”, claiming both ventures share a common 

goal: “to ensure unilateral gains and one’s own advantage, and to pursue one’s own 

interest.”  

Putin’s government has faced heavy criticism from both domestic voices and the 

international community for his “consolidation of political and economic power into the 

hands of the state”, resulting in a reversal of Russia’s strides towards democracy.
37

 And 

though the Soviet Union and its sphere of influence no longer exist, Russia continues to 

claim a “zone of privileged interests” in which it wishes to establish itself as the 

“dominant power in its neighborhood.”
38

 Since 2000 Ukraine, Belarus, Georgia, the 

Baltic nations, and the Caucasus region have all experienced the not-insignificant reach 

of Russian influence. Like Britain, Russia resists full integration with Europe; contrary to 

Britain, Russia remains outside of the European Union. It is clear that great power status, 
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international influence, and sovereignty remain issues of critical importance to both 

Britain and Russia even today. 

Equally important in both Britain and Russia is the search for a national identity. 

The loss of their empires and the diminishment of their standing in the international 

community has led to a need in both countries of a new way to comprehend the elements 

of their respective characters. Their populations are also struggling to grasp the 

implications of a changing national identity on their understanding of their personal 

identities. What does it mean to be British? What does it mean to be Russian? This 

dilemma exists and is growing in both countries.    

In her article “Britishness and Otherness: An Argument,” Linda Colley argues 

that British identity was formed in opposition to a real or imagined ‘Other.’ In other 

words, for most of its history British identity has been defined by what it is not, rather 

than what it is. In the eighteenth century the ‘Others’ were the Catholic French. In this 

period being British meant being Protestant, as well as part of an enlightened nation ruled 

by a monarch and parliament.
39

 The French were associated with absolutism, excess, and 

indulgence. British identity, therefore, came to reflect the opposites of these 

characteristics, allowing a clear delineation between ‘us’ and ‘them’. The definition of an 

‘Other’ allowed the British to “see themselves more clearly and more complacently.”
40

 

After the French ceased to be an imminent threat to Britain the role of the ‘Other’ 

was transferred to the myriad subjects of the Empire’s diverse territories. The Empire 
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served as “a powerful distraction and cause in common.”
41

 As the Empire grew in 

strength British pride and patriotism grew with it. Such sentiments transcended “the 

boundaries of class, ethnicity, occupation, sex and age and helped to bring the diverse 

British nation together under the banner of an Empire that espoused the ideals of 

morality, civilization, and progress.”
42

 With the dissolution of the Empire an “easily 

identifiable ‘Other’ against which a majority of Britons [could] define themselves” 

ceased to exist.
43

 

Without an ‘Other’ to hold in common, Britain has experienced an “increase in 

the size and self-consciousness” of nationalist movements in recent years.
44

 But Colley’s 

understanding of British identity is one of layers, and she is not alone in holding such a 

view. Robin Cohen writes, “Identities are made and remade, invented and inherited. They 

are contingent and situation…hybrid, multiply-located and complex. Having an 

elaborated, multi-layered identity is not the same thing as not having one at all.”
45

 That 

regional identities (Welsh, Scottish, Irish, English) are becoming more significant 

elements of British citizens’ personal identities need not result in a complete 

abandonment of a British identity ‘layer’. But Linda Colley is correct in issuing a 

challenge to the British government to stop devoting “far more energy to ensuring that 

the U.K. ‘punches above its weight in the world at large than…to the business of thinking 
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and redefining what Great Britain and the United Kingdom should now be for.”
46

 British 

identity was never an organic organism; it was a constructed structure used to bring a 

fragmented nation together. There obviously remains a need for such a structure, but the 

British must actively construct a modern common identity for themselves and their 

nation. 

Colley’s ‘Other’ thesis need not be considered a means of explaining only British 

identity. Russia, from its inception in Kievan Rus and Muscovy to the tsarist age and 

Soviet period, has often been a nation facing, and consequently defined by, an ‘Other.’ 

Like the British, Russian “national identity tended to be subsumed in that of the empire,” 

which necessitated an imperial identity that emphasized its distinctiveness from other 

imperial systems.
47

 Though early Kievan princes adapted to and adopted elements of the 

Mongol system, they retained a unique culture and Orthodox faith. Significantly, the 

desire to resist and overthrow Mongol rule was the first force to transcend the 

traditionally fragmented society and result in efforts at unity. Success at Kulikovo Field, 

the first time Muscovy forces were able to withstand and repel a Mongol attack, “was a 

symbolic turning point, for it demonstrated that when most of the princes of Rus worked 

together, they were capable of standing up even to large Tatar armies.”
48

  

Russia’s continuous struggle between an Eastern or Western identity, played out 

in foreign policy as well as literary and cultural debates between Slavophiles and 
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Westernizers, can also be attributed to the presence of ‘Others’. Russia, as examined in 

Chapter One, never fit comfortably within an exclusively Western European or Eastern 

identity due to its unique geographical placement and semi-isolated cultural development.  

Russian identity became to take shape not through recognition of similarity with other 

political systems and cultures, but in opposition to such entities. Russia may not be 

utterly European, or chiefly Asiatic, but it was easy to identify what elements of each 

cultures Russia did not share: Orthodoxy, not Catholicism, Protestantism or Islam; an 

Imperial Autocrat, not a parliamentary system or constitutional monarchy; civilized 

culture, not barbarous existence; and later, communism and the Soviet Union, not 

capitalism and democracy. In the nineteenth century Nicholas I attempted to implement a 

new official ideology, which claimed, “the union of throne, altar and people had enabled 

her to repel the assaults of republicanism and atheism” and save Europe – obviously 

thought of here as an ‘Other’ – from “its own advancing inner decay.”
49

 Like Britain, 

Russia’s modern identity crisis may stem from a lack of an ‘Other’ to replace the ones it 

has lost to history.
50

 

Britain and Russia also share a complex, multi-layered dimension of their national 

identities. Peter Duncan describes Russia as “a compound nation, with its ethnic 

minorities co-existing with the ethnic Russians as the Scottish and Welsh had co-existed 
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with the English in the British state.”
51

 The reasons for these varied identities can be 

partially found in the functioning of both regions as cultural crossroads, as discussed in 

Chapter One. Rather than attempting to find a historically rooted, exclusively ‘Russian’ 

identity for its modern population, it stands to reason that Russia, like Britain, should 

embrace its many, simultaneously held identities as a foundation for constructing a 

modern understanding of national identity. 

This chapter has looked at the gradual breakdown and sudden collapses of the 

British Empire and the Soviet Union. It is clear that, though each nation’s administrations 

eventually grasped the changing nature of the post-war world, neither understood the full 

implications of such a change for their empires and international status until they stood 

among the rubble of their former power and glory. Following both empires’ falls the 

diminished states faced crises of identity on national and personal levels. A new 

understanding of their place in the world will have to be constructed alongside means by 

which their populations can conceive of the meanings of their nationalities. Though 

different in historical development, governance and culture, the British Empire and the 

Soviet Union, as well as modern Britain and Russia, share the signs and symptoms of 

once-powerful empires struggling to come to grips with a new world order in which their 

supremacy is gone and unlikely to return. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

When Enoch Powell compared British and Russian resilience in the face of 

defeat, his larger point concerned Britain’s place in the world. Arguing against Britain’s 

integration into the European Union, he claimed it was “the insular position of the British 

nation” that “set [it] apart from the inhabitants of the adjacent continent.”
1
 The United 

Kingdom’s entry into the EU in 1973 dashed Powell’s hopes of continued British 

isolationism. He compared Britain and Russia in passing, merely another piece of 

evidence meant to prove that it was essential for the preservation of the British national 

character to remain set apart. Forty years later, however, that comparison became the 

inspiration for an investigation into what else Britain and Russia hold in common. 

The chapters of this work examined the various stages of both British and Russian 

imperial growth, from their origins at the crossroads of many peoples and empires to their 

expansion under two extraordinary female rulers; from the Great Game in Central Asia to 

each empires’ eventual, though largely unintentional, collapse and their nations’ modern 

identity crises. Similarities appeared at every turn, in imperial ideologies and policies of 

expansion, in the paradox of fragile strength and in an inability to grasp the implications 

of the modern world for their empires’ futures. A telling theme runs throughout these 

comparisons: great power status.  

Both Britain and Russia had to fight for a place at the top table in European 

politics. They worked, consciously and consistently, to carve out a position for 

                                                
1
 Enoch Powell, “Speech to The Hague” (The J. Enoch Powell Literary Trust, May 17, 1971). 

From “Enoch Powell Speech Archive,” Enoch Powell - The Archived Speeches, March 22, 2013, 

http://www.enochpowell.info/enochpowellspeeches.html. 
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themselves alongside France, Spain, and the Holy Roman Empire (later Germany and 

Austria-Hungary). British focus moved from the European continent to the potential 

wealth and power waiting in faraway lands. Russian attention moved from its already 

vast and multiethnic empire in the east to the European theatre. In this way both nations 

adapted their priorities to reflect their chosen paths to great power status; Britain found 

hers in the sea, Russia in European politics. 

Being a great European power did not necessarily mean – in either Britain’s or 

Russia’s mind – full integration with Europe. They did not see their national destinies as 

exclusively European either. Britain laid claim to the legacy of Jerusalem, Russia to that 

of Rome; they obviously envisioned the reach of their fated glory as encompassing the 

world. Neither Britain, nor Russia has ever been satisfied with being anything less than a 

great political influence in the world. Their obsession with acquiring, maintaining, or 

returning to great power status manifests itself throughout their empires’ histories. Even 

today Britain and Russia share a desire for greater political clout, to be taken seriously as 

powerful, sovereign nations regardless of their affiliation with any other political bodies 

(or lack thereof).  

 It is clear Britain and Russia share more in common than is obvious at first 

glance. Looking past the specific names, dates, and places to investigate mentalities, 

identities and ideologies has uncovered much common ground. But such discoveries beg 

the question, what does it matter? Of course, there is inherent value in a new perspective 

on the historical narrative. New approaches allow us to make new discoveries, to see 

connections and pieces of the story that have long been overlooked. But there is also 

value outside of the discipline of history.  
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Dialogue between people ‘from different worlds,’ people of different walks of life 

and with different views, is especially important. If they are united by a common 

concern for humankind’s future, the disputed and numerous controversies 

between them do not prevent them from finding points of contact and coming to 

terms on the main issues. This is a good example for the whole world.
2
 

 

 The above passage comes from Gorbachev’s Perestroika. Having witnessed 

firsthand the damage a worldview based on conflict and difference could do, Gorbachev 

endorsed instead a worldview based on what every nation holds in common: humanity. In 

this perspective, awareness of “the intellectual potential of other countries and peoples” is 

vital to avoid “falling into the conventional ruts of thinking.”
3
 Gorbachev neither argued 

against the existence of differences, nor did he suggest we ignore them altogether. His 

“new mode of thinking” simply focused on the common ground over the battleground.  

 This work set out to analyze the imperial histories of Britain and Russia 

through a new perspective, one of comparison rather than contrast. It sought to fill an 

apparent hole in the historical narrative, to provide an answer to a question left largely 

unanswered: what do these two nations, so different, share in common? It was meant to 

use such efforts to argue in favor of a kind of history that brings humanity together, rather 

than dividing it. Nations, peoples, and historical periods are indeed distinct and unique, 

but let us never forget that they come together to tell the collective tale of humanity. For 

this reason we should never assume a lack of similitude where there appears to be only 

difference. Rather, we should assume we must simply dig a bit deeper to find it. 

                                                
2
 Mikhail Gorbachev, Perestroika: New Thinking for Our Country and the World (New York: 

Harper & Row, 1987), 152. 

 
3
 Ibid. 
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