Contested borders and identity revival among Setos
and Cossacks in the Russian-Estonian borderland
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[n summer 1996 [ undertook fieldwork as part
of a group project' studying Setos, an ethnic
group in Pechory district in the Pskov region
on the Russian side of the Russian-Estonian
border. To our surprise, we discovered another
group of people there, who were in conflict
with the Setos. These men behaved aggres-
sively, and distinguished themselves by cul-
tural performances and ethnic markers, which
they called *Cossack’.

This claim to *‘Cossack’ identity immediately
drew a response from us. Even people unfa-
miliar with Russian history and culture have
some idea of who the Cossacks were. Until
recently Cossacks were the stuff of legends,
strongly associated with the Russian monar-
chy and with the emigrations of the early twen-
tieth century. Cossacks were traditionally
linked to the territory in the south of Russia.
Thus, one would not expect to meet them on
the Russian northwest in the mid-1990s.

This paper is based on ethnographic, socio-
logical and historical work, as well as on news-
paper materials and my field notes. The first
section considers the history of the contempo-
rary Russian-Estonian borderland through the
history of its inhabitants, the marginal ethnic
group of Setos, Here we will see how the clo-
sure of the frontier region between the former
Estonian and Russian Socialist Republics, and
the territorial dispute between contemporary
Estonia and Russia at the beginning of the
19905, established a distinct cultural space in
the contested territories of the Pechory region
on the Russian side of the border, activated
the Seto ethnic identity, and resulted in the
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appearance of the Cossacks. The second sec-
tion of the paper addresses the broader ques-
tion of the modern revival of Cossack identity,
focusing, in particular, on the role of the state
border in this process. Special attention is paid
to state involvement in and attitude towards
the manifestation of this identity in practice.

The Russian-Estonian frontier and
its inhabitants

In the modern discourse on culturally con-
structed borders the term ‘frontier’ is used to
define the zone between state borders as well
as those boundaries where different peoples
are in contact with each other (Boeck 2000).
From the state perspective, unlike the bound-
ary, which is a line of inclusion and exclusion
and inward-oriented, frontier has been under-
stood as being outward-oriented and as a zone
of contact rather than a line of separation ( Paasi
1998).

As Kopytoff (1987) and Boeck (2000) have
pointed out, the distance from the center of
the state and the weakness of state power in
peripheral regions have historically provided
fruitful ground for the emergence of new com-
munities. As Kopytoff (1987) has shown for
Africa, people forced to leave their homelands
as a result of social, economic and environ-
mental catastrophes settled in territories be-
yond the jurisdiction of established political
communities. [n his words, frontier regions
have been the incubators of new societies,
which have no opportunity (or desire) to re-
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produce the forms of social life found in the

center. Kopytoff points out that a frontier does

not create a society of a certain type; it rather
provides an institutional vacuum which allows
the development of specific social processes

(Kopytoff 1987).

The description above characterizes the
contemporary borderland between Estonia
and Russia. Indeed, historically these lands
have been a frontier zone, a meeting place of
two civilizations, the Eastern-Slavic Orthodoxy
and Western Europe. In different historical
periods, following political ‘shifts’, the social-
political space of the modern border region
changed more than once from its status as an
open frontier zone to a closed borderland.
While the lakes of Pskovskoe and Chudskoe
had been the natural boundaries between the
possessions of Russia and the Estonian lands,
for a long time the boundaries to the south
and the north of the lakes had remained
blurred. In Russian ethnological writings,
these territories have been referred to as an
‘ethno-contact zone’ between the Finno-Ugric
peoples and the Slavs. The traces of this con-
nection can be found even today. The small
ethnic group of Setos is one of the most inter-
esting products of these intensive centuries-
old contacts between different peoples.

Before the end of the 1980s, only a few ethno-
logists knew about the Seto people. The ‘bor-
derness” of the area of Seto settlement and
some specific features of their culture first ge-
nerated interest in their ethnic identity. Two
important markers of ethnic identity, religion
and language, contain the evidence of the
Setos’ frontier origin and their liminal position;
unlike Estonians, who are Lutherans, the Setos
profess Orthodoxy, like their Russian neigh-
bors. However, they speak a southern dialect
of the Estonian language, which has a number
of words borrowed from Russian.

The ethnic history of the Setos remains
speculative. Due to the Setos’ geographical
and cultural marginality. modern Russian re-
searchers are very careful when defining the
key characteristics of Seto identity formation
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(Gadlo 1998). In addition, nowadays the issue
of the Setos’ origin has become politically sen-
sitive, as discussed below. However, there is a
shared opinion that from the sixteenth until
the beginning of the twentieth century, Ortho-
dox religion had been a cornerstone of their
identity, which allows some researchers to
speak about the Setos of that time as a ‘socio-
religious community’ rather than as an ethnic
group (Gadlo 1998: 272). Indeed, the founda-
tion of the Pskov-Pechory Monastery in the
fifteenth century was a key event both in the
history of the region and in the Seto’s ethnic
history. Seromaa (the land of the Seto people)
is still perceived as an outpost of Orthodoxy,
with its center in the Pechory Monastery. As
to the ethnic identity of the Seto, it is consid-
ered to be a relatively new phenomenon, a
product perhaps of the twentieth century and
nation building.

During the twentieth century, the Setos in-
creasingly began to feel ‘Estonian’ - ‘we are
the Seto people, but our children are Estonians’
- due to the development of education in the
Estonian language, the activities of educa-
tional and social organizations, and the Esto-
nian state policy in the 1930s of providing the
Setos with Estonian surnames (Rihter 1979;
96, as cited in Gadlo 1998: 272). As a result,
even the names of elderly Setos carried a fron-
tier trace, an implicit reference to their frontier
origins and their dual identity - having become
Estonians by surname, their first names given
by the Orthodox Church still looked and
sounded Russian.

The history of the Setos is directly con-
nected to the history of political borders in
the region. In 1920 the territory of Pechory
district - the Setos’ homeland - was given over
to Estonia and the border moved westwards.
In 1944 these lands were partly returned to
Russia, with a part of Setomaa remaining un-
der Estonian jurisdiction. However, since Es-
tonia was included in the Soviet Union, the
solid borders between Russia and Estonia were
abolished and the region turned into a frontier
once again.
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Thus, in Soviet times the territory of Setomaa
was ambiguous: on the one hand, due to the
transparency of the administrative boundaries
in the USSR, it was the ‘innerland’ within the
common political space of the Soviet Union.
On the other hand. it exercised fully a frontier
mode of life, being an important communica-
tion zone, sewing together the peripheries of
two socialist republics, which were very dif-
ferent in terms of socio-economic development
and ethnic cultures. The distance from the
socialist republican centers and their govern-
mental authorities, combined with bad trans-
port connections to the ‘mainland’ and a rela-
tively well-developed network of roads with
neighboring regions across administrative
lines, facilitated the formation of a distinct
socio-cultural space with a common local iden-
tity. This identity was constructed across eth-
nic boundaries between Russians and Setos
as well as across the line of the administrative
division between Estonia and Russia.

In 1992 the establishment of the new politi-
cal border between Estonia and Russia intro-
duced wide-ranging changes into the lives of
the borderland inhabitants. ‘Having arrived’
(as the locals themselves say) in a ‘sleepy’
rural society, with its daily life arranged ac-
cording to the laws of nature and agriculture,
the border has brought new rules and regula-
tions structured by the presence of the state.
The border also disrupted the symbols and
identities of the borderland inhabitants. With
all its signs and institutions, the border has
formed a new general cultural background; the
‘border industries’, including visa services and
customs and border posts, have become a part
of a daily cultural landscape in the towns of
Pskov and Pechory and in the villages of the
region. The border has appeared as a new cen-
ter for this periphery, a core, a basis for build-
ing new social structures, new relationships
and new identities.

[n comparison to other parts of the new bor-
derland between Estonia and Russia, some
specific conditions resulted in the formation
of a distinct cultural space in the administra-

tive area of Pechory district on the Russian
side of the border. Three main factors deter-
mine this distinctive character: the ethnic com-
position of the district. the strong influence of
the Orthodox Pechory monastery, and the con-
tested political status of these territories. The
interplay of these three characteristics,
launched by the establishment of the border.
changed the cultural landscape of this border-
land. One of the most striking aspects of this
change was the appearance of the Cossacks
on the Russian side of the border.

Setos and Cossacks:
modern revival of identities

[n Tsarist Russia, the Cossacks were the ir-
regular army forces that lived and operated on
peripheries, protecting Russian borders and
colonizing new territories. The social and eth-
nic composition of the Cossacks was complex:
any man, a nobleman as well as a peasant,
“who could not find himself in the conditions
of stable existence or had an adventurous
character’” could join the Cossacks (lonin 1996:
225). In Russian society the Cossacks held a
distinct position and gained special status as
a ‘military-service estate’. However, it has to
be emphasized that the Cossacks also devel-
oped a distinct cultural and ethnic identity.
This specificity of Cossack community forma-
tion raises the question of how Cossacks
should now be defined - as estate or ethnic
group? How this question is answered clearly
has implications for the modern Cossack re-
vival, as we will see later.

In 1917 the Cossacks numbered 4.5 million,
organized in cleven Cossack ‘hosts’, which
were scattered across the territories along the
southern borders of Russia from the Black Sea
to the Pacific Ocean. They were very effective
in solving economic and political tasks in bor-
der regions and also formed the core of the
Russian military reserve. In the 1920s the Cos-
sacks were repressed, and their name has been
silenced in both academic and non-academic
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circles for more than sixty years.

As one of the leaders of the modern Cos-
sack movement recently reminisced: “about
ten years ago I thought, Lwas the only person
on the planet who felt himself a Cossack”
(author’s interview, October 2000, St, Peters-
burg). It would be no big surprise to hear a
similar remark from one of the Seto leaders, Of
course, both groups had ‘quietly’ existed be-
fore, as expressed in the exercising of some
cultural practices in daily life, but the over-
whelming processes of ethnic/national awak-
ening in the USSR following the period of po-
litical liberalization at the beginning of the
1990s, brought them from the level of folklore
ensembles and ethnographic museums to ac-
tive public discussion,

The breakdown of the USSR led to the de-
cline of Soviet culture. At the level of indi-
viduals, the collapse of the Soviet cultural
model had serious effects on people’s world-
views, which led to a crisis of individual iden-
tification. In this vacuum ethnicity has become
the most accessible means of social identifi-
cation for individuals. Ethnic groups became
emergency support groups in the absence of
other reliable reference groups. Furthermore,
ethnicity in an ethnocratic state becomes a
valuable resource, as it supplies a whole spec-
trum of political rights (Dragunskii 1993).

Neither the Setos nor the Cossacks stayed
outside the processes of ethnic mobilization.
In both cases there emerged leaders and ac-
tivists, and the movements’ ideologies started
to form. Of course, these movements are very
different. The striking difference is the scope
and the potential arena for the movements’
development. There are no reliable estimations
of the size of both groups, but even the ap-
proximate data that can be found are quite re-
vealing. The estimated number of Setos is

about 10-15,000 people, of whom less than
1000 at present live in Russia (Berg 2002). As
to the Cossacks, newspapers give the total
number of 4.5-5 million people (Nezavisimaia
Gazeta-regiony, N2, November 1997), although
these figures are unreliable and undoubtedly
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overestimated.
Geographically both groups also seem to be

very distant from each other. The Seto move- &

ment was localized in the territories between

the Russian Federation and nationalizi ng Esto- K

nia, while the Cossack movement was develop-
ing in a broad area on the southern margins of
Russia, from the Black Sea to the Far East. [t s
especially interesting that Cossack organiza-
tions also appeared in many other regions,
which are not the regions of traditional Cos-
sack settlements, and this will be discussed
below.,

The movements also took different ideologi-
cal paths. The Seto movement focused on
cultural revival and began with the restora-
tion of the Seto language and the collection of
folklore, creating the ABC book and popular-
ization of Seto folk heroes. In contrast, the
Cossack movement began by declaring the
restoration of the Cossacks’ moral and ideolo-
gical orders, which had existed since 1917 and
are rooted in Christian values and the concept
of faithfulness to the State. But by 1991 the
declared cultural and social goals of the move-
ment had gradually slipped to secondary im-
portance, being replaced by emerging politi-
cal goals. The rebirth of the Cossacks was no
longer an abstract slogan but real politics
aimed at acquiring power (Khoperskaia and
Kharchenko 1998: 87).

The developing Cossack movement faced a
number of serious obstacles. Of these prob-
lems, the justification of this ‘archaic’ union’s
restoration appeared as one of the most impor-
tant. The public did not encourage the Cos-
sack revival because of the unusual presenta-
tion of the Cossacks (for example, they often
appear in public in a Cossack military uniform
from the early twentieth century) and, to a large
extent, because of their equivocal, often ag-
gressive behavior and vague ideas, In addi-
tion, Russian society did not see (and still
doubts) any functional need for the recon-
struction of Cossack structures in a modern
context,

Indeed, what is special about Cossack iden-
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Russia over the Pechory district brought the
Seto people from the realm of ethnographic
museums to top-level political debate. We
should recall here that the Setos are marginal,
and speak a dialect of Estonian, but are Ortho-
dox like the Russians, Thus, when the border
dispute arose, the question of Seto identity
became important in Estonian discourse and
in scientific and political circles in the Russian
northwest. The marginal Seto identity sudden-
ly became a trump card in the hands of the
politicians who were arguing for these territo-
ries. Estonia presented the Setos as a ‘sepa-
rated part of the Estonian people’, whereas
the Russian side emphasized the uniqueness
of Seto culture and their common Orthodox
roots. For instance, in 1994 geographers at St.
Petersburg State University concluded that the
Setos are an ethnic group with a distinct cul-
ture influenced by the Russian ethnos.
Political debates over the Setos and the new

border enhanced the political capital of the
Seto movement’s ideologists and boosted the
movement’s development. Seto distinctive-
ness and its preservation became a corner-
stone of the movement's ideology. Since Pech-
ory is seen by the Setos as a sacred cradle, a
container and an anchorage of their identity, it
is not surprising that the border has become

the main driving force of their movement. So

although the border divides the Setos in terri-
torial space, it plays an important role in the

integration of their group identity, thereby
uniting them in discursive and cultural space
(Nikiforova 1999).

Cossacks, the Russian state, and
Russian borders

Whereas the Setos, facing the closing door of
the Russian-Estonian border, are trying to re-
sist these processes from the Estonian side,
the modern Cossacks, as we shall see below,
are looking for their niche on the other side, in
Russia. Historically relations between the Cos-
sacks and the Russian state have been con-
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troversial and dramatic. As the Russian re-
searcher lakovenko (1996) has pointed out,
being a specific peripheral phenomenon only
partly integrated into the wider society, the
Cossacks were the bearers of a pre-state, cha-
otic culture. Because of their different, unpre-
dictable nature, the state had to localize, sup-
press and incorporate the Cossacks into its
body. This struggle between the center and
the Cossacks persisted for centuries, and has
been extensively analyzed by historians. Here
I will mention only that relations between the
state and the Cossack communities in the
south were stabilized from the end of the sev-
enteenth century to the first quarter of the nine-
teenth century. During this period Cossack
autonomy was curtailed, and the Cossacks
were transformed by the state into ‘a military-
service estate’. Until 1917 the Cossacks re-
mained under state control (Tikidzh’ian 1994),
What had helped to stabilize relations between
Cossacks and the state was their agreement
over the role the former should play in pro-
tecting the state’s borders.

Looked at from a border perspective, the role
of the Cossacks in Russian history is difficult
to overestimate. They are famous for their par-
ticipation in Russian campaigns of conquest,
for instance in the opening up of Siberia and
the Far East, and serving as a buffer on the
margins of the Russian Empire. From the six-
teenth century on, detachments of Cossack
pioneers went to Siberia, establishing the loci
of power on their way with a system of cor-
dons and fortresses (Korolev 1997: 153). In
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the
Russian state introduced a policy of forced
migration to Siberia and the Far East, and the
Cossacks were among the first settlers. How-
ever, by the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury Siberia was still relatively unpopulated
and the border with China remained loose. To
protect the border with China, the Government
formed two Cossack hosts, In fact, the whole
system of Russian border protection relied on
the Cossack hosts. The margins of the state
were guarded by the so-called ‘fortified lines’,
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