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Introduction:
Nationalism, Colonialism, Identity

To introduce the subject of colonialism in Russian literature, a clarification of
terminology is in order. This book argues that in contrast to Western colonial-
ism, in which national concerns were often subsumed by those of race and over-
seas conquest, Russian colonialism leaned heavily on national identity and con-
tiguous expansion. The book further argues that a distinction should be main-
tained between defensive nationalism, which is poised to defend identity, and
aggressive nationalism, which strives to export identity and acquire land on
which Others live. Russian nationalism is both aggressive and defensive, and in
its aggressive mode it has transformed itself into an imperial appetite for colo-
nial possessions contiguous to ethnic Russia. We may assume that to become a
colony of another political and national power, a territory need not sign treaties
acknowledging dominion status, as was the case with many British possessions.
In the Russian case, territorial conquests were followed by incorporation into
Russia or imposition of governments subservient to Russian interests. Russian
literature mediated this process by imposing on the conquered territories a narra-
tive of Russian presence that elbowed out native concerns and the native story.
Not only Central Asia and Central and Eastern Europe have been subjected to
Russian colonialism but also Siberia, the Caucasus, and the Far East. While the
collapse of communism brought sovereignty to Russia’s European possessions
and to Central Asia, in Siberia, the Caucasus and the Far East there is an increas-
ingly uneasy relationship with Moscow. From the point of view of territory and
population, Siberia and the Caucasus are distinct entities, comparable to the
“white colonies” of the British, such as Canada or Australia. A devolution of
power in Siberia and the Far East need not involve total separation from Mos-
cow, and the book makes no recommendations as to how the process of decen-
tralization should develop. What it tries to show is how Russian writers abetted
the power of the center so as to prevent the periphery from speaking in its own
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voice and conveying its own experience as narrative subject rather than as at-
tachment to the center.

The introduction provides a survey of approaches to nationalism in the twenti-
eth century. Chapter | attempts to position the problem of Russian colonial
self-assertion within the context of textual politics in Russia and abroad. It
points out differences between Western and Russian colonialism, and it attempts
to show that within the agreed-upon conceptual framework of literary scholarship
on Russia, Russian colonialism faded from view. The standards, conventions,
and expectations of English-language scholarship on Russian literature do not
accommodate the aggressive search for self-assertion that is conveyed in Russian
literary masterpieces. The subsequent chapters show how Russian writers used
their privileged positions as spokespersons for the growing empire to over-
shadow other discourses, and how they imposed their foremeaning (to use Hans-
Georg Gadamer’s term)' on readers of Russian literature at home and abroad. My
goal is to draw attention to that textual victory rather than to write an encyclope-
dic survey of Russian literature. The final chapter of this book is an attempt to
show that a reversal of this centuries-long process may be in sight. While the
reversal is minuscule and can easily be suppressed, it is nevertheless real and
confidence inspiring. Naturally, my analysis is not meant to replace earlier stud-
ies but to supplement them: it is not a reduction of meaning but its enrichment
that I have tried to bring about.

I'am aware that no single interpretation can effect a radical change in the
structures of attitude and reference regarding Russia. The discursive forma-
tion called Russia is an intellectual reality whose metamorphosis will natu-
rally be slow. The English-language readings of Russian literature that turn a
blind eye to the problem of Russian colonialism or aggressive nationalism
will not disappear overnight, as no compelling political or cultural interests
work toward that purpose. Unlike the postcolonial territories of Asia, Africa,
and Latin America, which have produced numerous personalities and argu-
ments exposing the obverse side of the colonialist medal, the former Russian
dominions have produced few such voices. When the Red Army left Central
Europe, the liberated countries turned their attention away from Russia,
while the former Soviet republics are too busy picking up the pieces of their
cconomies and societies to afford investment in postcolonial discourse.
While the Russian Far East has displayed stirrings toward independence, the
discursive presence of such happenings is so far minimal.> In the Russian
Federation in the late 1990s, neither laws nor societal habits nor language
itself can easily accommodate anticolonialist voices. The situation still re-
sembles the heyday of Western imperialism, when hardly anyone seriously
questioned the domination of one ethnic or territorial group by another. I
therefore cannot avail myself, as can postcolonial critics who deal with the
West's colonies, of a plethora of scholarly studies describing the Russian
colonial enterprise in Asia and Europe.’ Nor can I count on a massive recog-
nition of the problem, so alien it may appear to those not used to the idea of
treating Russian literary texts as resources and auxiliaries for garnering im-
perial possessions. While the voices of a George Vernadsky or a Nicholas
Riasanovsky have been internalized as representative of early American
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discourse on Russian history, a mention of their contemporary, Jan Ku-
charzewski, is likely to be shrugged off as irrelevant in crafting an image of
that history.* The study of Russian literature from the standpoint of its colo-
nial context is at an even more elementary stage. So far, virtually all schol-
ars who have made any headway in dealing with Russian colonialism have
been political scientists.’

In 1988, a Ukrainian American scholar, Roman Szporluk, published Commu-
nism and Nationalism: Karl Marx versus Friedrich List® There he argued that
the intellectuals’ fascination with socialism had elevated Marx to the status of a
major thinker, whereas Marx’s contemporary Friedrich List should more appro-
priately have been so elevated, because his formulations corresponded better to
twentieth-century obsessions than did Marx’s theses about the stateless and na-
tionless proletariat. “Between the individual and humanity stands the nation,”
thundered Friedrich List, as he developed the theory of national economic egoism
that the Germans and others have so radically implemented.

However selective List’s and Szporluk’s suggestions about nationalism may
appear, they touch upon problems of continuing importance. Over the last hun-
dred years in Europe and elsewhere, many territorial empires transformed them-
selves into nation-states under the influence of the idea of nationalism, shedding
off their minorities in the process. The minorities themselves formed new states
or returned to their earlier sovereign status.” The fall of the Soviet Union, fueled
as it was by the dual powers of economy and nationalism, has exacerbated ethnic
tensions within the fragmenting empire of the Russians ?

The community of interpretation that existed at American universities in the
late 1990s has not treated the national question with the epistemological subtlety
so often encountered in the discussions of society and its ills. Within that com-
munity, nationhood is largely defined as citizenship. Emile Durkheim formu-
lated a thesis that there is at the basis of social order in any state a set of com-
monly held values and norms, and that it accounts for social cohesiveness. This
Enlightenment-based interpretation has been widely accepted in academic dis-
course dealing with such dissimilar political entities as nation-states and em-
pires. Indeed, the English language barely distinguishes between state and nation,
or citizenship and nationality. But in Asia, Latin America, and continental
Europe it is assumed that nationality has to do with cultural habits and memo-
ries of a person, whereas citizenship indicates the civic condition (or choice, in
case of naturalization) of being a citizen of this or that political entity. While the
two generally coincide, an assumption that they always coincide leads to such
amusing statements by American journalists (who take their cues from academic
specialists) as that in Chechnya Russians were fighting other Russians, or that
twenty million “Russians” died in World War II. Consider the following note,
which appeared in the Houston Chronicle on 6 September 1998:

Five armed Russian sailors were arrested Saturday, hours after they
allegedly killed a guard and seized 47 hostages in a remote north-
ern region, a Russian news agency reported. All the hostages were
released unharmed and no hostage-takers were hurt when they were
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overpowered by special troops of the Federal Security Service, or
FSB, Interfax reported. The sailors had demanded a plane to take
them to the southern Russian region of Dagestan, a troubled area
in the Caucasus mountains, according to the report, citing FSB di-
rector Vladimir Putin. The hostage crisis apparently stemmed from
a suspected car-bomb explosion that killed at least 17 people in
the capital of Dagestan on Friday. One of the sailors said a relative
may have died in the blast. The others were described as participat-
ing out of solidarity.

Within the semantics of nationalism current in American academia, the note is
unremarkable. A second look, however, reveals the confusion that went into this
text—owing to Russian colonial politics, to the way TASS formulates its mes-
sages, and to the American editor’s insensitivity to problems of nationalism.
The gist of the story, as gleaned from another source, was as follows. The sail-
ors were stationed on Novaia Zemlia, an Arctic island polluted by nuclear waste
to which the Soviet Union and the Russian Federation have been dispatching
their most intransigent adversaries (it has been rumored that Raoul Wallenberg
died on Novaia Zemlia).” After a few months of exposure to radiation from nu-
clear devices and other radioactive debris, the victims are well on their way to
painful deaths. The rebellious soldiers on Novaia Zemlia were not Russians but
Dagestanis, relatives and neighbors of the rebellious Chechens. Dagestan is in-
habited by a non-Slavic Muslim population and by Russian colonial settlers.
The Russians conquered Dagestan in the nineteenth century but did not succeed
in Russifying the area. Dagestan is one of the territories of the Russian [Rossi-
iskaia] Federation most likely to secede from it in the foreseeable future. Clashes
between the Moscow-installed authorities and Dagestani partisans have been fre-
quent in the 1990s. Several areas in Dagestan tried to join Ichkeriia, or the Che-
chen Republic. The explosion to which the note refers was part of the armed
struggle that the Dagestanis have mounted against Russians and, occasionally,
against each other (the Dagestani population is divided into clans, and the condi-
tions of colonial dependency have exacerbated local animosities). The soldiers in
question were indeed driven to desperation by the thought of their relatives per-
ishing in an explosion some two thousand miles away, but in registering this
message a casual reader is likely to miss the more significant fact that the Rus-
sian military had sent members of an ethnic group from southerly (and rebel-
lious) Dagestan to the arctic and health-destroying nuclear cemetery of Novaia
Zemlia.'® Unaware of these semantic nuances, the American journalist who
wrote the note contributed to a misreading in America of Russian discourse and
Russian politics.

With regard to nationalism, Enlightenment-generated concepts fail to accom-
modate the distinction between imperialistic nationalism, reaching out aggres-
sively to subjugate and exploit potential colonies, and defensive nationalism,
poised to preserve traditions and identities. Within the matrix of “nationalism”
tout court, the imperial powers that controlled much of the world during the last
two centuries often appear to be innocent of aggressive appropriations, whereas
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representatives of the colonized nations (including the mid-sized and small Euro-
pean nations) are assigned blame for the historical processes of which they are
merely tail ends. All too often, the two world wars are attributed to the “powder
keg” of Eastern Europe rather than to the voracious imperialism of the great
European empires. It is standard today to link the French Revolution with na-
tionalism (the Revolution made an appeal to a kingless people, thus invoking
nationalist sentiments instead of subject loyalty);'"" still, J. E. E. Dalberg-Acton
has traced the rise of modern nationalism to the partitions of Poland, pointing
out the pernicious results of “this famous measure, the most revolutionary act of
the old absolutism [which] deprived an entire people of its right to constitute an
independent community.” He has put the blame for the rise of nationalism on
empires rather than on revolutions, an observation that deserves more credit than
it has received."” In direct opposition to Acton’s view, Elie Kedourie and E. J.
Hobsbawn have argued that the multinational European empires need not have
been broken into nation-states, since the “historical consciousness” of the na-
tions they encompassed was far from certifiable."* Characteristically, they fail to
acknowledge that within these multinational states, one nationality invariably
prevailed and forced others into a relationship of colonial dependency. Kedourie’s
argument in particular is typically dismissive of all but the best-armed national-
isms of the world. It also is ahistorical, in its invocation of a static historicity of
nations, and it tends to exonerate colonialism at the expense of nationalism.
Kedourie represents that Western dislike of nonwestern cultural and political
identities that, as Leela Gandhi put it, echoes a conviction of an organic inade-
quacy of nonwestern peoples." Western scholars sometimes look with a disap-
proving eye at the rising sense of postcolonial nationhood in Asia, Africa, as
well as in Central and Eastern Europe, implying that self-identification based on
nationality is a kind of shameful disease, of which the guilty party should get rid
as soon as possible, unless possessed of the army and rhetorical wit needed to
argue its case worldwide. In Orientalism, Edward Said identifies numerous schol-
ars who argued in this manner."” Needless to say, the smaller and struggling na-
tions cannot compete with the hundreds and thousands of books that etch con-
demnation of their identities onto the memory of the educated in first-world
countries.'® Implicit in such rhetoric is the assumption that while the powerless
national groups are culpable by virtue of their separate identities, the taxonomer
himself or herself is wonderfully impartial and free of any national attachments
whatsoever. Yet as Margaret Canovan has pointed out in a seminal book, “The
modern liberal democratic ideals depend for the plausibility on the collective
power generated by national loyalties that are inconsistent with the ideals them-
selves. . . . General humanitarian principles and projects presuppose a power
base sustained by particular solidarity, while the maintenance of that power base
contradicts the very principles it renders plausible.””” In other words, while
Western democracies preach and support universalist ideals in the rest of the
world, their ability to do so is predicated on attachments to, and preferential
treatment of, particular languages and cultures of Western provenance. Professor
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Canovan argues that this inconsistency has been disregarded or papered over by
Western political scientists.

In her discussion of nationalism and feminism, Leela Gandhi argues that the
Enlightenment-influenced interpretation of nationalism is related to masculinity
and manliness, which the proud Europeans were all too eager to deny to those
whom they colonized. The British were fond of speaking of effeminate Bengali
males. thus rhetorically belittling Bengali nationalism.”® More broadly, the
trivialization of national identity of the colonized peoples has been one of the
ways of subjugating them, classifying them as lacking something, as not quite
as good as those who wielded power over them, as bearing similarities to the
weaker sex, whose destiny was to remain under male tutelage. Within this kind
ot discourse, small nations were not entitled to national identity, because being
small clashes with that sense of male virility that is part of aggressive national-
1sm’s self-definition.

This book is based on the assumption that there are different nationalisms,
Just as there are different countries, ethnicities, traditions, and histories, and that
routinely to use the word in a generic sense serves the ideological interests of
those who favor the uprooting of all but the strongest nationalisms of the world.
The nationalism of the confident and stable ethnicities that have been beneficiar-
1es of centuries of secure accumulation of wealth is different in its aims and
methods from the nationalism of those struggling to survive in a geographical
territory whose sovereignty is being contested. The group identity of ethnic
elites differs from the identity of the unlettered masses, who share only some
elements of the complex mythology that is part of the nationalistic ideal. The
manipulative and aggressive nationalisms that strive to colonize others are quite
different from the weak, defensive, and reactive nationalisms that easily fall vic-
tim to the military and rhetorical appropriation of their adversaries, thus contrib-
uting to the situation mentioned earlier—namely, the imposition of “nationalis-
tic guilt” on the politically weak nations while exonerating the power plays ini-
tiated by the strong. Colonialism is usually the next stage of aggressive nation-
alism, and its rooting in traditional male hegemony is too obvious to argue.

What is needed is a taxonomy distinguishing between on one hand the efforts
to know and cultivate one’s history and idealized traditions, and on the other the
efforts at self-assertion through conquest and suppression of other traditions, a
self-assertion that characterizes nationalisms that are merely expressions of the
hegemonies of unyieldingly male cultures. The fear of essentialism, which acts
against the development of a new taxonomy of nationalism, has to be over-
come." The functionalists make some useful distinctions but miss the mythol-
ogy of nationalism. Karl Deutsch strips nationalism of its shared history and
memories, treating it as a phenomenon of social exchange. Thus a nation is “a
community of communication” operating in an everlasting present. Benedict
Anderson seeks the roots of nationalism in literacy, positing that literacy made
possible “imagined communities” that did not exist in earlier times.?' This is in
contrast to the nineteenth and early twentieth-century nationality theorists, from
the German Romantics and the Central European patriots to President Woodrow
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Wilson. They invoked religion, geography, custom, and history in their dis-
course.* Germany produced many of these theorists (as well as quite a few pa-
thologies of nationalism, from J. G. Fichte to the National Socialists). Adam
Mickiewicz and Lajos Kossuth were two Central European voices arguing
against the pathologies of nationalism called empires; they advocated nation-
states at a time when empires were thriving, colonialism was at its peak, and
national self-assertion of small and mid-sized nations seemed irrevocably sup-
pressed in Europe. They were dismissed and excluded from the standard intellec-
tual histories of Europe, even though their mediatory role was huge, and much
bloodshed could have been avoided had they been listened to. Adam
Mickiewicz’s and Juliusz Stowacki’s writings on Russian colonialism are par-
ticularly valuable, but they reside in the archives of Central European thought,
which the American community of interpretation has ignored, privileging instead
the Russian and German interpretive hegemony.** A popular and nonbelligerent
formulation of such democratic views appears in the various pronouncements of
the United Nations and in publications of such international bodies as the Orga-
nization for Security and Cooperation in Europe. One such publication holds
that a nation is a group of people who share the same history, customs, loyal-
ties, and language (but not necessarily the same blood lines, an important dis-
tinction that rightly dissociates nationalism from racism) and that nationalism
consists in an awareness of this situation. This view of nationalism assumes
that “humanity is naturally divided into nations, which are distinguishable from
one another by their historically conditioned traits.” National self-government is
thus the natural and legitimate form of government, and the nation-state is the
most natural form of organization for human groups.” Prominently featured
here is a Wilsonian approach that accepts the identity and continuity of nations.

In The Ethnic Origins of Nations, Anthony D. Smith traces the development
of modern awareness of national identity to ethnie, or the ethnic community
predating modern nations, formed during military ventures and other significant
undertakings of a group of people.” The ethnie shares a myth-symbol complex
(mythomoteur). Nations are entities possessed of a common etinie and a broadly
developed mythomoteur. One might add that this mythomoteur may include
narratives extolling masculinity and its ways of dealing with the world, such as
wars, hunts, and explorations; or it may include feminine ways of self-defense,
as for instance the Polish myth of Princess Wanda of Krakéw, who was pursued
by the German Prince Reitiger and, in order not to betray her identity (a marriage
to a German would Germanize Krakéw and Poland), committed suicide. After
the funeral, her grateful subjects built for her a large mound, which can be seen
until this day in the vicinity of Krakéw. Wanda belongs to legendary times, and
she might never have existed; however, like Princess Olga of Kiev, she became
embedded in the Polish mythomoteur, as one of its key elements.

National identity tends to congeal into an androgynous form, as in the father-
land/motherland interchange. But while in German culture the masculine element
prevails (there is no Mutterland, only Vaterland), in Russian culture one ob-
serves a proliferation of concepts that stress the feminine. “Russia” most often
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enters a discourse as a feminine entity, as matushka Rossiia or rodina. This last
word has no equivalent in other European languages, with the possible exception
of the German Heimat. Rodina designates a place where one was born or to
which one bears an allegiance that surpasses other allegiances. Interestingly, this
feminine aspect of Russian identity has not toned down the aggressiveness of
Russian nationalism. As Galina Starovoitova noted, Russian national identity is
closely related to territoriality; all conquered land is soon redesignated as Russia.
France has its Marianne, but that is an incomparably weaker concept than the
rodina.

The formation of the mythological complexes of nations occurred at a time
when literacy was a privilege of a few members of the upper classes. At first,
only those few were conversant with the history and early formulations of the
myth-symbol complex. Its broad distribution in modern societies has undoubt-
edly been assisted but not determined by mass literacy and technology. The na-
tional will-to-difference is a form of the will-to-be, and not merely a manifesta-
tion of ressentiment, or a futile attempt to confine the world within a single
principle that purports to endow it with identity 2 The collective flavor of each
such myth-symbol complex is sui generis, hence the unique experience of feel-
ing oneself part of a certain nation. The futility of forging instant nations, such
as the Yugoslav, the Soviet, or the Czecho-Slovak, was due to the absence of a
symbolic complex that members of these fake taxonomical groups might share.
The failure of empires to generate loyalty of the colonized peoples stems from an
absence, in states created by conquest of the already existing nations, of a com-
mon body of memories. David Cannadine, Eric Hobsbawn, and Hugh Trevor-
Roper have rightly noted that leaders of empires exerted much effort to forge and
reinforce such memories ®

For such a symbolic complex to arise, a large group of people has to have
sufficient leisure over long periods of time, and that group has to produce writers
who can articulate the national myth in literature. In preindustrial age, the lives
of most people were too short and miserable to afford much psychological space
tor the creation of nations. This is one of the reasons why nationalism is a mod-
ern and postmodern phenomenon; why so many new nations have sprung up
lately;® and why the remaining empires are probably doomed to instability as
the “natives” advance in literacy and material well-being, generating a literature
that mediates and reinforces their experience.

One can distinguish between two types of premodern ethnie, lateral and verti-
cal. The lateral possesses a myth-symbol complex that is aristocratic and inten-
sive, and it develops among members of the upper classes sharing a set of loyal-
ties and memories that in some way contribute to their self-aggrandizement and a
sense of mission. The vertical ethnie is one in which a single ethnic culture
permeates in varying degrees most strata of the population. The lateral ethnie
creates among the masses of people feelings of belonging and continuity, which
are the scaffolding of national identity. The complex of myths, memories, and
symbols that nations bring into being shapes their constitutive political myth,
which in turn weighs heavily on their political culture.*
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Literature is a crucial building block and also an expression of national iden-
tity. Attitudes toward victory and defeat vary greatly from nation to nation, based
partly on patterns commemorated in literature. Past wars seem to be crucial to
the forging of national identity, regardless of whether they were won or lost. The
memory of these wars is rhetorically refined by ethnic elites. These reworkings
contribute to the lateral and vertical ethnie and thus to the sense of nationhood,
but the patterns of behavior that they produce are vastly different. Those ethnic
communities that have waged aggressive wars almost continuously throughout
their history and that have celebrated victories and defeats with equal vigor (e.g.,
the Russians), have an exceptionally well-developed senses of nationhood. The
German sense of nationhood likewise seems to be traceable to the pugnacious
history of the Teutons and their victorious self-assertion in the heart of the
European continent. But a great many lost wars seem to have a similarly sus-
taining effect on nationhood. The Poles lost all wars they fought since the eight-
eenth century (with the exception of the Polish-Soviet war of 1920-21), but this
continuous chain of national disasters did not make the Polish nationality recon-
vert itself into ethnicity. The Ukrainian national identity has been greatly
strengthened by the memory of the Soviet-engineered famine of 1932-33, during
which up to ten million Ukrainians lost their lives. In September 1993, the
Ukrainian government organized famine celebrations to uplift hearts—paradoxi-
cally, for the celebration was one of defeat. The Ukrainian mythological complex
is obviously very different from those prevailing in first-world countries. It is
still in the process of formation, as Ukrainians regain the self-assurance that
their Russian and, earlier, Polish colonial masters tried to take away from them.

Defensive nationalism characterizes those memory communities that perceive
themselves as being at risk, either because of their smallness (Lithuanians,
Georgians, Chechens) or because their expansionist neighbors threaten them.
Those affected by it tend to look inward rather than outward, and consequently
they fail to develop successful ways of dealing with the outside world. Defen-
sive nationalism is a means of resisting the encroachment of the hostile Other
upon one’s identity, yet it is all too often interpreted as xenophobia or antisocial
behavior. Such interpretations are themselves manifestations of colonial pro-
clivities, as they force the Other into the Procrustean bed of discursive space
staked out by mediators representing major political powers.

Expansive nationalism looks outward rather than toward itself and as a result
is less ‘aware of its own chauvinism and its colonial desire. Somewhere in that
privileged space created by an awareness of present glories and successes in im-
posing on Others one’s own self-perception lies a proclivity to taking away the
land of Others and establishing there institutions and activities of one’s own. At
various times in modern history, nations have been subjected to strictures of
colonialism that impeded their development and sapped much of the energy that
would otherwise have been spent on society-building activities and on individual
cultivation. Colonialism can develop, and has developed, in diverse areas of the
world, and its subjects have not been limited to nonwhite non-Europeans.
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Rapid population growth in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries coincided
with the growth of nationalism and added to its vitality. The growth of popula-
tion density facilitated dissemination of the constitutive political myths and of
other myths necessary for the “imagined communities” to arise. The nation-as-
people (as opposed to the nation-as-empire or nation-as-state) absorbed some
religious identities of the past. Lacking the enabling mode of a supportive state,
individuals belonging to stateless nations, of whom there were many in the nine-
teenth century and who continued to clamor for attention at the turn of the twen-
tieth century, dedicated their creative energies to the cultivation and celebration of
nationhood in literature and in discursive writing, and sometimes in war.

The development of identity requires a measure of societal freedom. Thus rep-
resentatives of defensive nationalisms spend their resources on resistance to the
dominating imperial powers, at the expense of many other activities. The nu-
merous nationalistic risings in nineteenth-century Europe and in the tsarist Rus-
sian Empire drained the resources of smaller nations, while their cost to the em-
pires was easily absorbed. This has been well stated by Romuald Traugutt,
leader of the 1863 Polish rising against the tsars. Asked why he had joined the
rising even though he was a bookish and timid man of a weak physical constitu-
tion, Traugutt answered: “God requires virtue of man, and virtue is so much
harder to attain in conditions of slavery than in liberty.” Implied in Traugutt’s
answer is the thought that in order to attain liberty, one first has to have politi-
cal sovereignty.

This perceived need for freedom makes for an uneasy relationship between
postcolonial theory, dependent as it is on Michel Foucault’s and Jacques Der-
rida’s insights into discourse, and the actual struggle of colonial peripheries for
self-assertion. The tension is particularly visible in the discourse about the for-
mer Soviet Union and the Russian Empire. From Chechnya to Czechoslovakia,
the mobilizing power of a call to freedom has prevailed over considerations of
race, economy, and discourse. Within the Russian colonial sphere, the struggle
was not against the Western ways of knowing or the cultural nationalism of the
English or the French but against Russian priorities and Russian “little knowl-
edge.” While postmodernism offered itself as a welcome replacement for Western
metaphysics to such postcolonial theorists as Gayatri Spivak, it offered little to
the subaltern peoples of the Soviet bloc. Spivak remarks:

When I was first brought up—when I first read Derrida I didn’t
know who he was, I was very interested to see that he was actually
dismantling the philosophical tradition from inside rather than
from outside, because of course we were brought up in an education
system in India where the name of the hero of that philosophical
system was the universal human being, and we were taught that if
we could begin to approach an internationalisation of that human
being, then we could be human.*'

Within the context to which Spivak belongs, her remark expresses anger at
the universalizing taxonomy of the Enlightenment, which imposed inadequacy
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on subaltern peoples. But within the Soviet/Russian Empire, this ideological
cause of disagreement did not exist; the Western model, however flawed, was not
the enemy. At stake was rather the imposition of cultural identity by an empire
alien to the perceived defensive identities of the colonized peoples, hence the
perceived need for “freedom” from the confining imperial power.

Anderson was right in linking nationalism and literacy; nationalism is a by-
product of literacy in the special circumstances of secular society and demo-
graphic growth—but it is much more than that. The spread of literacy put the
aristocratic ethnie within reach of the lettered masses. What used to be an exclu-
sive tradition of aristocrats became the property of shopkeepers, small farmers,
and factory workers. Reinterpretations of that body of memories do, of course,
proceed apace in any society, but that process is unlikely to destroy the myths
inscribed in literature, social habits, and institutions. The real or imagined heroes
of the past, who once inhabited only the memory of the small elites, now in-
habit the minds of people for whom family, religion, and political authority used
to be the only social realities. They blend with or replace these other loyalties,
formatting each individual identity and enabling it to forge its way through the
thickets of postmodernity.

As mentioned before, the postcolonial theorists in the West are in disagree-
ment concerning nationalism. Edward Said has argued, albeit somewhat ambiva-
lently, against nationalism’s deceptive charms. However, in The Wretched of the
Earth Frantz Fanon treats nationalism as a remedy necessary for curing the dis-
ease of colonialism. Elleke Boehmer also grants to nationalists a place in antico-
lonial struggle ** Leela Gandhi makes a case for nationalism as “the only form
of political organization which is appropriate for the social and intellectual con-
ditions of the modemn world.” She vigorously argues that the antinationalist
phobias of first-world thinkers and their readiness to attribute chauvinism to the
assertions of nationhood by stateless or empire-dominated nations are echoes of a
Hegelian perception of a “lack” characterizing all but the strongest nationalisms
of Europe. Hegel considered the Prussian state the pinnacle of historical devel-
opment in his time, a view containing the germ of the colonial prejudice that
postcolonial theory exposes. The colonial and imperial nations characteristically
universalize themselves and declare any insurgency against them (such as nation-
alism) illegitimate, says Gandhi. In doing so, they invoke their own modemn
societal structures, while suggesting that the insurgency is rural, backward, or
uncivilized. Under such circumstances, rhetorical appropriation of a militarily
weak enemy is an easy feat. In Gandhi’s view, the “paranoid antipathy” toward
nationalism is a form of retreat to the set of attitudes and ways of knowing that
generated, among others, Orientalism.

Thus I would argue that the choice is not between a Volkisch concept of a na-
tion, of the kind the Germans have developed, and the Enlightenment-based citi-
zenship concept. There are other choices. One is tempted to state, somewhat
facetiously, that the nationalism of the weak may be human nature’s revenge on
the postmodern philosophical framework, which denies the possibility of conti-
nuity and tends to see past and present as fragmented and discontinuous. While
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postmodernity trivialized history and colonialism denied the subalterns access to
it, nationalism demonstrates that human beings crave history and that history
cannot be engineered out of their consciousnesses. Ignoring nationalism will not
make it go away, while understanding it better may contribute to the elimination
or weakening of its disorders. More research into the variety of nationalistic ex-
perience could help refine and civilize that universal drive for identity and conti-
nuity, while at the same time curbing its imperialistic pathology. This book is
mostly concermed with that pathology. It does however acknowledge the legiti-
macy of nationalism as a way of self-assertion and an instrument shaping indi-
vidual identities in modern and postmodern times.
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Engendering Empire

The first archive of cultural descriptions that begin to define the Russians as
successful imperialists consists of Russian Romantic writings about the Cauca-
sus. Literary representations of Caucasus natives contained in these writings
entered the canon of Russian literature, contributed to Russian self-perception,
and influenced attitudes toward the Caucasus dwellers. The Romanticizing of
colonialism in the works of Pushkin and Lermontov had its parallels in Oriental-
ist literature of Western Europe. However, while Western Orientalism relied
largely on expository writings, in Russia the role of poets and novelists was
preeminent. Orientalist-style expository writings were limited to secret papers
and memoranda prepared by Russian diplomats for the benefit of the crown.!

That this literary archive was created relatively late in Russian imperial his-
tory was due to the specificity of Russian cultural development that lagged be-
hind territorial development. Before Pushkin and Lermontov appeared on the
literary scene, Russia was not sufficiently literate to transform imperial experi-
ence into textual authority. In sixteenth and seventeenth-century Muscovy, secu-
lar literature had been meager, and cultural records had been largely religious,
written in a language and an alphabet accessible to only a few hundred people in
the realm. One of the few secular works of that period, a book of household rules
titled Domostroi, focused on individual households rather than on society or
politics.> The first part of Domostroi instructs the reader in how to believe in
God and how to honor the tsar, but the remainder is devoted to family relations
and household chores, such as pickling cucumbers for winter.* Side by side with
this nonhegemonic view of the world, however, there existed secrecy, maintained
under several tsars, about the conquest of Siberia: the Dutch traveler Isaac Massa
speaks about it in his book on Russia.* Partly due to that secrecy, the conquest
of Siberia in the seventeenth century generated no great literary lore, and writers’
visions of their country continued to be isolationist, introverted, and timid.
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In the mid-seventeenth century, there occurred a considerable influx into
Moscow of writers from the Kiev Academy who were fluent in Polish, Russian,
and Ruthenian (Ukrainian) and who introduced into Russian the Western Euro-
pean literary genres. Until that time, Polish and Latin had been the only “West-
ern” tongues known to the Muscovites. The idea of claiming leadership among
East Slavs, let alone among all Slavs, seemed alien to the Muscovite mental-
ity.> In 1672, the Kiev-educated Lazar Baranovich dedicated two of his Polish
works to the sons of Tsar Aleksei Mikhailovich. In a letter to the tsar he said, “I
wrote these works in Polish because [ know that your son Fédor Alekseevich
can read not only our native tongue but also Polish. . . . I dedicated [my other
book] to your son Ivan Alekseevich because I know that members of your State
Council. . . . also read Polish books with pleasure.” At that time, Polish secu-
lar literature was abundant and sophisticated by comparison to the Russian, al-
though it was by no means as developed as Western European literatures; it
formed the first and significant bridge between Muscovite writings and those of
Western Europe. In an effort to erase the memory of that dependency, Russian
literary historians later reinterpreted the seventeenth-century transition period,
overemphasizing eighteenth-century contacts with Western Europe and suppress-
ing Ruthenian-Muscovite and Polish-Muscovite contacts that occurred earlier.’

Peter the Great and his wars were conducive to the appearance of imperial lit-
erature, but there was little time in Peter’s Russia for things intellectual, as
Russian energies were spent on gaining access to the Baltic and on weakening
Sweden and Poland. Under Catherine the Great, when another push westward
occurred, the insecure voices of Russia’s spokespersons asserted the country’s
imperial status with a grace less than that befitting a successful state-building
venture. It was under Catherine and her successors that the articulation of Empire
began to take place, in various reports and memoranda written by her ministers
and envoys.® It was assisted by visible signs of a thriving political enterprise.
The wealth plundered from the newly annexed western territories and extracted
from the Siberian mines helped to refashion St. Petersburg into a “northern Ven-
ice.” In the 1760s and 1770s, Catherine the Great began to assemble the first
collections of European drawings and paintings that later would become the cor-
nerstone of the Hermitage Museum. Thousands of European works of art made
their home in Russia (the first collection bought by Catherine, that of Count
Cobenzl, had more than four thousand master drawings by Western European
artists);” Petersburg architecture acquired the features of European styles. Court
writers appropriately sought a new identity, even though neither the Russian
language nor the atmosphere of the imperial court was particularly hospitable to
that development: Catherine once quipped that half of her court could not read
and two-thirds could not write. The empire’s successes created an enabling at-
mosphere, in which the court writers tried to assume a tone new to Russian dis-
course.

How did the culture that produced Domostroi and borrowed its first scribes and
experts on literacy from the Jesuit-run Polish schools in Ukraine and from the
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Greek Orthodox hierarchy acquire the consciousness of being an empire within
just a few generations? Between the Muscovite cultural happenings and Nikolai
Karamzin’s magisterial yet fanciful History of the Russian State [Istoriia gosu-
darstva rossiiskogo] (1818-20) stand the eighteenth-century versifiers and plod-
ders, who are duly mentioned in the histories of Russian literature but whose
rough-hewn language and intellectual imitativeness made them a miserable army.
However, in their attempts to graft Western European literary genres onto the
Russian language, they struck a radically new note, as if the Muscovite past did
not exist and Russian literature was naturally seeking its proper voice as a com-
panion and comrade in arms to the ancient European traditions that produced
French Classicism and German Romanticism. Sumarokov’s elegies,
Kheraskov’s epic poems and Derzhavin’s odes would have fallen into oblivion as
works of art, but they were uplifted by the current of success that lifts all impe-
rial ships. A studious amnesia concerning the ways of old Muscovy and the Ru-
thenian-Muscovite contacts began to manifest itself in Russian literature at that
time. Muscovite religious and folk poetry went out of fashion, and never-before-
utilized forms of expression made their appearance. Yet Derzhavin’s crude flattery
toward Catherine in the “Felitsa” ode echoed Muscovite worship of the despot,
and it later resonated in Petia Rostov’s worship of the emperor in War and Peace
and in the obsequiousness of the lower classes in Andrej Belyi’s St. Petersburg
(1913). These occasional eruptions of old traditions, however, had to do with the
content rather than form of literary texts. The absence in eighteenth and nine-
teenth-century works of formal links with the Muscovite literary tradition is
remarkable, and it indicates a conscious effort to deliver a new literature. This is
where the articulation of Empire begins: in the bold attempt to strike a new tone
appropriate for Russia’s magnificent new capital and its enormous territorial
possessions.

Nikolai Karamzin’s History was the first major step in the direction of what
might be called the textual empire. Its underlying concern was Russia’s resplen-
dent destiny. The work was commissioned by Tsar Alexander I. Upon complet-
ing the first eight volumes, Karamzin received from the tsar a promotion to the
rank of State Councillor (statskii sovetnik), a medal, and sixty thousand rubles
to cover the cost of publication."” The tsar liked the work so much that
Karamzin was released from the obligation of submitting his History to the state
censor, a rare exception in the Russian political system, where even Pushkin had
to submit to censorship.

Unlike the minor poets associated with Catherine who, as befitted nouveau
riches, stressed their connection to European literacy rather than to the style of
writing produced by their own culture, Karamzin confidently undertook the task
of linking Muscovy to the Russian empire. In fact, his History did not progress
beyond the period of smuta in the early seventeenth century, thus failing to ex-
plain Muscovy’s giant leap toward imperium. Karamzin heaped praise on the
tsars who enlarged the borders of the state by all means possible, an indication
that he understood well the connection between the empire’s military victories
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and its growing prestige in Europe. He was the first Russian intellectual to lay
his considerable talent entirely on the altar of the state, articulating Russia’s
territorial aspirations and providing a blueprint for the defense of Russian ac-
quisitiveness. In that regard, he played a role that his contemporary, G. W. F.
Hegel, played in the Prussian state. Karamzin rehearsed his praise of Russian
history in the biweekly he founded, The Messenger of Europe [Vestnik Evropy],
even before he set out to write his History. In 1802, he wrote, “Unlike the
Greeks and the Romans, we [the Russians] do not need to make up stories and
fables to elevate our background: glory was the cradle of the Russian nation, and
victory was its messenger. The Roman Empire learned our Slavic might, as we
went there and destroyed the Roman legions. The Byzantine historians present
our ancestors as wonderful people to whom everyone surrendered and who pos-
sessed extraordinary courage and knightly gentle-heartedness.”'!

The first edition of Karamzin’s History was published in three thousand cop-
ies. The market included Alexander I's courtiers and some thousand Russian
landowners who could afford and were interested in a work of many volumes.
Karamzin was also read by the alien nobility of the subjugated societies, and a
certain number of copies were sent as gifts to foreign notables. His work came
out at a crucial moment of Russian history: during his lifetime and for the first
time in history, Russia was admitted to the concert of European powers. Its ma-
Jor-player status was confirmed during the Napoleonic wars. More perhaps than
any other European empire, Russia basked in the glory of the Congress of Vi-
enna. The friendship of the tsar and the authority of Russian accomplishments
contributed to the certainty of tone that Karamzin assumed in his work, and
hence to the appearance of a Russocentrism that characterizes that work. In defi-
ance of available evidence, Karamzin proclaimed the existence of a common cul-
ture within the empire. Other historians followed suit and provided crucial ideo-
logical support, saturating the literary market with a body of self-contained dis-
course that left no room for uncertainty, let alone dissent. Nikolai Polevoi pub-
lished History of the Russian Nation |Istoriia russkogo naroda] in 1829-33,
while Nikolai Ustrialov came out with Russian History [Russkaia istoriia] in
1837-40. Mikhail Pogodin edited, as a supplement to his monthly Moskviti-
anin, a series of works on Russian history and letters (1841-56). Ustrialov’s
work eventually became the official, government-approved textbook of Russian
history, and it had many editions.”* Over the years, the historians’ contribution
to the invention of a unified imperial culture was taken for granted by other writ-
ers, and it played a role in the development of the so-called Slavophile (actually,
Russophile) movement. It percolated through the school system and through the
works of literature, and it is still alive in the textbooks of history and other po-
litical writings of the post-Soviet period, even though, significantly, imagina-
tive literature has begun to withdraw its support from it. The innumerable ap-
peals to the community of interests of the empire’s inhabitants that issued from
the Moscow politicians at the turn of the twentieth century, as well as attempts
to keep the Commonwealth of Independent States alive, go back to the imperial
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vision first articulated in Karamzin’s work. To use Hobsbawn’s term, he was
truly the inventor of tradition.

The invocations of imperial greatness such as Karamzin’s have to be classified
as direct textual expressions of aggressive nationalism. As argued in the intro-
duction, the priorities of this kind of nationalism are different from those mani-
fested by the defensive variety. Aggressive nationalism does not boast of democ-
ratic institutions but of manifest destiny. It stresses the enormousness of the
state it represents, its diverse geography and history, its labors to discover lands
that were previously unknown, unoccupied, and unproductive. Words such as
mnogonarodnyi (multinational) are among the favorites of aggressive national-
ism, for they emphasize the scope of its colonial enterprise while also suggest-
ing a broad-mindedness of the conqueror who allows all those diverse posses-
sions to exist within the empire. However, even such passionate expressions of
devotion to the state as those of Karamzin seemed insufficient to some Russians
of his generation. During his retirement years, General Aleksei Ermolov was
engaged in a search for “an ardent pen to describe the progress of the Russian
people from insignificance to glory; in his view, Karamzin’s History was not
patriotic enough.””® Ermolov’s search for the ever more grandiose inventors of
tradition illustrates the continuing need for new designs ensuring social cohesion
within a polity where Russia and Russians constituted a territorial minority and
a demographic plurality.

Karamzin’s History and its progeny would have had limited impact, however,
had the topic of Russia’s magnificence been not reinforced in belles letters. It is
here that the conclusive battle for the empire took place. The narratives of mili-
tary prowess, danger, and adventure in exotic locales that subsequently “joined”
Russia made their appearance in large numbers in the early nineteenth century.
The conquest of the Caucasus, with its largely Muslim population and relative
proximity to the center of the empire, generated a large corpus of writings and,
with it, stereotypes of the subjugated peoples and of what it meant to be a Rus-
sian: traveling to primitive lands and claiming them for the enlightened Russian
crown. As if to make up for the tardiness with which the Russian imperial con-
sciousness emerged in literature, the cultural appropriation of the Caucasus was
accompanied by frequent outbursts of prideful annoyance at those who questioned
the civilizational advantages of Russian expansion. The moral judgment passed
on the defeated was epitomized in Lermontov’s description of the Chechens as
“evil” and in Pushkin’s haughty tone in dealing with the “defeated currents”
(pobezhdénnaia stikhiia). A moral condemnation of those who lost is frequent in
the literatures of nascent empires, and Russian literature was no exception.

NARRATING THE CAUCASUS

Russian writings about the alien geography of the Caucasus reinforced one
another and in time generated other texts in which certain taxonomies of the
Caucasus were already taken for granted. V. G. Kiernan observed that all modemn
empires imitated one another;'* among Russians, Aleksandr Pushkin in particu-
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lar was an eager student of the Orientalist ways of approaching the Other. Like
French and British imperial expeditionists describing their voyages to remote
parts of the world, he applied the high-handed approach of a civilized European
observer visiting savage lands that had never attained to a written culture or na-
tionhood. He assumed the posture of a universalizing agent, and his articulation
of what he had seen would give rise to the idea of a mute Asia that had never
achieved self-knowledge (while the Caucasus separates Asia from Europe, Push-
kin never bothered to adhere to geographical names: for him, the Caucasus was
Asia, period). Neither he nor Mikhail Lermontov had any doubts about the right-
eousness of their enterprise, even if on occasion they divided the Russian
spokespersons into the worthy (Maksim Maksimych, Sukhorukov, Burtsov) and
the unworthy (Pechorin). They had no doubts that the lands they visited would
be better off as part of a civilization wearing the uniform of the Russian Cos-
sacks. They invoked the authority of French and English writers, citing their
remarks and adopting their rhetorical techniques.

In Russian Romantic literature, the Caucasus is seen from the perspective of
the Russian soldier or officer enduring the hardships of a journey into a danger-
ous and ungrateful land. The strictly military goal of these adventures distin-
guishes them from the writings of Western Orientalists, who usually went to the
Orient as scholars or businessmen. Seen from this military perspective, the na-
tives are invariably primitive, even when, as was the case with Armenians and
Georgians, even a casual student of history might have reflected on the scope of
their recorded memory. The Caucasus women are passive and sensual, while the
men combine fierceness with cowardice. The admissions of political and eco-
nomic gains accruing to Russia as a result of the conquest are absent in Russian
texts, but a sense of Russia’s civilizing mission is omnipresent.

Russian articulation of the Caucasus took the form of travelogues, poems,
short stories, novels, and histories. These texts abound in strategies to “contain”
the natives within the categories of discourse supplied by a superior outsider.
Comments about the land being wild and exotic loom large, particularly in prose
narratives. “Wild” landscapes naturally contain “wild” people: the writers fore-
ground those elements of foreign realities that they wish to affix in the memory
of readers innocent of a prior encounter with the area. They savor stories about
the lack of hygiene of the inhabitants and the childlike quality of their thinking.
Just as Giles Fletcher presented naked and crazy-looking beggars in the streets of
Moscow in the sixteenth century as beings profoundly alien and inferior, so does
Pushkin regale his readers with lurid details in his description of beggars in Ti-
flis’s (Thilisi’s) open markets. The first description was penned in 1588, the
second in 1835; in two and a half centuries, Russia had transformed itself from
an object of a proto-Orientalist description to a subject generating Orientalist
descriptions.

Before the Russians gathered enough strength to launch the conquest of the
Caucasus, the area had been inhabited by peoples of mostly Turkic stock. King-
doms rose and fell there in the Middle Ages, and a throng of rulers of both sexes
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remained in the memory of nations and tribes, upholding an awareness of their
ancient history and fostering aspirations to independent statehood. This last goal
was thwarted many times by religious differences and the linguistic fragmenta-
tion typical of mountainous and isolated areas. Difficult to cross even in sum-
mer, the rugged peaks of the Caucasus do not encourage communication and
good-neighborliness.

The Russian adventure in the Caucasus began with Peter the Great, who took
advantage of the Christian-Muslim mix of the population. He and his successors
established coalitions with other Christian rulers in the region, only to betray
them to the Muslims whenever expedient. Encouraged by the victorious war
with Sweden and Poland, Peter decided to try his luck in the South and invaded
Persia, then in decline. In 1722, he launched a southern campaign, capturing in
the same year the city of Derbent, and in 1723 Baku. In the course of the cam-
paign, one of the Christian kings of the region, Wakhtang VI, supported Peter,
but Peter gave him no help when the Turks overran his kingdom. The peace
concluded with Turkey in 1724 left Baku in Russian hands, while Wakhtang’s
kingdom was ceded to Turkey.

A similar sequence of events occurred under Catherine II who used Herkules 11,
king of Georgia, as an ally in her war with Turkey in 1768-74, to abandon him
when the newly powerful Persian ruler, Aga Mohammed Shah, attacked Georgia,
then a Russian protectorate, massacred the population of Tiflis, and reconquered
the country for Persia. The Georgians found themselves in a no-win situation.
Their southern neighbors were Muslims, and their northern neighbor were Rus-
sians, who had betrayed them in the past. To go it alone meant taking risks too
large for a small nation. In the late eighteenth century, Georgians decided to seek
another alliance with Russia. This time, they sought guarantees from the Rus-
sians that the Georgian royal family would retain the throne. But Paul 1 aban-
doned the Caucasus temporarily and exposed Georgia once more to Persian rage.
Alexander [ offered incorporation into the Russian empire rather than the protec-
torate status that the Georgians desired. They accepted it as a lesser evil, and in-
corporation was proclaimed in a manifesto issued in 1801. The Georgian king
abdicated the throne, but rival claims to the Georgian throne, coupled with a
strong national self-awareness, necessitated frequent pacifications of the popula-
tion by Russian troops. In 1802, General Tsitsianov was dispatched to calm
down the Georgians. He was assassinated in 1806."

The annexation of Georgia marks the beginning of a thirty years’ war launched
by a huge empire against small mountain principalities, the war the empire was
bound to win. The Caucasus hostilities were not interrupted by the Napoleonic
invasion, a circumstance that points to how little damage was inflicted by Napo-
leon on the Russian polity. While one group of Russian generals conducted a
defensive war all the way to Moscow and then pursued Napoleon back to France,
another group conducted an offensive in the south and signed the treaty of Gulis-
tan (1813). The treaty ceded to the empire most of today’s Azerbaijan, all the
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way to the Persian border.'® Bit by bit and treaty after treaty, those thirty years
delivered to the empire the entire Caucasus range and much of Transcaucasia.

Most devastating for the mountain peoples was the campaign of General
Aleksei Ermolov."” It was launched in 1816, lasted until 1827, and resulted in
genocidal massacres of several ethnic groups. Ermolov was famed for destroying
food, seed grain, cattle fodder, and forests.”® He subjugated the Avars and the
Chechens, and secured for Russia the entire length of the Terek River. The ex-
ploits of Ermolov’s army of fifty thousand survived in Russian memory, un-
touched by reflexive knowledge and second thoughts, as an awe-inspiring but
essentially noble achievement. Unlike the conquest of Siberia or the slaughter of
some twenty thousand civilians in the Warsaw suburb of Praga in 1794 (one of
General Aleksandr Suvorov’s accomplishments), the Caucasus exploits were
boldly advertised in imaginative literature.

In a letter permeated with uncharacteristic humility, Aleksandr Pushkin offered
to become General Ermolov’s secretary, editor, and publisher. He told the general
that while Napoleon’s campaign in Russia received much attention from writers
even though it had ended in failure, the spectacularly successful campaign of
General Ermolov in the Caucasus had not been sufficiently recognized. Pushkin
went on to beg the general to allow him to edit his memoirs about the Caucasus
victory: “Your glory belongs to all of Russia, and you have no right to conceal
it.”" The compliment was later extended, in reverse, to Pushkin, by Ermolov’s
successor in the Caucasus, Field Marshal 1. F. Paskevich. After allowing the
poet to experience briefly the pleasures of participating in a war against the
mountain peoples, Paskevich invoked the good of the motherland and forbade
Pushkin to remain in active service. “Mr. Pushkin,” he said, “Your life is pre-
cious to Russia, and you have no place here; I therefore advise you to leave the
army immediately.”* Pushkin left the army, but he was already sufficiently en-
riched by memories to produce the magisterial vision of the Caucasus that con-
gealed into the Russian (and then Western—since Western interpretations of
Russian Romantic literature followed the cues of Russian writers and critics)
literary image of the Caucasus.

From his early poem “The Prisoner of the Caucasus” to the mature Journey to
Arzrum during the 1829 Campaign [Puteshestvie v Arzrum vo vremia pokhoda
1829 goda], Pushkin set out to create a mute and intellectually deficient Cauca-
sus, recklessly brave in its pointless struggle and ripe for Russian governance.?'
Pushkin and Lermontov manufactured for the Russian textual memory the image
of Russia as a stern but just mistress of the area. Pushkin in particular can be
credited with the first fully successful artistic formulation of Russian imperial
consciousness. He gave a voice to those who felt invigorated by Russia’s mili-
tary achievements. Through Pushkin’s poetry and prose, it rapidly became clear
that Russian imperialism did not need a coarse and brutal visage, that Russians
were not Mongols, and that they could convert into beauty what their rifles and
swords destroyed. The gracefulness with which Pushkin created the consolidating
vision of Russian imperialism has served the nation well. He conjured up an
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image that had never before existed in Russian literature: a proud Russia destined
to rule over the “miserable Finns” and other races it had conquered; a Russia re-
plete with humble and admirable patriots who discharged their duty faithfully in
the faraway Caucasus; a Russia whose upper classes equaled in sophistication
and education the most refined circles in the West,

Pushkin’s Journey to Arzrum presents the military venture of Field Marshal
Paskevich as a kind of merry and unending hunt, where the game is always
abundant and the “enemy” (“I’ennemi,” in the French-language conversation be-
tween Pushkin and Paskevich) is always there to be pursued in a light-hearted
way. The naturalness of this pursuit, like getting up and taking a bath and hav-
ing breakfast, is particularly prominent in the commentary sections of the trave-
logue. The Other is familiar, a part of our lives, but he or she is there to be pur-
sued, maimed, taken prisoner, killed. The eye-catching similarity to the hunt,
and the atmosphere of male distraction, in Pushkin’s account—a total absence of
reflection on the humanity of the “enemy” and even a dubious Justification for
using the “hunt” as a background for the comments of the supertor observer—set
the tone for the later Russian writings about the wars of conquest.?

The only available English translation diverts the meaning of Pushkin’s jour-
ney from military venture to exotic tourism; it does so by toning down the pug-
nacious tone of the text and by failing to translate the title in full. In Russian,
the title adds to “Journey to Arzrum” the phrase “during the military campaign of
1829,” an addition that places this work squarely within the tradition of military
memoirs of the epoch. Unlike Pierre Bezukhov in War and Peace, who wanders
disoriented about the battlefield of Borodino, Pushkin was not an observer but a
participant in war, and the refreshment course he took at Arzrum clearly met
with his approval. A self-portrait in charcoal that he drew at that time shows
him on horseback with his spear [sic] at the ready.” But the translation empha-
sizes instead the traditional readings of Russian literature, which elbow out the
military aspect of Russian texts.

The reality of total war seeps through Pushkin’s patronizing images. There
was hardly a civilian community of Russians in the Caucasus in Pushkin’s
time. In towns such as Piatigorsk, Kislovodsk, and Tiflis there lived, of course,
Russian colonial administrators with their wives and households, and that made
for a beginning of a local “society,” but social gatherings were mostly attended
by the largest and most visible group of Russians in situ: ensigns, lieutenants,
captains, and colonels, with an occasional general as a focus of attention. These
social gatherings were a subset of Russian military life, a fact that the readers of
Russian literature have consistently disregarded, just as the readers of English
literature have ignored the implications of Sir Thomas Bertram’s plantation in
the West Indies, or Messrs. Micawber’s and Peggotty’s good fortunes in Austra-
lia. While the Russian parties and conversations are thus foregrounded, an im-
penetrable silence surrounds the lives of native inhabitants. Probably very few
readers of Pushkin’s charming description of a trip to Tiflis have noted that the
massive presence of beggars in the streets of that city might have been related to
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the continuous state of war that had existed in the Caucasus ever since the Rus-
sian Empire decided that it would be in its interest to conquer the area.

Pushkin’s Journey is replete with imperial pedagogy suggesting that Russia is
a benevolent agent bestowing order and identity on primeval chaos. At some
point, a detachment of soldiers goes to the forest to “cleanse it.”?* The cleansing
metaphor recurs in Orientalist literature dealing with the colonies; one could
mention Rudyard Kipling’s poem “A Song of the White Men” (1899), where the
said men “go to clean the land.” (If Pushkin had been a contemporary of
Kipling, he could well have repeated after him: “Oh, well for the world when the
White Men tread / Their highway side by side!”)*® Some five hundred “Turkish”
prisoners wait nearby showing no signs of fear, even though within sight the
Cossacks are finishing off some of the wounded: it is suggested, however, that
this ts not so much courage as silent indifference. Circassian bodies lie every-
where. A brave Russian colonel smokes “their” pipe “in a friendly way” (druzhe-
liubno). The inferior nature of the Turks is suggested by the mention of a “her-
maphrodite” among them: we are told that such monsters appear frequently
among nomads. Before departing for Russia, the poet visits a bazaar and is con-
fronted by “a horrible beggar. He was as pale as death; from his red festered eyes
tears were streaming.” The poet “pushes the beggar away with a feeling of
repugnance that is impossible to describe” and returns home. One is reminded
here of Gustave Flaubert’s graphic descriptions of the revolting medical condi-
tions he witnessed in the Near East.”

This unattractive picture is contrasted with the healthy and merry Cossacks
who, pressing forward after the battle, encounter villages entirely devoid of the
Turks, who have, well, disappeared. The Turks who do appear in the story are
either humble servants of the Russians or have just been defeated and wait sul-
lenly for the inevitable. A few crazy fellows shoot at the Russians but do not
cause much damage. Their undignified and cowardly behavior in the streets con-
trasts with the “wise and cordial” (Sukhorukov) or “brave” (Burtsov) demeanor of
the victors.”’ Pushkin quotes a Turkish poem comparing the pious (and therefore
presumably invincible) Arzrum to Istanbul, which is doomed to fall because it
does not observe the strictures of the Qu’ran. The author of that poem turns out
to be wrong: Arzrum falls to the Russians. The upcoming attack on Arzrum is
announced by the commander in chief of the Russian army, General Paskevich,
at a dinner for his senior officers. The Muslim stronghold is taken almost casu-
ally, with little planning and small expenditure of military force. The tag of in-
vincibility, tossed out casually by Pushkin in a quotation from a hostile poem,
returns to the colonial power in full glory.

After the conquest, Arzrum is silent; in this city of one hundred thousand, no
one complains about the ten thousand Cossacks who are now in charge. The
pasha’s palace is looted thoroughly: sofas are torn, and there are no carpets.
Pushkin suggests that the fleeing Turks themselves had caused the damage. The
harem wives praise the Russians when ordered to confront them in person. This
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bucolic image is marred by the news that the plague had made its appearance in
Arzrum.

On his way back to Russia proper, Pushkin encounters friends who take ad-
vantage of the local hot springs to treat wounds incurred during the campaign;
they carry with them some Russian magazines with inept articles about Push-
kin’s poetry. The last event described in the Journey is an outburst of laughter
over these poor samples of literary criticism. The close of Pushkin’s travelogue
rehearses the key elements of colonial superiority: abundant literacy, revulsion at
the sight of the primitives whose customs are inferior, an ability to use the re-
sources of the conquered lands for a good purpose (the healing of wounds, the
building of new houses and parks), an ability to produce texts that would create a
memory of the Arzrum campaign for the descendants of those who conquered it,
and, finally, an ability to experience the joy of life as befits young Russian offi-
cers on leave.

Privileging the point of view of the imperial observer is a common strategy
of textual imperialism: the pen of the conqueror describes customs and ways of
the silent subalterns. Even when a member of the conquering race himself be-
comes a prisoner of the “primitives,” the situation does not change. In “Prisoner
of the Caucasus,” a nameless Russian (called “a European” by the poet) is taken
prisoner by the Circassians. He “watches their beliefs and customs” very much
as an Orientalist engaged in the business of increasing the Western body of
knowledge might have done.”® He likes their simplicity, hospitality, and nimble
movements; he even likes their inclination to quarrel and their psychological
strength. Their colorful clothing attracts his attention. The Circassians are “bomn
for war,” and during their warlike games they often cut off the heads of prisoners
to the intense joy of Circassian infants [sic]. The Russian looks at these occupa-
tions with the dignity of a superior man, an attitude that evokes the fearful admi-
ration of his jailers.

It is characteristic of Russian colonial literature to emphasize the real or al-
leged brutalities the conquered once imposed on the Russians. Past injustices are
celebrated in literary and other texts, giving birth to justifications of like treat-
ment meted out by the Russians. Pushkin’s *“Prisoner of the Caucasus” reminds
the reader that the unruly tribes of the Caucasus constituted a grave danger to the
empire and that many Russians had perished in their raids on imperial territory.
In September 1998, three years after the end of a war that leveled the tiny repub-
lic of Chechnya and killed tens of thousands of Chechens, the Russian Presiden-
tial Commission on Prisoners of War declared in a press release that 794 Rus-
sians who had participated in that war were still missing; it demanded an ac-
counting from the devastated republic. Shortly afterwards, Russian foreign min-
istry announced that Russia would never allow Chechnya to secede from the
Russian Federation.?”

Pushkin’s narrowly focused and judgmental writings differ in a profound way
from Joseph Conrad’s polyphonic descriptions of black Africa and from Jane
Austen’s suppressed criticism of colonial advantage.®® Unlike the Britons, Push-
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kin has no doubts. He speaks for an empire in the making, one that relies on
Cossack sabers rather than on textual superiority, an empire that is still fearful
of being enveloped in the Other’s discourse. In Pushkin’s time it was not yet
certain that Russia would succeed in overcoming the West’s taxonomizing gaze.
Powerful voices, such as those of Jules Michelet, were still ready to treat Russia
in ways not dissimilar from those adopted by Pushkin in regard to the Caucasus.
The danger was real: long after Pushkin went to his grave, Ivan Turgenev could
not avoid the patronizing tone of the Goncourt brothers who commemorated him
in their Journal as an exotic and quaint Slavic figure. The rubbing-in of the Cau-
casus’ inferiority in Journey to Arzrum, the shrill proclamations of superiority
of the Russian Cossacks, and the belittling of the “Turks” said to withdraw
without fighting at the slightest provocation were Pushkin’s ways of responding
to the high-handedness with which some European intellectuals treated Russians
in Pushkin’s time.

Several generations later, Lev Tolstoi’s “Hadji Murad” (1904), written from
the perspective of a much more secure Russian state, deconstructed the empire’s
Romantic propagandists. Tolstoi recorded for the first time the scorched-earth
policy that had been the foundation of Ermolov’s and Paskevich’s successes.
Even though “Hadji Murad” was written at a time when the Caucasus was firmly
anchored in the empire, Tolstoi’s work was published only posthumously. Tol-
stol was too anticolonial not to present a danger to the Russian establishment.
His treatment of Tsar Nicholas I, under whose rule the conquest of the Caucasus
was completed, is so devastating that it cannot be compared to any work of Rus-
sian literature before or after. “Hadji Murad” contains macabre vignettes of the
war of conquest. The narrator outlines the destruction of a Chechen village in the
following way:

[Sado] found his saklya in ruins—the roof fallen in, the door and
the posts supporting the penthouse burned, and the interior filthy.
.. . The two stacks of hay there had been burnt, the apricot and
cherry trees he had planted and reared were broken and scorched,
and worse still all the beehives and bees had been burnt. . . . The
fountain was polluted, evidently on purpose, so that the water
could not be used. The mosque was polluted in the same way."

Tolstoi’s translator, Aylmer Maude, described Ermolov’s doings thus: “[A] cam-
paign of ‘pacification’ of Chechnya and Dagestan . . . consisted of the destruc-
tion of villages, theft of cattle and goods, clear-cutting of forests, and the reset-
tlement of the people.””* Such assessments stand in stark contrast to the light-
hearted tone of Journey to Arzrum and even to the murkier narratives of Mikhail
Lermontov. Pushkin did, of course, know of the true state of affairs during his
Arzrum adventure. “The Circassians hate us,” he admitted, “We have forced them
out of their free and spacious pasturelands; their auls are in ruins, whole tribes
have been annihilated.” In contrast to Tolstoi, however, he was not pleading
the Circassian case but rather warning the Russians of Circassian danger. Like
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all too many colonialists, Pushkin treated the Other as an alien species whose
needs and rights were fundamentally different from those of the conquering tribe.

Foremost among the strategies of subjugation and “cutting down to size” is
the creation of a dichotomy between the uncouth and disorderly savagery of the
Caucasus before the conquest and the improved social and material practices af-
terwards. Pushkin painted a rosy picture of the advantages that Russian civiliza-
tion had bestowed on the Caucasus in just a few years. Comparing the hot
springs near Georgievsk to what he had seen a few years earlier, he noted a strik-
ing change for the better:

In my time the baths were in hastily built shacks. . . . Now mag-
nificent baths and buildings have been erected. A boulevard lined
by young lindens runs along the slope of Mount Mashuk. Every-
where there are neatly kept pathways, green benches, rectangular
flowerbeds, little bridges, pavilions. The springs have been re-
fined, lined with stone; nailed up on the walls of the bathhouses
are lists of instructions from the police; everything is orderly,
neat, prettified."

The “Turks” are not capable of providing creature comforts; it took the Rus-
sians to bring them in. “Asian poverty” has appropriately become a set expres-
sion, remarks Pushkin.”® Mikhail Lermontov, Pushkin’s junior by fifteen years
and a Caucasus habitué, makes the Russian characters in The Hero of Our Time
(1840) call the “Asiatics” (aziaty) “beasts” (bestii), “exceedingly stupid” (pre-
glupye), “pitiful” (chalkie), “swindlers” (pluty), and creatures who are unable to
take care of themselves.”® They are also treacherous and greedy: Bela’s brother
betrays her for a horse (whom Pechorin would steal from Kazbich, an action that
is presented as disquieting but at the same time indicative of Pechorin’s courage
and prowess). Native poverty is described in such a way as to suggest the na-
tives’ inability ever to rise above the subsistence level: they hunt, they plant
some grain, they quarrel with each other and steal horses. Characteristically,
Maksim Maksimych, himself no intellectual giant, makes a particularly harsh
pronouncement about the mental limitations of “natives.”

Lermontov’s and Pushkin’s natives are scattered around like annoying mon-
keys in an awe-inspiring landscape. They are there to keep the Russian soldiers
busy and to cement the reader’s solidarity with Rus'. Unlike Pushkin’s and
somewhat like Joseph Conrad’s, however, Lermontov’s comments contain a
trace of irony; Lermontov had been born into an empire that could already affort
some generosity. Still, a concatenation of belittling attributes reported by a
broad range of personalities provide the Russian readers a suggestion that these
primitives require and beseech domination. Then, wrapping it all together, are
culture and war, morality and advice: “[W]here the sullen pasha used to smoke
silently among his wives and shameless boys, his vanquisher was receiving re-
ports on the victories of his generals, distributing pashalics, and discussing new
novels.”’
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Like the works of Western colonialists, Puteshestvie v Arzrum displays an
inability to entertain the thought that the natives were not necessarily wicked in
their refusal to submit to the conquerors. Pushkin remarks that on several occa-
sions he demanded accommodation or horses from the local inhabitants, taking it
for granted that he should be served by the local population just because the
Russian army was there to back him up. He extended these demands to officials
and civilians in the towns and settlement he visited, and they were always met.
What the local folk must have thought of him remains unsaid—and most likely
unthought by the readers. In a classical imperialist description of the conquered
lands, Pushkin wrote the following of Georgia and its inhabitants, “Georgia
came under Emperor Alexander’s sceptre in 1792. The Georgians are a warlike
people. They have proved their bravery under our banners. Their intellectual ca-
pabilities await further development. On the whole they are of a happy and so-
ciable disposition.”

The newly subjugated city of Arzrum did not offer enough creature comforts to
satisfy Pushkin’s taste. The goods that he wished to obtain were not readily
available in shops. This became an occasion for boasting: “I know of no expres-
sion more nonsensical than the words: Asian luxury . . . Asian poverty, Asian
swinishness, etc., but luxury is, of course, an attribute of Europe. In Arzrum
you cannot buy for any money what you can find in a general store in any dis-
trict town of the Pskov province.”*

Pskov was a cleverly chosen example: it was close enough to the empire’s
Baltic rim, which was among the most prosperous of Russia’s contiguous colo-
nies. Pushkin’s example conceals the state of affairs in the Russian heartland, so
evocatively described by Gogol' at approximately the same time, while casually
reinforcing Russia’s image as just another refined European country. Such texts
seared in Russian memory an image of the Caucasus as a land in need of tute-
lage, and they immunized Russians against the intrusion of sympathy and under-
standing toward its peoples. The expenditure of the energies of small nations to
guard against Russian attacks, energy that could have been used instead for soci-
ety building, became a nonproblem for the readers of Russian literature. Texts
like Pushkin’s Journey are not unrelated to the stupendous indifference and sense
of hostile superiority with which the Muscovites in the post-Soviet period have
treated the dark-skinned folk of the southern regions of the former USSR arriving
in Moscow. The hostility showed in the opinion polls of the 1990s, polls that
also revealed a popular conviction that the “Chechen mafia” robs the Muscovites
of their well-deserved patrimony of security.* The foundation for such percep-
tions was laid in the presentation of “natives” in Russian Romantic literature.

Puteshestvie v Arzrum was prompted by a French account of another colonial
Journey. What spurred on the Russian writer was an allegation in the French
travelogue that he, Pushkin, had satirized the Arzrum military campaign in his
writings. Nothing could be farther from the truth, contended the poet, and indeed
his work is replete with attempts to bestow benign meanings on Russia’s mili-
tary violence. Pushkin seemed to entertain no doubts about the moral legitimacy



Engendering Empire 67

of taking away land from those who were weaker, whether they were Caucasians
or Central Europeans, as long as the land accrued to the Russians or their allies
(he was opposed to Turkish imperialism, writing passionate poems in defense of
the Serbs, who were victims of the Ottoman empire’s greed for land). Of all the
great Russian writers, Pushkin was probably the crudest jingoist.

In his early stories, Lev Tolstoi added to the Pushkinesque vision of the brave
Cossacks fighting for the empire, but he was later much chastened by his own
difficult life, and his late stories reflect a new understanding of Russian expan-
sionism. The narrator in “Hadji Murad” says the following about the situation in
a Chechen village after a Russian raid:

No one spoke of hatred of the Russians. The feeling experienced
by all the Chechens, from the youngest to the oldest, was stronger
than hate. It was not hatred, for they did not regard those Russian
dogs as human beings, but it was such repulsion, disgust, and per-
plexity at the senseless cruelty of these creatures, that the desire to
exterminate them— like the desire to exterminate rats, poisonous
spiders, or wolves—was as natural an instinct as that of self-
preservation.*'

However, it was not Tolstoi but a German aristocrat, Baron August von
Haxthausen, who, traveling in Russia at the expense of Tsar Nicholas I, provided
a blueprint for the subsequent foreign perceptions of Russia’s “voyage in™:

Having maintained that Russia’s policy with respect to Asia has
been peaceful rather than aggressive, we would like to demonstrate
this in detail. Let us begin at that point where Russia has continu-
ally waged war, namely, in the Caucasian provinces. The Cauca-
sian mountain range in its entire length faces the Russian plains.
The warlike and rapacious highlanders had always swooped down
on the unprotected plains, pillaging and ravaging the countryside
and then withdrawing unpunished to their safe mountain for-
tresses. It was nearly impossible to launch a frontal attack against
them, because they had all of Asia behind them. Then Russia ac-
quired Georgia. It was a great burden and embroiled Russia in san-
guinary wars with Persia and Turkey, which led to the conquest of
the entire region south of the Caucasus between the Black and
Caspian seas.”

Haxthausen then adds defensively, “This conquest took place before the acces-
sion of the present emperor. He had to accept the inheritance.” But he staunchly
supports the idea of Russia’s “civilizing mission” and appeals to the cultivated
reader’s sense of international law and order.

After such authority, reinforced by other authoritative texts and by journalistic
discourse, is a correction possible? If one were to believe Angela Stent, Daniel
Yergin, and Thane Gustafson, co-authors of Russia 2010 (1995), probably not.
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In a chapter titled “The Return of a Great Power,” the authors admit imperial
overreach only in regard to Afghanistan; they predict that “the north Caucasus
will be a sore for years to come, while the central government in Moscow re-
mains weak, but in the long run the region is likely to remain Russian.”®

During these wars of conquest, the area’s economic potential was intimated by
the mysterious lights that erupted around the city of Baku at night. They were
caused by gas from the oil and gas-rich fields around the city, escaping and then
igniting. An early awareness of the possible use of these resources might have
contributed to the readiness to expand in the direction of this mountainous re-
gion, whose inhabitants, divided among themselves by religion and ethnic back-
ground, did not constitute a serious threat to the empire. The decision to expand
showed much foresight. In the early twentieth century, all Russian oil output
came from two Caucasus colonies, Azerbaijan and Chechnya. In 1913, the Rus-
sian empire produced 561 million poods (ten million tons) of petroleum, four-
fifths of which came from wells near Baku and one fifth from wells near the
Chechen city of Groznyi.*

It was to a Caucasus pacified by Ermolov that the young Russian poet Ler-
montov was sent by a court order in 1837. Pardoned in 1838, he was arrested
again for fighting a duel with a foreign diplomat’s son and was dispatched back
to the Caucasus. The empire’s housekeeping system provided useful occupations
to native sons who trespassed against the tsar’s will. Lermontov’s task was to
help in yet another pacification.

The Hero of Our Time [Geroi nashego vremeni] (1840) was a fruit of Ler
montov’s two involuntary visits to the region. Owing to this circumstance and
to his Romantic dislike of tsarist tyranny, Lermontov advanced somewhat be-
yond Pushkin’s interpretation of the behavior of Russians, although he remained
insensitive to the issue of subjugation. His tale revolves around a melancholy
Russian ensign named Pechorin, a hapless victim of his own sadomasochistic
proclivities, and an old fellow officer Maksim Maksimych, who had dedicated his
life to the empire. The natives form a background of greed and treachery
(Azamat), stupidity (the old Circassian prince), and untidiness (Kazbich). Their
women are far from pretty, to Pechorin’s taste; one exception is Bela. A princess
by birth, she is never so called by the good Maksim Maksimych, however, and
when she is taken prisoner her dignity and inviolability disappear in no time.
The narrator presents her as an illiterate Circassian girl, almost asking to be cap-
tured, raped, kept for the amusement of her superior master Pechorin, and then
cast aside. But the somber sequence of events is not obscured by the narrator’s
rhetoric, and readers are able to come to their own conclusions about the worthi-
ness of the “hero of our time.” While many Russian readers took a skeptical
stance, their disapproval of Pechorin centered around his lack of goals in life
rather than the more specific crime of having raped an underage, non-Russian girl
and destroyed her family. As Lermontov put it, his goal was to write “the his-
tory of a human soul.” He was not interested in the morality of rape and con-
quest but rather in the place Pechorin and his like occupied in Russian affairs.
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Circassian society in the story is atomized by the defeat, but the authoritative
voice of an outside observer suggests that the natives suffer from bad luck, partly
in that they are unable to form significant social ties that would enable them to
defend themselves better. They communicate poorly with one another. Kazbich
kills the old prince in a mistaken belief that he had sold his daughter Bela to
Pechorin. Compelled to lead the life of an outlaw, Kazbich fails to marry, start a
family, or occupy a respectable place in the Circassian society, the place to
which his skills would have entitled him had the Russians not plotted the de-
struction of his people. Bela dies as a result of a misunderstanding and of Kaz-
bich’s vengeful ways.

The thoughts of the natives are not presented directly but are always inter-
preted by a Russian character. Lermontov’s attitude in that regard is a fascimile
of Pushkin’s. Let us return for a moment to Journey to Arzrum. It contains an
episode in which Russian generals confront four captured pashas (Muslim
princes), one of whom considers himself a poet. As seen by the Russian ob-
server, the poetic pasha is garrulous and undignified, characteristics that put him
several notches below a “real” Romantic poet such as Pushkin himself. The
poet who, we are told, is an old man (and whose life —although we are not told
that—hangs by a thread, at the whim of the Russian officers present) delivers a
tragicomic oration: “Blessed be the hour when we meet a poet. The poet is
brother to the dervish. He has neither a fatherland, nor earthly blessings; and
while we, poor ones, worry about glory, about power, about treasures, he stands
equal with the rulers of the earth and they bow to him.”* The assembled com-
pany is amused. The Asians are allowed to wax poetic (of course they are not
“real” poets, merely clowns), because this keeps them away from mischief, that
is, from active struggle against Russia. But of course they cannot be allowed to
frolic too much; having satisfied the company’s need for entertainment, they
have to clear out. The dervish who appears after the pasha’s oration is brutally
pushed away, and we hear no more about the pasha’s fate.

It is this deep rift between the serious concern with which the Russians are
portrayed and the bemused superiority characterizing sketches of “natives” that
makes of Lermontov’s and Pushkin’s fine works examples of colonialist lore.
The Russians are comprehensible and fully human, whereas the alien Circassians
resemble the Snake Charmer in the famous portrait of Jean Léon Gérome that is
featured on the cover page of the first edition of Edward Said’s Orientalism. This
technique belittles the conquered. The cunning garrulousness of the old pasha is
taken to be an outburst of naive savagery rather than a calculated attempt to
distract the captors, while Bela’s behavior in captivity corresponds to the stereo-
type of tribal women swayed by colorful beads and sweet words.

In his essay “The Other Question,” Homi Bhabha compares the dependence of
the colonialist on stereotypes of the “natives” to Freud’s conception of the role
the fetish plays in regard to the fetishist.* Somehow the colonizer defines him-
self “in contrast to,” and therefore “in dependence on,” the “savages.” He defines
him or herself in terms of what he or she is not. Thus his identity proves more
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fragile than might have been assumed. The repeated juxtapositions of natives and
Russians in the “Caucasian” works of Pushkin and Lermontov suggest the pres-
ence of uncertainty and anxiety in colonialist discourse. Far from being sure of
his standing vis-a-vis the conquered, the Russian writers display a pressing need
to reassert their Russian identity and thus their power over the Other. But that
identity amounts to a lack, a shortage, if and when the Other is absent, thus frac-
turing the ostensible self-assurance of the conqueror. Witold Gombrowicz hinted
at a similar relationship in his novel Ferdydurke (1937), where he spoke of mas-
ters scrupulously observing table manners because servants were present—eating
their dinner in effect against the servants as it were, in order to show them that
they, the noble landowners, are better and more refined than peasants.” But, ob-
served Gombrowicz, the very fact that they thus depended on servants for the
construction of their identity undermined the identity they sought. It made the
relationship between the masters’ superiority and the servants’ inferiority unsta-
ble, sordid, and easy to deconstruct. It appears that such an unstable relationship
lies at the very heart of colonialist attitudes, whether the stage is British India or
the Russian Caucasus.

A sign of trivialization of the Caucasus in Russian literature is the shallow-
ness of attachments to itself that it engenders in the Russian characters. The
Caucasus generates no vital ties and no loyalty to itself, so far as the Russians
are concerned. It serves only as an ornament, like the conventional landscapes
against which Renaissance painters placed their female models. It is disposable,
like a vacation overseas. The psychological portrayal of the two Russian heroes
in Lermontov’s novel might have had St. Petersburg or Moscow for background:
nothing in their inner development is significantly related to the area in which
they live. It is as if the native peoples and histories did not exist, or existed only
to create for the Russians the task of managing them. What really matters are
the Russian lands to which Lermontov’s and Pushkin’s narrators return; they are
the subject of Maksim Maksimych’s fond dreams. Pechorin’s habits and views
derive from urban education and are unrelated to the Circassians and their con-
cerns. He does not learn anything from them. Small wonder that Pechorin has
been compartmentalized by literary historians with other urban Russian charac-
ters, Eugene Onegin and Aleksandr Chatskii, who have no relation to the Cauca-
sus either and indeed belong to that small segment of Russian male society that
did not participate in wars. As in other colonial literatures, the Russian heroes in
the Caucasus speak to each other but not to the natives; they speak about the
natives, but they do not conduct conversations with them, as Gayatri Spivak
might have said.*®

Lermontov’s tale generated a great deal of commentary, and it occasioned some
generalizations about the state of Russian literature, but it did not initiate any
significant discussion about the history of the Caucasus or the problems of its
native inhabitants. With a few exceptions, this dismissive attitude has been
maintained until the present time. Not only Pechorin and Maksim Maksimych
but also Grushnitskii, Princess Meri, and other Russian visitors to the area have
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been analyzed and interpreted in countless ways, mostly as representatives of
either of two opposing attitudes: that of alienation (the rootless Pechorin) and
that of dedication to the rodina (Maksim Maksimych). It all started with Vis-
sarion Belinskii’s review of The Hero of Our Time written in the same year the
novel was published.® Belinskii’s began the tradition of removing the “natives”
from that existential and literary space which is of interest to critics. Here is
what he said about Bela’s death:

[The chapter titled] “Bela” leaves a deep impression. It makes you
sad, but it is a light-hearted, bright and sweet sadness; your imagi-
nation flies away to the grave of this beauty, and the grave is not
gloomy: the sun shines on it, a mountain stream cleanses it. The
murmur of this stream, together with the rumbling of the wind in
the local trees, speaks to you about something mysterious and
boundless. Above the grave you see a wonderful apparition, her
cheeks snow-white, her dark eyes expressing both reproach and
forgiveness, her lips smiling sadly.”

For Belinskii, Bela’s death provides an occasion to write about the feelings of
Russian readers ripe for a philosophical reflection about the signals given to
Russians by nature and the passing of events. The native woman is treated in-
strumentally; her death is seen as a blip on the Russian screen rather than as a
major tear in the fabric of the society of which she had been part. She does, of
course, forgive her Russian captors, even though she is a Muslim and is not
under a religious obligation to forgive. As for Lermontov himself, Belinskii
calls him a rebel without a cause, thus further deflecting the attention of Ler-
montov’s readers from the Caucasus to the problems of Russia’s educated and
Westernized elite. The fact that Lermontov participated in an aggressive war is a
nonproblem for the Russian critic, otherwise sensitive to social and political
injustice. One of Belinskii’s successors, N. A. Dobroliubov, wrote a famous
essay on the Russian literary characters whom he dubbed “the superfluous men,”
after the title of Turgenev’s story: at the beginning of this chain stand Pechorin
and Onegin. Two recent American histories of Russian literature fully sever the
already flimsy connection between Lermontov’s work and the bloody conquest of
the Caucasus, thus reconfirming the immunity of Russian literature to postcolo-
nial critique '

In line with the cluster of issues from which native problems have been ex-
cised, Lermontov tells us that there were good and bad Russians in the Caucasus.
The gloomy Pechorin is contrasted with a lackluster but kind Maksim Mak-
simych, a man who can feel the needs of others even before they express them
verbally. Maksimych is the predecessor of all the loving fathers and elders of
Russian literature, from Bazarov Sr. in Fathers and Sons to Father Zosima in
The Brothers Karamazov. But, of course, his empathy is second to his military
duty: he is a devotee of Empire, and he never ponders why the Russians needed
to subjugate the Caucasus in the first place. While Pechorin is secretive, Mak-
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simych is open and talkative; while Pechorin seeks distraction from his ennui in
the embraces of Circassian women, Maksimych thinks with occasional regret of
the missed opportunity of a good Russian marriage. Pechorin is young and so-
phisticated, but Maksimych is old and rustic, a characteristic that has usually
resonated positively in Russian literature. Pechorin goads on a silly Circassian
teenager until the youngster commits a crime; he rapes Bela and indirectly causes
her death, in addition to destroying the family of the already-subjugated and al-
ready-peaceful chieftain. Maksimych disapproves of all that: should we not extol
him as a model of a “good” colonialist? After all, he is also a bednyi starik, a
poor old man, whose attachment to Pechorin and Bela is not reciprocated. Per-
haps we should; to a reader unaccustomed to postcolonial gaze, it may seem
crude and in bad taste to note that Maksimych dedicated his life to killing the
inhabitants of the Caucasus. He was a professional soldier, hired by the empire
to kill human beings in foreign lands. For all his alienation from the Russian
autocratic system, Lermontov lived within the Russian ethos, which was charac-
terized by blindness to the problem of Russian imperialism; his critics and read-
ers have followed suit.

Russian critics speak of Maksim Maksimych in glowing terms. The tradition
was set up by, again, Vissarion Belinskii, who declared Maksimych a great Rus-
sian hero. Maksimych remained so under tsars and commissars. The stereotyped
images of poor and suffering Russians have been so powerfully and frequently
supplied by Russian literature and reinforced by Russian literary criticism that
they overshadowed the incomparably poorer and more grievously suffering subal-
terns. Perhaps the willingness of Western critics to follow Russian cues in this
respect is generated not just by “the milk of human kindness,” stirred by the
images of Tiutchevian bednye selen'ia (poor villages) inhabited by russkii narod
(the Russian nation), but also by the imperial splendor with which these rural
schlemiels have been associated.

Russian colonial history was further elbowed out from the purview of literary
criticism by the introduction of the “superfluous man” stereotype > The concept
of superfluity was imposed on literary characters of fundamentally different social
backgrounds. It was applied to the civilian Oblomov, who spent most of his life
as a couch potato, and to Pechorin, whose “scalp collection” was substantial.
This mixing of apples and oranges had its own dynamics, which overshadowed
the colonial process. Russian literary criticism remained immune to Russian
expansionism, and it created a discourse within which raising that issue became
difficult. A large number of authoritative works implicitly proclaim that a post-
colonial perspective is inconceivable in regard to Russian letters.

To return, however, to Lermontov: Bela attracts the reader through the man-
aged exoticism of her background, a frequent device of colonialist travel litera-
ture. A victim of abduction and rape by Pechorin, she also experiences the death
of her father and her brother’s disappearance. But Bela is no Judith or Jael. In
Lermontov’s rendition, she falls in love with her seducer and dies at the hand of
her countryman. The stereotype of the Chechens as killers is highlighted in
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Bela’s murderer Kazbek. One recalls here that in Dostoevskii’s The Idiot, a se-
duced Russian woman, Nastas'ia Filippovna, comes to hate her seducer and re-
pays him handsomely for her humiliation. One of the convenient myths of the
conquerors about the conquered is that native women, in contrast, are humble,
obedient, and mindless. Bela is presented as innocent, silly, charming, and after
some initial pouting, totally devoted to Pechorin. According to the pattern con-
ceived in the minds of rapists, she loves to be seduced. Besides, she is a savage,
as Lermontov amply demonstrates, and so she could not but admire her refined
Russian master. One wonders whether Liudmila Petrushevskaia’s story about a
“Tatar” woman, raped by every Russian man she had ever encountered and irre-
versibly traumatized by these rapes, was in some way an ironic echo of the male
fantasy that made Bela cooperate in the process of her humiliation and destruc-
tion.

Was Pechorin in any way typical of Russian society at that time, or did he
owe his literary appearance to his creator’s familiarity with Western Romantic
literatures, especially with Lord Byron’s poems? The Russian educational system
under Tsars Alexander I and Nicholas I had few if any schools in which people
like Pechorin could find sustenance. The Lyceum at Tsarskoe Selo, established
in 1811 and famous for its ability to impart refined manners to its pupils, had a
student body of only fifty students at any given time.”> The two Russian univer-
sities produced few humanities graduates, and these generally chose civil rather
than military service. Nor did the Russian military schools, whose size and qual-
ity far surpassed that of the Russian universities, have room for future officers
who resembled Pechorin: individualistic, bookish, refined and il adjusted to the
realities of lengthy military campaigns (Pechorin’s snow-white linen shirts be-
longed in Lermontov’s dream life rather than in the Caucasus wars). During his
own stay at the Petersburg Military Academy, Lermontov behaved in ways
hardly resembling those of Pechorin. He wrote crude erotic verse and displayed
little of Pechorin’s sophisticated ennui. In Lermontov’s Russia, where nonmili-
tary high school graduates numbered a few thousand and where the system of
fourteen ranks was embedded in the social fabric, people like Pechorin had no
place. In the provinces, and certainly on active military duty, the brutality of life
was such that anyone of Pechorin’s ilk, if he washed up in the Caucasus, would
have had to metamorphose quickly to survive. Thus it appears that Pechorin was
indeed a “‘superfluous” man, but not in the sense in which Dobroliubov con-
ceived of his superfluity. It appears that the writer’s instinct made Lermontov
endow Pechorin with a sophistication ill suited to his occupation in order better
to explain Bela’s seduction. Pechorin’s superiority facilitates the imposition of a
stereotypical explanation of an inferior native surrendering to a refined master.
Pechorin also issued from the author’s refusal to see Russian society as a gov-
ernment-driven throng of nomads on the go whose resources were spent on war
rather than on cultural pursuits. The Russians went to the Caucasus to conquer,
not to reflect, and the struggle was too intense to allow a Pechorinesque type to
function in a kill-or-be-killed milieu. In this sense, Pechorin is a fraudulent char-
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acter, yet he, and certain other characters conjured up by Russian writers of the
time, congealed into “history.” In Russian and foreign memory, the Caucasus of
the 1820s and 1830s is seen through the eyes of Pushkin and Lermontov rather
than through the eyes of Chechens, Lezghins, Balkars, or Nogays. How incon-
gruent that vision of history is with the memories and myths of the native peo-
ples can be gauged by the number of uprisings that the Caucasus peoples have
staged since Lermontov’s time >*

THE RHETORICAL CONTAINMENT OF POLAND

Unlike the Caucasus, the acquisition of territory of the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth in 1772, 1793, and 1795 generated no remarkable works of
imaginative literature. There were several reasons for this. The wars with Poland
occurred at the time when the transformation of Russian literature had just be-
gun. In eighteenth-century Russia there were no remarkable periodicals and no
writers of genius. Catherine’s censorship was whimsical and seldom reminiscent
of the Muscovite terror directed at writings that were deemed harmful to the state;
nevertheless, it was pervasive enough to discourage originality, as Aleksandr
Radishchev found out to his intense grief. Another reason was the nature of the
acquisitions. Roman Szporluk has argued that from the Ukrainian standpoint,
some parts of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth exchanged one imperialist,
Poland, for another, Russia. Ukrainian, Lithuanian, and Belarusian territories had
a Polish landowning class, a Jewish business class, and a “native” peasant class.
But in Russian eyes, these territories were rightfully Russian, because the peas-
ants who lived there were East Slavs who used the Cyrillic alphabet and followed
the Byzantine liturgy (the Baltic provinces were an exception). Upon annexation
to Russia, the so-called Eastern Rite Catholics (mostly Ruthenians), who joined
the Catholic Church in 1596 but retained Byzantine liturgy and other religious
customs, had to be reconverted to Eastern Orthodoxy by persuasion or force.
Thus the acquisition of Ukrainian and Belarusian lands was not viewed as a con-
quest but merely as a return of the lands long lost. From that point of view, it
would have been improper to view Belarusian peasants the way Lermontov and
Pushkin viewed the Caucasus natives. That said, it should also be underscored
that Ukraine and Belarus had never been part of Old Muscovy and thus could not
be returned to the Russian state. The East Slavic lands west of Muscovy had
been wrenched away from the Mongols by the Lithuanians, and they had became
part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth when the Lithuanian prince
Jogaila (Jagiello) married the Polish princess Jadwiga. Under Polish rule,
Lithuania, western Belarus and western Ukraine had lost their upper classes to
Polonization, and in this sense their nationhood had been weakened; nonetheless,
they had also gained a chance to sustain an identity separate from the Russians.

Their four-hundred-years-long association with Poland did result from Polish
colonialism, but it also nurtured the idea that Ukraine was neither Polish nor
Russian. Thus the argument made by Catherine’s public relations men, that the
partitions of Poland constituted not a conquest but merely a dynastic rearrange-
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ment, was tenuous.> The fraudulence of this official explanation resulted in a
lack of encouragement on the part of the state to celebrate the rearrangements too
loudly; also, the expropriation of Polish landowners and forcible conversions to
Russian Orthodoxy were best kept under wraps.® Such were the reasons why
hardly any literary works (except for some poetry rejoicing over the capitulation
of Polish cities) were written to celebrate the cannibalization of the Polish-
Lithuanian state.

Only when the disappearance of Poland from the map of Europe congealed
into an accepted political reality did anti-Polish literature begin to appear, usu-
ally as a follow-up to Polish risings or other manifestations of Polish identity.
The November 1830 rising occasioned a wave of sympathy in Europe and thus
had to be countered by Russian voices asserting the illegitimacy of the rising and
the righteousness of the empire. The finest representatives of Russian literature
reacted angrily to Polish aspirations to independence, as well as to the sugges-
tion expressed by such Polish writers as Adam Mickiewicz and Cyprian Kamil
Norwid that Russia had more in common with its former Mongol masters than
with its European partners in imperialism. Thus the Polish risings strengthened
the Russian imperial consciousness and provided an opportunity for Russian
writers to hone their polemical skills. In the 1830s, there appeared literary works
that combined high artistic quality with the imperial arrogance that in other co-
lonial societies manifested itself less indirectly, in musings about “the white
man’s burden.” In Russia, it was rather a noli me tangere.

However much the Brahmins of India might have disliked or even hated the
British, they did not despise them; the Russian colonizer, iri contrast, faced the
unusual situation of being patronized in some parts of the empire. Granted, some
of this originated in the resentment of the defeated, but the scale and pervasive-
ness of this phenomenon indicate that there was more to it than psychological
compensation.”” The awareness of this unusual relation between the colonizer
and the colonized was strong in the nineteenth century; writers such as Pushkin
and Dostoevskii felt obliged to lash back at those who did not show enough re-
spect for the Russian empire. This anger and pride were heard in the West, but
the underlying causes were grossly misinterpreted. Ernest Simmons’s commen-
tary on Pushkin’s poem “To the Slanderers of Russia” [“Klevetnikam Rossii”]
set the tone for the next two generations of interpreters. Simmons saw in Push-
kin’s anger “a reactionary tendency” and “a flaming patriotism.”*® Note a total
deflection of attention from a possible inferiority complex.

While the feeling of superiority over the Russians displayed by the Baltic and
Polish elites escaped the West’s attention, because it seemed too absurd to be
taken seriously (or perhaps because the phenomenon was so alien to Western
sensibilities), the Russians did take note of it, and they reciprocated with the
particularly harsh measures against the defeated but cheeky subalterns. It must
have been emotionally taxing for the colonizer to endure the manifestations of
scorn in Russian-occupied Warsaw, where the best Polish families shunned so-
cial contact, let alone marriage, with the Russians. When Pushkin upbraided “the
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slanderers of Russia” for questioning the empire’s civilizational mission, he dis-
played imperial pride honeycombed with an inability of a nouveau-riche to take
criticism in stride.

Pushkin’s angry tone in such poems as “To the Slanderers of Russia,” “The
Borodino Anniversary” [“Borodinskaia godovshchina™} and The Bronze Horseman
was thus generated by a set of circumstances that find no parallel in Western
colonialism. There, attacks on imperial possessiveness from the point of view of
the cultural superiority of the defeated did not occur on a large scale. In the nine-
teenth century, the West was conscious of, and confident in, its cultural and
technological might, and there was no conceivable direction from which a ques-
tioning of its achievements could have come. Not so in Russia, where in spite
of the unprecedented military, diplomatic, and cultural successes the imperial
image was still fragile and wobbly.

Such was the background. The front of the stage featured pride and confidence,
and that breathtaking eloquence often engendered by them. In his “colonialist”
poems, the annoyed Pushkin insisted that Russia’s destiny was to lord it over
nations and tribes of lesser might. He realized that Poles in particular were bene-
ficiaries of tea-and-sympathy support in the West after the insurrection of 1830,
and his raw imperial nerve responded with an outburst of creativity. His anti-
Polish poems first appeared in a brochure titled The Taking of Warsaw, pub-
lished in September 1831, immediately after Warsaw fell to Field Marshal
Paskevich’s army. It was the same Paskevich who took over from Ermolov in
the Caucasus.

“To the Slanderers of Russia” takes to task Western sympathizers of the Pol-
ish rising, such as the popular French poet Casimir Delavigne and the authors of
the Polenlieder in Germany.”® Haughtily, the speaker informs them that the con-
test between the two nations is over, and that Lithuania had lost (note the poet’s
unwillingness to mention Poland). Those who tried to change the verdict of his-
tory should be swept away. In a tone reminiscent of the introduction to The
Bronze Horseman, Pushkin conjures up the empire’s greatness. He informs the
reader that Russians had “bought with their own blood Europe’s freedom, honor
and peace.” He also threatens Europe (“Need we start to quarrel with Europe
again? Have Russians become unaccustomed to victory? Or perhaps we are not
numerous enough? . . . From Finland to Asia Minor, from the Kremlin to
China, Russia will rise and its steel armor will shine.”). Note the confusion
between ethnic Russia and its colonies: Pushkin’s poem threatens the West in a
way reminiscent of Aleksandr Blok’s “The Scythians,” written almost a century
later. By comparison to such poems, Kipling's self-confident verse appears to
have been written by a paragon of modesty. Pushkin tauntingly invites Europe
to attack Russia so that its armies may find their death in the vastness of the
East, just as Napoleon’s soldiers did (“among graves not entirely unfamiliar to
them,” sredi nechuzhdykh im grobov). Russian literature had known tsarist anger
before, starting with Ivan the Terrible’s Letters to Prince Kurbskii (their authen-
ticity has been questioned, however), and adulatory invocations of Russia and her
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tsars and tsarinas had appeared in the works of Denis Fonvizin, Gavriil Derz-
havin, and other eighteenth-century literati. But the tone of a wrathful Russian
lord threatening the European opponents of the Russian enterprise had not been
heard before.

Pushkin’s passion for the imperium resembles that of his contemporary,
Mikhail Glinka, whose opera Life for the Tsar interprets history as a conspiracy
of Poles and other Westerners to throttle Muscovite Russia.® The libretto, by
Glinka’s cousin, employs the device of accusing the conquered people of having
plotted against Russia at a time when they were free, perhaps with a view to
Justifying the massacres of them during and after the conquest. In Shakespeare’s
words, “So full of artless jealousy is guilt / It spills itself in fearing to be spilt.”
Glinka’s opera was first staged in 1836, four years after the Polish rising was
over, and it was dusted off in the period of Soviet-Nazi friendship. Tiutchev’s
anti-Polish poetry was occasioned by the 1863 rising. Similar tendencies can be
perceived in regard to other colonized nations. In 193941, campaigns of vilifica-
tion of the Baltic peoples and of Romanians were undertaken in the Soviet Rus-
sian press just before and during the time when these nations were exposed to
arrests and deportations by the NKVD !

All empires resemble one another: *“The Borodino Anniversary” rejoices over
“the sweet hour of victory” over Europe, and it mocks the alleged desire of War-
saw “to dictate its proud laws” to the unidentified “slanderers of Russia.” But
“the fate of Poland has been sealed,” asserts Pushkin. In this poem, Poland is
ambiguously equated with the entire Europe (“The entire Europe [vsia Evropa)
tried to conquer us,” Pushkin alleges in the first stanza of the poem). Just as
Glinka helped create in the minds of Russians the myth of a powerful and ma-
lignant Polish invasion, so did Pushkin provide the interpretation, which subse-
quently grew into certainty in the Russian popular consciousness, that the 1812
French invasion had almost crushed European civilization and that this had been
reversed by Russia. This exaggerated notion of Russia’s role in European affairs
was a by-product of imperial consciousness as it developed during Pushkin’s
lifetime. It tumed out to have a long half-life.> The Moscow historian P. M.
Miliukov coined a sarcastic neologism, “Aziopa,” with reference to such boasts
as compared to the actual state of affairs in the Russian empire. The vagueness
of distinction between ethnic Russia and the empire has plagued Russian litera-
ture and self-perception ever since Pushkin’s introduction of semantic liberties,
while the fear that vsia Evropa is out to destroy Russia has become a “default
mode” into which Russian political consciousness locks itself in times of cri-
sis.®

The most magnificent expression of Russian imperial pride is the prologue to
The Bronze Horseman [Mednyi Vsadnik] (1833). The poem is so artistically
successful that its colonialist tone and its gilding of history have largely escaped
attention: critics might have considered it tactless to seize upon the poem’s fac-
tual inaccuracies, in view of its resonant artistry. It is indeed one of the finest
poems in the Russian language. But it also has a less attractive dimension. Pe-
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ter’s military prowess and ability to plan ahead (i v dal' gladel) are contrasted here
with the “miserable Finns” (ubogie chukhontsy), who proved unable to generate
long-term designs on other people’s land and who languished in their “huts” un-
til a powerful Russian hand wiped them out. The Finns’s huts are squatty,
whereas Peter stands erect; their “skiffs” are “solitary”, whereas Peter has already
created the Admiralty. What is juxtaposed here is, in fact, a lifestyle that minds
its own business, builds “huts,” and bears itseif somewhat passively, with a
lifestyle that is not satisfied with what is, or what it already possesses, and
strives to acquire more at other people’s expense. As Edward Said might say,
this is imperialism at its purest: Peter’s right to destroy the Finnish way of life
is taken for granted. After the Finns, Peter wished to take on the Swedes (otsel'
grozit' my budem shvedu). In Pushkin’s rendition, Peter does not want to “con-
struct” a window to Europe, he wants to “hack through” an opening: the Russian
verb prorubit' connotes violent action.

The prologue is Nietzschean avant la lertre. It dismisses the laborious building
of civilization by a human community and extols quick change brought about by
the will of superior men:

[ love you, Peter’s creation,

I love your severe, graceful appearance . . . .
City of Peter, stand in all your magnificence,
Be unshakeable as Russia!

May the conquered currents, too,

Make their peace with you;

Let the Finnish waves

Forget their ancient hostility,

And not disturb with their vain rancor
Peter’s everlasting sleep! *

The poem itself promotes hero worship in the Carlylean sense, and it also
makes clear that Peter’s ultimate goal was not his own glory but Russia’s. The
glory of a nation is conceived here solely in terms of an ability to outshine and
outpower others: Lenin’s kto kogo (who whom) is perilously close to Push-
kin’s evocation of the might of Peter. Power is the ultimate subject matter of
this poem; it is glorified here for its own sake.

Among the footnotes to the poem provided by Pushkin, there is one referring
to the description of St. Petersburg by Adam Mickiewicz, Pushkin’s onetime
acquaintance. Aware perhaps that few readers would have an opportunity to read
this Polish poet, Pushkin confidently suggests that Mickiewicz also wrote a
description of the city, titled “Oleszkiewicz,” that he supplied the details omitted
by Pushkin, and that Mickiewicz had in turn borrowed his description from a
minor eighteenth-century poet, V. G. Ruban.*

Pushkin here unwittingly or deliberately misled his readers. “Oleszkiewicz” is
a fragment of a cycle of passionate poems about St. Petersburg that Mickiewicz
wrote in 1832 and titled “Ustep” (“A Digression™). There is no mention of Ru-
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ban there, but there is a friendly comment about K. F. Ryleev, a leader of the
Decembrists hanged by order of Tsar Nicholas I after their failed rising. In these
poems, or rather jeremiads, Mickiewicz paints a devastating picture of St. Pe-
tersburg and its inhabitants. He compares the city to a Zoo filled with species of
architecture alien to the culture that captured them. Everything in that city is
borrowed or bought for the money Russians managed to steal from others na-
tions, laments Mickiewicz, and the city is steeped in a chilling atmosphere of
autocracy and fear. Peter

with a chain closed up each Russian port.
He formed a senate; he established spies,
Passports, and ranks.

so that Europe cried, surprised:
“Tsar Peter has made Russia civilized!”
All that remained for later tsars’ desires
Was to hint lies to venal cabinets,
To succor despots with new bayonets,
To enter foreign lands on plunder bent,
To pay their foreign guests a stolen fee
And win applause in France and Germany.”*

As to Peter’s monument, Mickiewicz compares it to the monuments of other
prominent leaders of nations, and Peter does not look good by comparison. In
contrast to such emperors as Marcus Aurelius, who extended his hand benevo-
lently to the people whom he ruled and whose horse stood quietly with his legs
on the ground, Peter is ready to charge forward, his horse maddened by pain in-
flicted by the rider; he is ready to trample on whatever is in front of him. A peo-
ple ruled by this kind of emperor is afraid of him; he, not a foreign enemy, rep-
resents the danger—he can trample down on their lives and property.
Mickiewicz’s reflections here seem to prophesy the Khodynka, a field where sev-
eral thousand people were to be trampled to death during the celebrations accom-
panying the coronation of Tsar Nicholas II. One of the poems in Mickiewicz’s
“Digression” ends with a stately metaphor of a gate, a moat, and a bridge leading
to the “prison” of St. Petersburg. The ability of Poles to produce rejoinders of
this kind helped generate a deep dislike of this nation among the Russian impe-
rial elites.

Vissarion Belinskii’s pigeonholing of the superfluous man proved lasting, and
it crowded out other possible interpretations of the characters created by Pushkin
and Lermontov, such as the ones suggested in this chapter. The theme of a man
alienated from society and bitter in his disappointment was picked up by Do-
broliubov, Chernyshevskii, Goncharov, and finally by Soviet Russian critics.
The connection between the superfluous man and Empire faded away from view.
The detour of Formalism that Soviet literary criticism took in the 1920s did not
change the focus of attention in this respect. B. M. Eikhenbaum’s study of Ler-
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montov shows that Formalism did not introduce any corrections to this Empire-
friendly interpretation.®”” Overshadowed by the superfluous man who was Pecho-
rin, the Circassians and their fate remained invisible even to the radical Formalist
critics. The Poles likewise faded from view, to be revived as enemies of the state
during the period of Soviet-Nazi friendship. The colonialist aspect of the Russian
assaults on others was dropped into the memory hole. Furthermore, while the
Caucasus had been treated as “ours” (nash) in Russian literary history ever since
the time of Pushkin, the bonding between the land and its conquerors was tenu-
ous well into the Soviet times. In Russian politics and culture, the Caucasus
remained a distraction, a place to which the recalcitrant subjects of the empire
could be dispatched, an object of boastful assertions about “gigantic Russia,” a
place from which Russia could extract its oil and where it could manufacture its
champagne, but not a place that had a voice or identity separate from that of the
empire. A recent American study of the superfluous man in Russian literature
confirms these stereotypes.® Similarly, the attitude to Poland and Poles in
Russian literature has never been updated by Russian or Western academic indus-
try. In the post-Soviet period, the occasional Russian outbursts accusing the
inhabitants of the Caucasus and the Poles of monumental crimes against Russia
testify how scarce in Russian discourse are reassessments of Russian attitudes
toward the former colonial subjects.*

The unraveling of the Soviet Union and subsequent emergence of “new” states
in the Caucasus carry a promise of change. Significantly, when the Soviet co-
lossus fell apart, not even the pro-Russian Armenians opted for a union with
Russia. Russia had clearly overextended itself in the Caucasus and in the western
parts of the former empire. While Russian military resources and clever diplo-
macy had subjugated these areas and imposed a colonial dependency on them, the
long-term prospects, including demographic ones, point to a drastically dimin-
ished Russian role in these areas and elsewhere in the twenty-first century.”® As
has been the case with other empires, the Russians may be victims of their own
imperial overreach: to paraphrase Stalin, Russianness fitted the Caucasus like a
saddle fits a cow. In the 1990s, the cow, however emaciated, shook the saddle
off. However, the postcolonial legacy in the Caucasus left it rife with corrup-
tion, violence, and other intractable ills.”’

In “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” T. S. Eliot remarks that no text
stands alone, that it is always perceived against the background of other texts
that came from the same tradition. An ability to carry on in tandem with the
tradition (even when ostensibly going against it) is a good measure of a poet’s
talent. Pushkin’s and Lermontov’s works resonated with the attitudes that later
writers incorporated into their texts, taking these attitudes for granted as germane
to Russian history and culture. Imperial aggressiveness was one such prominent
attitude, so pervasive in subsequent writings as to become invisible to Russian
eyes. The Russians did not begin to think of themselves as an imperial nation
until their national consciousness internalized the Caucasus wars. The conquest
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of the Caucasus provided them an opportunity to hone their colonial rhetoric and
consciousness

Colonial discourse, remarked Said, is a cultural privilege of representing the
subjugated Other. As this imperial privilege percolated through foreign and do-
mestic commentary on Russian literature (as well as through literature itself),
the submerged history of the Caucasus and of other conquered lands faded away
from scholarly and popular memory. While Poland and other western provinces
of the empire have partially regained their voice in world discourse, the Caucasus
has not. For generations now, a combination of great poetry and the distortive
intervention of colonialism conspired to produce an image of the Caucasus as
confused, divided, criminal, and poor, one of those incomprehensible and danger-
ous areas on the fringes of the Russian Federation.”” This perception leads not-
infrequently to a conclusion that the Russians might as well keep it.
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conquest of Khiva bring any tangible benefits to ordinary Russians. Gumilév
and others rejoiced over the surrender to the Russian army of cities far beyond
Russia’s ethnic borders. While the standard rhetoric of nationalism requires such
expressions of joy, nations have usually moderated it by works and statements in
which nationalism is prominently absent or the moral ambiguities of imperialis-
tic enterprise are invoked. But in Gumilév’s writings about Russia’s imperial
drive into Central Asia and other parts of the world not a trace can be found of a
suggestion that Russia’s successful imperialism had taken the nation down a
wrong road.

Gumilév’s victorious generals are predecessors of Solzhenitsyn’s kind doctors
and orderlies, who take care of the miserable natives even in conditions of uni-
versal privation and suffering. Solzhenitsyn’s Russian colonialists are cultivated
and refined, modest and gentle, somewhat like the Russian nationals in Push-
kin’s Journey 1o Arzrum during the 1829 Campaign who supplied the “Asiatic”
wilderness with roads, parks, and bath buildings. In Russian literature generally,
one observes a tendency to ascribe virtue rather than strength to military con-
querers. In Journey to Arzrum, General Ermolov is described as a kind person
who devoted his retirement years to the village in which he had lived, leaving it
only to visit his elderly father, a simple and pious man. We further learn from
Pushkin that this awe-inspiring general kept an open house for everyone except
city officials, the implication being that ordinary peasants had access to him
while the chinovniki (who have had a bad reputation in Russian letters) did not.
Pushkin’s Ermolov is a predecessor of Gumilév’s Turkestani generals, a paragon
of righteousness who had brought enlightenment and civilization to the lesser
races. One gets an impression that Pushkin’s goal was to make him revered
more for his alleged virtues than for his military successes."" This nationalist
fantasy goes further back to Nikolai Karamzin, who in his History maintained
that Muscovy had been able to enlarge its dominions because of its moral influ-
ence, and not because it knew how to use the sword effectively.

The myth of Russia’s peaceful expansion has persisted in Russian literature in
various forms, and the stereotype of the refined elderly general (or other military
officer) is one of its most common manifestations. In Eugene Onegin, Tatiana
ends up marrying an old general who, as she puts it, is favored by the court (ego
laskaet dvor). What could be the reason for bestowing so many favors on the old
man? As Allen Chew’s Arlas shows, a variety of military ventures could have
endeared Tatiana’s husband to the court of Alexander I or Paul I, among them
the pacification of the Caucasus, the suppression of Thaddeus Kosciuszko’s ris-
ing in 1794, or the early ventures into Central Asia. But the general’s past is
obscured by his generous smile, his lack of vanity, his perfect manners, and the
friendliness with which he greets Eugene and introduces him to his wife, in the
mistaken belief that the two had never met. The old general is all probity and
kindness, and he is rewarded with Tatiana’s ﬁde:lity.12 In Solzhenitsyn’s Cancer
Ward, the Russians likewise overflow with kindness toward the Uzbeks. It is as
if Solzhenitsyn is arguing with imaginary adversaries, trying to prove to them
that in such circumstances, any talk about colonial oppression is totally misdi-
rected.
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The waning of empires becomes evident when Others are pushed (or push
themselves) to the center of the stage or when they emerge from the shadows, in
which they were ignored or misread. By showing a devolution of Russian
women from a potentially pro-imperial force into a group totally out of touch
with the powerful state, Petrushevskaia is the first to begin to deconstruct what
Robert Conquest has called the last empire.”* In order to survive, empires need
enthusiasm, optimism, self-assurance, and a belief in their own invincibility and
permanence. A reader of Pushkin’s poetry or Lev Tolstoi’s prose absorbs such
attitudes in large doses, a condition that shapes his or her perception of nine-
teenth-century Russia. Even the failed socialist-realist novels, which extolled
Soviet greatness, provided the pabulum necessary for keeping acceptance of the
Soviet state at a reasonably high level. But a reader of Petrushevskaia’s minia-
ture texts is taught to decouple Russianness from political power and to accept
Russianness without power, a recipe no Russian writer had offered before her.
Petrushevskaia’s texts bring the Russian imperial adventure to an artistic clo-
sure. They adumbrate the distress and disappointment that tend to accompany
decolonization.

In 1995, in an article attempting to deconstruct what he called “the Soviet dis-
course,” the Russian semiotician S. Medvedev remarked that while the discourse
of power has been characteristic of many cultures, in Russia the appropriation of
language for political purposes has been all-inclusive and many-leveled. As So-
viet power went into decline, the Russian language was left with a baggage of
concepts and expressions that had lost all connection with reality. Now, a new
way of speaking has to be invented on the ruins of the Soviet newspeak (no-
voiaz). The big words are crumbling through misuse; a return to very primitive
and fundamental forms of speech is in order."” In her radical refusal to notice the
make-believe world of Soviet discourse, Petrushevskaia seems to have followed
Medvedev’s prescription avant la lettre.

Valeriia Novodvorskaia dared to be even more explicit than Petrushevskaia in
rejecting Russian imperial self-consciousness. Here is what she wrote in the
Russian biweekly Novoe vremia in 1996:

We have never understood them, and we will never understand
them, because the full do not comprehend the hungry. . .. We have
always had bushels of geography. . .. We have always had a sur-
plus of people, land, fossil fuels, soldiers, special services, bu-
reaucrats, police. . . . But they kept dreaming feverishly about
their tiny shred of land. They dreamed that they would hoist a na-
tional flag there and would manage their own economy.'®

They are the Chechens and others who have been part of the “Russian” Federa-
tion but would like not to remain a part of it. That a Russian writer would offer
so generous and eloquent response to their claims is remarkable, given the fact
that in the post-Soviet period quite a few Russian writers reverted to the nerv-
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ousness of immature empires that Aleksandr Pushkin’s generation displayed in
such abundance. Like Petrushevskaia and Tolstaia, Novodvorskaia is a trail-
blazer. Like most trailblazers, she does not weigh her words carefully, opting
instead for a flamboyant style that has occasioned many a headache among more
sedate Russians. The essay quoted above is a call to imperial disengagement
upon which the political establishment of any country would frown, and for
which it would punish the writer in ways appropriate to its political culture.
Novodvorskaia was not imprisoned, nor was her life endangered by that poetic
essay. In 1996 in Moscow, a person with no economic clout was of little inter-
est to the powers that be.

But like Petrushevskaia, Novodvorskaia is not a favored intellectual so far as
the influential literary and political circles are concerned. In the late 1980s, she
was arrested several times and served time in a psychiatric jail (psikhushka).
Such imprisonment had been customary for dissidents in tsarist Russia and in
the USSR. When Pétr Chaadaev came out with his critique of Russian history,
the tsar promptly declared him insane. When Lev Tolstoi began to preach unor-
thodox political messages, the state likewise tried to present him as insane. The
Soviets built hospitals to incarcerate the inakomysliashchie, “those who thought
differently.” Within this “default mode” context, the fact that Novodvorskaia’s
punishment included a stay in the psikhushka indicates that the late Soviet state
considered her brand of political deviation to be rare and dangerous. But in post-
communist Russia, she is free to say what she wishes, as long as she does not
try to implement her ideas.

In the 1990s, Novodvorskaia was the leader of one of the first political parties
in post-Soviet Russia, Demokraticheskii Soiuz. Her book, This Side of Despair
[Po tu storonu otchaianiia] (1993), is a political autobiography that, in addition
to narrating the story of her own life records her participation in the struggle for
political freedom in the Baltic republics, a rare instance of a native Russian help-
ing others secure the right to sovereignty. It was her active and consistent advo-
cacy of liberty for every nation that got Novodvorskaia in trouble with rank-and-
file Russian democrats. Her book did not sell, and she remained on the margins
of Russian political life. Her infrequent publications are markedly different from
what mainstream Russian politicians routinely say. Her high-pitched tone enli-
vens the journal Novoe vremia, where she has published her essays. It also
shows the desperation of Russia’s democrats, who sometimes lose hope of im-
proving their country.

Novodvorskaia’s essay on the Caucasus is a passionate defense of the right of
the peoples of the “Russian” Federation to secede. Novodvorskaia points out that
“When the Soviet dissidents from the metropolis brought down communism (or
perhaps just set it aside), they solved most of their problems. With a few excep-
tions, they deemed it madness for the dissidents from Russia’s colonies [italics
added] to start solving their own particular problems.”"

No Russian before or after Novodvorskaia has dared to formulate so openly the
key problem of the Federation: the fact that even after the fall of the USSR na-
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tions and territories have been locked in the “Russian” Federation against their
will, a situation that amounts to colonial captivity. Like certain writings of Pétr
Chaadaev and Aleksandr Gertsen, Novodvorskaia’s essays are likely to be counted
among the milestones that mark changes in Russian national consciousness.

Novodvorskaia displays a fine knowledge of the empire’s dealings with its
Caucasus subjects. She is respectful of Chechen mythology and of Chechnya’s
cultural icons and experiences, just as the world has learned to respect Russian
cultural icons and experiences. She condemns Moscow for its devious dealings
with Zviad Gamsachurdia, a Georgian patriot and the first president of free Geor-
gia after the Soviet Union’s downfall. She comes close to accusing the FSK (the
KGB’s successor) of murdering him. She points out that the Muslim leader of
Chechnya and the Christian leader of Georgia were good friends, thus challenging
the empire-generated view that religious hatreds prevail in the Caucasus. “In life
and in death, Dzhokhar Dudaev and Zviad Gamsachurdia are the source of unbear-
able irritation for the Moscow intelligentsia, the KGB, the FSK, the FSB, for
President Yeltsin’s administration, and for other power structures,” she writes.
Their friendship flew in the face of Moscow propaganda that accused the Muslim
nations of extremism, just as empire-induced privation and misery were driving
these nations into the arms of the Muslim fundamentalists. Novodworskaia
warns that those who have called the secessionists “bandits” run the danger of
following Stalin’s path: “It will become necessary to murder everyone, even
women and children, so that, in Stalin’s terms, no ‘avengers for the fathers’
grow up.” She realizes that the Russian political culture cannot yet accommodate
a radical reversal of state policy, and so she turns to poetry, to Vladimir Vysot-
skii’s songs in particular, to make her point: “Throw everything overboard that
smells of blood, / and know that the price is not too high.” Galina Starovoitova,
murdered in 1998, had added her political presence and her convictions to that
weak chorus; she too believed that, to use Adam Michnik’s words, “a nation
that oppresses other nations couldn’t be free.”'®

Novodvorskaia’s story does not have a happy ending. In her zeal to effect
change, and owing to hyperbole to which she has always been prone, she has
crossed the line separating debate from extremism. Barely two years after her
magnificent essay on Russia’s minorities and within a few months of Russia’s
economic collapse in August 1998, she took a stance in disfavor of Vorkuta
miners on strike in protest against nonpayment of wages and projected closings
of unprofitable coal mines. Closings of money-losing pits have been part of the
painful process of economic restructuring that Russia has had to undertake in
order to start growing, but from the standpoint of workers, pit closings equaled
starvation. There were no other jobs in subarctic Vorkuta, and resettlement of
workers in the European mainland has not been seriously contemplated by the
government. Lacking effective leadership, the Vorkuta miners have been all
alone in their fight for survival.

In her Novoe vremia article on the subject, Novodvorskaia remarked that per-
haps those who could not adapt themselves to new circumstances should be shot,
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so that the remainder (if only a minority) could live in a new, splendid, and de-
mocratic Russia.'® While it goes without saying that she did not literally advo-
cate shooting workers, her rhetoric smacked of the old Russian extremism that
goes back to Dmitrii Pisarev, Sergei Nechaev (especially the Catechism of the
Revolutionary, written in 1869), and Lenin. This and other shrill texts have not
endeared Novodvorskaia to any political group, and her political and intellectual
future is uncertain.

Writers like Petrushevskaia and (with the above caveats) Novodvorskaia sug-
gest that conquering and holding on to foreign lands for Moscow’s benefit has to
be abandoned. The Russian people cannot sustain it any longer. Indeed, they
themselves have split into Russia proper and the “white colonies” of Siberia and
the Far East. Straddling Europe and Asia, the Federation comprises too many
ethnic and territorial groups, who are heirs to too many diverse histories, cul-
tures, economies, memories, and interests. No male Russian writer has ever
dared to say that the “Russian” Federation is too vast and diverse to be manage-
able under one government located in Moscow. Writing in opposition to the
empire, undoing its imaginative command, as Petrushevskaia has done, is part of
the slippage of confidence within a Federation that has never been entirely sure
of its identity. The women writers’ voices are too feeble to make an instant dif-
ference in a society that has been dominated by male voices, a society that does
not yet fully want to discover its colonialist dimension. Postcolonial conscious-
ness still has a long way to go in Russia. But permission to narrate has been
obtained, or rather wrenched, from the literary establishment by “those quintes-
sential Others,” Russian women writers. By showing how the empire has failed
women, Liudmila Petrushevskaia, in particular, deserves to be called the first
postcolonial Russian writer.
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