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Potemkin and the Illusion of Prosperity: Is There an
American Analog?

Grigory Potemkin

In the annals of Russian history, few figures
are as enigmatic and intriguing as Grigory
Potemkin. A military genius, statesman, and
lover of Empress Catherine II, Potemkin’s
legacy is marked not only by his
contributions to Russia’s territorial
expansion but also by the elaborate
deception known as the Potemkin Villages.
This incident, which unfolded in Crimea in
1787, has become emblematic of Potemkin’s
cunning and ambition.

The Man Behind the Mirage

Grigory Potemkin was more than just a
nobleman. He was a close confidant of
Catherine II, sharing not only her bed but
also her political aspirations. As Russia
expanded its borders and influence in the
late 18th century, Potemkin played a pivotal
role. He served as governor-general of the
newly acquired territories in southern
Russia, including Crimea, and aimed to
transform these regions into prosperous
Russian territories.

The Crimea Conquest

In 1783, Catherine II’s forces triumphantly annexed Crimea from the Ottoman Empire, marking a
significant expansion of the Russian Empire’s southern borders. Catherine and Potemkin envisioned
turning this newly acquired territory into a model of Russian prosperity, a shining example of their rule.
However, the reality on the ground did not quite align with this vision.

The Illusion Unveiled

The infamous Potemkin Villages came into existence as a solution to this dilemma. The story goes that
as Catherine II embarked on a grand tour of her southern territories in 1787, Potemkin sought to
impress her with the transformation he had orchestrated. To do this, he allegedly ordered the
construction of elaborate, picturesque villages along her route.

These “villages” were designed to give the appearance of bustling, thriving communities, complete with
happy and contented inhabitants. Façades of houses, painted to perfection, were erected, and actors
were hired to pose as residents. Fields were adorned with crops that were nothing more than painted
cardboard. The illusion was meticulously crafted to deceive the empress and her entourage.

The Purpose of the Deception
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The question that naturally arises is, why would General Potemkin go to such great lengths to deceive
Empress Catherine? The answer seemingly lies in his desire to secure her favor and support. Potemkin
knew that Catherine was not only his ersatz lover but also a shrewd and demanding ruler. He needed to
show her that her southern territories were thriving under his administration and that their conquest
had been a wise and beneficial endeavor.

By presenting these sham villages, Potemkin aimed to create an image of prosperity and success,
hoping to cement his position in Catherine’s inner circle and to ensure continued support for his
ambitious plans for the south. He believed that by shaping her perception of the region, he could
influence her decisions and secure her trust.

Could there be similar schemes being perpetrated today to convince contemporary Americans that they
can trust the policies and promises of the president?

Contemporary Comparisons

In light of President Joe Biden’s mangled messages delivered at press conferences and other public
appearances, as well as his seeming lapses into senility or insensibility, there are many observers who
believe that an unholy alliance of media and executive branch handlers are erecting their own Potemkin
Village in the form of the Biden administration. Consider this compelling review of the situation
published in the New York Post:

President Biden is merely pretending to do his job. But will the charade collapse before he
can finagle another election victory?

In czarist Russia, a Russian governor named Potemkin built a fake village to deceive
Catherine the Great about the condition of the peasants she ruled.

In today’s Washington, the media are partnering with Team Biden to concoct a Potemkin
village to deceive Americans about Biden’s faltering fitness for office.

The biggest Potemkin village nowadays is the pretense that Biden is really in charge of the
federal government and national policy. Major media outlets assiduously avoid even
recognizing the curtain hiding DC’s actual power brokers.

Whether or not there exists a conspiracy to create a Potemkin Presidency is a question worth answering
in light of the immense power that has been allowed to be accumulated into the presidency. Any sort of
ruse to hide an unelected oligarchy behind the façade of a functioning president would be treasonous to
an unprecedented degree, a degree that would be legally and constitutionally actionable.

As with the original Potemkin Village, though, there are those who dismiss the claims of concerted
effort to fool the people into believing the president is competent. There are those who not only support
Joe Biden and disregard and dismiss his indisputable bizarre behavior, but they describe his advanced
age his “superpower” and consider it a genuine reason to secure his reelection.

As with the original story of the Potemkin Village, this contemporary American version may mar our
own legacy of liberty and representative government.

Legacy and Historical Debate

The Potemkin Villages have left an indelible mark on Russian history, and are often cited as an example
of political deception and manipulation. The incident itself has become legendary, and there is debate
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among historians about the extent to which the story is accurate. Some argue that the concept of
Potemkin Villages has been exaggerated over time, suggesting that the illusion was not as elaborate as
legend would have it.

Regardless of the extent of the deception, the Potemkin Villages incident serves as a symbol of the
complexities and intrigues of Russian politics during the 18th century. Grigory Potemkin’s ambition and
resourcefulness, as well as his relationship with Catherine II, continue to fascinate scholars and
enthusiasts of Russian history.

Conclusion

The Potemkin Villages of 1787 remain a testament to the lengths one man was willing to go to secure
the favor of a powerful empress. Grigory Potemkin’s audacious attempt to create an illusion of
prosperity in Crimea for Catherine II’s benefit speaks to the intrigue and ambition that characterized
this pivotal period in Russian history. While the true extent of the deception may never be fully known,
the legend of the Potemkin Villages endures as a symbol of political cunning and the enduring power of
perception in the world of politics.
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