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In contemporary public and scientific debates, Russia foreign policy conduct is often characterized 
with various, mostly negative labels, especially after the crisis that unfolded in 2014. Historians 
especially, called on to comment on Russia's past and present, tend to ad nauseam repeat the tale of 
Russia's post-imperial character. In their eyes, this means various things. On the one hand, this can 
imply a tolerant past, in which the Empire guaranteed diversity and respected all minorities. On the 
other hand and most often, however, especially when projected to interpret contemporary 
developments, the imperial heritage translates, according to these interpretations, into an aggressive 
behaviour against the Near abroad. Thus, in this line of argument, Russia, with its imperial and 
hence inherently violent past, turns into a potentially violent neighbour and neo-colonial force.  The
flip-side to this coin is to see Russia as a post-colonial political subject, in the sense that it has been 
(and possibly still is) colonized by Western concepts, unable to disentangle itself from the grip of a 
Western normative force. The aim of this contribution is to displace both readings of contemporary 
Russia. Neither, is Russia a neo-imperial power and potential or actual «aggressor», neither is 
Russia the «victim» of Western hegemony. Rather, I will try to demonstrate how contemporary 
Russia, by virtue of its past (and present) as global power has to come to terms with its colonial role
in a post-colonial world. The point of departure will, firstly, be to sketch both positions and discuss 
the main tenets of their respective argument. Secondly, I will advance an understanding of 
«Orientalism» not as a derogatory misconception of  other places and peoples but rather as 
synonymous for a power relationship and a knowledge gap. Thirdly, I will show how the Soviet 
past represented such a power/knowledge-gap and how this gap still shapes contemporary Russian 
relations to the outer world today. Thus, this paper addresses two areas of discussion of the 2016 
«October readings»: the changing principles of global politics and Russia's foreign policy. 
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