IMAGINING RUSSA—AS RUSSA?
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Imagining Rusga &s other than Russais smething that the intelledual and pditi ca
world has been dang for centuries. To adegreg imagining Russais analogous to the
parable of the blind man and the dephant. How Rusgaisimagined dependsonwhois

doing theimagining, what face of Rusgais being imagined—and when.

Intermittently, during the past millennium Russa has been imagined as Oriental, most
often akin to the “murderous’ Turk variety. With the ascension d Peter the Gred,

Rusda began to be seen as European, abeit somewhat backward European. Peter’ s turn
to the West—his establi shment of a new cepital, suppat of language training, science
and educaionin general—creded the image of a swiftly modernizing Rusda

Catherine's subsequent cultivation o liberalism and widely advertised pandering to the
the phil osophes furthered the image of a Russa quickly falli ng into line with a
modernizing Europe. That the overwhelming massof its inhabitants were peasants deeply
ensconced in feudalism and scarcdy touched by the winds of change was largely

unheaed.

In the ealy X1Xc., the image of a European Russawas supdanted by that of
another Russa—anti-modern, Oriental again—Dbut far more threaening than the pre-Petrine
Turk imagery, because it had inserted itself into the paliti cd and cultural

heat of the continent. Asthe tsar’s ldiers pursued Napoleon's Grand Armee



aaossPoland and Germany and into France, Europe’ s crowned heads regardlessof
whom they had suppated in the wars, were seized by the terror of an overwhelming
barbaric, force—the original “Red Fea.” Metternich and Talleyrand s primary
diplomatic objedive becane removing and keeping Russaout of Europe. Nichdas!’'s
regjedion/suppresson d nominally liberalizing revolutions in Greece Poland and
Hungary reinforced the image of a Russan bageyman. De Custin’swidely circul ated
description d Russa a agiant prison, too badkwards to absorb the high European

civili zation, further shaped the dark imaging of Russa.

In the midde of the XIXc., Russa s defea in the Crimean War gredly

weéekened the obsessve fea of Rusdathat had daminated

European pditi csin thefirst half of the century. Europe’ sfirst pdliticd concern now
becane Germany, nolonger Russa. Russawas now nealed to help fend df the
threaening Hohenzoll eren ambiti ons. These changed circumstances,

acompanied by the wide-ranging, though still i nadequate reforms of Alexander 11, the
“Tsar Reformer,” resurreded the image of a Russain the European tradition.

The so-cdled emancipation d the serfsin 1861 the opening of the country to foreign
cgpital and banking and induwstrial development, the October Manifesto and the Duma
strengthened the impresson that Russawas to be considered a full -fledged member of
the league of European monarchs.

Theimpresson d amainstrean European Russa was further strengthened in the later
part of the XI1X and ealy XXcs. by the anergence of mgor Rusgan cultural

talent: Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, the most outstanding among literall y scores of Russan

writers who grabbed the dtention d Europe’ s reading public; Tchaikovsky, Rimsky-



Korsakov, Stravinsky in music; Fokine, Ngjinsky and Pavlovain ballet. And while
Kandinsky and Chagall would na begin to attrad attention urtil the eve of World War .
their advent was forecast by the works of numerous talented predecessors. Russawasin
the forefront of the European arts. Whil e that meant nothing to the tens of milli ons of
Rusdan peasants, still under the yoke of serfdom in spite of 1861,it meant agred ded to
Western European ognion leadersimagining Russa. It led someto conclude that Russa

was nat only in the European tradition bu at its head culturally.

Thaose who foll owed the ats were nat the only ones who saw Russanat as alaggard, bu
as a aediveleader of society. In Russa, the majority of the increasing number of

thase who hed discovered socialism became wnvinced that Russa could more

easlly attain that state than ather courtries, becaise it already had the fore-runner

of “socialism” in the shape of the feudal Mir; which with its emphasis on sharing and
equality establi shed the basis for an easy transition to a higher social stage,thus escaping
the preliminary stages described by Marx. Rusgawas not only in the Western tradition.

It was out in front as leader.

The October Revolution creaed rival images of Rusga. On the one hand, Soviet Russa
was imagined to be the wave of the future. “| have seen the future—and it works,” said
Lincoln Steffens. Communism was e as the almination d the liberal dream—and it
was happening first in Rusda The revolution was suppased to be international, but
when it did na spread, the hopes of thase who deamed of a communist future becane
identified with Russa where the future adually was happening. A large share of the

world’'s popuationimagined Russa & the bright tomorrow. The depresson that Rusda



escgped and the role that communism-identified-with-Russa assumed as the
leader in the struggle against fascism only heightened the image of Rusda & abea®n

for all mankind.

But simultaneously another image of Russawas impinging itself onthe world's
consciousness—and that was of the “evil empire,” the foe of freedom, the destroyer of
independent nations, the enemy of the good.De Custine' simage of Rusda

was intensified enormously. For decalesin the late XX c., the “gulag”, the slave labor

camp, becane the predominating imagining of Russa.

When Soviet Rusda ollapsed, still another image of Rusda energed, particularly in the
United States, that of a cwurtry hurgering for the democratic institutions of the

West, eager to drop its old ways and to adopt the dvil society that had become the

signpast of civili zation. But like dl the other images of Russa, that, too, has been abandored,
and more rapidly than most. It has not yet been replaced, except by nations of chaos, and that

image is more likely to be enduring than itsimmediate predecesor.

Some of the imaginings of Rusga during this past millennium have lasted longer than
others, but nore have endured for the most part because they have been
unidimensional, emphasizing a single face of Russa, to the exclusion d others that,
though they may have been recessve for the time being, have norethelessbeen
stubbanly present. Russa has been, andis, simultaneously, Oriental, European,
progressve, immovable, millennial and damnable, fraternal and hcstil e, in a mixture

uniquely its own.. Aspeds of it may be somewhat better comprehended by comparing



them with similar organizations and functionsin other courtries, but such comparisons
tell only part of the story, becaise Russa's sze, major role in world history and
experiences make her unique and complicaed, and she can best be ammprehended as a
whole and nd by grasping atusk here or aleg or trunk there, and then

proclaiming that part to be the whole.



