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This article deals with the professional discussion about the so-called “difficult 
questions” of Russian history that involves historians and teachers in the now 
independent republics of the former Soviet Union and Eastern Block. Both 
academic publications and teaching books are used as primary sources for the 
study. In the first section, the author studies several problems connected with 
the origin of Russian statehood, the Varangian question, and civilizational 
characteristics of East Slavic nations. The second section is devoted to the Russian 
imperial past and especially to the discourse on colonialism, which is often used 
as an explanatory model for the imperial period by historians and textbook 
authors in some of the post-Soviet countries. The third section is concerned 
with the conception of the 1917 revolution. The author emphasizes the fact that 
the conception of a continuous revolutionary process (1917–1922) has yet to be 
accepted by Russian secondary schools. In this part, the author considers several 
other factors significant for understanding the revolutionary process including 
issues such as the origins of the First World War and the developmental level 
of the Russian Empire in the early twentieth century. In the fourth section, the 
article discusses the conception of the 1930s Soviet modernization along with 
negative opinions about the Soviet period given by scholars of different former 
Soviet republics. In the fifth section, the author briefly observes contemporary 
studies of culture and everyday life. It is concluded that the history of culture is 
not represented well in Russian school textbooks, and it is also found that the 
studies on everyday life are often lacking in depth. Discussing various “difficult 
questions” of Russian history, the author highlights controversial historical ideas 
and opinions, formulated in the post-Soviet countries during the last decades.
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Предметом исследования является профессиональная дискуссия исто-
риков и  преподавателей истории в  странах бывшего Советского Союза 
и Восточного блока по так называемым «трудным вопросам» российской 
истории. Автор привлекает современные научные публикации, затрагива-
ющие такие вопросы, и учебные издания. Статья состоит из пяти разделов, 
каждый из которых соответствует одному из «трудных вопросов». В пер-
вом рассматривается состояние исследований по  проблеме образования 
древнерусского государства, варяжскому вопросу и  цивилизационным 
особенностям восточнославянских народов. Второй раздел посвящен про-
блеме имперского прошлого России и колониальному дискурсу как новой 
объяснительной модели, применяемой к имперскому периоду историками 
и авторами учебников в некоторых странах бывшего СССР. В третьей ча-
сти, касаясь революционных событий 1917 г., автор отмечает, что выдви-
нутая несколько лет назад концепция единого революционного процесса 
(1917–1922) до сих пор не закрепилась в российской школе. Кратко рас-
смотрены другие проблемы, важные для понимания истории революции: 
истоки Первой мировой войны и уровень развития Российской империи 
в начале XX в. В четвертой части обсуждается концепция советской мо-
дернизации 1930-х гг. и  рассматриваются негативные оценки советского 
периода истории в бывших союзных республиках. В пятой части дан крат-
кий обзор проблем, связанных с исследованием и репрезентацией истории 
повседневности и культуры. Сделан вывод, что история культуры недоста-
точно представлена в  российских школьных учебниках, а  исследования 
по истории повседневности нередко имеют поверхностный характер. Об-
суждая различные «трудные вопросы» российской истории, автор указы-
вает на противоречивые исторические гипотезы и мнения, сформировав-
шиеся в последние десятилетия на постсоветском пространстве.
Ключевые слова: историческое образование; национальная история; ва-
ряжский вопрос; Российская империя; революция 1917 г.; советская мо-
дернизация.

In recent years, the term “difficult questions of history” has been at the 
forefront of Russian discussions on the problem of historical education. The 
emergence of the term immediately raised some doubts and objections, as 
a logical question arose: “What do the so-called ‘difficult questions’ mean 
in history?”

The concept of “difficult questions” was formed in 2014 as a result of 
radical changes in the study and teaching of history in secondary schools. 
The changes led to a certain variability in the sphere, and dozens of text-
books for high school appeared then. At the same time, the Russian scien-
tific and educational community as well as the media started discussions 
about revising the previously formed views on many events in the history 
of our country from ancient times to the present.

History teachers found it difficult to navigate in such a difficult situa-
tion. A typical Russian teacher, having their own priorities, preferences, and 
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their own attitude to certain historical events, also has to convey the mod-
ern point of view of the national historical science to their students in the 
process of teaching. It is not surprising that it was the teachers who made 
the list of “difficult questions” of Russian history, which caused disputes 
among scholars and specialists in world and national history. In response 
to these requests, 20 methodological brochures were created, revealing cur-
rent views on “difficult questions”. At the same time, a number of research 
projects were initiated. The task was to rethink or clarify and correct the 
previous, seemingly well-established views on events in Russian history. 
This was also facilitated by the study of new documents and other evidence 
which were introduced for scientific use, as well as the process of revising 
previous theories and concepts in several countries (Poland, Ukraine, the 
Baltic States, etc.), which were imposed by politics.

The origins of Kievan Rus’
Many historical issues are connected with the origins of Kievan Rus’. 

Earlier, the confrontation between “Normanists” and “anti-Normanists” in 
understanding Rurik and the Scandinavian’s role in the formation of Kievan 
Rus’ was the main point of discussion. The discussion on these issues that 
took place in Soviet historiography ended up by the beginning of the 1980s 
with the formation of an official position, which was reflected in the works 
of B. A. Rybakov [Рыбаков] on the one hand, and A. A. Zimin [Зимин] 
on the other. Soviet historians agreed that Rurik came with his men not 
to “empty space”, but to a territory where people already had their own 
economy and developed social structures. Soviet scholars postulated that 
the Scandinavians did not play a crucial role in the formation of the state 
in this territory. However, most scholars held that Scandinavian traders 
and warriors exercised considerable influence over Slavic tribes of Eastern 
Europe [Славяне и скандинавы].

In the 1980s, Soviet historians did not deny that the Varangians could 
possibly originate in Scandinavia, and even Scandinavian roots for the name 
Rus’ were found in the last years of the Soviet period [Мельникова, Петру-
хин]. It should be noted that there was a revival of the interest in the Varangian 
question in the 2000s. At this new stage, participants in the debate are 
concerned with the ethnic origins of the Varangians, their cultural influence 
on East Slavic tribes, and the interaction between Slavic and Scandinavian 
political traditions [Сахаров; Мельникова, 2011; Мельникова, 2017].

Soviet scholars held that Kievan Rus’ created the basis for the formation 
of Russian, Ukrainian and Belarusian civilizational entities [Пашуто, Фло-
ря, Хорошкевич; Флоря]. However, Kiev has recently developed its own 
concept of the history of that period, which is based on the idea of only 
Ukrainian statehood, while denying the value of the Russian component 
[Гiсем; Власов; Струкевич]. Given that no new documentary evidence has 
appeared, we can assume the presence of political bias in this interpretation. 
It is worth mentioning that the “new trends” in the Ukraine do not come 
from classical academic scientists [История Украины], but mainly from 
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journalists, political scientists, and so on. Nevertheless, it is obvious that 
we should give a more detailed and documented justification of the Kiev 
Rus’ development history in educational literature, pay more attention to 
the formation of Ukrainian nation and the elements of statehood [Россия 
и Украина на перекрестках истории].

Russian Empire: the issues of evolution
The problem of formation and evolution of the Russian Empire is also 

considered among these “difficult questions”. In Soviet historiography, there 
were controversial views on the history of the territories of the Caucasus 
(Armenia and Georgia) and Central Asia becoming part of the Russian 
Empire. The official idea of the authorities about the so-called “voluntary 
entry” of these peoples and territories into Russia was often rejected and 
debated by local national elites [Невская, Кондрашева]. In the 1950s 
and 1960s, the “lesser evil theory” was even put forward. It stated that, 
for example, for Armenia and Georgia, their inclusion in Russia was the 
lesser evil compared to joining Turkey or Persia [Война и ислам на Се-
верном Кавказе]. The topic of any negative aspects of “accession of these 
territories” to the Russian Empire was not raised at all. The incorporation 
of the Ukraine into Russia in the 17th century as a result of the initiative 
of Bogdan Khmelnitsky was seamlessly included in this scheme. However, 
when the former Soviet republics became independent states after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, they began to build their own history 
and look for their own identity.

In contrast to the previous generally accepted concept, the period when 
they were parts of the Russian Empire was characterized as “colonial”. 
This definition was included in the history textbooks of schools, and in 
the programs of higher education institutions. Some scientific papers 
explaining this process of their development were published and various 
characteristics of the “colonial” period were presented: in some works, the 
focus was made on seizure and oppression, suppression of independence 
and culture [Кениньш; Kurlovičs, Tomašūns; Курлович, Томашун; Ра-
химов; Чоротегин, Омурбеков; Омурбеков, Чоротегин]. Other works 
attempted to explain the term “colonial period” as taking account of the 
differences between the traditional understanding of “colonies” (mainly 
overseas territories) and what happened in the outskirts of the former 
Imperial Russia, with particular attention paid to economic and cultural 
development, and the establishment of political organizations 1.

The problem of the Russian Empire’s formation concerns the 
development of Russian Siberia and the Far East, the annexation of the 
Caucasus and other areas of the Volga region. These issues remain the 

1 See, for example, the history textbooks edited by the academician of the national 
Academy of Sciences of Armenia V. Barkhudaryan [История Армении для 8-го класса, 
2005; История Армении для 8-го класса, 2007; История Армении в контексте мировой 
истории для 9-го класса].
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subject of discussion in the scientific and educational societies of modern 
Russia [История Сибири].

In all regions and republics of Russia, schools mention the so-called 
“regional component” (local specificity), which actualizes the problem of 
modern scientific assessment of the history and development of the regions, 
including those within the Russian Empire [История Оренбургского 
края; История Крыма; История Сибири; Россия  –  ​Башкортостан; 
История Саратовского Поволжья]. This task requires an interdisciplinary 
approach and the use of a comparative method – ​comparing the processes 
that took place in the Russian Empire with similar examples in the Persian, 
Ottoman, and British empires.

The problem of the Empire inevitably leads to new approaches in the 
study of colonialism in general and in a specific historical context, as well as 
to the study of imperial attitudes in the metropolises themselves.

At meetings with colleagues from post-Soviet countries, Russian 
historians drew attention to the vulnerability of transferring the general 
concept and practice of colonialism to characterize the position of 
individual countries within the Russian Empire. Taking the actual practice 
into account, we can expect that in the post-Soviet countries the research 
of “Russian colonialism” will become more popular, and in this situation 
the study of Russian history (the Imperial period) will acquire a special 
meaning (the international school of young scientists and historians has 
ended in Moscow…).

In practice, this may lead to new approaches in the study of the “Treaty 
of Georgievsk”, which determined the accession of Georgia to Russia, in 
the study of the processes that took place in Central Asia (the uprising in 
Turkestan in 1916, etc.) [Восстание 1916  года в  Туркестане]. In 2016, 
Kyrgyzstan’s increased attention to the history of the 1916 uprising indicated 
a growing trend [Российская газета – ​Неделя: Киргизия].

The problems related to the Ukraine’s accession to Russia remain 
important. In the early 1990s, after Ukraine gained independence, 
Ukrainian historians began to formulate new approaches to the events of 
the 17th–18th centuries, different from traditional Soviet historiography. 
Recently, a number of works devoted to Ivan Mazepa were published, in 
which special attention was paid to the problem of the Ukraine’s accession to 
Russia [З епістолярної спадщини гетьмана Івана Мазепи; Листи Івана 
Мазепи; Мазепина книга; Ковалевська; Павленко; Таїрова-Яковлева]. 
In accordance with new trends, the most radical authors in Kiev began to 
use the term “forcible absorption” of Ukrainian lands by Russia.

Russian historical science has faced the need to update the argumentation 
when describing the complex process of interaction between Russia and 
the Ukrainian Cossacks and the State. This is the subject of joint research 
of Russian and Ukrainian historians [История Украины; Данилев-
ский, Таирова-Яковлева, Шубин, Мироненко], which uses modern 
and documented approaches that appeal to the process of the Ukraine’s 
accession to Russia in the 17th century.
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The main task is to avoid excessive politicization, taking new documents 
and the study of various interdependent factors into account; to reveal 
the process of formation of the Russian Empire, the development of the 
lands of the former Tsarist Empire. A balanced and unbiased assessment 
of the policy of Russification of national borders is needed, as well as a 
sober understanding of the many advantages these regions received from 
joining the Russian Empire in terms of economic and cultural growth, the 
development of political institutions and civil society, and the preservation 
of border security from external military threats.

Revolution and Civil War: A New Axiology
One of the most controversial topics is the history of the Russian Revo-

lution of 1917 and the Civil War.
It seemed that this issue was finally resolved in the preparation of the 

historical and cultural standard in 2019. Then, by analogy with the French 
Revolution of the 18th century, the Russian revolution was considered as a 
process, the stages of which were the February and October revolutions, 
and the Civil War. Thus, the Russian revolution covered the period of 1917–
1922 [Концепция нового учебно-методического комплекса по отече-
ственной истории]. This chronology was determined by the emergence of 
new data, as well as new approaches to the interpretation of the history of 
the Russian revolution, including the important position about “own truth” 
among the Reds and the Whites.

My communication with history teachers, however, shows that obsolete 
chronology and assessments are still often used, and the new concept of 
the Russian revolution and the Civil War needs a deeper documentary 
and theoretical justification, as well as accessible presentation forms. 
A new “reading” of the history of the Russian revolution was announced 
in the year of the centenary of the revolution. Since 1991, the ROSSPEN 
publishing house, in cooperation with Russian and foreign scientific 
centers has been implementing a project to publish documents of Russian 
political parties from the late 19th  –  ​early 20th centuries, in the series 
“Political Parties of Russia. The end of the 19th – ​the first third of the 20th 
century. Documentary Heritage.” 2

The complexity of the situation is that a change in concept led to the 
disappearance of a significant historical heritage, because many hundreds, 
or maybe thousands of collections of documents, scientific and educational 

2 In 2017, on the 100th anniversary of the Revolution in Russia, scholars released many 
monographs, e. g. [1917 г. Вокруг Зимнего; Аксютин, Гердт; Медушевский; Хандорин; 
Шубин, 2017a, 2017б], collections of articles [Россия в 1917 году; Российская революция 
1917 года и ее место в истории XX века] collections of documents [Революция 1917 года 
глазами современников; А. Ф. Керенский: pro et contra; Л. Д. Троцкий: pro et contra], 
memoirs of contemporaries of the events [Изгоев; Троцкий, 2017a, 2017б; Революция 
глазами современников; Штейнберг; «Свет во тьме…»; Сомов], chronicles [1917 год. 
Петроград. Москва. Богородск; Гагкуев, Репников], biographies of the leaders of the 
Revolution of 1917 [Колоницкий; Данилкин]; also, works by Western historians were 
translated and published [Историческая неизбежность?; Скочпол].
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works contained “evidence” of the old concept of the history of the Russian 
revolution. The task is to take the necessary documents and memoirs 
from these previous works and collections and correlate them with the 
arguments about a new interpretation and a “new chronology” of the 
history of the Russian revolution and the Civil War. It is also necessary to 
answer the discussion questions that arose in connection with the scientific 
substantiation of the 100th anniversary of the Great Russian Revolution.

In Soviet times, the idea prevailed that Russia in 1917 and during the 
war was one of the most backward countries, and that in this situation only 
the October Revolution opened the way for Russia to recover. Now these 
estimates have changed dramatically: it is argued that by 1913 Russia was 
among the most advanced countries in terms of economic indicators [Мар-
кевич, Харрисон; Петров, Журавлев, Бахтурина]. It is clear that further 
scientific studies of the real state of the Russian economy, as well as its role 
and place in world economic development, are required.

In the past, the question of the role of the First World War in the fate 
of Russia and in the preconditions of the Russian revolution was actually 
removed from the sphere of scientific circulation. To date, serious scientific 
research has been published on the origin, course and history of the First 
World War [Война и общество в XX в.; Первая мировая война на по-
чтовых открытках; Петров, Павлов; Россия в  системе международ-
ных отношений; Россия и  Первая мировая война]. But it seems that 
this is only the beginning of new studies of the First World War and the 
consequences of this war for Russia.

The Soviet period in the history of Russia: the empire “vice versa”
The assessment of the Russian revolution is inseparable from the 

general understanding of the place of the “Soviet period” in the life and 
development of Russian history. It is known that from the beginning of the 
1990s, extremely negative characteristics of the Soviet era were given in 
our historical literature and journalism. However, there are differences in 
emphasis, for example, the period 1920–1930 and the postwar years [Бахту-
рина]. This question arose quite sharply in preparing the cultural-historical 
standard for high school. In the course of historical discussions, the idea came 
to call the period of the 1930s “the Soviet version of modernization,” which 
makes it possible to include in this concept all the difficulties of creating 
a large industry, collectivizing agriculture with tragic consequences, mass 
repressions, but at the same time successes in industrialization, science, 
culture, education, etc. It seems that the comprehensive justification of our 
assessments of the Soviet period is one of the important tasks of modern 
Russian historiography and political science.

It cannot be solved without the combined efforts of specialists from 
different disciplines: historians, economists, legal scholars, political 
scientists, sociologists etc. Studies are complicated by the fact that in the 
public consciousness there are significant differences in the perception of 
the relatively recent historical past. The difficulties are compounded by the 
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real contradictions of the Soviet era: the proximity of negative episodes 
of history with obvious achievements and successes. Russian researchers 
are faced with the task of developing new criteria and methods for 
analyzing such a complex and controversial phenomenon as Soviet society  
and the Soviet system.

When choosing a research topic, a new generation of scientific personnel 
is not particularly interested in problems of the Soviet period. Apparently, 
this is due to distrust of previously published collections of documents 
and concerns about the correctness of the results due to the apparent 
uncertainty and inconsistency of the estimates of the Soviet period as a 
whole and on its merits.

The problem of assessing the Soviet period has not only a Russian, but also 
an international context. All countries of the post-Soviet space have passed 
the “Soviet period”, and the attitude of different states to it varies. The Baltic 
countries are ready to erase the Soviet period from their history, declaring it 
an occupation by Moscow, although these countries were led by their own 
figures. The Baltic countries ignore the obvious fact that during the years of 
Soviet power they received strong financial and economic support, which 
contributed to the successful development of culture, science and education.

A much more complex perception of the Soviet era exists in the CIS 
countries. In the early 1990s, a number of CIS countries put forward the 
idea of ​​continuing the colonial era of the Russian Empire in the Soviet 
Union [Советские нации]. But this trend has not been developed: it is too 
obvious that it contradicted the realities of that time. The Soviet republics 
of Central Asia and the Caucasus during the period of Soviet power had 
significant privileges, and the local elite and national nomenclature were 
at the head of the republics. The process of gaining independence was 
completely led by national leaders [Бахтурина].

Held in 2017–2018, the centennial of the Russian revolution was 
simultaneously accompanied by the celebrations of the centenary of 
statehood in Belarus, Kazakhstan, Armenia and other post-Soviet countries. 
The same anniversary was celebrated in Tatarstan, Bashkortostan, etc.

In the Ukraine, the events of 1918–1919 attract special attention today. 
In numerous works of Ukrainian historians, the short-term period of the 
reign of the Ukrainian Central Rada is considered as a certain standard 
of Ukrainian statehood [Литвин; Хміль]. Meanwhile, it is known that 
the Ukraine during the Central Rada was actually under the German 
protectorate. This period is depicted as a time of “deliverance” from Moscow 
and from the Moscow Bolsheviks, although there was a sharp struggle in the 
Ukraine itself, including with the participation of the Ukrainian Bolsheviks 
[Михутина; Солдатенко].

History of everyday life and culture
There are a number of topics that did not fall into the category of 

difficult ones, but which should be specially mentioned. Modern history 
textbooks and educational programs have little space, for example, for the 
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history of everyday life, which today is at the center of many international 
studies. It seems that in the domestic scientific tradition, methodological 
approaches and criteria for historical tools to include everyday history in 
the general research scheme have not been developed. The sections that tell 
about everyday life, which are now present in a number of scientific works 
and in educational programs, look rather simplified and superficial.

Equally important is the lack of attention paid to the problems of cultural 
history. The deficit of efforts in the coverage of culture in textbooks persists 
from Soviet times. As a rule, it all came down to a simple enumeration 
of cultural figures in various historical periods. Meanwhile, it is very 
important to explain the importance of culture in the history of mankind 
as one of the main aspects of spiritual life, thus, special attention should be 
paid to the role and place of the Russian culture, including Soviet.

The presented notes do not consider the content of many other topics 
and problems in the course of national history in school and university 
educational programs, which need additional substantiation and 
development. I have cited a number of examples of the so-called “difficult 
questions” to draw attention to the interconnection and interinfluence 
of education and science, and to establish how the needs of education, 
including in high school, can stimulate basic scientific research.
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