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From a spiritual and moral point of view, 
the special military operation [in Ukraine] 
is a Holy War in which Russia and its people 
defend the whole spiritual space of Holy Rus’ 
Decree of the XXV World Russian People’s 
Council, March 27, 2024 

The World Russian People’s Council (hereafter WRPC or the Council) was founded 
in 1993 as a ‘space for nationwide discussion on the fate of the Russian people and 
Russian statehood’ (Kirill 1995). The WRPC’s first forum was held in the Danilov 
Monastery in Moscow1 by the initiative of the then-Metropolitan and current 
Russian Patriarch, Kirill, as well as various conservative public figures such as 
Valery Ganichev (at the time, the editor-in-chief of Roman-Gazeta and, since 1994, 
Chairman of the Board of the Russian Writers’ Union) and Natalya Narochnitskaya 
(back then, a researcher and nationalist political activist). In 1995, the Council was 
officially registered with the Russian Ministry of Justice and began to function 
as a ‘permanent nonpartisan platform’ (Selbach 2002: 158) presided ex officio by 
the Moscow Patriarch and operating under the auspices of the Russian Orthodox 
Church (ROC). Most WRPC annual gatherings were held in the Hall of Church 
Councils of the rebuilt Christ the Savior Cathedral in central Moscow. Still, on occa

sion, they were taking place elsewhere, such as in the State Kremlin Palace, which 
hosted the Communist Party congresses before the collapse of the Soviet Union. In 
2005, the WRPC was given a consultative status at the United Nations Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs. 

1 The Danilov Monastery is the patriarchal and synodal residence of the Russian Orthodox 
Church. 
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The Council’s annual meetings have been gathering representatives from the

ROC, other ‘traditional religions’,2 civil society organizations, political parties, and

public institutions. Initially, it operated only as a platform where ecclesiastics and

‘Orthodox-oriented’ politicians and intellectuals shared their views (Verkhovsky

2003: 16). However, at least since the enthronement of Patriarch Kirill in 2009,

the WRPC has been playing the role of ‘the main Orthodox think tank’ in Russia

(Chapnin 2020: 128). The organization currently runs research and human rights

centers, which publish their own reports and positions on sociopolitical matters.3

By 2024, around 70 branches of the WRPC across Russia facilitate local meetings

and initiatives through collaboration between diocesan bishops, governors, and

regional civil society.4 According to Natalya Shikher (2021: 602), the Council ‘can

rightfully be called one of the most important actors in modern [Russian] politics,

influencing the key areas of social development’.

However, the existing research on the WRPC is rather scant. Some authors,

like Christopher Selbach (2002), Sergey Chapnin (2020), and Aleksandr Verkhovsky

(2003), whom I mentioned above, discuss it in passim in their respective analyses of

church identity, traditional values rhetoric, and political Orthodoxy. Others, such as

Natalya Shikher (2021) and Aleksandr Rudakov (2020), offer descriptive accounts on

the Council’s public role but provide little analytical and critical value to the topic.

Two studies on the WRPC stand out: Gracjan Cimek’s (2012) paper on the Council

as a ‘religious and political institution’ and Alar Kilp and Gerry G. Pankhurst’s

(2023) thematic analysis of the patriarchal speeches at the Council’s assemblies.

While these two studies offer valuable insights, they do not focus sufficiently on the

WRPC’s representations of Russo-Ukrainian relations. This is the gap I want to fill

with the present study.

The Council’s representations of Russo-Ukrainian relations are articulated in
various textual forms published on the WRPC website.5 There, one can find collec

tive statements, such as the ‘decree’ (nakaz) I quoted at the beginning, and other joint

documents under various titles: ‘resolutions’ (rezolyutsii), ‘final documents’ (itogovye
dokumenty), and ‘council allocutions’ (sobornye slova). In addition, the WRPC website

publishes addresses by the Russian patriarchs Alexy (1990–2008) and Kirill (2009–),

speeches given by politicians, religious leaders, and intellectuals, as well as (some

times) transcripts/minutes of the Council sessions. The Council’s website has been

running since 2007, and its publications are regularly reposted on the official page of

2 The 1997 Law on Freedom of Conscience and Religious Associations distinguished between
‘traditional’ and ‘non-traditional religions and sects’, giving privileged positions to the former

(Daniel/Marsh 2007: 7).
3 Tsentry VRNS, https://vrns.ru/o-vrns/tsentry.php.
4 Regional'nye otdeleniya VRNS, https://vrns.ru/regions/.
5 Vsemirnyy russkiy narodnyy sobor, https://vrns.ru/.
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the Moscow Patriarchate.6 Since around 2012, the Russian news agencies TASS and 
RIA Novosti have also reposted statements and documents published on the WRPC’s 
website. From the beginning of the 2010s, the official channel of the Moscow Patri

archate on YouTube started sharing videos from the annual WRPC meetings.7 
Considering this profile, in this study, I will treat the WRPC as a medium be

cause of its function as a means of communication between church, state, and the 
conservative-revanchist civil society on the one hand and between these and the 
broader domestic and international audience on the other. I will also regard the 
Council as a platform for coalition-building because it has been instrumental in pro

ducing an Orthodox great-power nationalist alliance in Russia. This alliance united 
around (among other things) the idea of Russian hegemony in the former Soviet 
space and, in particular, Ukraine. In that sense, the Council has served as a pro

ducer of hegemonic knowledge, for it has dedicated considerable discursive efforts 
to produce a specific representation of reality that was supposed to be accepted as 
commonsensical in Russia, Ukraine, and other post-Soviet states. This project ulti

mately failed in Ukraine, and for that reason, the Council’s discourse shifted from 
forging hegemony (that is, obtaining consensual recognition of Moscow’s political 
and ‘spiritual’ leadership) to promoting Russian domination by military means. 

In what follows, I will try to answer the question of how the World Russian People’s 
Council has represented the relationship between Russia and Ukraine since its founding in 
1993. I will trace these representations and examine how their sedimentation has 
made the legitimation of the full-scale invasion possible. I hypothesize that the 
Council has not only promoted Russian military domination over Ukraine after 
February 2022 but has also been actively involved in constructing the ideology 
behind the war ever since the early 1990s. 

I will start by briefly outlining the study’s theoretical and methodological frame

work. I will then proceed with the analysis of the WRPC’s discourse, dividing it into 
three sections reflecting the historical development of the Council’s representation 
of Russo-Ukrainian relations. I will conclude by synthesizing the main findings and 
discussing their implications. 

Theory and Method 

Central to my approach in this study is the concept of hegemony. As an analytical 
tool, hegemony was first developed by Antonio Gramsci, in whose Prison Notebooks 

6 Programmy i dokumenty konferentsiy i forumov, Ofitsial'nyy sayt Russkoy Pravoslavnoy 
Tserkvi, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/document/100050/ 

7 Videokanal ofitsial’nogo sayta Moskovskogo Patriarkhata, https://www.youtube.com/@russ 
ianchurch 
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(1929) it emerged as a distinctively post-Marxist departure from materialistic deter

minism. Unlike orthodox Marxism, which saw cultural superstructures (‘ideology’) as

mere epiphenomena to the dynamic economic base (‘mode of production’), Gram

sci’s hegemony foregrounded the importance of ‘intellectual and moral leadership’

in shaping political reality (Mouffe 1979: 179; Howarth 2000: 88–92). His emphasis

on ideology as the terrain ‘on which men [sic] move, acquire consciousness of their

position, struggle’ (Ibid.: 185) provided later scholarship with theoretical grounds to

postulate the ontological primacy of the social production of meaning (Laclau/Mouffe

2001: 107).

In short, hegemony can be conceptualized as a meaning-production operation

that ‘universalizes a particular, contingent representation of the reality’ which ‘fixes

social norms, roles and identities, as well as the inside-outside divisions’ (Moro

zov 2022: 90). When successful, hegemony establishes an order ‘that comes to be

accepted as true and natural by most members of the community’ (Ibid.). This is
precisely what the current study aims to analyze: the production of meaning at the

WRPC and the ensuing hegemonic norms, identities, and subjectivities.

Two questions arise: how is meaning produced, and what exactly does the pro

duction of meaning do?

Combing Gramscian political theory, Lacanian psychoanalysis, and (post-)Saus

surean linguistics in a non-essentialist fashion, Ernesto Laclau (2001: 406–408)

maintained that hegemonic meaning-production involves three simultaneous and

interrelated movements: (1) the establishment of chains of equivalence between dis

tinct elements of a discourse, (2) the drawing of a political frontier that separates

one chain of equivalence from another, thus forming an antagonistic relationship

between ‘us’ and ‘them’, and (3) the emergence of empty signifiers which come to

symbolize (and thus constitute) the ‘totalities’ of collective selfhood and other

ness.8 The simultaneity and interrelatedness of these three movements imply that

the equivalence between distinct discursive elements is possible only because of

their shared negation of the ‘other’ and their common representation by an empty

signifier. Likewise, the empty signifier is possible only because it represents one

equivalential chain standing against another.

To make this abstract scheme more intelligible, let me return to Gramsci’s origi

nal conceptual framework, which operates on a more historically grounded level and

from which Laclau’s theorization originated. Analogous to the concept of an ‘equiv

alential chain’ is Gramsci’s historical bloc. Here, the ‘discursive elements’ are some

8 Empty signifiers ‘mean almost nothing by themselves until, through chains of equivalence,
they are combined with other signs that fill them with meaning. “Liberal democracy” be
comes liberal democracy through its combination with other carriers of meaning such as “free
elections” and “freedom of speech”’ (Jørgensen/Phillips 2002: 50).
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specific social forces that unite politically and culturally to form a collective will (Mar

tin 2023; Filippini 2017). In other words, through their unity, the joint social forces 
acquire new historical meaning and – given they achieve hegemony – can retroac

tively change the meaning of history itself. 
That is accomplished when a multitude of dispersed, unsatisfied demands and 

identities come together as one to overcome what the united social forces articulate 
as the single hindrance to their full realization. Such a political and cultural alliance 
becomes possible through what Gramsci calls a war of position. Unlike the war of ma
noeuvre, which connotes the physicality of a social struggle, the war of position in

volves a ‘long ideological and political preparation […] to awaken popular passions’ 
(Gramsci quoted in Gerke 2019: 30). Constructing a historical ‘us’, drawing a rigid 
political frontier between ‘us’ and ‘them’, and finding appropriate language to sym

bolize collective selfhood and otherness are indeed the key components of that kind 
of preparation. 

Hegemony’s terrain is civil society (Boukala 2019: 63). In Gramscian terms, the 
latter consists of ‘associations and institutions, such as schools, churches, the family, 
as well as culture more generally’ (Howarth 2000: 90). As Salomi Boukala (2019) un

derlines, in the contemporary world, media proves to be the primary ground of civil 
society. Here, the intellectuals – all those whose social function is to communicate 
with and educate non-specialists (Martin 2023) – play the leading role, resonating 
with and modifying the common sense, that is, the ‘popular attitudes and beliefs, fre

quently accepted as “eternal” truths by ordinary people’ (Ibid.). A key component of 
that role is the (re)production of knowledge about the ‘other’ (Boukala 2019: 65–69). 
Indeed, through intellectual discourses about the ‘other’, the frontier between ‘us’ 
and ‘them’ is constructed and maintained, and the sense of collective selfhood, pur

pose and agency is affirmed (Neumann 1999, 2017). 
The combination of the intellectual agency on the one hand and political, legal, 

and military agency on the other produces what Gramsci calls an integral state. In 
other words, civil society plus political society amounts to ‘hegemony armoured with 
coercion’ (Humphrys 2018: 37). In Gramsci’s theorization, the concept of an integral 
state can serve both as a scheme for an emancipatory revolutionary project and as a 
heuristic device to understand better how existing models of domination function. 

In the latter case, Gramsci describes the possibility of a passive revolution. That 
is, a process of political change that lacks ‘the meaningful participation of popular 
classes in undertaking and consolidating social transformation’ (Thomas 2006: 23). 
Put differently, for the purpose of their own self-preservation, the ruling elites could 
transform the ideological and institutional framework of governance by incorporat

ing, co-opting, and/or displacing various emerging demands and identities so that 
none of them could disturb the general logic of the established socio-symbolic or

der. If the elites fail to do that in the face of systemic disintegration and anomie, an 
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organic crisis might take place; in other words, a situation in which ‘the old is dying 
and the new cannot be born’ (Gramsci quoted in Martin 1997: 47). 

To sum up, in this study, I will examine the WRPC discourse, looking at how 
it articulates selfhood and otherness in the context of Russo-Ukrainian relations. 
Following Gramsci and Laclau’s analytical frameworks, I will try to discern how the 
Council acts as a medium for coalition-building and as a site of hegemonic meaning 
production. 

From the Collapse of the Soviet Union to the Orange Revolution 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Russia found itself in a state of organic crisis. Soviet 
ideology and geopolitics essentially lost their meaning, and no other hegemonic rep

resentation of reality emerged as a substitute. The hitherto reigning social norms, 
identities, and inside-outside divisions ceased to make sense, resulting in a break

down of the image of the collective self. Unlike most other former Soviet republics, 
Russia’s intellectual elites failed to fix the national ‘us’ in ethnic, civic, and/or terri

torial terms. What is more, in a typically post-imperial fashion, Russia experienced 
the ‘phantom pains of the lost limb of Soviet greatness’ (Sharafutdinova 2020: 175). 

Against this background, some intellectual circles in and around the Russian Or

thodox Church began cultivating organizational and ideological resources for build

ing a ‘unifying center’ for the ‘spiritual and intellectual’ consolidation of the Russian 
people (Sobor 1993b). The World Russian Council, as the WRPC was called back then, 
was to serve this purpose. 

At its first assembly in 1993, the Council issued several collective statements out

lining the main parameters of its programme for Russia’s future. At the center of 
the WRPC’s vision was the idea of unity. Two interconnected aspects of this idea 
emerged as the structuring axes of the Council’s overall discourse: (1) the unity of 
‘all forces standing for the creation of a strong Russian derzhava9 regardless of their 
political and religious beliefs’ (Sobor 1993c) and (2) the unity of the ‘historical Russian 
state’ (Sobor 1993a). 

The first axis of unity involves building an alliance between various social forces, 
such as the intelligentsia, the army, and the church, under the slogan ‘We need 
a United Great Russia’ (Sobor 1993b, 1993c). The second axis, despite operating 
on different terrain, elucidates what the slogan means, namely, the preservation 
of Moscow’s ‘historical areal’ for the sake of both protecting the ‘divided Russian 
people’ and performing Russia’s ‘geopolitical mission’ to ‘hold the balance between 
the West and the East’ (Sobor 1993a). Indeed, for the WRPC, 

9 Derzhava describes ‘a strong state with the idea of a great power and protection from foreign 
threats’ (Tsygankov 2022: 6). 
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The priority area of interest for the Russian Federation should be its relationship 
with the states that were once parts of the historical Russian state […] [Russia has 
to aim at] the peaceful restoration of a unified state, should the peoples involved 
choose to pursue it. [T]his approach should […] entirely exclude the use of force 
and military methods […]. The task of maintaining and restoring unity is to be 
pursued exclusively through political, diplomatic, canonical, and spiritual means 
(Sobor 1993a). 

Here, the idea of Russia’s ‘historical’ unity serves as a surface of inscription of various 
other demands and identities. Thus, unity becomes an empty signifier that brings to

gether into a chain of equivalence various discourses, such as the ones about (1) Rus

sia’s great power and historical continuity, (2) the protection of the Russian people 
who ‘found themselves refugees in their own lands’ (Sobor 1993b), and (3) the consol

idation of the fragmented Russian elites. All these discourses merge in the practical 
goal of restoring ‘the military-strategic space of the USSR as a zone of [Moscow’s] 
strategic interests and responsibility’ (Sobor 1993a). 

The WRPC’s discourse remains (strategically) ambivalent about which states 
should join the ‘unified state’ and which should remain ‘only’ within Russia’s sphere 
of influence. However, we can see how the goal of reinstating hegemony in the 
former imperial domains provides a basis for hegemony at home, that is, at the 
level of the Russian Federation. The Council’s call for refraining from open military 
domination in the so-called ‘near abroad’ and sticking to the ‘political, diplomatic, 
canonical, and spiritual means’ illustrates perfectly the doubly hegemonic move 
made here: to unite the political, intellectual, and moral leadership at home to 
reestablish Russia’s hegemonic leadership in the former Soviet space. 

By 1993, the WRPC had not yet named the United Great Russia’s ‘other’, but such 
a figure, nonetheless, features vaguely in its discourse: 

The evident and short-sighted desire of some forces in the world to prevent the 
restoration of Russia as a great power pushes the world into a rivalry for the 
geopolitical redistribution of the Russian areal. It undermines the stability of 
the [global] balance [of power], leading to an unpredictable rivalry for spheres 
of influence and a clash of interests that could lead to a Third World War (Sobor 
1993a, italics added). 

Thus, practically everyone who opposes the restoration of Russia’s hegemony is ac

cused of participating in a ‘scramble for the former USSR’, as it were, and thus, of in

stigating a global conflict. Such imagery paves the way for constructing an opposing 
chain of equivalence, which would serve a consolidating role in defining the hege

monic ‘us’. Indeed, against the background of a rhetorical focus on the ethnic Rus

sians (and East Slavs, as we shall see), the WRPC’s discourse manages to ‘unite’ them 
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with all the other nationalities in Russia through their supposedly shared negation

of the ‘other’:

The Western European model of development, imposed [on us] from the outside,
corresponds neither to the Russian people’s religio-ethical system of values nor
to the value orientations of the other peoples of the Russian Federation (Sobor
1993a).

Furthermore, we can see already at this stage how the Council articulates Ortho

dox Christianity as ‘the foundation of our civilization and state idea’ (Sobor 1993a).

Thereby, Orthodoxy simultaneously functions as the symbol of the historical conti

nuity of the Russian people and as a cultural platform that ‘made it possible for many

peoples to unite in constructive cooperation’ (Sobor 1993a). The uneasy tension be

tween this stress on Orthodoxy and its allegedly unifying role for the Russians on the

one hand and the unity of all peoples living in Russia’s purported ‘historical space’ on

the other would be later ‘resolved’ with the more elaborated discourses on Russian

civilization and tradition. The images of Ukraine and Kyiv, in particular, would play a
major role in building these narratives, as the first WRPC documents already sug

gest: ‘to discern the fate of Russia […] we should consider the historical experience

of our state’s development from Old Russia, centered in Kiev, to the USSR’ (Sobor

1993c).

Against the backdrop of two traumatic (for the great-power identity) political

ruptures in the 20th century, the Council fiercely sought a narrative of continuity

– a story that could provide the Russian ‘self ’ with a sense of wholeness, stability,

and certainty in time. Already by 1995, the myth of the Baptism of Rus’ offered such

a source of ontological security.10 Referring to the Christianization of Kyivan Rus’

by Volodymyr I Sviatoslavych around 988, one of the Council’s collective statements

from 1995 argued that the Russian people’s ‘historical path’ was determined ‘1000

years ago’ (Sobor 1995a). Furthermore, the transhistorical unity of the Russian ‘self ’

was coupled later that year with a call for a transnational unity of the Eastern Slavs:

We call for the restoration of the historical unity of the three brotherly peoples,
whose spiritual tradition came out of the same Kievan baptismal font: the Belaru
sian, Russian and Ukrainian peoples (Sobor 1995b).

10 ‘Ontological security refers to “security as being”, which Anthony Giddens contrasts to “se
curity as survival”. If the latter calls to mind the familiar security concern of physical safety,
ontological security pulls our attention elsewhere, to subjectivity more than physicality, high
lighting that all political subjects face the need to maintain a sense of biographical continu
ity’ (Kinnvall/Mitzen 2016: 4).
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Thus, the myth of the Baptism of Rus’ foregrounds the image of ethnonational, eccle

siastical, and geopolitical oneness of what would later be called Holy Rus’. However, 
the emphasis here – and throughout the WRPC’s discourse – is on the primary role 
of the Russian state. For the Council, it is contemporary Russia which is ‘the main 
bearer of [Rus’] unique cultural and historical type’ (Sobor 1995b); Russia is the ‘heir 
to the great power of Kievan and Moscow Rus, the Russian Empire, and the Soviet 
Union’ (Ibid.). Indeed, the transhistorical Russia depicted by the WRPC is first and 
foremost ‘a gatherer of peoples’ and only then, ‘an ethnic and spiritual community’, 
whose ‘core is made up of Russians: Great Russians, Malorossians,11 and Belarusians’ 
(Ibid.). 

Thus, in a single move, the Council articulates two concentric circles of ‘intra- 
civilizational’ hierarchy, as it were. The first circle contains the East Slavic Ortho

dox ‘core’, which constitutes the ethnocultural nucleus of the Russian civilization. 
Here, Ukraine is ‘privileged’ as the diachronic cradle of Russian statehood, culture, 
and identity, around which ‘other peoples’ were included on an allegedly ‘equal vol

untary basis’ (Ibid.). In turn, the second circle is formed by the synchronic power 
relations between contemporary Russia and its neighbours, which are never rep

resented as independent sovereign states in the Council’s discourse. Instead, they 
are treated as ‘parts of the historical Russian state’ or, as in the case of Ukraine and 
Belarus, simultaneously as parts of Russia’s historical heartland and as geopolitical 
peripheries to today’s Russian Federation. 

From the Orange Revolution to the Revolution of Dignity 

These themes figured intermittently in the WRPC’s discourse for a decade, when in 
2004–06, against the background of the Orange Revolution and its aftermath,12 the 
Council’s representation of Russo-Ukrainian relations acquired new features. The 
framework within which these relations were now located took shape as the noto

rious ‘Russian World’ (russkiy mir). First introduced at the WRPC by Metropolitan 
Kirill in 2004, russkiy mir denoted ‘not an ethnic concept’ but a kind of space that 

11 ‘The epithet “malo” or “small” in Malorusy was a calque from the Greek name for the parts 
of the Kyivan Rus that were located outside Muscovy: “Little Rus”—while the realm of the 
Moscow Tsar the Greeks called “Great Rus”. Thus, the names of the regions had purely ge
ographical origins and did not denote either the prestige or the size of the groups residing 
within them’ (cf. Kolstø 2023: 3). 

12 At the 2004 Ukrainian presidential election run-off, the pro-Russian candidate Viktor 
Yanukovych declared victory. Mass protests erupted, demanding a revote due to electoral 
fraud. Eventually, the Supreme Court annulled the results of the original run-off and ordered 
a new election, which the pro-European candidate Viktor Yushchenko won (cf. Motyl 2008). 
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Includes all the peoples who belong to other religions but share the same social
values as the Russian people. Indeed, Russia is able to maintain the unity of differ
ent cultures precisely by recognizing itself as Orthodox. Over the centuries, Rus
sia has developed a mechanism for the coexistence of different cultures and re
ligions that accept the same social values but preserve their religious identities
(Kirill 2004).

Thus, the ‘Russian World’ incorporates both the notion of ‘historical Russia’, that is,

the geopolitical space shaped by Russian power throughout history, and the idea of

shared ‘traditional values’, which ‘have defined our way of life for centuries and are

still the basis of the Russian civilization (Sobor 2002). Despite some vague attempts

to pinpoint what exactly ‘traditional values’ means, the latter is best understood as an

empty signifier. Tradition here is everything that could be articulated as uniting the

Russian World, but also everything that separates it from the prospect of a ‘unipolar

world based on the dominance of only one of the civilizational models’ (Sobor 2004).

Depending on the context, Orthodox Christianity could also be emptied of its

spiritual particularities to assume the place of that ‘traditional religion’ which can

represent all other ‘traditional religions’ in the Russian World by virtue of its his

torical role as a bearer of civilizational continuity, independence, and authenticity

(samobytnost’). Thereby, as a ‘universal’ traditional religion, Orthodoxy signifies the

Russian World’s deeply-rooted axiological distinctiveness – a role that all traditional

religions are expected to perform. However, as a particular spiritual tradition, Or

thodoxy represents the (trans)historical Russianness that originated with the Bap

tism of Rus’. In both cases, Orthodoxy is reduced to its identitarian function, which

cannot be performed without the symbolic space of Ukraine qua the mythological

birthplace of Russian Orthodox identity. In short, Ukraine becomes essential for the

WRPC’s hegemonic narrative.

The Russian Orthodox Church’s role is pivotal in realizing the hegemonic project.

Represented as the cultural and institutional embodiment of the Russian World, the

ROC acts as the living manifestation of Russia’s unity across space and time. In spa

tial terms, the Russian Church occupies a ‘canonical territory’ largely overlapping

with the borders of the Soviet Union,13 appearing as a shadow of the former em

pire. However, in terms of concentration of parishes, key historical sites, and revered

shrines, Ukraine again turns out to be at the center of the hegemonic space. With

out Ukraine, the ROC can neither assert to be the largest Eastern Orthodox church

13 According to the ROC’s Statute, the exclusive jurisdiction of the Russian Orthodox Church
encompasses all the post-Soviet republics except Georgia and Armenia (although in 2021,
the Holy Synod established a Diocese of Yerevan and Armenia), as well as China and Japan.
See Ustav Russkoy Pravoslavnoy Tserkvi, http://www.patriarchia.ru/db/text/133115.html.
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nor claim historical continuity of such an impressive scale. Thus, in order to pro

tect its temporal identity, the ROC has to maintain spatial control over its parishes 
in Ukraine. It comes as no surprise, then, that the WRPC has advocated for the in

tegrity of the ROC’s canonical territory since the 1990s (e.g. 1995b). During the pres

idency of Viktor Yushchenko (2005–2010), however, the emphasis on church unity 
became even stronger. Yushchenko sought to emancipate Ukraine from Moscow on 
various levels, including the ecclesiastical terrain (cf. Shlikhta 2016). In turn, fearing 
the possibility of losing the Holy Rus’ mythical birthplace, in 2006, the WRPC made 
a strong appeal for the preservation of the ecclesiastical status quo: 

We hope that Ukraine’s president, its newly elected parliament […] and all of its 
central and local authorities will, acting for the good of the Ukrainian people, 
take care to preserve the one and only canonical Church in the country and will 
strengthen the relations with the other brotherly Slavic peoples, bound together 
by the Kievan [baptismal] font and centuries-old common history (Sobor 2006). 

This refrain would become part and parcel of the Moscow Patriarchate and the 
Kremlin’s discourses, especially after 2019, when the independent Orthodox Church 
of Ukraine received canonical recognition from the Patriarchate of Constantinople 
and, thus, threatened ROC’s monopoly in Ukraine.14 Before that, however, the 
WRPC had to do a bit more ideological and coalition-building work. The 1020th 
anniversary of the Baptism of Rus’ in 2008 proved to be a favourable opportunity to 
reiterate the narrative of the East Slavic ‘eternal spiritual community’ and to link 
this narrative to a call for geopolitical unity in the present day (Sobor 2008). Indeed, 
just several months before the anniversary, at a summit in Bucharest in April, 
NATO declared that Ukraine and Georgia would be welcome to join the alliance 
despite giving them no membership action plan. In July, Metropolitan Kirill made 
a celebratory visit to Ukraine, the sublime moment of which was a speech at a rock 
concert in central Kyiv. There, he solemnly proclaimed: 

Russia, Ukraine, Belarus: this is Holy Rus! […] And Holy Rus is not an empire, not 
a union of what once was, or what might be in the future. Holy Rus is the ideal 
of love, kindness, and truth. Holy Rus is invincibility. Holy Rus is beauty. Holy Rus 
is power. And we all together: this is the united holy Rus! (Kirill 2008 quoted by 
Griffin 2021: 204). 

14 In his article ‘On the Historical Unity of Russians and Ukrainians’, Russian President Vladimir 
Putin declared, ‘I would like to emphasize that the wall that has emerged in recent years 
between Russia and Ukraine, between the parts of what is essentially the same historical 
and spiritual space, to my mind is our great common misfortune and tragedy.’ See http://en. 
kremlin.ru/events/president/news/66181. 
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In 2008, Dmitry Medvedev became the Russian president, and Kirill assumed the

patriarchal throne the following year. Unlike their more restrained predecessors,

the two new leaders took decisive steps towards closer ties between the state and

the church (cf. Papkova 2011). After 2012, when Vladimir Putin returned to the

presidency for his third term and embarked on a comprehensive ‘conservative turn’

(cf. Kangaspuro 2021), the traditionalist-civilizationist historical bloc came into full

force. With both the political society (the institutional and repressive apparatus) and

the civil society (the official church, public media, and conservative intelligentsia)

on board, the Orthodox great-power nationalism promoted by the WRPC since

the 1990s acquired the position of a hegemonic ideology armoured with the state

capacity for coercion. In short, Russia became an integral state determined to revive

its perceived historical image of greatness and unity.

Meanwhile, the leader of the pro-Russian Party of Regions and a frequent guest

at the WRPC assemblies, Viktor Yanukovych, won the 2010 presidential elections in
Ukraine. The Russian World was winning on all fronts. Fittingly, in 2011, the Coun

cil declared: ‘The main task of our peoples today is to integrate the state and public

institutions of the [East] Slavic states into a single cultural and historical space’ (So

bor 2011). That was to be achieved through a textbook hegemonic strategy: ‘a unified

curriculum based on the traditional spiritual, moral, cultural and historical values

of East Slavic civilization’ (Ibid.).

The image of the ‘other’ also solidified. The WRPC was constructing an antago

nistic double to ‘historical Russia’ – a ‘historical West’, as it were. The Council state

ments praised Russia’s ‘heroic repulsions’ of the continuous ‘Western expansionist

attacks that threatened the foundations of our civilization’:

In 1612, the soldiers of Minin and Pozharsky defended the […] Orthodox Faith from
the Catholic onslaught. In 1812, the soldiers of Kutuzov defended the soul of Rus
sia and Russian culture from the onslaught of the secularist culture of the West.

Finally, in 1942 the heroes of Stalingrad saved Russia from physical destruction in
Nazi slavery (Sobor 2012).

From the Revolution of Dignity to the Present Day

Following the Revolution of Dignity in 2014, the annexation of Crimea, and the be

ginning of the war in Donbas, WRPC’s grand narrative on Russo-Ukrainian rela

tions remained largely the same. If anything, the myth of the Baptism of Rus’ only

solidified. In 2015, the Council’s annual meeting theme was ‘The Legacy of Prince

Vladimir and the Fate of Historical Rus’. The conciliar allocution read that Vladimir

is ‘the founder of Russian civilization’ and that his leadership led to ‘the formation of
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a united Russian nation with a common language, faith and culture’ (Sobor 2015).15 
Furthermore, the WPRC explicitly articulated (contemporary) Moscow as the heir 
of both Rome and Constantinople, alluding to the Third Rome myth (cf. Østbø 2016), 
while (medieval) Kyiv was relegated to a temporary stage in this ‘historical lineage’ 
(Ibid.) 

Reduced to a heritage site of one of the phases of the Russian civilization’s de

velopment, Ukraine continued to be denied subjectivity as a sovereign state, and its 
government was represented simply as an agent acting on behalf of the aggressive 
West. Ukrainian striving for emancipation from Moscow and the consequent Rus

sian aggression were depicted, already at that time, as nothing but a local manifesta

tion of a larger great power struggle. The ‘historical West’ was once again conducting 
an expansionist attack against the victimized Russian World: 

Nowadays, the global geopolitical confrontation assumes dimensions that are 
reminiscent of the antebellum period of the last century. We could not imagine 
that tanks, aviation, and artillery would be used against civilians, that peaceful 
cities would be shelled and bombed, and that old people, women and children 
would be killed (Sobor 2014). 

However, in 2016, days before the US presidential election, which Donald Trump 
eventually won, the WRPC’s annual meeting statement revised its hitherto rigid 
clash-of-civilizations mantra: 

We are convinced that the main contemporary clash is not the clash of civilizations 
declared by S. Huntington but the clash of the global, transnational elites with all 
the local civilizations of the world, including with the peoples of the West, who 
remain faithful to their Christian roots (Sobor 2016). 

Thus, the WPRC opened the door to the possibility of a joint struggle together with 
the Christian conservative movements in the West against the cosmopolitan lib

eral-secularist class threatening traditional values all around the world. The Coun

cil’s coalition-building expanded beyond the civilizational boundaries of the Russian 
World in an attempt to form an inter-civilizational historical bloc in opposition to 
the presumed anti-traditional globalist hegemonic project. 

In the next few years, the WPRC discourse largely omitted references to great 
power competition and, to a great extent, ignored the developments in Ukraine un

der Petro Poroshenko’s (2014–2019) leadership. To be sure, Patriarch Kirill did not 
forget to dismiss the Orthodox Church of Ukraine’s canonical recognition in 2019 as 

15 The following year (2016), a monument to Vladimir the Great was revealed in central Moscow, 
next to the Kremlin walls. President Putin, Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev, and Patriarch 
Kirill were among the top guests at the opening ceremony (cf. Bodin 2019). 
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a ‘schismatic activity’ devised by ‘behind-the-scenes forces’ (Kirill 2019). However,

at least on a Council level, that theme was far from central. Due to the COVID-19

pandemic, the WRPC paused its activities for two years, and its next annual assem

bly was held in October 2022, almost eight months after the onset of the full-scale

invasion.

In the context of a wartime defensive consolidation of Russian society (cf. Morris

2022), the Council stood firmly behind the Kremlin’s war effort. Although the main

elements of its post-February 2022 discourse were already developed, the WPRC’s

rhetoric became markedly more explicit. In its October 2022 statement, the Council

made crystal clear how it sees the role of the Russian Orthodox Church in Moscow’s

would-be hegemonic space:

We [the Russian people] are all responsible for our one and indivisible Church, for
preserving its unity, because through this unity, the will of God is manifested to
all our people, wherever they live – in Moscow, Kiev, Minsk, or other cities of the
Russian World. This is a single spiritual community united by the single Russian
Orthodox Church (Sobor 2022).

Furthermore, for the first time, the WPRC provided a full definition of the concept

of the ‘Russian World’:

The Russian World is the historical Rus, which includes the contemporary Russian,
Ukrainian and Belarusian lands, [the identity of] whose inhabitants [is] rooted in
Orthodox culture and ethics. The Russian World is, first of all, not an administra

tive but a spiritual community united by the historical and moral ties of the Rus
sian Orthodox Church. All of us – Russians, Ukrainians, and Belarusians – are one
Orthodox people striving for the ideals of Holy Rus’ (Ibid.).

Thus, the hegemonic project’s memorial, geopolitical, ecclesiastical, and axiological

dimensions were all intertwined to form a vision for a ‘common sacred space of his

torical and mystical unity’ (Ibid.). Drawing on this idea, in 2022 and 2023, the Coun

cil still called for ceasing the ‘internecine strife’ and restoring the ‘brotherly love and

peace in our hearts’ (Ibid., Kirill 2023). However, in 2024, the WRPC went fully mili

tant and declared the ‘special military operation’ a ‘holy war’ (Sobor 2024). Moreover,

the Council argued that this (now openly designated as such) war is essentially a ‘na

tional liberation struggle of the Russian people against the criminal Kiev regime and

the collective West behind it’ (Ibid.).

But which Russian people did the authors of the ‘decree’ have in mind? “‘The

Russian people’, they contended, ‘consists of three branches (sub-ethnicities): Great

Russians, Malorussians, and Belarusians’ – all Eastern Slavs as descendants of his

torical Rus” (Ibid.). The logical conclusion of this narrative was an open call for com
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plete and utter domination over Ukraine: “After the completion of the special mili

tary operation, the entire territory of present-day Ukraine should be made part of 
Russia’s zone of exclusive influence” (Ibid.). 

The shift from hegemony to domination is, of course, not clear-cut, neither in 
practice, as in the WRPC representation of Russo-Ukrainian relations, nor theoret

ically. However, one should not fail to notice the discursive change from an empha

sis on culture and identity in the previous thirty years to the direct valorization of 
the state in 2024. If the statist theme only lurked between the lines in the previous 
decades, now it appears to be central to the Council’s discourse. Thus, it becomes 
clear that the main problem all along has been the very existence of independent 
Ukrainian statehood because it has been perceived as a challenge – in and by itself 
– to the realization of ‘United Great Russia’: 

Building the millennial Russian statehood is the highest form of political creativity 
of Russians as a nation. The division and weakening of the Russian people and the 
deprivation of its spiritual and vital forces have always led to the weakening and 
crisis of the Russian state. Therefore, the restoration of the unity of the Russian 
people, of its spiritual and vital potential, are the key conditions for the survival 
and successful development of Russia and the Russian world in the XXI century 
(Ibid.). 

Russia, it seems, can exist only as this reified entity that holds the full hegemonic 
monopoly over its imagined historical time and space. Any perceived challenge to 
that fantasmatic integrity is immediately identified as a threat to Russia’s ontologi

cal security. Therefore, Ukraine’s emancipation and sovereignty indeed appear as an 
attack on the Russian World, essentially an assault on the core of Russia’s mythologi

cal knowledge about itself and, thus, on its power. This explains why, when the hege

monic project failed, the Orthodox great-power nationalist historical bloc resorted 
to violence. To paraphrase Carl von Clausewitz, war is nothing but the continuation of 
hegemonic policy by means of domination (cf. Clausewitz quoted in O’Donovan 1998). 

Yet, domination alone cannot achieve sustainable power. Russia’s command over 
Ukraine has to be meaningful for both Russians and Ukrainians. To produce such a 
meaning, the WRPC constructed an ‘other’ reduced to pure negativity. In a strikingly 
apocalyptic narrative, the Council communicated Russia’s identity crisis – if it is to 
‘lose’ Ukraine – as a matter of (ontological) life or death. The ‘other’ is now nothing 
less but an instrument of the antichrist to subdue the last ‘restrainer’16 preventing 
demonic world domination. The ‘restrainer’ is, of course, Holy Rus’ ‘who protects the 

16 Here, ‘restrainer’ refers to a ‘this-worldly force (usually, an empire or an individual such as an 
emperor) whose actions, or “just being”, somehow fends off the world from its last days, or 
from the reign of the Antichrist’ (Suslov 2023: 90). 
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world from the onslaught of globalism and the victory of the fallen into Satanism

West’ (Ibid.). Ukraine is now a sacred arena where the forces of good and evil fight

an eschatological battle for the fate of humankind.

Conclusions

In this study, I have shown how, since the early 1990s, the World Russian People’s

Council has served as a platform for building an Orthodox great-power nationalist

alliance in Russia. Initially a peripheral initiative in the broader landscape of Rus

sian politics, the Council soon acquired the status of a meeting point for great power

nostalgics who saw in Orthodoxy a natural symbolic capital to revive Russia’s ‘histor

ical unity’ and power from the ashes of the Soviet collapse. By 2012, the WPRC had

won the favour of the political establishment, and many of its propagated norms and

identities had become an integral part of the official state discourse and policies. In

Gramscian terms, a passive revolution has taken place.

The Council’s narrative has gradually established a chain of equivalence between

the dispersed demands for (1) internal political stability, (2) national unity, (3) restor

ing Russia’s position as a great power, and (4) granting Orthodoxy its historically de

served status of state-forming religion. To satisfy these demands and overcome the

late 1980s and 1990s organic crisis, the WRPC offered a new meaning to Russia’s past,

emphasizing the temporal continuity of ‘traditional values’ and the spatial integrity

of the ‘civilization’ they bound.

Operating as empty signifiers at different stages and contexts of the Council’s

discourse, ‘unity’, ‘tradition’, and ‘civilization’ came to represent both the present

(since 2012) symbolic order in the Russian Federation and the grounds for Moscow’s

future intellectual and moral leadership in the former Soviet space. All this would

have been perfect and complete if it was not for the ‘other’ – the historical West. The lat

ter has simultaneously prevented the Russian World from becoming true and whole

and, on the level of meaning production, provided this ‘world’ with the necessary

political frontier without which it could not be imagined.

Central to the WRPC’s narrative of Russia’s historical unity, continuity, and

greatness is the symbolic space of Ukraine. None of the key identities the Council

ascribed to its reified Russia could stay intact if Ukraine acted as an independent

and sovereign country out of Russian hegemony. Without Ukraine, or rather, with
independent Ukraine, Russia’s transhistoricity, civilizational uniqueness, and spe

cial role in the world would all be lost to irrelevance. Thus, Ukraine’s attempts for

emancipation from Moscow have shaken the basis of Russia’s symbolic order and

have threatened its fragile ontological security.

With the Revolution of Dignity in 2014, Russia’s geopolitical hegemonic project

inspired by the WRPC proved to be a failure. For that reason, hegemony had to be
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supplemented by means of domination. Hence, the annexation of Crimea, the War 
in Donbas, and finally, the ‘Special Military Operation’. When it became increasingly 
evident that coercion would also fail to subordinate Ukraine, the Council found only 
one way to represent the situation so that it could save the imagined Russian ‘self ’: 
the war in Ukraine is a holy war of apocalyptic significance. Russia would either win 
or will not be. What provides meaning to the Russian ‘self ’ now is the war itself. 
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