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Abstract 

This dissertation argues that the emergence of the idea of Eastern Europe in the 

Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment West could be attributed not only to geopolitical 

causes, but also to the way that the region was figured religiously. Considered against 

the backdrop of the rise of global racial order, the idea of Eastern Europe is shown to 

have its origins in Western theological imaginaries which were transmuted into 

gendered raciality. Through an analysis of the travelogues by Western travelers to the 

Russian Empire and its European peripheries, this project traces the rise of Euro-

Orientalism, which gets inflected as “Asiatic” in Russia, and “Jewish” in the rest of 

Eastern Europe. Seen through this Euro-Orientalist lens, Russia is figured as the intra-

European antithesis to the West, and the remainder of Eastern Europe as liminal 

territories.  
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1. Introduction: “Eastern Europe” as a problem 

1.1 The Persistence of the Problem 

I am writing the last pages of my dissertation on the first days of the Russian re-

invasion of Ukraine. Heavy bombings, civilian and military casualties, uncertainty and 

anxiety, threats from the Western powers of the strictest sanctions to be imposed on 

Russia, and Russian threats of retaliation are dominating headlines across the world. 

The writing of this project feels more meaningful and more futile than ever in the six 

years of my journey towards a doctorate degree.  

What keeps moving me forward is the realization that this project while located in 

the eighteenth and nineteenth century, holds significance, even if for me alone, in 

understanding current realities. Western perceptions of Russians as barbarous, 

irrational, mad, and tyrannical have barely changed since then, even if the reasoning 

behind them may have undergone multiple shifts; Russian imperialist claims to power 

asserted with tanks and fighter jets continue to both defy and mimic West’s assertions of 

influence in the region. People in the region caught in between continue to function as 

what Timothy Snyder has called “bloodlands,” where these competing claims to power 

are contested. Meanwhile Ukraine’s own political will and self-determination are denied 

on either end: the European Union until very recently would not consider Ukraine as a 
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potential member,1 and Russia would not stop interfering in Ukraine’s internal affairs.2  I 

write with a heavy heart and grieve with the Ukrainian people. And I continue to write 

because I am looking for words and explanations why we, the eastern Europeans caught 

in between have come to be seen as disposable for both sides.  

The problem that I am tracing in this project, that is the construction of Eastern 

Europe as a liminal space between the peripheral empire of Russia and the West, cannot 

be fully theorized for accounting for both, Russia and the in-between countries. The fact 

that Russia in Western rhetorical imagination is pre-determined as an anti-thesis of the 

West, I suggest, continues to inform Western international policy and engagement with 

both eastern European countries and with Russia itself. To put the matter in emphatic 

terms, Russia in Western imaginaries due to its own liminality, as a country that is 

straddling the East and the West, Asia and Europe, and therefore fails to fall neatly into 

either category, has been constructed as a grotesque political monster.  

Here when I am invoking the grotesque, I am referencing Russian theorist Mikhail 

Bakhtin, who has defined the grotesque body as that which within itself contains life 

 

1 Lawrence Norman in a recent Wall Street journal summarized the reasons for Ukraine’s exclusion from the 

EU and its prospects of joining, despite the fact that the application has been accepted, in the following 

manner: “many member states are deeply skeptical that Ukraine would be ready to join for many years, 

given its problems with corruption, lack of judicial independence and political instability. Officials from 

France and Germany, the EU’s two powerhouses, have privately ruled out the possibility of Ukraine gaining 

membership.” (Lawrence Norman, “Can Ukraine Join the European Union,” Wall Street Journal, March 2, 

2022, https://www.wsj.com/articles/ukraine-european-union-member-explained-11646250163  
2 Bohdan Ben, “Russian interference in Ukrainian elections: separating the wheat from the chaff,” 

Euromaidan Press, March 29, 2019, https://euromaidanpress.com/2019/03/29/so-how-did-russia-interfere-in-

ukrainian-elections/  
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and death, which is open to the unclean elements of the outside world, and in which is 

overdetermined by its carnality.3 Yet, if for Bakhtin the grotesque body exemplified the 

carnival, a celebration in which rank and status were nullified even if for the moment, 

the Russian grotesque in the European imagination rather strikes primordial terror, not 

unlike that which French theorist Georges Bataille has equated to the left hand of the 

sacred. 

Yet, at the same time Russia remains necessary for the West as its antithesis which 

becomes the depository and reflection of all that the West has denied and negated about 

itself: violence, excess, madness, death, and corporeality. Whether evidenced through 

the rhetoric of Vladimir Putin’s madness, or Russian disregard for human life, or 

through portrayals of Russian women as excessively sexual and solicitous, Russia 

becomes the way for the Western powers to position themselves as paragons of 

democracy, human rights, rationality, and self-restraint. The relationship between the 

grotesque, which can also be framed as monstrosity, as well as the ambivalence of desire 

and dread that accompany it, especially when it becomes proximate, is captured in the 

words of Jospeh Winters: 

This embrace is a difficult task, especially since the 

investment in preserving coherent identities and narratives 

tends to locate the monstrous elsewhere, away from our 

own practices and communities … Other people become 

the monsters that we define ourselves against, a process 

 

3 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1984), 20ff 



 

4 

that denies our participation in the monstrous, coherence-

undermining dimensions of life and experience. 4 

 

This desire to locate “the monster” elsewhere while denying any semblance or intimacy 

is exemplified in the recent quotes from world leaders in relation to Russia. For example, 

Ursula von der Leyen, the President of European Commission, in her speech following 

Russia’s military attack on Ukraine has accused Russia of “barbarity” and of “trying to 

turn back the clock to the times of the Russian empire,” and further added that “[w]e 

will not allow President Putin to replace the rule of law with the rule of force and 

ruthlessness. He should not underestimate the resolve and strength of our 

democracies.”5  

Russia here is barbarous (as opposed to civilized), atavistic (as opposed to 

progressive), ruled by forces of chaos, force and ruthlessness. Von der Leyden, giving 

words to the general sentiment prevailing in the West and in eastern European countries 

watching the Russian war on Ukraine, also negates West’s participation in this 

monstrosity, denies any intimacy with it despite shared borders, negates the possibility 

of what Winters, following Richard Kearny, calls “the embrace,” the possibility of 

identifying with the monster in any way.6 Yet the very disavowal of the embrace, of the 

 

4Joseph Winters, "The Horrifying Sacred: Hip-Hop, Blackness, and the Figure of the Monster," Journal of 

Africana Religions 5, no. 2 (2017): 292. muse.jhu.edu/article/665336   
5 “Von der Leyen condemns 'barbaric' invasion of Ukraine, vows to cripple Russia's economy,” Euronews, 

February 24, 2022, https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2022/02/24/von-der-leyen-condemns-barbaric-

invasion-of-ukraine-vows-to-cripple-russia-s-economy 
6 Winters, "The Horrifying Sacred” 
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monstrous within, which is externalized in the monster of Russia, in this case, or other 

non-European “barbarians” in other cases, is the very sign that points to it. Maria 

Todorova in her study on the construction of the Balkans as a non-European space in 

Europe, has tacitly made the point that when the West was decrying the violence of the 

Balkan Wars, it was negating its own long history of murderous violence, and its own 

involvement in contemporary wars, such as the first Persian Gulf War.7  

The same could be said of Russia at this moment. Yet my goal is not to justify 

Russia’s war on Ukraine nor deny the necessity of sanctions and severing of diplomatic 

relationships. Far be it from me. Rather, for me var der Leyen’s quote condenses and 

exemplifies ways in which the positioning of Russia as Europe’s internal Other has 

survived and adapted to current historical circumstances in its rhetorical form, virtually 

unaltered since at least the seventeenth century, when European and Russian exchanges 

became more regular. It is a metastatic expression of the European Union’s and the 

Western world’s at large negation of their own monstrosity which is most clearly 

articulated and propagated in the times of crisis. 

Every monster of mythical proportions, onto whom centuries of violence are 

projected, demands sacrifices of equally mythical proportions, and Russia is no 

different. The sacrifice that gets offered to Russia again and again is the lands that lie in 

 

7 Maria Todorova, Imagining the Balkans, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997) 
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between Russia and Western Europe, the region which has been dubbed “Eastern 

Europe.” Much like the sacrifice is a mediator between the monster and the people, so is 

Eastern Europe a mediator between Russia and the West. Such is the predicament of 

Eastern Europe: it seems to be suspended in the constant motion between being already 

sacrificed and taken back, given up and retrieved, neither fully Russia’s influence zone 

nor really fully European.  

Eastern Europe as a term is incredibly capacious, and therefore, not stable. 

Within it, countries as disparate as Estonia and Albania, Belarus and the Czech Republic 

are easily included and retrofitted. This elasticity of the term, unmoored from any 

geographic coordinates, has come to simply mean Europe that has been excluded from 

the Western narrative of linear progress fueled by colonial capitalism. In fact, this 

Europe is the locus of puzzling backwardness, which while not as extreme as that 

outside of the subcontinent of Europe, merits scientific study and exploration as an 

aberration of European space. In fact, one of such volumes of study, edited by an 

eminent scholar of Eastern Europe, David Chirot, has been called just that – The Origins 

of Backwardness in Eastern Europe,8 with such luminaries as Robert Brenner, a social 

historian, and Gale Stokes, an expert on Soviet Russia, contributing essays. The 

conclusion of the book is as astonishing as it is expected: these eminent scholars 

 

8 David Chirot, The Origins of Backwardness in Eastern Europe: economics and politics from the Middle Ages until 

the early twentieth century (Berkely: University of California Press, 1989).  
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conclude that Eastern Europe rather than being an anomaly, is instead a typical model of 

global development, which can be observed everywhere else, outside of the West. The 

authors agree that what really is exceptional (and celebratory) is the unparalleled 

development of the West and its progress.  

The volume reaffirms two axioms which govern scholarly and geopolitical 

engagement with eastern Europe. The first one is that Eastern Europe is an eruption of 

the rest of the world into European space; it has been europeanized to some extent by its 

proximity to the real Europe, but it can and never will become fully European. No 

admission to NATO or the European Union, no economic and cultural growth, no 

measuring up to the standards and metrics, created for assessing the level of 

Europeanness, will ever change that. Easter European difference is ontological and 

cannot be overcome by external means. The second axiom is just as simple and just as 

absolute, and that is that the study of Eastern Europe on Western European terms is 

never really a study of Eastern Europe at all; when all is said and done, the results of 

these studies only confirm what has been already known; that is, Western European 

exceptionalism.  

I am singling out this particular volume here not because it is unique; Western 

historians of various ideological and political persuasions have exemplified these 

axioms in their work time and again. That conservative theorists have viewed eastern 

Europe as “backward” is not a surprise; prioritizing economic development based on 
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western Euro-centric metrics as the key determinant of progress, they are bound to find 

Eastern Europe lacking. From Adam Smith9 to Russell Kirk,10 they have measured, 

evaluated, discussed, and concluded that Eastern Europe as a whole and its constituent 

nations are an unviable project, opposed to European progress. Their conclusions 

perhaps could be best summarized in the words of Jean Jacques Russeau (who actually 

sympathized with the plight of Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth) in relation to Poland 

but applied more broadly: “While reading the history of the government of Poland, one 

has difficulty understanding how a State so bizarrely constituted could have continued 

to exist for such a long time.” 11 

Yet leftist historians and theorists fall into the same trap of economic 

development theory as a determinant of “backwardness.” For example, Eric Hobsbawm, 

a British Marxist historian, in his expansive volume The Age of Extremes: A History of the 

World, 1914-1991, treats Eastern European nations’ aspirations towards statehood as a 

tragic historical mistake, a priori deemed for failure12. In the conference, which preceded 

the production of The Origins of Backwardness in Eastern Europe, he compared the 

 

9 In The Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith continually resorts to Poland and Portugal as two most undeveloped, 

“beggarly” countries that have failed to profit from the colonies, and as such remain atavistic.  
10 Here I am in particular mindful of Kirk’s volume Economics: Work and Prosperity, in which the Soviet 

Union and its “Marxist” economic model are positioned as a dangerous antithesis to the American model of 

free market.  
11 Jean Jacques Rousseau, “Considerations on the Government of Poland” in Political writings: containing The 

social contract, Considerations on the government of Poland, Constitutional project for Corsica, Part I, ed. and tr. 

Frederick Watkins (Madison,: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989), 160 
12 Hobsbawm, a fierce critic of nationalism, favored bigger political entities over smaller nation states; for 

him, the disintegration of the Russian Empire and later the Soviet Union signaled the rise of nationalism. Cf. 

The Age of Extremes: A History of the World 1914-1991 (New York: Vintage Books, 1996). 
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development of Albania and Switzerland, concluding that while both countries dealt 

with adverse terrain and circumstances, their economic outcomes were radically 

different.13 Hobsbawm’s conclusion, from what Chirot reports, seems to have been that 

it was the context of the two countries that determined the outcomes; one was located in 

the West, and the other in the periphery. Yet such questions as the creation of the 

categories of center and periphery, much less of colonization, remain entirely unscathed, 

and the general sense is that the difference of these two countries, indeed, the regions 

themselves, is ontological, sui generis. 

In a less pronounced manner, but within the same vein Ivan T. Bernstein, an 

accomplished Hungarian historian of social change and economics in Eastern Europe, 

replicates some of the same moves in his History Derailed, a survey of Central and Eastern 

Europe in the Nineteenth Century. As the title suggest, Bernstein makes the case that 

Eastern and Central Europe represent the case of incomplete modernization, a stalled 

project that in turn generated social problems within the region, and the tensions 

erupted as violence against the communities that were further minoritized, such as the 

Jews.14  Bernstein adopts the framework of center-periphery, popularized by Immanuel 

Wallerstein, and while he traces the unequal relationship between the European West 

 

13 David Chirot, “Causes and Consequences of Backwardness” in The Origins of Backwardness in Eastern 

Europe: Economics and Politics from the Middle Ages until the Early Twentieth Century, ed. David Chirot 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 3 
14 Ivan T. Bernstein,  History Derailed: Central and Eastern Europe in the Long Nineteenth Century (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2003), xii ff 
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and East to a much greater extent, the problem which I perceive as foundational, 

Eurocentrism and racial logics which animate the center-periphery dichotomy, remain 

unaddressed. As a result, Eastern Europe, once again, remains a failed project of 

modernization and Europeanization, a freak of nature stuck in between Russia (and 

including Russia itself) and the West.  

As such, a botched image of modernity, disfigured by its illusions of ever 

becoming truly European and its inability overcome its, as I will argue, “Asiatic” origins, 

it becomes expendable and sacrificable. It is the European remainder, which can be 

divided up between the powers that be or given up to Russia’s and Soviet Union’s 

imperialist projects in exchange for European peace. Even when Eastern European 

countries are admitted into Western alliances, such as the European Union or NATO, the 

lingering feeling, the unsaid understanding is that it remains a buffer zone between the 

West and the East.15 If during the Cold War the buffer zone included the Warsaw Pact 

countries, in contemporary arrangements, it has shifted northeast, with Lithuania, 

Latvia, Estonia, Poland, Romania and Bulgaria now performing this chief function. 

These buffer zones, however, are not created merely out of the desires of the West; 

Russia demands them as well, claiming that Western expansion in the form of EU and 

NATO poses direct threats to its security, and insists on buffer zones just as much as the 

 

15 Vladimir Socor, “NATO’s new force posture in the Baltics: No longer a buffer zone,” The Lithuania Tribune, 

August 12, 2016 https://lithuaniatribune.com/natos-new-force-posture-in-the-baltics-no-longer-a-buffer-

zone/  
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West.16 Agnes Bernek has defined the role that the “buffer” region has played thus far as 

“always floating adrift in world political affairs, almost permanently serving as a buffer 

zone between great powers.”17  

Bernek also invokes another powerful image, first used by Sir Halford 

Mackinder, of Eastern Europe as a “cordon sanitaire,”18 a quarantine line which is meant 

to prevent the infected leave the designated zone. The infected, by inference would be 

the Russians, or during the Cold War, those who were infected with the Soviet ideology. 

By serving as the quarantine zone, Eastern Europe performs the cleansing and 

monitoring function, absorbing the contagion and become infected itself. More than just 

the threshold invoked by Mircea Eliade, Eastern Europe, the in-between lands, here 

become “dirty” in the sense that Mary Douglas has delineated in her work Purity and 

Danger. For Douglas, boundaries and liminal zones are essential for delineating spheres 

of form and formlessness, of inside and outside, and of powers that govern life. While 

her work concerns “primitive” societies, the observations on the functions of boundaries 

translate into the way that Western European countries and Russia use Eastern Europe 

as their quarantine line or buffer zone: 

 

16 Jonathan Steele, “Understanding Putin’s narrative about Ukraine is the master key to this crisis,” The 

Guardian, February 23, 2022  https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/feb/23/putin-narrative-

ukraine-master-key-crisis-nato-expansionism-frozen-conflict. 
17 ÁgnesBernek,  Geopolitics of Central and Eastern Europe in the 21st Century : From the Buffer Zone to the 

Gateway Zone, (Frankfurt a.M.: Peter Lang GmbH, 2021), 16 ProQuest Ebook Central, 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/duke/detail.action?docID=6534453. 
18 Bernek, Geopolitics of Central and Eastern Europe in the 21st Century, 15. 
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To plot a map of the powers and dangers in a primitive 

universe, we need to underline the interplay of ideas of 

form and formlessness. So many ideas about power are 

based on an idea of society as a series of forms contrasted 

with surrounding non-form. There is a power in the forms 

and other power in the inarticulate area, margins, 

confused lines, and beyond the external boundaries. If 

pollution is a particular class of danger, to see where it 

belongs in the universe of dangers we need an inventory 

of all the possible sources of power.19 

 

From either vantage point, the West or Russia, the realm of the Other is a zone of 

“formlessness;” it is a source of dangerous power, which requires a mediator, a 

transitional space, an extended external boundary in the form of foreign territory. 

Eastern Europe in between Germany and Russia has been playing that role, 

involuntarily, for at more than two hundred years, since the final division of the 

Lithuanian Polish Commonwealth between Russia, Prussia, and Austro-Hungary in 

1795.  

Yet my goals in this dissertation are not so much to tease out all of these 

geopolitical tensions or to offer a comprehensive survey of the ways in which Eastern 

Europe has functioned for Russia and the West. My goals are both simpler and more 

complex. I am focusing on Western rhetorical imagination, on the ways that it has by 

negating its own monstrosities, created a Russian monster in its sociopolitical 

imaginaries, and the ways in which it has used the lands in between to mediate between 

 

19 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger : An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (Florence: Taylor & Francis 

Group, 2002), 99. Accessed March 12, 2022. ProQuest Ebook Central. 
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itself and the monster. I spend a considerable amount of time theorizing Western 

relationship with Russia precisely because I argue that Eastern Europe is always seen 

through the Russian lens, in relation to Russia, in contradistinction to Russia: it scarcely 

has an existence in Western imaginaries apart from it.  

Of course, to speak of the West is to speak in generalities. Much like Todorova 

has argued, I do not necessarily believe that there is such a thing as a coherent idea of 

the West; but I do believe that that much like Eastern Europe, the West, too, is a 

discursive formation that performs critical functions in Western and global social and 

political. An incoherent, split subject,20 the West is just as much its own construct as it is 

an aspirational projection of Eastern Europe and the rest of the world.  

And if I speak of the West, I must speak of the East, because the two never exist 

apart from each other. The very term Eastern Europe presupposes the East, and the East 

brings with it a full cache of images, tropes, fears, fascinations, investments, and 

illusions. The monster of the European east, such as the West has fashioned it, in many 

ways resembles that of the Orient, and in other ways is significantly different. As I will 

argue throughout my dissertation, the Orientalism directed at Russia, and at the in-

 

20 Here I am invoking Sigmund Freud’s notion of the splitting of the ego as well as Jacques Lacan’s concept 

of split subject. They both describe the division and alienation of the self; Lacan’s claim that the subject 

cannot bee anything else but split, and is always alienated against itself aids in my understanding of 

“Europe” and of the “West.” The alienated part of the self that gets repressed and sublimated, resurfaces as 

“Eastern Europe,” a Western political psychosis.  
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between lands, has its own historical and geographical situatedness, which modifies it 

so that it requires its own category.  

1.2 Argument and Theoretical Framework 

In this dissertation I propose a two-fold argument: firstly, that the emergence of 

Eastern Europe as an idea or a construct is inseparable not just from orientalism, but 

from the emergence of global raciality; and secondly, that in order to understand the 

implications that the embedding of this construct into Western (and subsequently, 

Eastern) European rhetorical imagination as a sui generis difference had more fully, the 

role of religious difference has to be analyzed.  

The initial proposition to read Eastern Europe as a construct derivative of French 

and British orientalism and applied to the northeastern regions of Europe was initially 

proposed by Larry Wolff, an eminent scholar in the field. In 1994, drawing on the 

seminal work by Edward Said, Orientalism, he argued that Eastern Europe as such is an 

Enlightenment project born out of the rise of new capitalist-industrial centers of London, 

Paris, and Amsterdam.21 As Southern Europe receded in its political power and world 

dominance, the old South – North axis started to shift towards the West, which 

demanded that Europe invent its polar opposite, the East, not only in what was dubbed 

“The Orient” but also, within its own borders. In many ways, I remain deeply rooted in 

 

21 Larry Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe: the Map of Civilization on the Mind of the Enlightenment (Stanford, CA: 

Stanford University Press, 1994) 
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this pioneering project; my dissertation shares not just the time period and the archive 

with it, but also the initial quest for deconstructing the idea of Eastern Europe as sui 

generis and illuminating rhetorical technologies that constructed it. In many ways, this 

project would not be viable if not for Larry Wolff’s provocative volume. 

Wolff’s volume shares the fate of many ground-breaking works: it opened up the 

conversation, but has not escaped criticism, often poignant and needed.22 By assuming 

Edward Said’s theoretical framework and adapting it for understanding Eastern Europe, 

Wolff replicated Said’s own blind spot: neither volume accounts for the ways in which 

orientalism is historically situated, context specific, and most importantly, shifting 

concept. And while Said assumes a secular(izing) framework for analyzing West’s 

rhetorical imaginaries and material conditions in which the notion of the Orient was 

born, Wolff remains largely silent on the question of religious difference. I turn to Lisa 

Lowe and her classic book, Critical Terrains,23 as a corrective lens for nuancing the ways 

in which orientalist reasoning in relation to the Russian Empire and adjacent countries 

need to be embedded in their own context and the complex geopolitical realities of the 

 

22 For example, Michael Confino contends Wolff’s thesis because during the period of the Enlightenment, 

the idea of “Eastern Europe” had not yet been articulated, and the “European East,” or the “East of Europe,” 

the concepts that are used in the eighteenth century writings are not equivalent to “Eastern Europe,” thus 

making  Wolff’s designation anachronistic (see Michael Confino, “Re-Inventing the Enlightenment: Western 

Images of Eastern Realities in the Eighteenth Century,” Canadian Slavonic Papers 36, nos. 3–4 (1994): 505–22); 

Csaba Dupcsik has also castigated Wolff for his anachronisms as well as for ignoring social agents and their 

positionality and for neglecting to consider the role of local intellectuals in aiding in or resisting the creation 

of this category (see Csaba Dupcsik “Postcolonial Studies and the Inventing of Eastern Europe,”   

East Central Europe 26, 1 (1999): iii-14, doi: https://doi-org.proxy.lib.duke.edu/10.1163/187633099X00013  
23 Lisa Lowe, “Critical Terrains: French and British Orientalisms” (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991) 
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eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe. Her attentiveness to the historical 

situatedness of the European power players in relation to specific regions which were 

figured as oriental has helped me articulate my own notion of liminal Euro-orientalism. 

By invoking (and further modifying) the notion of Euro-Orientalism, I also 

invoke one of the greatest critics of Wolff’s project, Ezequiel Adamovsky. He has 

expanded the conversation about the construction of the idea of Eastern Europe by 

pointing out that while Wolff’s fundamental analysis of the archive remains valuable, in 

rhetorical praxis, Eastern Europe as a term had not been used until 1820’s, and had not 

gained widespread approval until 1830’s. 24  Furthermore, as it were, Adamovsky reads 

Wolff against himself, and shows that if orientalism becomes the dominant framework 

for reading the emergence of the construct of Eastern Europe, as Said has pointed out, 

the material conditions, systems, structures, and institutions have to be present, which in 

Russia’s and Eastern Europe’s case are not in place until the middle of the nineteenth 

century.25 Adamovsky’s work has been instrumental for me in articulating the 

emergence of the idea as a process, a continuum, which has produced a category of 

“Eastern Europe” that was just as unstable as the shifting ideas about the region prior to 

this universalizing term. Following Adamovsky’s lead, I too differentiate between 

“eastern Europe” as a shorthand to denote a region north of the Elbe and west of the 

 

24 Ezequiel Adamovsky, “Euro‐Orientalism and the Making of the Concept of Eastern Europe in France, 

1810–1880,” The Journal of Modern History, 77, No. 3 (September 2005), 591-628 
25 Adamovsky, “Euro-Orientalism,” 592 
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Ural  mountains, and “Eastern Europe,” as a rhetorical construct which is related to the 

geographic, social, religious and other realities on the ground just about as much as the 

Orient is linked to North Africa, the Middle East, or India.  

No matter how instrumental these works were for my understanding of Western 

rhetorical imagination in relation to the part of the world I call home, they left two major 

gaps which I needed to fill in order to conceive of my project as it is today. As I engaged 

with my primary sources and traced the development of the ideas in relation eastern 

Europe, I was struck by the prominence of religious difference as a differentiating factor, 

which delineated Europe-properly-so-defined and the Other, northeastern Europe. 

Orthodoxy, proximity and internalization of Muslims, the ubiquitous presence of the 

Jewish people, and even the deformed Catholic practices, as Western travelers to eastern 

Europe saw it, were not just the origins of difference, but one of the primary underlying 

reasons why the easterners continued to be different, and why they could never truly 

become European. The other aspect that remained insufficiently explained was the 

relationship between the emergence of the global racial order and the nascent idea of 

Eastern Europe. And while as Adamovsky points out, in case of eastern Europe it is 

ethnicity, not race that acts as a marker of difference,26 the construction of the ethnicity 

as a signifier of otherness is not devoid of racializing strategies. The travelers who are 

the focus of my analysis here were fully aware that eastern Europeans shared their white 

 

26 Adamovsky, “Euro-Orientalism,” 596 
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skin, and especially when discussing serfdom, were puzzled about how such an 

exaction of forced labor was possible between people of the same race. Yet this did not 

obstruct them in drawing parallels between the inhabitants of the lands occupied by the 

Russian Empire or Russian serfs and enslaved Africans in the colonies or invoking racial 

tropes to depict their eastern European Others.  

The dynamics that I observed suggested that religious difference figured as the 

main point of comparison and differentiation, and that racialization as well as a certain 

queering, or imaging of eastern Europeans as misgendered, followed. To explain what I 

saw in my archive, and to understand how religious difference becomes the grounds for 

figuring northeastern Europe as Europe’s internal Other, I turned to David Chidester’s 

work. In Savage Systems, he traces how colonial frontiers and the need to theorize 

difference between colonizers and colonized birth the discipline of comparative religion. 

Comparison is based on difference. While my context is very different from Chidester’s, 

I observe the same dynamics which he elucidates in his analysis of South African 

frontier:  

religion, rather than race or ethnicity, provided the 

basic vocabulary of difference in the intercultural human 

relations of the frontier. The practices of comparative 

religion in frontier situations tracked the presence or 

absence of religion, and the similarities and differences 
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among religions, within an open, contested zone of 

intercultural contact.27 

 

While I do not explicitly engage with the question of comparative religion but rather 

focus on tracking how differences figured religiously contributed to the rhetorical 

colonization of Eastern Europe, Chidester’s argument always remains in the background 

of my thinking.  

That I could observe the gaps in scholarship that I attempt to address here and 

that I could ask the questions that I do of my archive, is in no small part because I have 

been shaped by the scholarship of J Kameron Carter, and in particular his monograph 

Race: A Theological Account. In locating the origins of race in Christian negation of Jesus’ 

Jewish origins, Carter has shown that racial difference and the very idea of race is 

inseparable from Christian, and particularly Western Christian theology.28 As such, the 

book, whether I directly invoke it or not, has been instrumental in my ability to analyze 

religious difference as racial, and both of them as theological. Carter’s scholarship has 

also introduced me to the work of Sylvia Wynter and Denise Ferreira da Silva, two 

theorists of global racial order; Wynter’s work, much like Carter’s, allows me to trace the 

theological roots from which the construction of religious-as-racial difference stems.  

 

 

 

27 David Chidester, Savage Systems: Colonialism and Comparative Religion in South Africa (Charlottesville, VA: 

University of Virginia Press, 1996), 21 
28 J. Kameron Carter, Race: A Theological Account, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 4 
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My dissertation can be thought as an example and elucidation of what Da Silva’s 

theory looks in practice within the confines of Europe.  Da Silva’s Transparency Thesis, 

which articulates how affluent white European men could position themselves as 

unaffected objective producers of knowledge about affectable opaque Others29, is the 

silent backbone of my dissertation; if anything else, I am trying to understand how the 

idea of utter ontological Otherness became possible within the confines of the same 

continent. 

I explicitly engage with theorists who work in the field of Black Studies as well as 

the broader field of global raciality. Such an undertaking for a project like this could be 

considered as a risky move at best, and a misapplication if not an outright appropriation 

of the intellectual ideas and labor of by intellectuals who seek to elucidate the problem 

of race at the very nexus of colonial difference and ultimate Otherness, Sub-Saharan 

Africa, and European colonies, the sites that Saidiya Hartman has called the “scenes of 

subjection30.” Such a critique would be especially appropriate given that in the defense 

of their full humanity and their quest to be counted as fully European-as-white, eastern 

Europeans themselves have internalized and deployed racist attitudes, language, and 

behavior towards European Others.31  

 

29 Denise Ferreira Da Silva, Toward a Global Idea of Race, 44ff 
30 Saidiya V. Hartman, Scenes of Subjection: terror, slavery, and self-making in nineteenth-century America (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1997) 
31 See, for example, Isabel Wilkerson’s The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s Great Migration 

(New York: Random House, 2010) for multiple instances where eastern European immigrants in their search 
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I dare to take this route because I see eastern Europe as a moment in which 

global racial hierarchy gets performed and articulated explicitly exactly because racial 

optics are taken away. Without the visible difference, the ontological difference needs to 

be stated and explained. At the same time, because Western Europe as a promise of full 

humanity remains Eastern Europe’s aspiration, this desire also gets amplified, allowing 

me to home in on what is desired and what is denied in this pursuit to be included in 

this full humanity.  

1.3 The Scope of the Project 

This project is not an attempt to survey the full archive of available sources or to 

account for the entirety of complex factors that contributed to the establishment of 

Eastern Europe as a different, Other Europe. Rather it is a foray into the available 

sources which help illumine one specific contributing factor in the construction of the 

Eastern European Other: religious difference and its theo-racial genealogies and 

implications.  

In this dissertation, following Larry Wolff’s lead, I focus on the Enlightenment 

and immediate post-Enlightenment period, as the origins of the systematic study of the 

“Orient” in its multiple manifestations can be located in that period. For the purposes of 

 

 

for upward mobility and respectability adopted attitudes and behaviors typical of American Anglo-Saxon 

whiteness.  
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this project, I chose to focus on the time period bracketed by the accession of Russian 

Tsarina Catherine the Great (1762) to the abolition of Russian serfdom (1861). Dubbed 

“The Enlightened  Despot,” Catherine II positioned herself as a philosopher on the 

throne and  actively participated not just in advancing the ideas of the time period for 

her own enjoyment and edification, but also for the whole country32. Yet at the same 

time, she entrenched the institution of serfdom deeper into Russian agricultural 

economy and further centralized monarchic power,33 which were diametrically opposed 

to European Enlightenment philosophical ideas of its own ethos (and entirely consistent 

with its colonial praxis). Framing the project this way allows me to focus on the travel 

narratives that capture Western impressions of Russia in the seeming tension between 

ongoing Westernization and resistance to it. At the very moment of Russian 

ambivalence and ambiguity of its relationship to the West, Western travelers themselves 

have to wrestle with their conflicting perceptions of Russia. These tensions make the 

logics of Othering more explicit as the writers need to confront the question of eastern 

European difference in order to convey to their audiences at home how and why the 

European east and west are irreconcilably opposed to each other.  

 

32 Frank T. Brechka, "Catherine the Great: The Books She Read," Journal of Library History 4, no. 1 (1969): 39. 

https://login.proxy.lib.duke.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/catherine-great-

books-she-read/docview/1307325873/se-2?accountid=10598. 
33 Nikolai Pavlenk, "A woman of substance," Russian Life, November 1996, 4+. Gale Academic OneFile Select 

(accessed March 12, 2022). 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A18914433/EAIM?u=duke_perkins&sid=summon&xid=a3da74aa. 
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Geographically, I do not consider the full array of what constitutes Eastern 

Europe. Rather, I focus on the lands that lie between Western Europe and the Ural 

mountains, northeast of the Elbe River. This choice is motivated by my conviction that 

the southeastern part of the region dubbed “Eastern Europe,” that is the Balkan region, 

in Western imagination has been influenced much less by its proximity to Russia and 

much more by the Ottoman Empire, which is included into “the Orient,” and thus 

corresponds to the traditional study of Orientalism more closely. 

1.4 Methodology 

The primary methodology I relied on in researching this project has been 

archival research and textual analysis. In chapter 2, I also briefly survey cartographic 

evidence, and in chapter 3, engage with visual representations of Catherine the Great. I 

selected the primary sources I explicitly analyze here based on two criteria: their social 

influence, both at the time of publication, and currently; and the degree to which they 

allow me to analyze the role that religious difference has played in constructing the idea 

of Eastern Europe. When considering social influence, I weighed author’s reputation and 

the degree to which their contemporaries engaged with them; such luminaries as 

Voltaire, Madam de Stael, Charles Henry Pearson, or Lady Elizabeth Eastlake became 

obvious choices. I also considered their lasting influence on Western thought and the 

importance of their writings to other contemporary scholars in the field. As for explicit 

deliberations on the role of religious difference as a dividing factor, I curated my sources 
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in such a way that they would represent larger tendencies of their time period and 

articulate them in a more explicit manner.  

 As such, my archive is a specific, carefully curated segment of the larger textual, 

cartographic, visual, and material depository that is available. My goal is not to make 

this project an exhaustive analysis but an elucidation of a particular relationship. 

Most of the primary sources I have used in this dissertation are available in the public 

domain; when accessible. Those that were not originally written in English, I read in 

translation, cross referencing more ambiguous or critical passages in the original 

language (most often French, but also German and Italian).  

1.5 The Structure of the Dissertation  

I begin my argument by analyzing how Western travelers to eastern Europe 

described and theorized religious difference in Russia proper and in its European 

peripheries. I consider how the orientalization of Orthodoxy by figuring it as tainted by 

Islam in Russia, and how Judaism, and Jewishness more generally, become the primary 

rhetorical devices, at the service of geopolitical agendas, for establishing the Russian 

Empire as a liminal Euro-Oriental zone. Then, I turn to showing how this religious 

difference, set against the larger global theater of European geographic discoveries and 

colonial expansions, in turn racializes Russia, especially through the trope of serfdom. 

Finally, I consider how religious difference cements Eastern European as a colonial 

(albeit only rhetorical) space in Western imaginaries through portraying it as 



 

25 

dangerously misgendered. I conclude this dissertation with  considerations of the lasting 

legacies of liminal Euro-Orientalism. 
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2. Producing the Eastern European Orient  

2.1 One Lady Eastlake Writes Russia 

It was early October of 1840, when the Pyroskaff, a Russian passenger liner, 

which crisscrossed the Northern and Baltic seas transporting travelers and goods from 

the British Isles to Scandinavia and Russia and back, made its usual journey towards St. 

Petersburg. Aboard the ship, among other passengers of English, Swedish, German, 

Norwegian and other Northern European descent, was one Elizabeth Rigby (who later 

will become Lady Eastlake1), equipped for the journey and her upcoming visit in Russia 

not only with numerous personal possessions that would ensure that she was never too 

far away from the comforts of her home, but also with a swift pen and a generous 

supply of writing paper. She was yet to become the famed art critic and curator, who 

would disparage the birth of photography as the end of art, the literary reviewer, who 

would attack Jane Eyer’s lack of morality and see the book’s popularity as the surest sign 

of British moral decline, and the regular and prolific correspondent to the esteemed 

political and literary journal Quarterly Review.2 Even before these accomplishments, she 

was a formidable force, whose fundamental commitment to all things properly English, 

was expressed with unwavering opinions, and undeniable eloquence. Her letters from 

 

1 Julie Sheldon, „Introduction,“in  Letters of Elizabeth Rigsby, Lady Eastlake,  ed. Julie Sheldon (Liverpool: 

Liverpool University Press, 2009), 1-27 
2 Julie Sheldon, "Elizabeth Eastlake (17 November 1809-2 October 1893)." 19: Interdisciplinary Studies in the 

Long Nineteenth Century 2019, no. 28 (2019): NA. Gale Academic OneFile (accessed March 13, 2022). 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A637562782/AONE?u=duke_perkins&sid=summon&xid=40da92eb.  
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her sojourn in Germany and Switzerland, as well as articles and translations on various 

aspects of art and literature had already gained her a standing among the British 

intellectuals. Yet it would be her Letters from the Shores of the Baltic, also known as A 

Residence on the Shores of the Baltic, published by John Murray, the gatekeeper of English 

literary greatness, who would propel her into becoming a nineteenth century British 

household name.  

Lady Eastlake came on the literary scene at the most opportune time that a 

single, wealthy, independent, and educated woman, seeking to make a name for herself 

through her writing, could. Letters caught publisher John Murray III’s attention. A third 

generation publisher, he had an instinct for producing knowledge for the empire. He 

and his forebearers had a penchant for satisfying the British hunger for information 

about the world, which was being triumphantly and violently brought under their 

domain.3 Just five years before signing Eastlake’s contract, he had started publishing 

Murray’s Handbooks, predecessors to contemporary guidebooks; his quintessential 

Handbook for Travelers to Russia, Poland, and Finland came out some thirty years later, in 

1868. Prudently, he jumped on the opportunity to publish Charles Lyell’s Principles of 

Geology (1830) gaining notoriety (and also controversy) for the author and elevating the 

publishing house status even further. In the next three decades, he would issue Joseph 

 

3 Samuel Smiles, A Publisher and His Friends: Memoir and Correspondence of John Murray; with an Account of the 

Origin and Progress of the House, 1768-1843, (Salt Lake City: Project Gutenberg Literary Archive Foundation, 

2006) http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/10884  
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Davey Cunningham’s History of the Sikhs (1849), David Livingstone’s Missionary Travels 

(1857) and Narrative of an Expedition to the Zambesi and its Tributaries (1865), Charles 

Darwin’s Journal of Researches (1839) and On the Origin of Species (1859) as well as a 

number of other influential works that both fueled and satisfied British audiences’ 

voracity for consuming knowledge of the world along with their the consumption of the 

world’s spices, coffee, cacao, sugar, tobacco, tea, rubber, and other colonial wares. 

Elizabeth Eastlake, by signing with John Murray, did more than put herself on 

the intellectual map of Britain she used this opportunity to solidify an escape, or at least 

a partial escape, from the gender confines (even as she exalted the cult of domesticity 

and traditional gender roles s).  The structuring binary, which Sylvia Wynter argues, 

organized the Western Christian worldview, and in which the centrality of a European 

Man and his domain are dependent on their contradistinction from the negative Other4. 

Because of her family wealth, Lady Eastlake had already received an exemplary artistic 

education with some of the leading Italian and French artists.  She had traveled around 

Europe unaccompanied, translated essays on Goethe’s color theory, and written essays 

on English art. Yet the contract with John Murray raised her from the status of being a 

peculiar woman to being a bona fide producer of imperial knowledge. She ceased to 

exist as the white European man’s negative Other, and, as it were, to complete the 

 

4 Sylvia Wynter, “Afterword: Beyond Miranda's Meanings: Un/silencing the 'Demonic Ground' of Caliban's 

Woman,'" Out of the Kumbla Caribbean Women and Literature, eds. Carole Boyce Davies & Elaine Savory Fido 

(Trenton: Africa World Press, 1990), 355-370. 
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binary; instead , she offered a new, enticing Other to stand in the gap she created. Her 

offering had already been titillating British imagination just as much as the natives on 

the shores of the Zambezi or the Amazon. Her offering was the infamous Russians. 

Russians and their subjugated peoples had already become somewhat familiar to the 

British through Eastlake’s predecessors, such as William Coxe and Robert Johnston, who 

wet the Western appetites for more stories of the drunken peasants sleeping in numbing 

cold and taking physical punishments in good cheer, of sheep skin clad earthen hut 

dwellers with matted hair, of cunning Jews and wild Cossacks, of endless wilderness 

and palatial grandeur, and most importantly, of religion, which much like Russia itself, 

seemed to combine something of Europe and something of Muslim Orient within it. 

2.1.2 Russia: Britain’s Terror, France’s Fascination 

This interest in the Russian Other, in addition to fulfilling a desperate need for 

Russian otherness, was also stoked by the uneasy allyships and fraught conflicts 

between the two empires. They were allies against French revolutionaries’ anti-

monarchist ideologies, and later against Napoleon Bonapart, enemies during the Anglo-

Russian wars of 1807-1812 and Crimean War of 1853-1856, fierce competitors for 

influence and control in Central and Southern Asia, and particularly India, and major 

chess players in meting out the fates of pawns, such as Greece, Hungary, Poland, India 

and Afghanistan. While ideological differences certainly played a major role in the 

growing hostility between the two imperial powers, it was the Eastern Question that 
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clenched the competitive deal. It was  British concerns over Russia’s unceasing attacks 

on the Ottoman Empire, Britain’s ally, and the Great Game, military and political 

collisions over the influence in Afghanistan, which gave grounds for lasting 

Russophobia among the British intellectual and political elites.5 

By seeking out Elizabeth Eastlake’s Letters, Murray was capitalizing not only the 

tension of British fear and fascination with the Russian Empire, but also on British 

obsession with all things “Oriental.” If the broadest definition of orientalism, as Edward 

Said has argued, is “a style of thought based upon ontological and epistemological 

distinction made between “the Orient” and (most of the time) “the Occident,”6 then 

Russia exemplified it. The “mode of discourse, with supporting institutions, vocabulary, 

scholarship, imagery, doctrines”7 which constitute colonial orientalist rhetorical 

imagination were most definitely present among the British and the French literary and 

scholarly circles, and by the time Lady Eastlake was publishing, societies and faculties 

for Russian and Slavic studies started to emerge.8 This discourse found its way into the 

mainstream through numerous publications, letters, lectures, satirical postcards, maps 

and other material representations. The missing piece in this seemingly oriental 

hierarchical relationship was that there never were Western colonial bureaucracies, 

 

5 Lydia A. Kryzhko et al. “The British Russophobia in the first half of the XIX century: the Political Aspect,” 

Bylye Gody 53 No 3 (2019), 1078-1085, DOI: 10.13187/bg.2019.3.1078.  
6 Said, Orientalism, 2 
7 Said, Orientalism, 2 
8 Adamovsky, “Euro-Orientalism,” 599 
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direct or indirect rule, or sustained presence beyond merchants, mercenaries, and other 

temporary sojourners in Russia. British, French, Dutch, and later German orientalism in 

relation to the Russian empire and its successors has always been confined to the 

rhetorical realm and discursive formations (which in turn have influenced political 

decisions and outcomes)9; it was always a relationship between imperial colonial 

powers, albeit one of them designated as a peripheral empire, but an empire, 

nonetheless10. The task for the reporters on the Russian frontier was to explain how this 

empire on the edge of Europe, the empire that defeated Napoleon and even before that 

became one of the European superpowers redrawing the subcontinent’s maps, was 

different, inferior, and less-than-European. The very narrative of the European West as 

the locus of superiority, or as Sylvia Wynter has phrased it, as the realm of Man as an 

overrepresentation of the human, was at stake11. 

It was for these very reasons that John Murray took such an avid interest in 

Elizabeth Eastlake’s letters; he recognized that within her glib prose and personal, 

almost confidential manner of writing, she had packaged knowledge about Russia for 

convenient British consumption. Her writing both reassured the British of their 

 

9 I borrow this line of thought and the distinction between actual colonialism and discursive colonialism 

from Kristin Kopp; see Kristin Kopp, Germany's Wild East: Constructing Poland as Colonial Space (Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press, 2012), 6ff 
10 Viacheslav Morozov calls Russia a “subaltern” empire; I draw a distinction between “subaltern” as a 

person or entity that experiences actual oppression, and “peripheral” as removed from the (European) 

center of power; I maintain that because imperial Russia is one of the key political players in Europe and in 

Asia, subalternity here would be a misnomer. (See Viacheslav Morozov, Russia's postcolonial identity : a 

subaltern empire in a Eurocentric world (Hampshire : Palgrave Macmillan, 2015). 
11 Wynter, “Unsettling Coloniality,” 330 
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superiority, and within the confines of established Orientalist tropes complimented as 

much as conformed the existing knowledge of Russia. Yet, most importantly, she 

quelled the fears that her contemporary another fellow traveler to the Russian Empire, 

Charles Henry Pearson, had so poignantly articulated: “that such an empire, under 

Slavenophile guidance, would form a mass of compact barbarism capable of 

counterpoising the whole civilizations of the West.”12 To cast Russia in Orientalist tropes 

meant not just to position it as a Western antithesis; it meant to enter it into the 

theological-racial (in other words, colonial) hierarchy as West’s inferior. 

2.1.2 Traveling North, Gazing East: Muslim-ish Orthodoxy 

The letters that comprise this reassuring volume, document Lady Eastlake’s 

sojourn in the Russian Empire while on a visit to her sister Anne. Anne who married a 

British merchant ended up living in what today is not Estonia.13 Lady Eastlake 

documents her sister’s life there, as well as her own and Anne’s transition to St. 

Petersburg, thus giving the readers a glimpse into the life in the sleepy towns as well as 

the bustling metropolis of the empire. Yet while geographically Lady Eastlake moves 

north, she gazes East, and within the first lines of her writing about Russia, she is 

already working out ways in which this Northern empire is and is not Oriental. This 

direction is resolutely set upon her first glimpse of St Petersburg aboard a steamer. 

 

12 Charles Henry Pearson, Russia by a Recent Traveler: A Series of Letters (London: Frank Cass and Co. Ltd, 

1970. 
13 Sheldon, Letters, 5 
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Lulled to rest by the “dismal swamp” of the shallow water of the Gulf of Finland that 

separates Cronstadt, Russia’s naval base and the capital’s customs checkpoint she comes 

to attention as the city’s silhouette emerges: 

Behind us Cronstadt had sunk into the waters, and 

before us Petersburg seemed scarcely to emerge from the 

same, so invisible was the shallow tablet of land on which 

it rests. The mosque-like form of the Greek churches – the 

profusion of cupola and minaret – with treble domes 

painted blue with silver stars, or green with gold stars, and 

the various gilt spires, starting at intervals from the low 

city, and blazing like flaming swords in the cold rays of a 

Russian October setting sun, gave it an air of Orientalism 

little in accordance with gloomy, grey mantle of snow 

clouds, in which all this glitter was shrouded.14 

 

This first encounter with this  city that that looks like  an ungrounded, dislocated 

mirage, emerging from the swampy waters, plays tricks on the viewer: the glittering 

domes in all their excess and extravagance suggest the Orient, but the gloomy weather 

and gray skies suggest the contrary.  The churches appear to be “mosque-like,” but an 

erudite traveler is aware they are “Greek;” the gilded spires resemble “flaming swords,” 

but they are not. Thus, Lady Eastlake discerned “an air of Orientalism” – a suggestion, a 

resemblance, but at the same time was fully aware that she had not arrived in the Orient. 

Thus, her job becomes to discern what is Russia is the Oriental, what is European, and 

what is uniquely Russian. The fact that she was not in the Orient, that it had merely “an 

air” of the East, however, does not preclude her or her contemporaries to view Russia 

 

14 Elizabeth Eastlake, Letters from the Shores of the Baltic, Vol 1., (London: John Murray, 1842), 35 
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through this Orientalist lens, to observe, measure, evaluate, and produce their 

judgement about ways in which Russia lives up – or fails to do so to their expectations of 

the East. This search drives Western travelers past the glitter of St. Petersburg into 

Moscow and further East, towards Asia, in search of explanations for their pre-existing 

thesis, that Russia is somehow Oriental. That Russia was Oriental was a give for 

Western travelers. This was l confirmed by their  first glimpse of the city. That it was not 

Oriental in the same way as the “true” Orient opened it to the question of “How is 

Russia Oriental”. questions which animate their pursuit then is “How is Russia 

Oriental?” 

In this chapter I will use the established canon of English and French writing on 

Western encounters with Russia which are very much like Eastlake’s Letters. These 

writings document the West’s impressions, dreams and disillusionment with Russia and 

its peripheries. Herein I will explore the ways in which these writers wrestle with the 

question of Russia’s Orientalism.  While I am deeply indebted to Larry Wolfe, and his 

classic volume Inventing Eastern Europe, I depart from his thesis that Eastern Europe as a 

construct has originated in Western Orientalism, as described by Edward Said, and thus 

Western perceptions of Eastern Europe can be sufficiently explained by it. Whether 

implicitly or explicitly, my own take on these canonical writings on the Russian Empire 

is informed by the work of Lisa Lowe, who refines Edward Said’s propositions about 

Western Orientalism by situating them in concrete historical and material realities. 
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These realities demonstrate that Orientalism is not a static construct but rather a multi-

faceted, changing lens through which Western audiences viewed that which they 

labeled as “East.” I will supplement Lowe’s work with Kristin Kopp’s argument for 

Poland as Germany’s colonial space.  I borrow her notion of “discursive colonization”15 

to delineate ways in which this particular version of Western Orientalism towards 

Russia, rooted in the long nineteenth century’s political realities, differs from British or 

French Orientalism deployed against their proper colonies in Asia. Finally, my reading 

of the primary sources rests on the proposition that in the case of Russian Empire, 

religious difference is the raison d’etre for this particular transmutation of discursive 

Orientalism. 

2.1.3 Very Jewish Peripheries 

Yet to speak of Russian Orthodoxy as the sole site where this religious difference 

is observed would be to negate the complexity which even the travelers themselves 

allowed for in their descriptions of Russia and its peripheries. While Orthodoxy is the 

subject of much debate and pages of detailed descriptions are filled with repulsion as 

much as with fascination and rapture, the vast majority of writers are equally intrigued 

and perplexed by the ubiquity of Jewish people in the empire’s Western territories 

(Lithuania, Poland, Belarus, as well as parts of Ukraine and Moldova), known as the 

 

15 Kopp, Germany’s Wild East, 5ff 
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Pale of Settlement.16 The Christian anomaly that is Orthodoxy is insufficient to explain 

all of the Russian Empire. There is much left that still needs to be addressed which is 

evident  in Lady Eastlake’s writings. 

After the publication of the Letters in 1841, Elizabeth Eastlake seemed unable or 

unwilling to leave the Eastern European question aside and came back to it in 1846 with 

a volume comprised of three short, quasi-fictional stories set in Livonia (current Latvia 

and Estonia), where her sister was settled.17 The last story in the set, “The Jewess,” is 

based on a short anecdote related in her Letters. It tells a dramatic story of a Jewish 

merchant couple, who are unexpectedly pursued by the Cossacks, who were members 

of the imperial cavalry; comprised of semi-independent inhabitants from the basins of 

Dnieper and Don rivers, infamous for their relentless cruelty. At the kind offer of a 

British lady settled in the area, they leave their child in her care as they flee for their 

lives. Unlike many of her male counterparts, Lady Eastlake shows compassion for the 

Jewish plight (even as she expresses horror at the Cossacks), and humanizes them to the 

point that the heroine of the story, the British mistress of the house, seems to exchange 

humanity with the young woman: 

 

16 The Pale of Settlement, Russian Черта́ осе́длости, was originally instituted by Catherine the Great in 1791, 

after the first annexation of the territories of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, where a large number of 

Jews lived, in order to limit Jewish influence in commerce in the rest of the empire; the territory of 

settlement changed as newly occupied lands were added, but always remained confined to the Western rim 

of the empire. For detailed discussion of the Pale of Settlement, see Israel Bartal, The Jews of Eastern Europe. 

1772-1881, tr. Chaya Naor (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002). 
17 Elizabeth Rigsby Eastlake, Livonian Tales:T he Deponent. The Wolves. The Jewess, (London: John Murray, 

1846) https://archive.org/details/livoniantalesde00eastgoog  
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As their looks met, a spectator might have fancied 

some resemblance between them; both countenances were 

so pale and so beautiful, and both marked with an 

expression of experience beyond their years. But they 

might have exchanged their birthright; for the Christian 

Lady’s eye was full, dark, and of an Oriental languor, and 

her eyebrow slender and arched like Lot’s daughter in 

Guido’s picture’ while the young Israelite’s deep blue eye 

and tender brow might better have found its prototype 

among the high-born daughters of an island kingdom.18 

 

This unusual recognition of humanity in a Jewish woman, however, is soon 

tempered by subtle yet telling signs of British superiority. The lady of the house assumes 

the role of a charity wielding matron while the young Jewess remains in a subservient 

position. Their class difference and standing are continually emphasized. As the Jewish 

mother tells of her life on the road and the hardships she encounters the British 

merchant’s wife is shown to be in full control not only of her estate and servants, but 

also of the Jewish family’s fate. The tenderness and compassion which the tale exudes 

are filtered through a Dickensian didactic patronage, which is on a continual search of 

an orphan to raise into the full stature of humanity, and in this case, finds it in the body 

of the little Matvias, who would surely not survive the unexpected pursuit of the 

Cossacks. 

Through this story Eastlake enters into a debate on the amount of humanity to be 

found in Europe’s various others, from peasants and vagrants, to Indians, Native 

 

18 Eastlake, Livonian Tales, 143 
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Americans, enslaved Africans and Jews. In her portrayal of little Matvias who in the 

year that he spends in the British household becomes undistinguishable from the host 

family’s children, she clearly sides with nurture over nature and with those who would 

grant Jews full humanity upon their conversion. Yet she nuances her position by 

locating this story within the domestic sphere, where British exemplary domesticity and 

femininity (surely modeled after her own sister’s character) become means of civilizing 

and converting “the savage.” The story’s happy ending of the reunion of Jewish parents 

with their child, and the child’s subsequent baptism in the village church is the climax of 

Matvias’ entrance into full humanity in the British Protestant worldview. In a nutshell, 

this becomes a story of a feminine-domestic Reconquista in the North, with British 

kindness and piety as her key weapons. 

Besides exemplifying the possible entrance of the Jewish people into European 

space through baptism and establishing Britishers abroad as harbingers of humane 

compassion, especially in contrast to the untamed Oriental Cossacks, this story 

demarcates and differentiates the Western edges of the Russian Empire as distinct from 

Russia itself. This distinction merits its own lens and paradigmatic framework through 

which to be understood. For many travelers and sojourners in Russia, much like Lady 

Eastlake, the structuring idiom was the Jewishness of the Western edges of the Russian 

empire. While the local people had been Christian for more than five centuries, the 
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ubiquity of the Jewish people either deformed or negated the space as a part of 

Christendom, and rather marked it as Europe’s antithesis. 

As such, the second part of my argument about religious difference is that the 

perceived Jewishness of the Western edges of the empire differentiate the space both 

from Russia and from Western Europe . In contrast to arguments (once again, mostly 

advanced by Larry Wolfe) that the Eastern European space is homogeneous, I propose 

that rather, it is hierarchically structured based on religious difference. Because 

Lithuanians, Poles, Byelorussians, and Ukrainians failed to subjugate or convert the Jews 

in their midst, they are seen as failed political subjects, who do not deserve sovereignty 

and thus, are themselves appropriately subjugated to Russian rule. Following Gil 

Anidjar’s example,19 I also claim that designating a space as “Jewish” is also a way of 

orientalizing, theologizing, and “racing” it. 

2.2 Madame de Stael’s Asiatic Rome 

 

In 1814, as the Sixth Coalition of Russia, Austria, and Prussia was finally making 

significant advances against Napoleon’s army and hopes of the French emperor’s reign 

finally coming to an end started flickering a little brighter. One avid member of the 

resistance movement, Madame Victorine de Chastenay, observed: "there are three great 

powers struggling against Napoleon for the soul of Europe: England, Russia, and 

 

19 See Gil Anidjar, Semites: Race, Religion, Literature (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2008), 30 
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Madame de Staël.”20 And fight Germaine de Stael, a French salonnière, woman of letters, 

intellectual and diplomat, did. While always hailed as a voice of moderation after the 

French Revolution and during the Reign of Terror, she did not shy away from offering 

her public critique of regimes and systems, whatever they may be, and Napoleon 

Bonaparte, who was quickly ascending to power in the early years of the nineteenth 

century was no exception to that.21 Perhaps it was the fruit of her mother’s efforts in 

educating the daughter with a Calvinist spirit of discipline and with a fierce 

commitment to the ideas of Jean Jacque Rousseau and Montesquieu or perhaps it was 

the example of her father, a minister of finance under Louis XVI, who for the first time 

ever made the country’s budget transparent and subjected it to a public debate, despite 

drawing ire on himself, that fueled her relentless resistance to tyranny, even at great 

personal loss. 

Part of the loss she endured was being exiled by the emperor, who at first, in 

1803, forbade her to come within 40 kilometers of Paris, and in 1812 through imperial 

police action made it imperative for her to flee France for Russia.22 While intellectual and 

ideological disagreements with Napoleon, especially over the ideas of Voltaire and 

Rousseau, (which Napoleon deemed dangerous), escalated the cause, the primary 

reason for her banishment was her active involvement in the resistance and her 

 

20 As quoted in  Richard Holmes, This Long Pursuit: Reflections of a Romantic Biographer (London: Harper 

Collins, 2017), p 160 
21 Christopher J Herold. Mistress to an Age: A Life of Madame de Stael (New York: Grove Press, 2002). 
22 Germaine de Stael, Ten Years Exile (Charleston: Bibliobazaar, 2007) 



 

41 

influence which encompassed not just French nobility, but foreign intellectuals and 

ambassadors as well. Madame de Stael’s flight to Russia, narrated in her 

autobiographical novel Ten Years Exile, was wrought with grief, fear, and homesickness, 

all intertwined with her characteristic intellectual curiosity, spontaneity, and gratitude 

for the refuge that the unfamiliar ally in the form of the Russian Empire offered her. 

2.2.1 Intellectual Baggage on Russian Journeys 

While she left much behind – estates, fellow salonnières, writing projects, political 

activism – she carried the ideas and ideals of her intellectual predecessors  and 

contemporaries with her. She would have been familiar with Rousseau’s 

correspondence with Polish intellectuals regarding preserving Polish-Lithuanian 

Commonwealth’s independence, and his advice of forming an alliance with the 

Ottomans to counterbalance undue Prussian and Russian influences on country’s 

political life. She would have read Montesquieu’s The Spirit of Laws and known that she 

was entering the part of Europe, where according to the French political theorist, the 

frigid temperatures had stunted the development of the finer senses and sensibilities, 

but produced endurance and hardiness.23 If she had not read Comte de Segur, the 

ambassador to the Russian court’s, Memoirs, she would have been shaped by its lasting 

influence on the French public opinion of Russia as a wasteland of unrealized potential 

rife with political intrigue. Just as likely, she would have also been shaped by Voltaire’s 

 

23 Charles Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu, The Spirit of Laws, (Kitchener, ON: Batoche Books, 2001), 247-8 
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History of the Russian Empire Under Peter the Great, written at the commission of Catherine 

the Great in an attempt to re-narrate Russia as a rising civilization rather than the 

backwaters of Europe. These conflicting views, mixed with rising interest in all things 

Oriental, exacerbated by France’s increasing territorial acquisitions in the Indian ocean, 

became the looking glass through which she saw her new host country. 

Yet perhaps most importantly, she would have been shaped by the effects of her 

archnemesis, Napoleon Bonaparte’s invasion of Egypt (1798-1799), and the ensuing 

interest in the country’s past. Lisa Lowe argues that French orientalism has been 

primarily shaped by its contacts with Egypt, and later Iran, and owes to Napoleon’s 

foreign policies and campaigns24. Of particular influence and importance in shaping the 

French rhetorical imagination of the East was a collected volume produced at 

Napoleon’s orders after the invasion of Egypt, Memoirs Relative to Egypt Written in That 

Country During the Campaigns of Napoleon Bonaparte, in the Years 1798 and 1799, Written by 

the Learned and Scientific Men who Accompanied the French Expedition (1800). The “learned 

and scientific men '' whose observations, descriptions, and memoires comprise the book 

were leading French scientists – engineers, botanists, mathematicians, as well as artists 

and writers. At Napoleon’s decree, they formed Institut d’Egypte, tasked with the 

production of imperial scientific knowledge about the new frontier. The volume in many 

ways set the style and the tradition of Oriental discursive formations in France. It 

 

24 Lowe, Critical Terrains, 53 
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contained detailed notes on the fauna and flora, rivers and terrains, natural resources 

and their (mis)management by the locals, intermixed with descriptions of the Copts and 

Muslims attempts at translating passages of the Qu’ran into French, and other sundry 

matter of general interest or imperial usefulness. 

 While she may have resisted Napoleon’s political trajectory, Madame de Stael 

was a woman of letters in whose salons foreign policy and colonial questions were 

discussed at length. She could not escape the literary influence of these writings, and 

whether consciously or not, mimicked them in her own way. Ten Years’ Exile is by no 

means an attempt at an encyclopedic volume, but as an observer and a writer, she scans 

her surroundings coming up with the same categories and descriptions as the “learned 

and scientific men” who penned Memoirs Relative to Egypt. While in the fashion of the 

time, most of her chapters contain subtitles which serve as a synopsis of the content, 

most of this matter in the book is concerned with political figures and place names, 

noting key events or Madame de Stael’s movements. After her banishment from all 

territories under French influence she covers most of the European continent, yet at no 

other point but during her sojourn in Russia do these titles and subtitles shift to the 

ethnographic-encyclopedic genre: “Appearance of the Country – Character of the 

Russians,” “Manners of the Great Russian Nobility,” or “Establishments for Public 

Education – Institute of St. Catherine.” 



 

44 

This shift to ethnographic mode here signals entrance into the territory of the 

Other, of ethnos, where circumstances call for a different paradigmatic and rhetorical 

engagement. In her discussion of the ethnographic writing in relation to the Other, Mary 

Louise Pratt argues that travel literature produced for popular consumption presented 

readers with “multiple sets of differences, multiple fixed subject positions, multiple 

ways of legitimizing and familiarizing the process of European expansion;”25 they were 

inculcated in producing what Pratt elsewhere has called the “planetary consciousness.” 

That these processes happened on the global scene, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, 

Asian colonies, or in the Americas is an established axiom. Yet what the shift in genre in 

Madame de Stael’s writing betrays here is that European peripheries were rhetorically 

figured as being the internal realm of the Other, as being non-European Europe. This 

process while on a smaller and more proximate scale, performed a similar function to 

that of the overseas colonies: to blend the language of Pratt and Denise da Silva, these 

territories fixed the West as the proper political subject by the virtue of its rationality 

and objectivity. 

2.2.2 Religion of Oriental Pomp and Circumstance 

Besides observations on national character, the nobility, and the landscape, 

Madame de Stael seems to take a particular interest in religion, and for her it becomes 

 

25 Pratt, Mary Louise. "Scratches on the Face of the Country; Or, what Mr. Barrow Saw in the Land of the 

Bushmen." Critical Inquiry 12, no. 1 (Fall, 1985), 119. 

https://login.proxy.lib.duke.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/scratches-on-face-

country-what-mr-barrow-saw-land/docview/1297309076/se-2?accountid=10598  
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one of the defining features of Russia. While scarcely devout herself, and living in the 

spirit of French Enlightenment’s laicite, she is particularly attuned to the religiosity of the 

Russian people, and records their attitudes and behaviors in great detail. This attention 

to religious matters can in part be explained by the first extended anecdote which she 

narrates upon entering Russian territory by a somewhat unusual route, through Polish 

Galicia, which at that time was under Austro-Hungarian rule, onto the province of 

Volhynia (currently part of Ukraine) in the Russian Empire. She tells of Russian 

diplomat and officer Alexander Balashov’s exchange with Napoleon Bonaparte in 

Vilnius, where Balashov delivers emperor Alexander’s letter to Napoleon. 

 

Napoleon asked one of his generals, in the presence 

of M. de Balasheff (sic), if he had ever been to Moscow, 

and what sort of city it was. The general replied that it had 

appeared to him to be rather a large village than a capital. 

And how many churches are there in it? – continued the 

emperor. About sixteen hundred – was the reply. That is 

quite inconceivable, rejoined Napoleon, at a time when the 

world has ceased to be religious. Pardon me, sire, said M. 

de Balashoff (sic), the Russians and the Spaniards are so 

still. Admirable reply! And which presaged, one would 

hope, that the Russians would be the Castilians of the 

North.26 

  

While Napoleon Bonaparte by most accounts was not very devout either, he 

seemed to recognize the social function of religion, and upon assuming power, 

 

26 De Stael, Ten Years Exile, 156 
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leveraged his laissez-faire approach to religious freedom to his advantage, as churches 

previously alienated by the secularization efforts following the French revolution, easily 

lent him their support.27 Thus if the anecdote bears  any historicity, Napoleon’s remark 

was an expression  of his tactics of dismissal and intimidation towards his Russian 

enemies. By siding with Balashov, Madame de Stael by default became the defender of 

religion as a continuing and vital part of European life. The subtext of the exchange 

between Balashov and Napoleon, which de Stael did not miss, was that in 1812 when 

one flange of La Grande Armee was advancing through Russia towards Moscow, its 

other regiments were already suffering major defeats in Spain, which the French 

emperor had set up as the First Empire’s client state.28 

After signaling herself as at the least a sympathizer of Russian religiosity, 

Madame de Stael proceeded to record her observations on it. Despite her original intent 

to travel eastward, through Odessa to Constantinople, Syria, and into Sicily, thus 

mimicking Eastern travels of Richard Lionheart, she is persuaded by her family 

members to instead turn north and outpace Napoleon’s army, to eventually reach 

Scandinavia.29 While the religious undertones in her simile here are subdued, they 

cannot be overlooked. Richard I, who ruled England and Normandy in the twelfth 

 

27 Matthew Zarzecny,  “Religion in Napoleonic France,” The Napoleon Series Archive, October 2003  

https://www.napoleon-series.org/research/napoleon/c_religion2.html.  
28 William Nester, “Why Did Napoleon Do It? Hubris, Security Dilemmas, Brinksmanship, and the 1812 

Russian Campaign,” Diplomacy and Statecraft 24, No 3 (2013) https://doi-

org.proxy.lib.duke.edu/10.1080/09592296.2013.817922  
29 De Stael, Ten Years Exile, 157 
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century (1189-1199), was a successful crusader, known for his victories against Saladin, a 

Muslim ruler of Egypt and Syria whose dominion was Jerusalem the target of the 

crusaders.30 Though at the mercy of Russian Emperor Alexander I, fleeing persecution in 

her native France, and due to poor health unable to make the journey East, Madame de 

Stael sees herself as not just as a successful military leader, but as a religious militant 

who conquers Eastern lands. Despite changing the course of her journey to travel north, 

much like Lady Eastlake, who will travel to Russia some twenty years later, she is 

determined to find East wherever she goes. While she strives against Napoleon, she 

observes and records Russia through the filter of her preconceived idea of the East. 

Moreover, though she tended to offer criticism of the Roman Catholic Church31 she now 

finds solace in one of the most violent images of Western missionary Christianity. 

Having found the perspective and lens to  frame the remainder of the journey, 

Madame de Stael for the first time proceeds to offer opinions on religious matters.  In 

Ten Years’ Exile she he gives a brief history of Russia’s conversion to Orthodoxy, 

concluding that it was “on account of the pomp of its ceremonies” 32 that Prince Vladimir 

 

30 Saul Nigel. The Three Richards: Richard I, Richard II, and Richard III (New York: Bloomsbury, 2006),  35ff. 
31 See Germaine de Stael, Corinne or Italy. One of the characters, for example, contemplates while observing a 

church, “The general expression of the place perfectly characterizes a mixture of obscure dogmas and 

sumptuous ceremonies; a mine of sad ideas, but such as may be soothingly applied; severe doctrines, 

capable of mild interpretation…” (Germaine Stael, Corinne: Or, Italy: by Madame de Staël. Translated by Isabel 

Hill; with Metrical Versions of the Odes by L. E. Landon. (New York: A. L. Burt, 1870?). Nineteenth Century 

Collections Online (accessed March 13, 2022), 53 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/CXZGUU600429436/NCCO?u=duke_perkins&sid=bookmark-

NCCO&xid=877403a9&pg=82. 
32 De Stael, Ten Year’s Exile, 159 
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I chose it for his country. In the subsequent paragraphs, she swiftly finds an explanation 

for the Orthodox church’s relative tolerance for other Christian traditions in its own 

schismatic nature, and while she celebrates the fact that “the fraternity of country unites 

men though their theological opinions may differ,” within the next sentences she 

concludes that Orthodox faith acts as a means for the emperor to solidify his power.33 

Within these initial assessments, of pompousness and excessive power, lies the 

classic tropes of orientalism and of the East as irrational, exotic, and radically different. It 

is important to note that this French traveler was actually defending and describing the 

Russian Empire as a noble force that provided her refuge and resisted her and all of 

Europe’s archenemy. Her observations about the nature of the Orthodox Church were 

not only characteristic of her times: in terms of charity, she exceeded just about all her 

contemporaries, and especially the British, who, as will be addressed later, influenced by 

Protestantism, and especially Calvinism, attacked what they perceived as the exteriority 

of Orthodoxy, which contrasted with their faith. For example, Charles Henry Pearson, a 

British born Australian settler, and a correspondent who sought to capture Russia before 

the abolition of serfdom, described his perception of Orthodoxy in the following 

manner: 

Russia, thrown exclusively upon Greece and 

Palestine, has borrowed from the former the worthless 

subtleties of its theology, and from the latter, its literal and 

 

33 De Stael, Ten Years’ Exile, 160 
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dogmatic intolerance; neither the Republic of Plato nor the 

grand Hebrew commonwealth which Calvin tried to 

realize in Geneva, have ever passed across the vision of the 

orthodox Church; such as their first apostles left them they 

remain.34 

 

While certainly much more judgmental and categorical than Madame de Stael, 

Pearson also demonstrates Calvinist theo-logics, which not only informs his disdain for 

what he deems needless superficialities, but also quite in contrast to the French salonnière 

portrays the Orthodox Church to be both intolerant and dogmatic, mostly because it 

does not build on the same theological foundation as his own faith, which to Pearson’s 

mind, becomes exclusivist. While Pearson accuses the Russian church of “throwing” 

itself on Greece (one presumes the Greek church), in Russian religion, he misses Greek 

intellectual tradition; while he critiques its commitment to Palestine (here it is not quite 

clear whether in terms of Russian church’s perceived Jewishness or Orthodox 

communities in Palestine), he finds Hebrew commonwealth lacking. Yet most 

importantly what is absent, and thus discrediting, is Calvinist theological vision. These 

differences notwithstanding, both de Stael and Pearson see eye to eye on one matter: 

that Russian faith, charitable or dogmatic, tolerant or exclusivist, is somehow not-quite-

Oriental, yet definitely informed and shaped by the East. While Pearson finds this 

almost-orientalism repulsive, Madame de Stael finds it fascinating though peculiar. 

 

 

34 Pearson, Russia, 151 
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2.2.3 Knocking on Asia’s Gates 

Upon her arrival to Kiev, the first major Orthodox center in the Russian Empire, 

upon surveying the city, Lady Eastlake concludes: 

The devout sentiments which are inspired by 

gothic architecture in Germany, France and England, 

cannot be at all compared with the effect of the Greek 

churches; they rather remind us of the minarets of the 

Turks and Arabs than of our churches.35 

 

While Madame de Stael, much like her British counterpart Charles Henry Person, 

concludes that Western devotion and Orthodox “sentiments” are quite incomparable 

even at the material, architectural level, she remains transfixed by them, lured into what 

they suggest in her own imagination. This imagination is further stoked by the 

fundamental idea of “theirs” and “ours.” Up until this point, Madame de Stael has 

shown no particular ownership of the Western faith,  but confronted with the difference 

of Russian sacral architecture she identifies with the Western Christian tradition of “our 

churches.” The collective nature of the plural pronouns “us” and “our” also explicitly 

distinguishes her from the surrounding Russian cityscape: she does not become one 

with it, but maintains distance, needed to produce a veritable report. 

Escorted by an esteemed Russian general Mikhail Miloradovich, one of the 

leading strategists of Russian defense against Napoleon’s army, (and with whom, it 

seems, she was mildly infatuated), excited by his anecdotes about battles and army life, 

 

35 De Stael, Ten Years Exile, 160 
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and entranced by the diversity of ethnic groups that Miloradovich introduces her to, 

Madame de Stael, records: 

  

All these names of foreign countries and of nations 

which are scarcely any longer European, singularly 

awaken the imagination. You feel yourself in Russia at the 

gate of another Earth, near to the East from which have 

proceeded so many religious creeds, and which still 

contains in its bosom incredible treasures of perseverance 

and reflection.36 

 

Here she names the key component which creates the Orient in general and 

specifically in the case of Russia: Western imagination which has the power to create not 

so much geographic as mental maps of the world. Said has named this rhetorical move 

when in 1978, laying the theoretical framework for understanding orientalism, he noted 

that “to believe that such things [as Orientalizing] happen simply as a necessity of the 

imagination, is to be disingenuous. The relationship between Occident and Orient is a 

relationship of power…”37 The rhetorical imagination which designates Russia as some 

peculiar version of Orient relegates it not just outside of the European realm; it locates it 

on the boundary between the real and the mythical, the historical and the ahistorical, 

“near to the East,” which as far as Western travelers “is at the gate of another Earth.” If 

as Said and Lowe have argued, Orientalist tropes place the territory in question not just 

 

36 De Stael, Ten Years’ Exile, 162 
37 Said, Orientalism, 5 
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outside of the European realm, and position it as Europe’s negative, but also designate it 

as atemporal, then de Stael’s observations encapsulate Russia as occupying this very 

space in French literary imagination. It is adjacent to the spring of civilization and 

religion, which remains in its original state and whose generativity is vital for the West 

to constitute itself, but which can never fully articulate or enunciate itself.38 

In a much more literary fashion, here Madame de Stael states that which her 

contemporary, German philosopher Hegel, articulates in his Philosophy of History. In the 

lectures that he delivered on multiple occasions before they were published as a single 

volume, he delineates the movement of the Spirit, or the animating rational principle of 

humankind, across the globe: 

Asia is, characteristically, the Orient quarter of the 

globe — the region of origination. It is indeed a Western 

world for America; but as Europe presents on the whole, 

the centre and end of the old world, and is absolutely the 

West — so Asia is absolutely the East. In Asia arose the 

Light of Spirit, and therefore the history of the World.39 

  

Both Hegel and Madame Stael struggle to place the Russian Empire and the 

European East in their exact locations on Europe’s mental map, to pinpoint how they are 

Eastern, and how they differ from the “Orient” of India, Persia, or China. Much like 

Madame de Stael had to hedge her orientalism in casting Russia as Oriental, so Hegel 

 

38 I owe the concept of self-enunciation as articulating oneself on one’s own terms to Walter Mignolo (See 

Walter Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011 ), 1-24 
39 Hegel, Philosophy of History, tr. J Sibree, (Kichener, ON: Batiche Books,  2001), 117 
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had to distinguish Russia and the Slavic part of Europe from both the Orient and from 

Europe properly so defined. If Southern Europe for Hegel was the “theater of History,” 

France, Germany and England constituted the culmination of the Spirit’s movement as 

the center of Europe, Russia and other Slavic countries shared many of the 

characteristics of the East as they, for Hegel, are “near to the East:” “[t]hey come only 

late into the series of historical States, and form and perpetuate the connection with 

Asia.”40 What Germaine Anna-Louise De Stael captures in her exclamation is not merely 

the emotional affect that Russia has had on her but the Russian Empire’s place in the 

emerging  nineteenth century’s  planetary consciousness as liminally Oriental. This in-

betweenness with its strange familiarity distinctly marked by Orthodoxy as an Asiatic, 

Greek, Palestinian, or even outright Muslim brand of Christianity, allows Western 

travelers to read Russian religiosity as an undeniable proof that Russia falls outside of 

the boundaries of Europe. 

2.2.4 Of Outward Forms and Unstable Compasses  

De Stael sees Russian expressions of religiosity as undiluted affect in response to 

outward forms: 

The Russians with long beards never pass a church 

without making a sign of the cross, and their confidence in 

the visible images of religion is very affecting. Their 

churches bear the mark of that taste for luxury which they 
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have from Asia: you see in them only ornaments of gold, 

and silver, and rubies.41 

  

She acknowledges that she is affected by the devotion of Russian men, the 

women here are invisible, as they silently demonstrate their commitment to their faith 

through actions, such as making the sign of the cross, in response to “the visible 

images,” most likely the icons and the churches themselves. Religiosity here does not 

take on an internal character, but rather remains an exterior property. De Stael’s own 

affect is subsumed by what the theorist of global racial order Denise da Silva calls the 

“transparent I,” or the presumed objective rational self of the Western subject. The 

exteriority of the Other for da Silva is “where reason plays its sovereign role, that of 

universal nomos, as the regulative (constraining) force that governs… affectable 

things”42 in contrast to interiority, or the realm of universal poesis, which creates and 

structures the world, and which is the defining feature of the Western modern subject, 

the Transparent I.  

What is curious about de Stael’s account and that of her predecessors and 

contemporaries, is that if da Silva’s thesis is applied to their writings, the exteriority of 

the Other is always figured religiously and becomes the realm of religious difference 

which then is translated into racial difference. The role of Western rational subject is to 

 

41 De Stael, Ten Years Exile, 172 
42 Da Silva, Towards a Global Idea of Race, 31 
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discern this religious difference and exercise its sovereignty by placing the “affectable 

things,” in this case, Russians and their Empire, in an appropriate relationship to the 

Transparent I. This movement is clearly visible in the passage above: first, Russian men 

register in de Stael’s account as peculiarly and outwardly religious, and then, the same 

outward realm through the trope of “luxury” as well as marks of excess (gold, silver, 

rubies) is read as being Asian. 

Yet Madame de Stael’s compass in this case is destabilized by Russia’s placement 

as liminal Orient. As much as it points East, it also points South, towards Italy. Having 

arrived in Moscow, and taken in the city with its multitude of churches, she concludes: 

One was reminded of Rome seeing Moscow; certainly not 

from the monuments being of the same style, but because 

the mixture of solitary country and magnificent palaces, 

the grandeur of the city and the infinite number of its 

churches give the Asiatic Rome some points of 

resemblance to the European Rome.43 

  

This comparison to Romeis no more exact than her previous musings on the Oriental 

nature of Russia. Yet, the attempt to place the Russian Empire in its proper relationship 

to the rest of Europe, and indeed, the rest of quickly expanding Western awareness of 

the world, happens through religion. It is on the basis of “the infinite number of 

churches” and the same striking contrasts between wilderness and the grandeur of cities 

that she comes to this conclusion. While at first these jumps from East to South while 
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traveling North seem somewhat abrupt, the real question being solved here is Russia’s 

developmental stage, as it presents itself through its religious forms. The implicit thesis 

that is being argued through these attempts to find Russia’s place in Europe’s mental 

and rhetorical maps is that Russia by default is atavistic, it is lagging behind, it is 

backward, and t its religiosity signaled by long beards, superfluous theology, ancient 

forms, and “Greek” origins, is both the cause and the metastasis of this backwardness. 

Atavism and atemporality were also attributed to the European South, especially, as 

Roberto Dainotto has argued, to Greece and Italy, to which Europe traced its past. 

Referencing nineteenth century northern Italian anthropologist Cesare Lombroso, who 

first explicitly argued for the atavism of the European South, Roberto shows that within 

Europe’s borders, “the Orient was the South, and Europe’s Other was to be found, as in 

a nightmare, within Europe’s own borders.”44 In the same way it  can be argued that the 

nineteenth century Europe discovered the that its Orientalist nightmare extends not only 

south, but also north: Slavs and their adjacent nations was another frontier of quasi-

European Otherness read through Orientalist lens. 

2.3 Barbarous Idolatry: Orthodoxy through British Eyes 

2.3.1 Proper and Improper Ladies in Russia 

Madame de Stael, while fully aware of her influence and power during her 

lifetime could have only hoped that her legacy would live on as an inspiration for the 
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emancipation of women in continental Europe, especially in Britain. While being seen as 

a libertine and coquettish example of femininity to some “ladies of quality,”45 she was 

seen by others as an example of what a woman could potentially be and accomplish. 

Lady Eastlake, the emancipated British spinster before whom the mirage of oriental St. 

Petersburg appeared while still aboard the steamer, belonged to the latter group. Nearly 

half a century after Germaine de Stael’s death, an American biography of the French 

intellectual by A. Stevens so captivated her, that she devoted all her free time to study de 

Stael’s life. She wrote a passionate article about her for the Quarterly Review, which she 

regularly contributed to. Overlooking some of the more salacious bits of Madame de 

Stael’s life, such as her five children by three different men, Lady Eastlake claimed that 

“[w]omen, especially, are bound to honour Madame de Stael, for there is no female 

name in literature which does the sex, whether in head or heart, such credit.”46 One can 

only speculate whether Lady Eastlake had read Madame de Stael’s works, and 

especially her Ten Years’ Exile, before boarding that steamer which carried her to her 

sister’s estate in Livonia. Yet even if she hadn’t, in her later years she would have 

discovered that when it came to opinions of European nations, she would have found in 

de Stael an ally not only in their shared dislike of the Germans, but also in their view of 

 

45 For example, see the obituary by Rosa Niederhauser (Rosa Niederhauser. “Madame de Stael" Tinsleys' 

Magazine, 1867-1892 46, no. 19 (12, 1890): 41-50 

.https://login.proxy.lib.duke.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/historical-periodicals/madame-de-

stael/docview/6167113/se-2?accountid=10598.)  
46 Elizabeth Eastlake, “Article I.” Quarterly Review 152 (July-October 1881), 1 
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Russia, and particularly Orthodoxy as reminiscent of Greek “idolatry.” Yet what 

Madame de Stael found fascinating, Lady Eastlake found repugnant. 

2.3.2 Barbarous Religion 

Even though she was critical of Christianity, Madame de Stael held that it was a 

unifying social force which held Europe together, she cast Orthodoxy as atavistic and 

atemporal. Yet she still found affective meaning in the liturgies of the Russian Church. 

While in Moscow, she reflected that Orthodox ceremonies contain “some ancient 

customs of Grecian idolatry, “ and yet, she found that they can “add to the impression of 

the three great scenes of life, birth, marriage, and death.”47 Her British admirer, Lady 

Eastlake, observing the same ceremonies, found them eerie and cultish. She found that 

the same churches of St. Petersburgh which marked Russia as Oriental, remained “most 

striking… from a distance,” but upon closer inspection, and especially inside were 

“gaudy with gilding and drapery.”48 The gaudiness and eeriness of the churches is 

further reinforced by the “priests, clad like sorcerers … murmuring their incantations, 

and flinging about incense.”49 As the expert and connoisseur of Western art continues 

her tour of the city’s sacred sites, she balks at the esthetics of the icons, deeming them 

“most barbarous:” 
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Several huge candle sticks, eight feet high, … were 

burning with candles of all sizes … before shrines of 

incalculable riches, consisting of pictures of the Virgin and 

Child, or of particular saints; the face and flesh parts alone 

being painted , and those most barbarously, for the Greek 

church appears to qualify the idolatry by the furthest 

possible departure from nature ; real precious stones 

forming the appropriate colours in head dress or vest, and 

pearls, woven over, representing the white drapery.50 

  

Here Eastlake’s traditional Anglican piety (seemingly strongly informed by 

Reformed theology) and grounding in classical Western art act as a dual force for her 

repulsion: on the one hand, she is rejecting Russian sacred art as “the furthest possible 

departure from nature,” which by implication means poor artistry; on the other hand, 

she is decrying the “idolatry” of Orthodox rites and practices. The charge of idolatry 

here is almost indistinguishable from the epithet of “barbarism,” which become but two 

aspects, religious and cultural, of the same reality. Interestingly, in most of her writings, 

Eastlake reserves the language of “barbarians” almost exclusively to Russians – with 

Northern Italians and Germans on occasion being the other recipients. For example, in 

the collected volume The Letters of Elizabeth Rigby, Lady Eastlake, talks of Russia as a “[a] 

mixture  of  modern  luxury  &  ancient  barbarity  –  their  lives  divided between  

playing  at  soldiers  &  playing  at  cards;” on another occasion, in a letter to historian 
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Rawdon Brown, discussing the assassination of the Russian Czar Alexander II, she 

proclaims that “Russian  society  is  a  barbarous  ‘ancien  Régime.’”51 

2.3.3 Who are The Barbarians? 

The charge of barbarism in nineteenth century England was not merely a 

denunciation of a group of people deemed to be lacking in refined manners or culture. 

Etymological and Pronouncing Dictionary of the English Language by the esteemed linguist 

James Stormonth, published in 1881, the same year that Alexander II was assassinated 

and Lady Eastlake called Russians “barbarians,” defined the adjectival form of the word:  

“barbaric,  a.  pert. to  semicivilised  or  uncivilised  

nations,” and as it goes through the various forms of the 

word, expands the definition to include “impropriety of 

speech,” “rudeness of manners,” “cruelty,” 

“inhumanity[34],” all of which stands in opposition to 

Europe and its “civilized” state. Whether stated explicitly 

or not, the epithet also carried with it a religious 

connotation, (which The Century Dictionary, published at 

the turn of the century)  “2. One outside the pale of 

Christian civilization. -3. A man in a rude, savage state; an 

uncivilized person.”52 

 

Anthropologist Daniel Segal explains that while to a certain extent “barbarian” 

and “savage” were interchangeable, in Victorian social anthropology, they came to 

denote two distinct points in codifying the developmental stage of non-European ethnic 

groups: savagery was reserved for the earliest stage of social development, with 

 

51 Eastlake, The  Letters  of  Elizabeth  Rigby, Lady  Eastlake, 500 
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barbarianism used to denote the next stage, a certain in-between on the continuum from 

“wildness” to civilization. 53 Perhaps most importantly, both of these terms emerge at the 

same time and place that their co-constitutive negative, the contemporary concept of 

“civilization” is birthed, in the middle of the eighteenth century, in the rising centers of 

racial capitalism, France and Britain.54 To describe Russia as barbaric was to place it on 

the rungs of a ladder of racial hierarchy and to enter it into the  Western Europe’s racial-

capitalist calculus. 

Just like the notion of “savage” by default indicated a certain perceived religious 

affinity or lack thereof, so did the idea of “barbarism.” Mark Winkler builds a case for 

seeing the modern use of the language of “barbarism” as no longer bearing the 

connotations of an ancient Greco-Roman outsider, but rather as tied to Europe-qua-

Christendom’s most immediate outsiders, Muslims.55 Without stretching the argument 

too far, it can be argued that when used in reference to Russia, the language of 

“barbarians” betrays the sometimes explicit and sometimes implicit understanding of 

Russian Orthodoxy as at the very least tainted by its proximity to Muslim countries. 

Lady Eastlake’s letters and her own sense of Muslim “air” in Russia would certainly 

 

53 Segal, Daniel. "Civilization, Barbarism, Savagery." In Berkshire Encyclopedia of World History, Vol. 1. eds. 
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support that. Tracing the use of the word through Lady Eastlake’s predecessors and 

contemporaries lends additional evidence to understanding how these narratives of 

“barbaric” Russia and Eastern Europe as a whole shifted from simply relegating it as an 

outsider to European order of things to implicit arguments for Russia’s mapping as a 

liminal place, suspended between Europe and Asia, between Christianity and Islam, and 

between civilization and savagery. 

Writing a full generation before Lady Eastlake, in 1768, William Richardson, a 

classicist and a tutor to British ambassador to Catherine the Great’s court Lord Charles 

Cathhart’s children, employs the language of “barbarianism” in relation to Russia 

almost as liberally as the British art critic herself. It seems that for him, though, while 

there is a sense that “barbarous” Russians do lack a sense of civility, the real issue that is 

veiled under that word is indiscriminate cruelty that does not take civilitas, the lawful 

political practice, into account. He finds the practice of Russian nobility trading their 

serfs for a horse or a dog as well as a certain noble woman who beats her serfs to death 

(as well as lack of accountability for these actions) “barbarous;”56 the proceedings of 

Russian – Turkish War (1768-1774) are “barbarous and complex;”57 the Finns, who fail to 

come to aid of the ship assaulted by a tempest, are just as “barbarous.”58 Yet the most 

barbarous thing Richardson observes while in Russia is the legal system, which can 
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sentence a person to hard labor without a jury or a trial, and which seems to him 

capricious and arbitrary. Contemplating the sad fate of Russian prisoners, Richardson 

writes: “I hope the natives of Britain will consider chains and bondage, in the face of the 

public, as a punishment no less barbarous to the mind, than torture to the body.”59 Yet 

even so, he comes to the conclusion that the effect of such punishments on the free 

people are more “pernicious” than on those who do not know freedom, presumably 

Russians, and especially Russian serfs. In his deliberations, he turns to Roman historian 

Tacitus, and to Galdacus, a Caledonian noble, whose speech m to Roman invaders was 

made famous through Tacitus’ records. In Richardson’s chosen quote, Galdacus claims 

that “we, the noblest inhabitants of Britain, and therefore stationed in its deepest 

recesses, far from the view of servile shores, have preserved even our eyes unpolluted 

by the contact of subjection.”60 Within this quote, Richardson subtly turns the tables in 

Britain’s favor. While in Tacitus’ view, Caledonians, the ancestors of Scots, would have 

been barbarians par excellence, even if brave and proud, Richardson positions the quote 

in the context of his writings so that barbarians are those who forfeit their freedom. As 

such, if Richardson should be taken as a window into eighteenth century British 

understanding of barbarity, it becomes apparent that the concept is still tethered to 

Greco-Roman notions, but already positioned so that the virtues espoused by Britain for 
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itself (and in a telling omission, not its colonies or the enslaved or displaced people in 

those colonies) become a marker of civility, and those lacking in them are deemed 

barbarous. 

The same sentiment can also be felt in Joseph Marshall’s travel accounts. A rather 

obscure British traveler of the second half of the eighteenth century did not leave much 

information about himself except for his travelogues from his sojourns in Northern and 

Southern Europe. The former one included Russia and Poland, and he seems to have 

reserved the language of barbarism almost exclusively to them. While he detests much 

about Eastern Europe it is the cruelty of punishments and the same lack for civil process 

that upset his contemporary Richardson that also evokes the epithets of barbarity from 

Marshall: 

The government of Russia is the most absolute in 

Europe; there is not even an appearance of the least barrier 

between the will of the sovereign and the people: all ranks 

are equally slaves to the Empress, not subjects, and their 

punishments shew the spirit of the legislature… violent 

punishments are used, such as cutting out tongues, 

hanging up by the ribs, and many other efforts of barbarity 

which shew the cruelty of despotism…61 

  

The same kind of (very understandable) distaste for cruelty and an outright 

objection to improper political procedure can be heard in Marshall as in Richardson. 
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What the former articulates more clearly is a question of to what degree can Russia 

really belong to Europe on account of that barbarity. 

2.3.4 Russia Between Europe and Asia 

In comparison, Lady Eastlake’s generation gave the term a particular colonial 

anthropological inflection, where the same lack of proper political process and 

refinement accompanied by senseless cruelty became racialized, and it was specifically 

Western colonial subjects who were now endowed with these qualities. Perhaps the best 

example of the shift in the use of the word would be contained in the travelogues of 

Captain James Abbott. Captain James Abbott, an officer in the British Bengal Army, a 

colonial administrator in India, and one of the negotiators in the Great Game between 

Britain and Russia to secure Afghanistan as their influence zone, had a full repertoire of 

colonial jargon at his disposal. As a son of a retired Calcutta merchant, he had firsthand 

knowledge of British colonies in Southern Asia even before his missions with the Bengal 

Army and was attuned to the gradations of difference. Upon his arrival in St. 

Petersburgh (1843), the culmination of an arduous journey where his life hung on a  

thread more than once, especially as he was crossing Asia, Captain Abbott has no doubt 

that he has reached Europe. He writes of Peter the Great’s decision to move the Russian 

capital from Moscow to St. Petersburg: 

Of the extreme benefit to Russia, gained by the 

removal of her capital into Europe, not a doubt can be 

maintained. She was barbarous, she became civilized. She 

was weak and became strong. She was unknown, and she 
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became renowned. But whether she is wise in retaining 

that position, is a question quite worthy of discussion.62 

 

Here barbarity is equated with Asia, which is cast as barbarous, weak, and 

unknown, and Europe as its polar opposite. Russia in this rhetorical composition is 

caught in a Europe-bound motion, as if having arrived in Europe, but her stay still 

undecided, her transition from barbarity to civilization is very much in question This 

movement is not just geographical; it is first and foremost ideological and cultural and it 

determines where in European planetary consciousness Russia will find its placement. 

For Captain Abbott, Russia has nearly – maybe – arrived, but the pull towards its recent 

barbarianism cast as Europe’s negative image remains so strong, that even his own 

reprieve of having escaped the clutches of Asia seems welcome but partial and 

incomplete. 

While none of these descriptions of Russia directly invoke the question of 

religion, Orthodox or otherwise, James Abbot’s account, especially, is heavily dependent 

on the world-structuring binary, a “sociogenic principle or master code of symbolic 

life/death.”63 Sylvia Wynter has demonstrated that this principle of non-heterogeneity is 

a carry-over from the Greco-Roman worldview into Christianity and through it into the 

human sciences of late modernity. Wynter’s argues that Greeks and Romans used this 

principle to inscribe ontological distinctions between “non-dependent masters who were 
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Greek-born citizens and their totally dependent slaves classified as barbarian Others”64 

and from the age of European explorations, the same binary, albeit now recast as 

rational/irrational, “was being projected upon another ‘space of Otherness.”65 Rationality 

by analogy to divine reason and law had taken the space of life, and irrationality, or as it 

may be, savagery, by necessity equated with the devil, the space of death. It follows, 

then, that the differences between Marshall and Richardson, and Abbott and Eastlake, 

while significantly differing in their reasoning as to who or what is a “barbarian,” in 

effect are historically determined expressions of the same inner Greco-Roman/Judeo-

Christian logic whose deep grammar having been mapped onto European space 

demanded that Russians remain barbarians, regardless of the intellectual acrobatics 

needed to sustain their inferior position in relation to Western Europeans. As such 

Russia’s relationship to Europe as Western Christendom is fixed regardless of changing 

rhetorical strategies and theoretical frameworks: whether it is because of the perceived 

lack of a proper political process appealing to Greco-Roman legal tradition, or because 

of its questionable civilization and rational belief, it remains liminal Oriental, neither 

fully European, nor entirely Asian, neither truly Christian, nor an “idolater” in the full 

force of the word. 
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Given this dynamic then the remaining accusations against Russian orthodoxy as 

excessive, unenlightened, or superficially religious can be seen as an extension of the 

same argument: Russia is irrational, and its religion is both the cause and the evidence of 

its irrationality. It is barbaric due to its proximity to Asia, but is not quite savage; 

Russian Orthodoxy cannot be anything else but that because of these a-priori rhetorical 

constraints. 

2.3.5 Religion of the Deprived and Depraved 

It is not surprising then that Lady Elizabeth Eastlake, having cast Russia as 

“barbarous,” also finds that even in the act of worship Russians, especially those of the 

lower classes, are lacking in full humanity, resembling monstrous creatures, half human, 

half animal: 

And then to turn from all this blaze and 

gorgeousness, from walls of silver, and hangings of pearls, 

to the poor creatures who at this moment seemed the only 

objects of such display ; - abject beings with tattered 

garments, decrepit bodies, and animal countenances, who 

stood crossing themselves, bowing at intervals before the 

shrines till their foreheads resounded on the marble floor, 

and staring around, gaping, or spitting, between every 

prostration , - old hags of nuns in filthy attire, — wretched 

cripples and loathsome beggars, whom one seed pearl 

from the Virgin 's shoulder-knot would have enriched but 

to whom in their faith the sacrilegious thought, doubtless, 

never occurred.66  
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Within a single passage Lady Eastlake makes a doubly dehumanizing move: the 

common worshippers due to their miserable appearance lose their humanity, but also 

the stark contrast between the excessive ecclesial wealth and the poverty of the  

worshippers becomes a scathing attack on the rationality and substance of faith Lady 

Eastlake’s reaction to “shrines,” icons, and other material and ritual attributes of Russian 

Orthodox worship may at least be partially explained by her adherence to the Church of 

England’s Articles of Religion, which decry “worshipping and adoration as well of 

Images as of Relics, and also Invocation of Saint,” as a “fond thing vainly invented and 

… repugnant to the word of God.”67 Deemed unscriptural, Orthodox liturgy could be 

seen as an expression of the ignorance of Russian clergy. Yet that does not fully explain 

Eastlake’s portrayal of the worshipers as “old hags'' and “wretched beggars” with 

“animal countenances.” 

 David Chidester in his study of the South African frontier as one of the sites 

where colonial comparative religion emerged, shows how dehumanization of native 

South Africans and their portrayal, especially in regards to their language, as hens, 

turkeys, apes, and other non-humans was a necessary precursor for deeming them as 

being areligious.68 These allegations, however, formed a vicious circle, since as Chidester 

argues, “denials of African religion also implied that Africans were not fully human 
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since they allegedly lacked such a crucial defining feature of humanity.”69 Likewise, 

Boers, white South African settlers of Dutch descent, especially in conflicts with the 

English were characterized as “almost purely animal,”70 in no small part because they 

engaged in divination and religious practices borrowed from native South Africans. To 

draw a full fledged comparison between the South African context and the Russian 

Empire would mean to overlook significant differences between these two sites; yet 

what this parallel reveals is the inner logic and proceedings which allow for establishing 

colonial a difference. While this logic is not particularly sophisticated, it is one of the 

most effective rhetorical strategies for solidifying European superiority over its colonial 

subjects and capitalizing on the life/death, metropolis/periphery master code. 

Lady Eastlake’s strategy for establishing otherness on the basis of religious 

difference is perhaps one of the most overt tactics, but it is neither singular nor the only 

tactic. 

William Richardson, a soon to become Professor of Humanity at the University 

of Glasgow, engages in a less direct but equally powerful rhetorical strategy by setting 

up Russian Orthodoxy as an exploitative enterprise, in which morally defunct clergy 

take advantage of the superficially devout laity. 

I can offer you nothing very interesting on the 

article of Religion. (...) It is pretended that its principles are 
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pure and rational: the practice, I am sure, is different.  I 

may tell you of pompous ceremonies, magnificent 

processions, rich dresses, showy pictures, smoking censers, 

and solemn music; but I cannot tell you that the clergy in 

general are exemplary, or the laity upright. On no 

consideration would a Russian peasant omit his fastings, 

the bending of his body, and the regularity of his 

attendance on sacred rites: scourge him if you will, yet you 

cannot oblige him to cross himself with more than three 

fingers; but he has no scruple to steal or commit murder.71 

  

Here the feigned disinterest in Russian religion conceals more than simple 

prejudice. Not just in this account, where he focuses on religion in response to the 

inquiry from his correspondent, but throughout his Anecdotes of the Russian Empire, his 

fascination and repulsion with Orthodoxy is palpable. In the passage, Richardson’s 

chosen adjectives – pompous, magnificent, rich, showy, solemn – all speak of more than 

just rhetorical flourish; they betray keen interest which results in careful observation as 

well as affect which is immediately renounced. There is fascination, and even 

admiration of the Russian laity’s devotion and commitment, which are immediately 

counteracted with charges not just of superficiality but rather of moral decay. In another 

instance, he outright states that “as to Morality, that is wholly out of question” when it 

comes to Russians. 

The sense of moral depravity which Richardson perceives to be one of the key 

Russian characteristics for him seems to stem from superstition or ignorance of the 
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clergy, who have no power to morally influence their constituents.  Richardson writes of 

the Russian priests, “They are in general very ignorant. (...) No more learning is usually 

required of common officiating parish Priests or Popes, as they call them, than that they 

be able to read the old Russ or Sclavonian language.”72 Besides echoes of atavism and 

irrelevance, the primary fault that Richardson finds with Russian religion is a lack of 

rationality, expressed as a lack of recognizable theo-logical reasoning, akin to that of 

Western Christianity. This perceived lack of rationality here activates at least two 

registers: the faith vs religion debate in which the interiority of the Westerner is 

contrasted with the exteriority of his other. These moves, which mimic the description of 

non-Christian religions, are especially critical in the case of Russian Orthodoxy, because 

Richardson is faced with a more difficult task: the difference between Western and 

Eastern Christianity is much less than other religious traditions. Thus, nuances need to 

be amplified in a way that accentuate the difference and draw emphatic demarcations. 

To do so, the esteemed classicist resorted to the colonial tropes which had proven to be 

effective, once again revealing that while the particulars of establishing colonial 

difference are always historically determined and context specific, there is a certain 

stability and even lack of imagination in the tropes which permeate racializing 

discourse. 
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Almost a century later, in the early 1850’s, Charles Henry Pearson, another loyal 

subject of the British crown, trying to capture Russia before the abolition of serfdom, 

mirrors Richardson’s vocabulary and attitudes towards Orthodoxy, and especially 

Russian clergy, almost exactly. 

Few things impress a stranger more unfavorably 

than the contrast of a powerful faith and an ignorant and 

servile clergy. The surly bigotry of a Belgian priest is 

almost more respectable than the undisguised pleasure 

with which a Russian pope or monk pockets the gratuity 

he has earned from the traveller.73  

  

The difference between Richardson and Pearson though is that the latter seems 

more sympathetic to the laity. Pearson readily admits that he himself is moved by the 

“powerful faith” even if it is unenlightened. Pearson admits that Russians may have 

faith, even if rudimentary in understanding, and thus allows for a possibility of 

interiority and a greater degree of humanity. 

Pearson goes as far as to admit his own affectability when confronted with the 

way even the simplest and lowliest of Russians practice their faith, fasting as many as 

twenty eight weeks a year, energetically crossing themselves, and attending church even 

on weekdays. He writes, “it is impossible to be a week in Russia without being struck by 

their earnest and hearty belief.”74 While the impersonal language here puts some 
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distance between Pearson and his affect, his fascination and respect are quite evident as 

well. This hospitable attitude notwithstanding, his verdict on Orthodoxy reveals that his 

charity has limits when it comes to preserving the necessary distinction between Russia 

and Europe: “the Church in its present state is a great obstacle to progress. It is not 

learned, but it tries to limit thought; it is not missionary, but it proselytizes by aid its of 

secular arm.”75 Following Pearson’s logic, the distinguishing features of a proper church 

are Western theological education and missionary activity; the absence of these results in 

a pathological function of the Church which impedes progress. Pearson calls for both the 

reform of the church, which to his surprise, despite widespread knowledge of Scriptures 

(quite contrary to Richardson’s assessment), has not experienced Reformation like the 

Western church, and separation of the church from the state which would free the 

Russian government to accelerate social and economic progress. While this is a standard 

call for secularization, typical of the nineteenth century thinkers, the unstated irony is 

that the Church of England at least formally is tied as closely to the English Empire as 

the Russian Orthodox Church is to the Russian empire. 

 

2.4 Under the Heel of the Jews: Russia’s Western Provinces 
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For the young, adventurous and promising son of a Jamaican planter, Robert 

Johnston, sent to complete his university education in Aberdeen, Scotland, the 

Napoleonic wars (1803-1815) that ravaged Europe in the first decade and a half of the 

nineteenth century presented both a challenge and a commission. On the one hand, they 

prevented him from completing the classic grand tour of Europe, a compulsory part of 

education for sons of the nobility and the rising grands of the bourgeoisie. There would 

be no touring of Paris, Venice, Florence, or Athens; there could be no marveling at 

ancient ruins or soaking in of operas, paintings and the architecture that defined the 

Europe’s past and built its present. Yet, on the other hand, the northern and Eastern 

edges of the European world called, and to many, they were almost as much of a terra 

incognita as some of the newly discovered and acquired lands overseas. Johnston, a loyal 

subject of the British Crown, thus took it upon himself to divert his European tour route 

along the wild edges of Europe, and produce a report addressed to the King, for the 

education and benefit of his peers and fellow travelers. 

Choosing to start his journey through the Russian empire at St. Petersburg, and 

continuing his travels through Moscow, Smolensk, Grodno, Warsaw, until finally 

resurfacing in Berlin, he structures his travelog as a journey into the heart of Russia, in 

search of its true essence, and then outward, comparing and contrasting the provinces to 

what he perceives to be the Russian character and way of life. For Johnston the common 

“Russ,” the peasant folk, who are the essence of the nation being  unadulterated by 
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education and European mannerisms are a product of the harsh northern climate and 

land made up of vast plains unhindered by mountains. These environs produce people 

who are never creators, but only imitators, stifled in imagination and moral character. 

Yet Johnston sees the Russian peasant folk as jovial and carefree despite the harsh 

conditions, unburdened by their subsistent existence, generous, more part of the natural 

world than of civilization, and pleasant and interesting to observe.76 

2.4.1 Jews of the Provinces 

The rest of the people groups he encounters in his sojourn, Finns, Poles, 

Ukrainians, Lithuanians, and others, are measured against that standard, which serves 

as the normative image of the Russian subject. While he finds most of them deviant, and 

not in an agreeable way, there is no group that is both more different from himself and 

from Russians, and no people that are more despicable than the Jews. Confined to the 

Western edge of the empire by the Pale of Settlement, they, by default, become one of 

the last groups he encounters as he travels from the center outwards towards Europe, 

and their ubiquitous presence for Johnston becomes the tainted lens through which he 

views the territories that today comprise Lithuania, eastern Poland, Belarus and parts of 

Ukraine. Compelled by his fascination for their difference, confined by his reliance on 

them for procurements and transportation, and repulsed by what his imagination, 
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drawing from the centuries of European horror-lore of antisemitism, supplied as their 

appearance and nature, he meticulously notes their numbers in every city and offers 

detailed accounts of his encounters with them. 

While not singular in his sentiments, Johnston is perhaps the most explicit and 

prolific in his accounts of the Jewish people, thus offering a window into understanding 

how the presence of the Jewish people across the territories to which they were confined, 

by imperial decree, shaped the Western rhetorical imagination of these territories, 

especially in relation to their repeated claims to sovereignty and self-governance. 

Even while skirting the Baltic coast of the Russian Empire during his arrival by 

ship  from Danzig to St. Petersburg, along the shores of Lithuania and Latvia, Johnston 

is quick to note, “The Jews, in particular, almost seem to have fixed the land of the New 

Judea here!”77 While it seems like a rhetorical side comment made about one of the 

peoples who inhabit the land he surveys from the ship, it predetermines the lens 

through which he will view the land and its inhabitants; in other words, the Western 

edge of the empire in Johnston’s global consciousness is designated as Jewish space, 

invoking the tropes and imaginaries archived in the Western imagination over the 

course of centuries of anti-Semitic prejudice, legislation, and action. 
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2.4.2 Contagiously Jewish 

One such inherited incendiary tropes that is repeatedly invoked in Johnston’s 

writings, but also plentiful in other travelogues, is the image of the Jewish people not 

just as merely filthy, but as dangerous, even parasitic contaminants that encroach and 

take over the land if not kept in check. For example, upon his arrival in Minsk, the 

current capital of Belarus, Johnston notes, blending encyclopedic tone with barely veiled 

disgust: 

Minsk is a rather fine town for Lithuania; but is 

very dirty and very irregular. … The religion is partly 

Catholic, and partly Jewish. The population is about seven 

thousand, of which about three thousand are Jews. Of the 

lower classes, the Jews are the most filthy and the most 

annoying; it is impossible to avoid the pestilential 

intrusion of the groveling reptiles. The moment a traveller 

arrives, he becomes haunted by them – he cannot stir 

without being watched.78 

 

Here, he names at least three layers of filth and encroaching contagion: the 

Jewish people, especially the poor ones, are” filthy and annoying,” a and that filth 

through their sheer numbers seems to have carried over to the city itself, since it is also 

“very dirty and very irregular,” mirroring the disposition and appearance of its 

inhabitants. It is, according to him, as if the foreigners are plagued with the “pestilential 

intrusion” of what are no longer people, but “groveling reptiles,” who haunt the 

newcomers. For Johnston, there is little surprise that the Jews are “filthy; what seems to 

 

78 Johnston, Travels, 390 



 

79 

appall him more is that the locals, Lithuanians, Poles, Byelorussians have taken on the 

same characteristics as the Jews. When in Minsk he and his sojourners finally find 

acceptable lodging, much to their relief, owned by a German, though their rest in the 

common room is disturbed by “the noise, filth, and vociferation of gambling Jews and 

Lithuanians,” who are “rude, unpolished, vulgar and noisy.”79 While at first sight, the 

Lithuanians and the Jews are distinct, at least by the virtue of their professed faith, here, 

upon closer investigation it becomes clear that the Jews have “infected” their hosts with 

the same outward and inward depravity and filth. Much like the poor Jews in the eyes 

of Western travelers become the most discernible expression of Jewish essence, so are 

the common Lithuanian is made to stand in as the most visible sign  of the contagion of 

filth that has spread among them. Johnston finds the poor peasants to “exhibit the most 

abject and palsied appearance,” to the point which their “squalid,” “haggard,” “lifeless” 

forms clad in “an irregular bundle of rags” scarcely resembles that of a human, thus, 

much like their Jewish neighbors, they are relegated to the category of a sub-human.  

The contagion of filth, especially that of Jewish origin, for Johnston and many of 

his contemporaries was not merely a preoccupation with self-grooming, but also, and 

most importantly, an exercise in drawing racial distinctions. As McClintock has 

demonstrated in her book Imperial Leather, the rise of soap as a colonial fetish was 

intrinsically tied to the idea of European cleanliness-as-whiteness in contradistinction to 
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the dirty savages.80 While in the early nineteenth century when Johnston was traversing 

Eastern Europe these ideas of racial cleanliness and hygiene in its manifold forms were 

barely nascent, his travelogue provides ample evidence that the idea of the Other as 

“filthy” and the proper European subject as “clean” was already formed and awaiting 

its tangible symbolic representation in a fragrant foaming bar. McClintock alludes to the 

idea that the preoccupation with cleanliness and with the need to “wash and clothe the 

savage” is at least partially rooted in the Euro-Christian idea  of baptism as the cleansing 

of sin.81  

This idea is further developed by Van Dijk, who explores the ways in which 

missionary and colonial enterprise in Indonesia were inseparable from the preaching of 

washing and hygienic practices in such a way that cleanliness became access to 

“civilization” and at the same time reinforced colonial racial difference.82 While these 

parallels are geographically distant, they illuminate ways in which dirt and fear of 

contagion, especially in relation to the Jewish people, actually are indexical of the fear of  

theological and racial contamination which spreads through fraternization. 
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2.4.3 Racializing Jews, Racializing Eastern Europeans 

Then no wonder that this sense of the slowly spreading contamination of Jewish 

presence seems to take on a demonic character, and Johnston positions himself as a 

combatant against the forces of darkness and filth. Leonid Livak, who researches at the 

intersections of Jewish, Russian, and Western European modernity, suggests that the 

tropes used by Johnston have roots that reach all the way back to medieval Christian 

imaginaries of the very body of the Jewish person as a locus of visible, satanic 

difference.83 Rather than rely on the notion of stereotype to explain how rhetorical 

images of the Jewish people were preserved in European theopolitical imaginaries 

despite historical, intellectual, theological and political changes, Livak proposes the 

concept of a generative model. If stereotype for Livak carries connotations of moral 

judgment and suggests a static reproduction of rhetorical tropes, generative model, in 

contradistinction, “accounts for the predetermined historical evolution of the Jewish 

image and reflects the fact that the human imagination is both culturally conditioned 

and not always contingent on empirical knowledge.”84 Using this analytical frame, Livak 

argues that accounts such as that of Johnston are indicative of reinterpretation of 

perceived Jewish physical traits as markers of theological difference which translate into 
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racial difference: the traits that were cast as satanic in the nineteenth century are 

reconfigured as signs of racial colonial difference.85  

Livak points out that while in the Middle Ages this perceived bodily difference – 

dark eyes, black or red hair, exaggerated nose, as well as foul smell and filthy 

countenance are all attributes ascribed both to Satan and to the Jews. These traits were 

seen as remedied by baptism (at least in part) and with the advent of the Enlightenment 

they were brought into the realm of racial difference, thus effectively rendering them as 

scientifically observable.86 Interestingly, this transference of theo-somatic difference into 

racial logic rendered the Jews as the Africans, or at least the mulattoes of Europe.87 For 

example, Harriett Beecher Stowe of Uncle Tom’s Cabin fame, when describing the racial 

difference between the whites and the Blacks, references the “Hebrews of old” as well as 

the “oriental nations” (including the Jews) as parallels: 

Like the Hebrews of old and the oriental nations of 

the present, they give vent to their emotions with the 

utmost vivacity of expression, and their whole bodily 

system sympathizes with the movements of their minds. 

When in distress, they actually lift up their voices to weep, 

and -"cry with an exceeding bitter cry." When alarmed, 

they are often paralyzed, and rendered entirely helpless. 

Their religious exercises are all colored by this sensitive 

and exceedingly vivacious temperament. Like oriental 
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nations, they incline much to outward expressions, violent 

gesticulations, and agitating movements of the body.88 

 

While Beecher Stowe89 here is working out the explanation for the perceived 

difference between enslaved Black people and Anglo-Saxon Americans, she draws on 

the reservoir of Biblical-theological knowledge which could contextualize her argument 

and give a workable framework for her readers. Inadvertently, she also assigns the same 

theologized ahistorical existence which grounds their ontological inferiority to both, the 

Africans and the Jews. I turn to Beecher Stowe here in particular, because she makes the 

theo-logics of these parallels most explicit, while for many European male subjects of the 

same time period the theological had receded into the rhetorical subconscious. 

The repetitive insistence on Jewish contagious “filth” also presupposes that the 

Jewish people are misplaced, or out of place in Eastern European territories – but also 

everywhere in the European subcontinent. While, especially when read through Mary 

Douglas’ lens of dirt as an item out of place, it would seem that Jewish people, 

misplaced multiple times since the destruction of Jerusalem in 66, are indeed out of 

place, and that there is a place for them – to paraphrase Johnston himself, “the old 

Judea,” that answer becomes more complicated when considered against the situation of 

Levant in the early nineteenth century. At the time of Johnston’s travels, the Ottoman 
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Empire, a close ally of the British, had just reclaimed Palestinian (and, thus, historic 

Jewish) territories from Napoleon, who had captured them in 1799, and was stabilizing 

its rule there. Napoleon called for Jewish support in his quest to reclaim Jerusalem from 

the Ottomans, thus complicating Jewish presence there after Napoleon’s defeat. 

Johnston, an erudite British subject, would have been fully aware of the situation. His 

goal was not to repatriate Jewish people; his goal was to establish them as a dangerous 

presence without a proper place to belong, a permanent “matter out of place.” 

Yet for Johnston and his contemporary travelers to the peripheries of Europe the 

meticulous registering these encounters with the erratic and filthy “Jews” also acted as a 

form of self-constitution. Kristin Kopp through her analysis of Gustav Freytag’s 1848 

novel Soll und Haben (Debit and Credit) demonstrates how Jewish people both within 

the proper European space, but most importantly, in European peripheries, represent an 

antithesis to white European capitalist subject’s order and rationality. For Kopp, this 

contradistinction is first of all observable through the organization of space.90 The space 

that European travelers move through in the peripheries is perceived as lacking logical 

organization and, by extension, its inhabitants are rendered as lacking rationality. 

Whether moving through this space or dwelling in it for a longer period of time, the 

European rational disciplines the space into adhering to proper European spatial order: 

he organizes, cleans, and domesticates it. 
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 It is not incidental, then, that it is precisely Robert Johnston, a British colonial 

product par excellence, that taps into Europe's theo-racial archive of Jews as 

contaminants and reekers of chaos. Much like the missionary, the priest, and the 

crusader were tasked with cleansing Europe of Jews and cleansing Jews of their sin. It 

was the same triad, only with the crusader reconfigured as the settler, tasked with 

“cleaning” the newly encountered territories. Whether Johnston himself was familiar 

with Thomas Lynch and Richard Blome’s volume A Description of the Island of Jamaica or 

not, cannot be said with certainty, but that he was an inheritor to the same vocabulary as 

the two British administrators, who penned that volume is certain. Written as a 

handbook for new settlers and administrators of British Caribbean territories, A 

Description of the Island of Jamaica advises that when establishing a new plantation, the 

newcomers “cleanse” it thoroughly: 

And for the employing these servants in your 

Plantation as  followeth: supposing them to Land, and to 

be on the plantation on the fifth of March, and that they 

have by the middle of that month (as they may very easily) 

cleared a convenient place, and built fitting housing for the 

lodging (…). Then put them to falling, cleaning, and 

planting potato piece of 4. Acres, which ten hands will 

very well do by the middle of April: after this you may 

clean, and plant with Rue and Plantin-trees, until the last 

of February, which is above 10 months; in which time they 

may with ease have cleansed and planted 21. Acres, 

besides keeping them clean which are Planted, and are still 

a Planting; and in this time, which completes the Year, you 

may be full of Potatoes and Corn, and within 2. Months of 

the new Year, with Plantins, and a small flock of Hoggs, 

and Fowles; so that you will be at no more charge for the 
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Provisions for your servants. And then, to keep this clean, 

and to plant the Cocoa-Walk, and for five more Negro 

Men, and 5. Negro-Women to buy about the first of March 

following, at 20l per Negro comes to 200l.91 

 

Writing a century and a half before Johnston’s travels, Thomas Lynch, a governor 

of Jamaica, whose notes served as the basis for the volume, edited and published by 

Richard Blome, establishes cleaning of the space as the first move of establishing order, 

of reclaiming the space and the land from its primordial chaos, and turning it into a 

profitable plantation, complete with the final act of purchasing slaves. Thus, the 

plantation becomes a microcosmos, in which a global racial order is replicated; such an 

act presupposes a certain kind of seeing, which recognizes the pre-existing conditions of 

nature and the indigenous inhabitants as filth and chaos, elements antithetical to racial 

capital’s production. Whether consciously or not, then, through evoking the language of 

“filth” Johnston is designating the Western rim of the Russian empire as de facto colonial 

space which, while it cannot be subjugated to direct Western European rule, can be 

relegated to the appropriate rung of intra-European racial order. 

 This disciplining of space into order which in Eastern European lands takes 

place in the form of establishing settlements, businesses, expatriate communities and 

churches, as well as physically and mentally mapping it in relation to the Western 
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centers of power, as Kopp observed, acts in a twofold way: it expands Western 

dominion and pushes local peoples, in this case Jews and Slavs,92  further outside of this 

order, setting them into a perpetual spatial-colonial movement that permanently 

designates them as matter out of place, as dirt. This motion within Europe was originally 

set into place with Jewish people, who throughout Eastern Europe were forced to 

renounce their faith and community through baptism (and thus enter Western theo-

spatial order), or to seek refuge on the outskirts of European space, where while still 

subject to Christian anti-semitism, they could eek out a viable existence. 

Kopp primarily focuses on the way that this territorial expansion via the 

civilizing of Polish space is a forging of German national identity prior to its unification 

in 1871 and as such acts as constitutive of the German nation state. Her argument can 

also be expanded to France, Britain, and other European powers whose self-constitution 

as global power centers relied on overseas racial-colonial operations; the “discovery” of 

the European savage frontier provided them with an intra-European space in which not 

only their respective national identities could be refined but also the very idea of 

normative “Europe” as the European West solidified. Thus, the category of “filth,” 

especially in relation to the “Jews” comes to stand in as a code word and a call to action 

that summons Western political agents to “clean up” the space through colonial 

enterprise. 
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2.4.4 Jews as Eastern Europe’s Political Failure 

This signaling of Eastern European territories as colonial space is further 

reinforced through the notion that the local people are entirely incapable of self 

governance as they are “overrun” by the Jews. In perhaps one of the most telling 

passages Johnston seems to show even some semblance of pity for the local inhabitants 

as he writes, “The common Lithuanians are poor miserable abject creatures, and are 

servants to the Jews.”93 

This notion of locals as subservient to the Jews and unable or unwilling to retake 

their own lives, commerce, and sovereignty into their own hands reverberates through 

the writings of Johnston’s predecessors and contemporaries. William Coxe, an English 

priest, historian, and attendant to English nobles, such as Lord George Hebert, the Earl 

of Pembroke, on their travels in Europe, while writing a full generation before Johnston, 

already reaches for the Shakespearean tropes of Shylock, as he registers the ubiquity of 

Jewish people in commerce and the near absence of Lithuanians, Byelorussians, 

Ukrainians or other locals in these roles: 

In our route through Lithuania we could not about 

being struck with the swarms of Jews, who, through very 

numerous in every part of Poland, see to have fixed their 

head-quarters in this duchy. If you ask for an interpreter, 

they bring you a Jew; if you come to an inn, the landlord is 

a Jew; if you want post-horses, a Jew procures them and a 

Jew drives then; if you wish to purchase, a Jew is your 
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agent; and this is perhaps the only country in Europe 

where Jews cultivate the ground…94 

 

And then, Coxe without any transition, proceeds to describe the poor condition 

of roads, bridges, accommodation and other infrastructure, as if the “neglected” and 

“obstructed” roads, underage postilions, old and “weakly constructed” bridges, 

“ruinous” houses, as well as surrounding poverty and “scanty supply of most ordinary 

refreshments”95 were inextricable from the Jewish prominence in commerce. 

Similarly, an eminent French intellectual and socialite Madame de Stael, in her 

autobiographical novel Ten Years of Exile, with casual curiosity observes that Poland, 

which she crosses by carriage as she is banished from the French territories by Napoleon 

Bonaparte’s decree, “is dreary and monotonous, the people ignorant and lazy,”96 and as 

proof of Polish inability and unsuitability to govern themselves, and undeniable 

evidence that the final partition of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth which 

obliterated the country from European maps was inevitable, supplies Jewish dominance 

over local people as undeniable evidence: “However, education of the people is so 

neglected, and there is such dearth of industry that Jews have taken over all commerce 
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and induce peasants to sell the whole harvest of the following year for a supply of 

brandy.”97 

These resurfacing remarks about Jewish parasitic existence in Eastern Europe, 

not only as swindlers of foreigners who visit the lands, but also as leeches who survive 

by draining the economy and the very life force of the local people exemplify Lisa 

Lowe’s notion (borrowed from Michel Foucault) of “irregular series of regularities.”98 

While these remarks rely on a certain stability of tropes in relation to Jewish people, and 

as Leonid Livak notes, Jewish images in Western European writing are “monotonous 

and repetitive,”99 the reasoning behind them, the mental acrobatics required to sustain 

the trope change with historical and political circumstances. The resulting image both of 

Eastern European Jews and of Eastern Europe as a Jewish-ed space is fluttering and 

unstable, but these morphing discursive formations metastasize in ways that betray one 

constant: the inherent inferiority of both the Jewish people and Eastern European 

inhabitants. 

 One such metastasis which draws on these flickering rhetorical images collected 

over time is Robert Sears’ Illustrated Description of the Russian Empire. This volume is an  

encyclopedic compendium of European knowledge produced for American audiences. 

It is a work by a prolific editor and publisher of popular historical and geographical 
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volumes, Robert Sears himself, who had never set foot on Russian imperial soil, but 

rather drew on travel accounts of those who traversed the land. While meticulously 

researched and engagingly presented, the work is also replete with blatant mistakes and 

errors, which betray its editor’s relative unfamiliarity with the region. In a section 

dealing with the Jewish people in the Russian Empire, he wrongly places them in the 

current territories of Latvia and Estonia, which fell outside of the Pale of Settlement, and 

while Jewish people did live there, they were by no means as numerous or prominent as 

in territories to the south and east of these lands. Yet what Sears reproduces with 

striking accuracy is the discourse of Jews as parasites feeding  on stunted Eastern 

Europeans: 

the innkeepers and brandy-dealers in the country 

are almost exclusively Jews. They practise a variety of 

cunning and artful tricks in dealing out their brandy to the 

peasants, and induce them to drink by taking credit, 

receiving various little goods and chattels in payment for 

their spirits, and so on. In this way they often completely 

ruin the poor Lettes and Esthonians. More than a third of 

the beggars and mendicants of Courland are Jews, and the 

depth of want and misery into which these Jewish beggars 

are sunk is fearful to contemplate.100 

 

The passage could be dissected piece by piece and each trope within it could 

almost be traced to the original sources, but here it acts as a condensate of more than a 

hundred years of writing adapted for the particular moment in time. Published in 1855, 

 

100 Robert Sears, An Illustrated Description of the Russian Empire (New York: Robert Sears, 1855), 78. 
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it may reflect not just the original travelers’ anti-Semitism, but also rising discontent 

among the American public in response to the rising Jewish immigration from Central 

and Eastern Europe, as more than two hundred thousand Jews from the region arrived 

in the United States between 1830 and 1860.101 Whatever the motivations behind this 

passage may have been, it not only further ingrained the image of an avaricious, 

parasitic Jew in the American rhetorical imagination, but with it also affixed Eastern 

European territories as improper political subjects unable to assert themselves against 

the usurpers and thus, appropriately subjugated by the Russian Empire, which while 

not exactly a proper subject itself, at least the force to contain  the Jewish element within 

the confines of the Pale of Settlement. 

If Johnston and his contemporaries’ reactions to the Jewish presence in the 

territories of the Pale of Settlement are read through the lens of theo-racial difference the 

insistence of Eastern European difference which permeates all travel writing of the time 

becomes indexical of both the broader, global, shift from theological to racial reasoning 

to explain colonial difference.  These reactions also explain  Europe’s need to redefine 

itself as a self-contained entity. While many different groups in varying contexts have 

come to stand in for the “utterly Other,” Jews as Europe’s theological enemy, exiled to 

Eastern Europe, become one of the most clearly visible litmus tests on which this shift 

registers. At the moment when the Jewish people are being recast as a different race, 
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within the imagined European space they are also being violently relegated to occupy 

the lowest rung of the racial ladder, much like the Africans are on the global scale. The 

lands which the Jewish people inhabit, contaminated by their presence, are, by 

extension, rendered as colonial spaces, subjected if not to direct Western European rule, 

then to its colonial gaze. 

2.5 Conclusion 

Gil Anidjar, in his study of the ways in which the West has subdivided the 

notion of “the Semites” into the theological category of “the Jew” and the political 

category of “the Arab” writes: 

Where religion has emerged, race has all but 

disappeared (that is to say that though visible, it has been 

concealed in its power and effects); where politics are seen 

as determining, religion  has all but disappeared (that is to 

say that though visible, it has been concealed in its power 

and effects). It was not always so. And so again, the Jew 

the Arab – and there are others. This then, is the Semitic 

hypothesis in its crudest  form: secularism is Orientalism. 

Race is religion. The evidence lies in the Semites.102 

 

Race is religion.  Theological is political.   Eastern Europe is both: Russian empire in its 

muslimized Orthodoxy is political; the  Jewish pale of  settlement is theological.    

Because the Russian Empire within it contains both elements, it   requires that the  

Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment travelers, who otherwise may have been 

tempted to revert to merely political discussion of difference  between Eastern and 
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Western Europe , make both discourses  explicit.   To extend Anidjar’s argument to 

Eastern Europe, it could be said that Eastern Europe   is Semitic(ish) or at least contains 

within it the elements which make it necessary to reason it not just through a vague 

Orientalist lens, but rather through  its inflections as  both Arab and Jewish, as political 

and  religious difference. As Anidjar shows, though, political and religious, when it 

comes to the question of people and spaces configured semitically, are the same because 

that which was religious – in fact, Christian theological – gets transmuted into political. 

As this chapter shows, in Eastern European case, neither politics nor religion can conceal 

their power and effects. It is impossible to tease apart politics and its knowledge 

producing apparatus meant for solidifying Western European hegemony, from 

theological and religious reasoning. And most importantly, religious difference is racial 

difference. 
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3. Myths of Origins 

“Indeed, it might well be, that Russia is the greatest of all Enlightenment fictions.”1  

 

To map, catalogue, and write Eastern Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

century meant to enter an animated conversation that spanned centuries, a conversation 

sustained by the same tension between fear and fascination of the unknown. This 

tension, however, was rooted not just in the fear and fascination related to Russia; 

rather, it was quite self-focused. Initially Christendom, and later its reiteration as 

Western Europe, was first of all working out the questions of its own identity in relation 

to the surrounding world, and its own anxieties about its fragile and unstable sense of 

self, always predicated on the binary of old or newly encountered Others as its own 

opposites.  

The conversation about Russia and lands to the north of the Elbe, and later north 

of the Vistula River always happened in the context of other conversations about 

Europe’s Others: Muslims, Jews, Africans, Indians, native people of the “New World,” 

and an ever expanding list of those whom a well-defined Europe encountered outside of 

its borders. Even Western interest in the Northeastern Others within its own borders, 

 

1 Robert Zaretsky. Catherine & Diderot: The Empress, the Philosopher, and the Fate of the Enlightenment. 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2019), 105  https://doi-

org.proxy.lib.duke.edu/10.4159/9780674237353. 
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and the tenor of the conversation about them, is inextricably tied to broader, 

increasingly global conversations Western travelers, thinkers, explorers, and colonial 

administrators are having about the rest of the world. To think and to write “Eastern 

Europe” for “Western Europe” has always meant to first of all think itself in the context 

of its expanding planetary consciousness.  

As I “map” the heated, sometimes even frantic, conversations about the Russian 

Empire which at the turn of the nineteenth century annexed the majority of the 

territories that today are conceived as Eastern Europe, I maintain that even during the 

Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment these conversations about “Russian difference” 

remain implicitly or explicitly religious and often theological. As I myself enter the 

conversation about Eastern Europe and Russian Empire’s role in Western rhetorical 

imagination, I position my argument as both in continuity of others who have engaged 

the questions of global raciality and the construction of Eastern Europe, and to some 

degree, an extension and a nuancing of their arguments. In contradistinction to Sylvia 

Wynter’s thesis that this time period would mark a certain “degodding” of the World, a 

secularization, even if superficial, of Western global and racial reasoning,2 I find that the 

travelogues that I consider maintain theological and scientific mindsets simultaneously, 

and not as disparate or compartmentalized sets of beliefs, but as one whole, which “aids 

 

2 Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality,” 266 
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and abets”3 in constructing the Eastern European other as Wests’ negative Other. Also, 

somewhat in contradistinction to Ezequiel Adamovsky, who maintains that Westerners 

saw Eastern Europe, especially prior to 1830’s when the construct of “Eastern Europe” 

was solidified in Western rhetorical practice, through the lens of ethnic rather than racial 

difference,4 I attempt to elucidate how global raciality, rooted in Western theological 

imaginaries, was inextricable from the nascent idea of Eastern Europe. As such, my 

argument that I propose here is that “Eastern Europe” and “Russia” are inextricable 

from Western global racial logics. They serve both as a Western laboratory for 

articulating difference that could be seen as proto-racial, and as a target of the logics of 

colonial-as-racial difference applied to intra-European space.  

3.1 Mapping Russia, Talking Russia 

31.1 Mapping the Northern Monsters 

To travel to Russia as a person of letters in the eighteenth century was to engage 

in a centuries’ long conversation about its place in the world, and most importantly, in 

Europe. Enlivened by scientific expeditions, the rise of racial thinking and nascent 

phrenological, climatological, and genealogical theories of the origins of race and 

difference, these conversations took on a different tone and gravity. The reforms of Peter 

the Great and his successors, especially Catherine the Great, who continued the course 

 

3 For this phrase I am indebted to J. Kameron Carter 
4 Adamovsky, Euro-Orientalism, 596 
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of Westernization (or as some saw it, self-colonization5) demanded that rising Western 

European centers of industrial and colonial power reckon with the new contender. 

Russian borders which kept inching deeper and deeper into the continent and its 

military power made this reckoning urgent and imperative.  

This re-animated conversation on Russian difference had centuries worth of 

material to recycle and repurpose for modern use. Ancient Greek and Latin sources, 

Medieval world schemata, previous writings from the wanderers and ambassadors into 

the unknown Muscovy, Lithuanian-Polish Commonwealth, and lands lying North and 

East of them provided ample material. Even before the actual travelogues and memoirs 

of Russia, Poland, Lithuania, Moldova, or any other part of the world that today is called 

“Eastern Europe,” the difference between Christendom and lands adjacent to it was 

already being formulated. Sylvia Wynter in her discussion of the Medieval view of the 

world which placed Christendom in the center and zones of progressively decreasing 

divine grace surrounding it, primarily makes the case for explaining why Sub-Saharan 

African people came to be seem a-priori, as not human and demonic.6 While she does 

not extend her argument in this direction, the same schemata of the world also 

determined that the lands lying North of God’s own realm on Earth (understood as the 

West?) fell outside of the reign of divine grace and reason. 

 

5 See, for example, Aleksandr Ėtkind, Internal Colonization : Russia's Imperial Experience (Cambridge: Polity, 

2011) 
6 Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality,” 302 



 

99 

Leonid Chekin in his extensive survey of European Medieval maps and 

cartographic developments (prior to the fifteenth century) in relation to the Northern 

parts of Europe argues that theological education was one of the main purposes for 

producing them, albeit not the only one.7 Chekin points out that the North, where 

ancient Greek Scythia, in the Middle Ages equated with Russia, the Caucasus, and 

sometimes even Scandinavia, was located, was cast as a particularly unfavorable part of 

the world. Often positioned as the utmost Northern part of the T-O maps it was seen as 

being at the greatest imaginable distance from Jerusalem, the heart of divine realm. It 

was not just the uninhabitable frigid zone; it was the realm where apocalyptic Biblical 

monsters of Gog and Magog, God’s enemies and Satan’s people, were locked up.8 This 

edge of the world as Medieval Europeans knew it, while often equated with evil, at the 

same time held fascination and attracted monastics, who sought to preach the Gospel to 

the ends of the world.9 This fascination and fear were further fueled by Medieval 

cartographic imagination which located not just Gog and Magog, but a whole host of 

other mythical monsters on that last frontier. Chekin provides a succinct summary of the 

imaginaries that will come to shape later tropes associated with Eastern Europe in 

general and Russia in particular: 

 

7 Leonid Chekin, Northern Eurasia in Medieval Cartography: Inventory, Text, Translation, and Commentary. 

(Turnhout: Brepols, 2006). 
8 Chekin, Northern Eurasia, 24 
9 Chekin, Northern Eurasia, 24 



 

100 

Monstrous people, the dog-headed Cynocephales, 

the big eared Panotii, and the horse footed Hippopodes 

moved along the edge of the known world. The standard 

characteristics were passed on from one tribe to to another. 

Typical barbarian traits are cruelty, bloodthirstiness, 

foolishness (ignorance), and the habit of eating unseasoned 

and unclean food, including human flesh and blood.10  

 

The interesting observation that Chekin offers is how these tropes were centered on the 

people that will later be known as “Eastern Europeans.” He sees these tropes initially 

ascribed to Germanic tribes, that is the original barbarians, and to Scythians, who were 

assumed to have been any number of people, covering a vast territory from India and 

Mongolia to as far West as Germany. As Germany became seen less and less as the 

unknown world, and as the location of Scythia settled onto the region stretching from 

the Caspian Sea towards the Baltic Sea, these traits after migrating across various 

European “others” also were pushed onto the next “edge of the world” and onto the 

people who got to be Scythians in the later Middle Ages.11 

Especially as European trade routes expanded, actual physical data about the 

world became increasingly important. The lands north of the Elbe and West of the Ural 

Mountains entered European maps and conversations as a more defined, differentiated, 

and to some degree, demythologized, world at the same time that European naval 

expeditions and the physical knowledge of the globe caused travelers and cartographers 

 

10 Chekin, Northern Eurasia, 23 
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to revise the received Medieval schemata of the world informed by Greek and Roman 

thinkers and Biblical imagination. Sylvia Wynter sees this movement as the initial de-

godding of the world, and the as the rise of what she calls Man1, that is a European 

theological and political subject shaped by the rise of physical and natural sciences, who 

comes to see the world as more homogenous than his predecessors12. Indeed, the famous 

Venetian map maker Fra Mauro, who worked in the first part of the fifteenth century, 

can be seen as just such a Man – in his mappa mundi, created in the 1450’s he not only 

much more clearly delineates the Northern islands, such as Greenland and Iceland, he 

also outlines the Scandinavian peninsula, traces the shores of the Baltic sea, and also 

dismisses Gog and Magog as erroneous sentiments.13 One could say that he 

demythologizes the European North, even as medievalist Evelyn Edyson observes, he 

preserves some of the received tradition.14 Yet at the same time, Fra Mauro remains not 

just a devout Catholic, but a monk in the Camaldolese convent. For him, to map the 

world accurately was not to de-god it; but rather to extend the previous tradition while 

honoring it. His may have been one of the first maps to decenter Jerusalem, but his 

reasoning, in the inscription on the map itself, shows how he negotiated the world’s 

God-centeredness and rising corpus of geographic world knowledge: 

 

12 Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality,” 266 
13 Evelyn Edyson, The World Map 1300-1492: The Persistence of Tradition and Transformation (Baltimore: John 

Hopkins University Press, 2007), 146 
14 Edyson, The World Map, 147 
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Jerusalem is indeed the center of the inhabited 

world latitudinally, though longitudinally it is somewhat 

to the west, but since the western portion is more thickly 

populated by reason of Europe, therefore Jerusalem is also 

the center longitudinally if we regard not empty space but 

the density of population.15 

 

And while in his words, Mauro dismissed Gog and Magog as monstrous 

inhabitants of the North, in his map he retained their image. One could say that just like 

the traits of barbarians and Scythians landed on the map in eastern Europe, so too did 

the image of apocalyptic monstrosity leave its mark on that part of the world as well. 

The land got redeemed, but the people remained condemned to be Christendom’s qua 

Europe’s enemies: monsters. 

3.1.2 Conversation Starters  

While it is tempting to locate the East-West difference within Europe and the 

othering of the East to the official schism of the Christian Church into Orthodox and 

Catholic, Greek and Latin rite factions in 1054, the positioning of what will become 

Eastern Europe as not just un-European but rather emphatically anti-European begins 

somewhat earlier, and initially it was rooted not so much in Christian anathemas as in a 

Christian-pagan, believer-unbeliever divide. While the East – West schism of the 

Christian church even before the official split doubtlessly influenced these perceptions, 

and was cast as an absolute divide, it alone does not sufficiently explain the full force of 
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the imaginaries which animate Western determination to maintain the European 

“East’s” Otherness.  

Whether in accepting Western or Eastern forms of Christianity, by the year 1000 

most European peoples had converted to Christian faith, even in the remotest regions, 

such as Norway and Russia.16 The millennium was particularly important to early 

medieval Christians, since based on a certain hermeneutic of the Book of Revelation, 

many believed that those who died a martyr’s death in the first one thousand years, 

would have a special place in salvation history. Yet more importantly, after the first 

millennium, a thousand years of Satan’s reign would begin.17 Perhaps this explains the 

urgency of Christian missions in the tenth century. Right at the turn of the century, in 

1009, a few brief lines in Querfurt Annals could lead one to suggest that the city’s 

archbishop Bruno may have gotten his wish to die a martyr’s death granted, and that 

perhaps the reign of Satan had indeed begun: “St. Bruno of Querfurt, who is known as 

Boniface, archbishop  and  monk,  eleven  years  after becoming a monk, on the border of 

Russia and Lithuania, was hit on the head, along with his eighteen companions, and 

departed to heaven on 9 March.”18 As Lithuanian historian Bumblauskas argues, these 

terse lines do not mean the failure of St. Bruno’s mission but, based on other sources, 

even its relative success, since some people converted. Yet what these lines also imply is 

 

16 Alfredas Bumblauskas. "Lithuania’s Millennium – Millennium Lithuaniae: Or What Lithuania  

Can Tell the World on this Occasion". Lietuvos istorijos studijos 23:10-18. (2009), 12 
17 Alfredas Bumblauskas. "Lithuania’s Millennium,” 12 
18 Bumblauskas, “Lithuania’s Millenium,”13 
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that the Teutonic Order just may have found its apocalyptic frontier and the apocalyptic 

nations of Gog and Magog as enemies of God had just materialized. 

As the millennium fever subsided, and the apocalypse ceased to be the primary 

preoccupation, the heretics as well as the pagans of the North, that is the Orthodox lands 

and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, which remained unbaptized until 1387, came to 

occupy a different role in the Western rhetorical imaginary. Allan Murray argues that, 

by the end of the fourteenth century, the idea that Lithuanians as the last pagans were 

Saracens, at least metaphorically, had been cemented in Western rhetoric.19 Murray 

makes a case that Saracens as a term applied to all pagans, but also was initially applied 

to Muslims, against whom the knights crusaded until 1291, when Muslims took definite 

control over Jerusalem. The full force of the Teutonic Order then was redirected to the 

North, and with it, the missionary-military fervor. Even after Lithuanian’s Christian 

baptism in 1387, the epithet Saracen was continually invoked to discredit its baptism 

and to continue raiding against it. Even though the country was Christianized, the order 

waged war against Poland and Lithuania into the middle of the fifteenth century: when 

in 1435 it sustained a major defeat and loss of territories.20 

 

19Alan Murray, "The Saracens of the Baltic: Pagan and Christian Lithuanians in the Perception of English 

and French Crusaders to Late Medieval Prussia." Journal of Baltic Studies 41 No 4 (2010): 413-429 
20 Murray, “The Saracens of the Baltic” 
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The thirteenth and fourteenth centuries in general could be considered as the 

beginnings of the first actual travel writing concerning eastern Europe.21 While the 

Teutonic knights waged war against “Saracenes,” the French and the British were 

making their first trade, diplomatic, and exploratory expeditions into the European 

northeast. The French in their travelogues of Russia could be credited with the earliest 

account that was written about Russia and the surrounding territories not just in passing 

on the way to Asia, but for their own sake.22 Stephane Mund, in a rather comprehensive 

overview of medieval accounts of Russia, shows that Gilbert de Lannoy is the first 

European to travel to Poland and Russia. He was led by curiosity about these regions 

and wanted to provide his readers with more than just a summary of useful information, 

like the preceding merchants had done, with what that today would be recognizable as a 

travel memoir.23 As Mund observes, while Marco Polo’s account of Russians written in 

French (1298-1299) was earlier than Lannoy’s (1413), Polo never actually entered Russia 

but rather met Russians on his Asian expeditions. Mund also notes that the tropes that 

will govern Western accounts of what will much later become Eastern Europe – a land of 

 

21 Lloyd E. Berry and Robert O. Crummy, “General Introduction” in Rude and Barbarous Kingdom : Russia in 

the Accounts of Sixteenth-Century English Voyagers, eds. Lloyd E. Berry, and Robert O. Crummey, (Madison: 

University of Wisconsin Press, 1972), xii  ProQuest Ebook Central, 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/duke/detail.action?docID=3445232.. 
22 Stéphane Mund. “Travel Accounts as Early Sources of Knowledge about Russia in Medieval Western 

Europe from the Mid-Thirteenth to the Early Fifteenth Centuries,” The Medieval History Journal  5, no. 1 

(April 2002): 103–20. https://doi-org.proxy.lib.duke.edu/10.1177/097194580200500105  
23 Mund, “Travel Accounts,” 110 
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unsufferable cold covered in marshes, rivers, and forests with sparse villages scattered 

through it – were established in these early accounts.24 

De Lannoy could also be credited with introducing Europeans to Poland and 

Lithuania not as enemies, but rather as peculiar European entities, who at the time of his 

writing would have been at the height of their power, especially after their decisive 

victory against the Teutonic order in 1410. As Oscar Halecki, an eminent expert in 

medieval Poland notes, Lithuania’s conversion to Christianity in 1387 eliminated the 

reason for the annual crusades against the last remaining pagans in Europe, and in that 

regard the order which had taken upon itself to draw together the defenders of Christian 

faith from across European Christendom, lost its unifying appeal.25 De Lannoy, a former 

participant in the Northern crusades, during his visit to Lithuania, or the land of the 

Saracens, as Teutonic propaganda called it, found that contrary to his belief, the 

conversion of the country was sincere and the Catholic faith was steadily advancing 

among the people.26 In his curiosity and perhaps repentance, he became a defender of 

Lithuania, and its ally Poland. His travel accounts as well as interpersonal skills later 

helped him to rise from a rather minor knight to a British - French ambassador to the 

Commonwealth’s court.  

 

24   Mund, “Travel Accounts,” 111 
25  Oscar Halecky, “Gilbert de Lannoy and His Discovery of East Central Europe,” Bulletin of the Polish 

Institute of Arts and Sciences in America 2, no. 2 (1944): 314–31. http://www.jstor.org/stable/24725037. 
26 Halecky, “Gilbert de Lannoy,” 317  
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Yet after the De Lannoy’s account, the travel narratives or memoirs from sojourn 

in Russia and Eastern Europe become rather uncommon27 until the conversation was 

revived by commercial interests and Russia’s rapid expansion. Because Russia was 

relatively unknown to European powers, and because the previous sources had framed 

the conversation about Eastern Europe as part of their Eastern voyages, the territories 

north of the river Elbe were seen as an extension of those Eastern lands, and were seen 

through a similar framework. 

3.1.3 Eastern Difference along the Grain Trail 

Robert Crummey in his survey of British-Russian relationships in the Elizabethan 

era and beyond maintains that in the sixteenth century Russia was still seen “as exotic as 

the lands of the Far East or the New World.”28 The establishment of an official 

diplomatic and trade relationship between the two countries happened in the middle of 

the sixteenth century because the British grew increasingly frustrated by the Spanish 

and Portuguese domination of the Eastern trade routes.29 In response, in 1533 a fleet of 

British ships set out to explore the Northern routes to Asia, and those who did not 

perish in the severe weather of the Arctic Ocean, accidentally landed in the realm of 

Muscovy Tsar Ivan IV.30 Since that first encounter between captain Robert Chancellor 

 

27 Mund, “Travel Accounts,” 106 
28 Berry and Crummey, “General Introduction,” ix 
29 Berry and Crummey, “General Introduction,” x 
30 Berry and Crummey, “General Introduction,” x 
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and the Tsar, and the subsequent establishment of the Russian Company a year later, 

both the expeditions to Russia and the writing about Russia were as much of a staple of 

British consumption of knowledge about the world as about any other “Oriental” 

location. The British “found” Russia looking for the East, and it has remained “East” 

ever since. The relationship between the two countries, though, as Crummey notes, was 

at the outset marked by a power differential: while Ivan IV sought a much broader 

collaboration and alliance, including military help, Elizabeth I’s objectives were limited 

to commercial gains.31 The power differential was also accentuated by the fact that at the 

time, Russia was dependent on the British fleet for foreign trade.  

The Dutch were not far behind the British in their trade expeditions, and as 

Schilder32 shows, pioneered in mapping the European North. While their written 

contribution to the European conversations on Eastern European difference are 

somewhat less prolific than the British or the French, their cartographic influence may be 

considered one of the fundamental material conditions which enabled both more 

extensive travel and trade with Russia and Poland, the two primary commercial entities 

on the Eastern shores of the Baltic.33 As Marian Malowist, one of the eminent Polish 

scholars of fifteenth and sixteenth century East – West economic relationships, has 

demonstrated though his careful analysis of available archival data, Western 

 

31 Berry and Crummey, “General Introduction,” xi 
32 Gunter Schilder, “Development and Achievements of Dutch Northern and Arctic Cartography in the 
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cartography and literary activity in relation to the European East was motivated by 

significant economic gains, with the British and the Dutch receiving the lion’s share of 

the benefits.34 Malowist’s research, in Immanuel Wallerstein’s assessment, demonstrates 

that Russia, Poland, and other northeastern European countries were engrafted into the 

same center-periphery economic power relationships with the West as much of the 

newly colonized world: British and Dutch exported raw materials, such as potash, grain, 

hemp, and imported the surplus of manufactured goods, such as textiles.35 The 

importance of grain imported from Poland, which at that time also included vast fertile 

plains in modern Ukraine was so significant that another Polish historian called Poland’s 

“grain plantations” on par with sugar or cotton plantations in the New World.36 Within 

the context of these economic dynamics marked by colonial capitalist accumulation, the 

production of Polish, Russian, Lithuanian and other “Northeastern” difference was of 

essential because it sustained and enabled economic systems that created and reaffirmed 

Western advantage, while negating Western dependence on its internal and overseas 

peripheries. Malowist, along with of his students, fellow Polish historian Mancza, goes 

 

34 Marian Małowist, “Poland, Russia and Western Trade in the 15th and 16th Centuries.” Past & Present, 13 

(1958): 26–41. http://www.jstor.org/stable/649867  
35 Immanuel Wallerstein, “Preface” in Western Europe, Eastern Europe and World Development 13th-18th 

Centuries : Collection of Essays of Marian Małowist, (Leiden: Brill, 2009) ProQuest Ebook Central, 
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as far as to suggest that Western Europe’s modernity37 is not just inextricable from the 

backwardness of what has come to constitute the European East, but it is dependent 

upon it. I use the word modernity here informed by Walter Mignolo, Sylvia Wynter, and 

Denise Ferreira da Silva, to encompass globality, coloniality, and raciality. To map and 

write the European North-turned-East has always meant to enter it into the European 

theological-racial grammar as an improper European subject. This improper European 

subject is then positioned as an object of Western fear, fantasy, exploitation, and 

racialization. Edward Said has argued that Europe -- which has positioned itself as the 

West -- by necessity had to invent the East; much the same can be said about Eastern 

Europe and its proto-genesis.  

3.2 Imperial Conversations: Theorizing the Russian Empire 

No other sixteenth century account of Russia has enjoyed more acclaim and lasting 

popularity than Sigismund von Herberstein’s Notes of the Muscovy Affairs.38 It remained 

unrivaled until the publication of another seventeenth century travelogue by a 

Holsteinian envoy Adam Olearius. These two books, in their multiple editions and 

translations into Western European vernaculars account for stabilizing and fixing the 

tropes which will become the parameters in which Russia and “Eastern Europe” can be 
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discussed and described39. Sigismund von Herberstein, a diplomat of the Holy Roman 

Empire, writing in a long line of other cosmographers, whose words on the page created 

world maps in people’s imaginations, both condensed the previous rhetorical 

framework for imaging Russia, and at the same time substantiated it with his own 

observations and experiences. As Marshall Poe has articulated, the combined effect of 

interborrowing stylistic tropes has resulted in the lasting themes that will be preserved 

into the nineteenth century: Russians are “ruled by a tyrant, … slavery is widespread, … 

no  one  is  free  to leave or  enter the  realm  without the grand  prince's permission.”40 

While these are not the only way of seeing Russia, Poe is careful to point out, the 

repetition of these themes has a definite effect on the rhetorical tropes used to speak of 

Eastern Europe. Adam Olearius, building on this received tradition, also supplements 

these tropes with some of his own. As Samuel Baron notes, Olearius adds “moral 

debasement and indifference or hostility to intellectual pursuits” to the by-then standard 

trope of political tyranny.41 What Herberstein inaugurates as modern European 

discourse on Russia, Olearius extends and solidifies, creating the foundational rhetorical 

framework for eighteenth and nineteenth century travelers and explorers.  
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3.2.1 The European East in Fact and Fiction 

While the monstrous races of dog-faced creatures inhabiting the Northern isles 

may have no longer been credible, and cartographers focused on tracing the shorelines 

of the river valleys of the physical world rather than theological outlines of Western 

cosmology, the fearsome Otherness of the lands and their inhabitants persisted, now 

cloaked in more scientific garb. Increasing geographic, botanical, and zoological data 

changed the tone of the conversation about Russia in the West, but the supernatural, 

monstrous element remained. In the long eighteenth century, which marked the rise of 

the genre of the novel, many of these anxieties, which no longer found a place in 

physical science textbooks and encyclopedias, found an increasingly common shelter in 

the pages of fiction books. Novelists and writers of voyages imaginaires were as much a 

part of the conversation shaping the rhetorical imagination of Russia and its 

surrounding territories as actual travelers and explorers. These anxieties, fears and 

fascinations took such recognizable forms as the seductive count Dracula, a liminal 

undead figure who while hailing from similarly liminal place of Transylvania, could 

pass as British and feast on Western blood.42 But also, the depths of Russia provided the 

backdrop for the final encounter between Frankenstein and his monster, leaving this 
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creature of Western science and experiments into the nature of the human slain in the 

Siberian snow.  

While some of these stories were harrowing, others who joined in the fictional 

and factual conversations on the fantastical neighbors to the East adopted a lighter tone. 

One such contributors to the light-hearted parodies of fashionable travelogues was 

Rudolph Erich Raske’s Baron Munchausen's Narrative of his Marvellous Travels and 

Campaigns in Russia.  Baron Munchausen’s character as a satiric image of travelers and 

tellers of tall tales in its original iteration had an eponymous prototype, a real Baron 

Hieronymus Karl Friedrich, Freiherr von Munchausen (1720-1797), who participated in 

the Russo Turkish War (1735-1739), fighting for the Russians. Upon retirement, the 

baron often entertained his company with tales of his adventures in Russia, some of 

which were so incredulous and fantastic, that the lack of veracity of these accounts 

became a local legend.43 The subject of these “outrageous tall tales” was Russia, where 

Munchhausen had fought, and since the interior of Russia in the eighteenth century was 

little known even to Russian scientists and explorers, much less to Europeans, the line 

between fictional and scientific was not clearly demarcated.  

The secondary effect, which was much less intended, but just as present in these 

tales of voyages is that they further impressed upon the hearer the idea of the lands 
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lying outside of European shores and their inhabitants as Europe’s inferior Others. 

European travel writing as a genre -- both imaginative and factual -- depended upon the 

utter foreignness of the new frontiers; European explorers traveled just as much to 

discover new colonial prospects and new scientific data as to reaffirm European powers 

of their superiority and immovability as the center of the world. To paraphrase Sylvia 

Wynter, Christendom as a political entity in the eighteenth century may have had long 

disintegrated, but its fixity as the normative domain of the manifestation of divine will 

remained fully intact.44   

3.2.2 From Russia, with Ambivalence: The French Theorize Russia 

Charles Gravier de Vergennes, the French foreign minister in the court of Louis 

XVI knew how to solve most diplomatic problems, and while his rank and personal 

connections certainly helped as he climbed the career ladder, his upward mobility was 

due to his political savviness. Whether navigating the complex terrain of international 

politics as an ambassador to the Ottoman empire, or redirecting the country’s alliances 

during the Diplomatic Revolution of 1756, when the long-standing alliance between the 

British and the Austrians crumbled, Charles Gravier de Vergennes was the man of the 

hour45. Yet there was one geopolitical riddle that even his diplomatic genius could not 
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solve: the commercial ties between France and Russia. Following four ineffectual 

ambassadors to Catherine the Great’s court in a row, Comte de Vergennes was all but 

defeated.  

That was when he discovered Louis Philippe, Comte de Segur. Young, 

charismatic, well read and widely traveled, trained as aide de camp by his father, the 

French secretary of state for war and marshal under Louis XV and Louis XVI, Philippe 

Henri de Segur, Louis Philippe seemed like the perfect candidate. The young Comte de 

Segur had just returned from the newly formed United States, where he served as a 

colonel in Rochambeau’s army aiding the United States in victory against the British.46 

While he did not see much military action himself, he came back with recommendations 

and the Order of Cincinnatus. He met his appointment to the court of Russia with 

ambivalence, but was encouraged by his father and admonished to serve his country 

when he was called. He left Paris in 1787 as minister plenipotentiary to the court of 

Catherine the Great and as de Vergennes’ only hope.47 

Comte de Segur was faced with an imposing task. Frank Fox,48 an expert in 

French-Russian trade relationship, in his examination of de Segur’s tenure in the 

country, has uncovered that before de Segur’s appointment, foreign trade between with 
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Russia was dominated by the British and the Dutch. Without a strong commercial fleet, 

Russia relied on these two naval powers, and while the negotiations with French seemed 

enticing, the income from the British and Dutch connections was guaranteed. In the 

forty years preceding de Segur’s arrival, only ten French commercial ships had been 

unloaded in St. Petersburgh.49 Fox notes that there were hopeful signs that Catherine the 

Great was ready to diversify her trading partners: besides, Russian annexation of the 

Crimean Khanate in 1783, an outcome of the empire’s decisive win against the Ottoman 

in the Russian-Turkish War of 1768-1774 meant that both new land and sea trade routes, 

not yet claimed by the Dutch or the British, were opening up. 

De Segur took his father’s encouragement to serve his country to heart. Even 

while on the way to St. Petersburg, he stopped for counsel with Prussian emperor 

Frederick the Great and Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth’s prince and diplomat 

Stanislaw Poniatowski. He also made connections with Russia’s former ambassadors to 

learn of court procedures, intrigues, alliances and interests.50 Personal connections, 

careful economic explorations and deliberations, and political affairs were at the 

forefront of de Segur’s work. Yet underlying them all was the question of what manner 

of people Russians were and where they fit into the larger global hierarchy.  
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3.2.3 Voltaire’s Russia 

An admirer of Voltaire, de Segur probably had read his History of the Russian 

Empire under Peter the Great, which was published in two volumes between 1759 and 

1764. While as historian Inna Gorbatov observes, this may be the least popular of 

Voltaire’s works51, it had a profound influence upon Western European understanding 

of Russia. The French thinker became interested in Russian history, and particularly in 

Peter the Great’s westernizing reforms while working on his History of Charles XII, a 

study of the Swedish monarch’s life and achievements. When Elizabeth, the daughter of 

Peter the Great assumed throne in 1741, Voltaire’s Russian connections grew to new 

prominence, culminating with his appointment as an honorary member of the Russian 

Academy of Sciences in 1746. The philosopher offered to write the empress a study of 

her father’s life, but Elizabeth delayed the decision until almost the end of her life52. The 

publication of the two volumes, however, greatly benefited another “enlightened 

despot” of Russia – Catherine the Great. She did not share her predecessors’ hesitation 

or modesty, and rather built on her epistolary friendship with Voltaire to promote 

Russia as a forward looking and economically progressive state. Catherine the Great’s 

personality and her reforms captivated French salons, and the famous writer in many 
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ways was behind that fascination53. The tides shifted with the French Revolution in 1789, 

when both Voltaire’s work and Russian imperial regime fell out of favor due to Russia’s 

absolute monarchy, Voltaire’s almost naïve admiration of it.  

History of the Russian Empire may have been an apology for Russia’s admission 

into the ranks of European, if not global, powers, but even in its quest to offer an 

alternative vision of Russia, it reinforces the image of it as a peripheral empire. For 

example, in his attempt to show that Russia is more civilized than it is assumed, Voltaire 

uses one of the Western measures of civilization, population density, as a measure. 

Arguing against those who calculate Russia’s population to be only five persons per 

square mile, he goes to great lengths to provide more accurate calculations, which come 

in at eight persons per square mile, in comparison to upwards of forty per square mile in 

Western Europe54. These well-intended but inadvertently harmful attempts to promote 

Russia and Catherine the Great perhaps also betray the historiographer’s own 

fascination with the primitive people who inhabit the Northern Empire.  

Voltaire begins his account of Russia by suggesting that while the exact origins of 

most countries are unknown, and the exact origins of Russia are beyond the scope of his 

work, Russian origins lie in the barbarian tribes recorded by Greek and Roman 

historians: “It is very likely that Madies the Scythian, who made an irruption into Asia, 
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near seven hundred years before our vulgar era, might have carried his arms into these 

regions, as Genghis-Khan and Tamerlane did afterwards, and as probably others had 

done long before Madies55.” Here Voltaire invokes the Scythian king, whose military 

strategy and strength allowed him to conquer as far into Asia as the ancient kingdom of 

Media in contemporary Iran. Later, in his discussion of Kalmuk and Tartar origins, 

Voltaire situates Scythians geographically: “Calmucs and Monguls are the very 

Scythians who, under Madies, made themselves masters of Upper Asia, and conquered 

Cyaxares, king of the Medes. They are men, whom Genghis Khan and his sons led as far 

as Germany,  and was termed the Mogul empire under Tamerlane56.” Interestingly, 

Voltaire withholds this information explicitly linking Scythians with Asian origins in the 

general discussion of Russia, but when discussing its subjugated people groups located 

in the more peripheral Siberian areas, such as Samoyeds, Ostiaks (who self-identify as 

Khanty), and Kamchatkans, this association is established much more forcefully. When 

summing up his description of the different people groups that inhabit Russia, the 

French philosopher once again in a subtle way disassociates Russians from their Asian 

origins: “The Scythians, Huns, Massagetes, Slavians, Cimbrians, Getes, and Sarmatians, 

are not subjects of the czar. The Russians, properly so called, are the ancient Roxolani or 

Slavi57.” 
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By distinguishing “Russians properly so called” from the rest of the people who 

inhabit the empire, and by associating them with the ancient Roxolani, Voltaire 

accomplishes a subtle feat: Roxolani as a tribe have been thought to have lived within 

the confines of the European continent, in the plains of current Romanian territory58. 

These European people, whom he positions as progenitors of modern Russians, have 

effectually conquered the tribes originating in Asia – Scythians, Huns, and Sarmatians. 

In Voltaire’s genealogy, Russia triumphs over her own Asian origins to emerge as a 

European power. Her Asian-ness even in her origin story is subdued and conquered, 

brought into the domain of such Westernizing monarchs as Peter the Great, Elizabeth, 

and Catherine the Great. This narrative would have been especially attractive to the 

Russian elites who sought to be seen as part of the European nobility.  

3.2.4 Racial A/Illusions  

The need to disassociate Russia from Asia and rather establish it as its conqueror 

is also highlighted by Voltaire’s own racial logics evident from his description of the 

people he casts as Asiatic. In his discussion of the Siberian people under Russian 

imperial domain, Voltaire is almost uncomfortably focused on the sexual characteristics 

of the native people, especially Samoyeds: 

Their upper jaw projects forward, so as to be on a 

level with their nose, and their ears are placed higher. Both 

the men and the women have no hair in any other part of 
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their bodies, but their heads; and their nipple is of a deep 

black like ebony. … The Samojeds (sic) and the Hottentots 

seem to be the two extremes of our continent; and if we 

observe the black nipples of the Samojedian women, and 

the apron with which nature has furnished the Hottentot 

females, and which hangs way down to their thighs, we 

may have some idea of the great variety of our animal 

species…59 

 

For Voltaire, Samoyeds on the account of the perceived lack of sexual characteristics, 

such as body hair, and of their “ebony” nipples become the polar opposite of the sub-

Saharan Africans. This difference registers most visibly on the female body, which is 

made to stand in for the collective body of the whole nation60, undressed under the 

white male’s gaze for examination of its pathology. The black nipples of Samoyed 

women are as much a sign of the Samoyeds teetering on the edge of humanity as 

Hottentot apron is a sign of the same predicament of South African indigenous women. 

The precarity, in Russia’s case, is that it contains these marginal human elements, the 

link between animality and humanity, within its own borders; while it has subjugated it, 

it has also assimilated it within its own parameters, and thus can never be fully 

dissociated from it. In the case of Hottentots, the British and the Dutch have contained 

them outside of their borders.  

Yet this racialized Western male gaze also conceals attraction and fascination, 

White male affectability, which is immediately transmuted into dissociation in the form 
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of scientific inquiry. In Voltaire’s case, this gaze is only imagined, since despite his 

epistolary friendship with Catherine the Great, and the honorific titles he received from 

Empress Elizabeth, he never visited Russia. David Chidester in his study of the 

emergence of comparative religion in South African frontier, Savage Systems, argues for 

an intimate connection between sexual desire, scientific inquiry, and the inherently 

violent nature of colonial encounters. In his analysis of British traveler Francis Galton’s 

account with the “Hottentot Venus,” he observes the same dynamic, a "scientific 

sublimation of sexual desire [which] channeled the violent confrontations occasioned by 

travel into a practical science61.”  While Voltaire himself abhorred physical violence, his 

semi-imagined account of the Samoyeds was an epistemically violent performance in 

ways he himself may not have been able or required to give account for. In practice, 

Voltaire’s racializing description of the native peoples of Siberia is a necessary part of 

establishing Russia as a proper European political subject, since that subjectivity, per 

Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, is enacted through appropriation and profitization 

of colonial land, an enterprise inextricably connected to the dehumanization of native 

populations.  
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3.2.4 De Segur Writes Russia: East, But Not Asia 

The extent to which Voltaire’s efforts to decouple Russia’s identity from its Asian 

territory were successful is unclear. If Comte de Segur was indeed familiar with 

Voltaire’s History of Russia, these arguments had little sway over his own reasoning, 

since in his memoirs he ascertains that not just Russian but all Slavic and Eastern 

European origins are in the very tribes that his admired philosopher claimed had been 

conquered and unified by the real Russians of the Ruxolani origin. What the 

historiographer and the ambassador share is the understanding that these tribes indeed 

signal an Asianness that is as present with the Eastern Europeans in the current moment 

as it was upon their first arrival on European land. Comte de Segur thus remembers his 

entrance into the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, already under the political 

machinations of the Russian Empire, but not yet fully divided between Prussia, Austro-

Hungary and Russia: 

But the moment we enter Poland, we think we 

have gone altogether beyond the bounds of Europe, and 

our eyes are struck by the new and strange prospects…. 

everything conspires to make one believe that we have 

retrograded ten centuries, and that we are in the midst of 

those hordes of Huns, Scythians, Veneti, Slavi and 

Sarmatians, whose waves, rolling back upon each other, 

spread successively over Europe and drove before them 

the Bulgarians, the Goths, the Scandinavians, the 

Burgundians, and all those warlike tribes who 
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overwhelmed by their weight the last wrecks of the Roman 

Empire.62 

 

For de Segur, entrance into Poland is not just a journey across space into an 

entirely different geographic domain; it is also a journey back in time, locating him at the 

ruins of the Roman Empire. Here the Asian tribes of Huns, Scythians, Veneti, Slavi and 

Sarmati are figured as forces that caused such upheaval in Europe, that their invasion 

can be seen as the root cause for the downfall of the greatest European civilization of the 

time. To de Segur these are events of the past as much as a threat in the present: while 

the rest of Europe has moved a full millennium past these destructive events and 

recreated itself into new global powers, Eastern Europe has remained frozen in the time 

of its most violent moment towards Europe; the same chaotic energy and force that 

upended civilization then, can rise up and defeat it again. Here primitivism as 

ahistoricity is connected to Asianness as violence. The land and peoples which for 

Voltaire have been conquered and subdued, for de Segur is the defining feature of the 

space which he has entered.  

But even so, for de Segur Eastern Europe’s Asianness is not stable – his new 

grounds for establishing French dominance over Britain and the Netherlands are 

shifting in their relationship to Asia. If Poland, his first point of contact with the Slavic 
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space strikes him as “altogether beyond the bounds of Europe,” his arrival to St. 

Petersburg prompts a revision of those ideas:  

The aspect of Saint Petersburgh, strikes the mind 

with a double astonishment: it unites the age of barbarism 

with that of civilization, the tenth and the eighteenth 

centuries, the manners of Asia and those of Europe, 

uncouth Scythians and polite Europeans, a brilliant and 

haughty nobility and a people plunged into servitude.63 

 

The capital city clarifies Russia’s and Eastern Europe’s position not so much a 

space of ancient Asian tribes, but rather of extreme contrasts. De Segur registers “double 

astonishment:” he is surprised just as much by Russia’s civilization, modernization, 

European manners and nobility on par with that of other global powers as he is by its 

atavistic barbarianism which was his first impression. This admission of his initial 

misconception and the correction to include Russia’s partial advancement to the same 

level as France or Britain, however, creates another insidious dynamic. Edward Said in 

Orientalism pithily summarized of Shouby’s essay on “The Influence of the Arabic 

Language on the Psychology of the Arabs” as “[t]he Arab is a sign for dumbness 

combined with hopeless overarticulateness, poverty combined with excess.”64 To 

paraphrase it for de Segur’s view of Eastern Europe as a whole and Russa in particular, a 

Russian is a sign of barbarianism with hopeless aspirations for civilization, illusions of 

freedom marred by servitude. While Russia on the one hand is unmoored from absolute 
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claims of its Asianness, in that very moment it is orientalized by the very contrasts it 

exhibits. It is not so much Asian, as peculiarly Oriental in its own right, a space marked 

by confusing and bewildering blend of Europe and Asia.  

De Segur continues to document this strange Asian and European fusion and 

finally arrives at a description which allows him to reconcile his initial observations of 

Eastern Europe’s atavistic nature with his corrected impression. He offers a dazzling 

view of life in St. Petersburg which he encounters as he is settling into his new 

temporary home: 

 

On one side, elegant fashions, magnificent dresses, 

sumptuous repasts, splendid fetes, theatres equal to those 

which embellish and animate Paris and London: other, 

shopkeepers in the Asiatic costume, coachmen, domestics 

and peasants dressed in sheep-skins, and wearing long 

beards, furred caps, long gloves made of skins without 

fingers, and hatchets suspended from large leather girdles. 

This mode of dress, and the thick woolen bands which 

form a species of rude sandal round their legs and feet, 

remind you of those Scythians, Dacians and Goths, 

formerly the terror of the Roman world. All these semi-

savage figures, which are seen on Trajan's column at 

Rome, here seem to resuscitate and become animated to 

your view.65 

Russia for him can be fully observed, recorded, and discerned from its exterior 

manifestations of its true nature. His primary focus is on dress and entertainment, two 

most easily noticeable aspects of difference by a racializing gaze, which serve as an 
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explanation the whole country and its difference from his native France. Exteriority as 

the property of European Other here is overemphasized to the point where no 

possibility of the interiority can exist. Whether in the form of “magnificent dresses” 

imitating the fashion of the West or in sheep skins and rude sandals, dress here becomes 

a stand-in for all of culture, if not for all of Russian ontological difference.  And this 

difference for Comte de Segur is primarily Russia’s inability to fully divorce itself from 

its primitive origins, its inability to conquer its Asianness, as Voltaire had hoped it had. 

Russia, and with it, all of Eastern Europe, seem to be bringing all of its past with them 

into the future, rather than progressing towards the telos of full Europeanness in a linear 

fashion. As such, Russia remains semi-savage, fixed in the past and presented for 

Western European gaze, much like the women of its most primitive elements. 

Such an appraisal of Russia and Eastern Europe as a whole was accepted as 

factual and praised, following the immense success of de Segur as the minister 

plenipotentiary. He exceeded the expectations of his sending foreign minister de 

Vergennes and accomplished that, which for more than four decades had proved to be 

impossible: though not without delays and frustrations on both sides, a trade treaty was 

signed in January of 1787. The treaty was soon jeopardized by the Turkish-Russian War, 

as well by the storming of Bastille and the signs of growing unrest and impending 

revolution in France.  
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3.2.5 French Revolution and the End of Franco-Russian l’affair 
exotique 

The French Revolution of 1789 put an end to Catherine the Great’s friendship 

with both of the Frenchmen who sought to translate Russia for their compatriots and the 

rest of Europe66. Voltaire’s ideals of equality, which aligned with the revolution, as well 

as the revolution itself, felt for Catherine the Great like a personal betrayal. In the French 

salons her image changed from that of an enlightened reformer to a despotic “Messalina 

of the North,”67 an allusion to the proverbially promiscuous wife of Roman Emperor 

Caligula. The same Voltaire who had coined the image of the Russian Tsarina as an 

enlightened monarch now called her “Semiramis of the North.” This reference to a 

powerful Assyrian queen known for her conquests perfectly embodies Voltaire’s own 

ambivalence: an admiration of her military and political prowess merged with an 

insinuation of her lustfulness and licentiousness. It was likely also a reference to his own 

tragedy by the same name, in which Semiramis assumes the throne after poisoning her 

husband, and unbeknownst to herself, nearly marries her own son. The tragedy ends 

with the queen being accidentally murdered by her own son.  The correspondence 

between the aging French thinker and the empress at the height of her career ceased. 

Likewise, even though de Segur was required to stay in his post after the fall of Bastille 

in 1787 on account of the Russian-Turkish War, as a sympathizer with the Revolution, he 
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had lost the confidence of the empress, who had just recently been entertained by his wit 

and plentiful salon talents68.  

While in the years following the revolution, Voltaire’s panegyric history of 

Russia had lost much credence, especially after Napoleon Bonapart’s ascension to 

power, Comte de Segur’s account continued to hold much sway over the Frech elite’s 

views of Russia. As the tensions, and with them, growing antipathies, against Russia 

escalated in the first decade of the nineteenth century, de Segur’s views of Russia as a 

peculiarly liminal Oriental space became the dominant narrative of Russia.  

3.3 Of Slavs, Slaves and Serfs: Debates on the Nature of Russian 
Subjects 

Joseph Marshall, a British traveler obscured by history, traversed the Russian 

empire in the late eighteenth century, taking careful notes on the country’s economy, 

progress, and possible profits from trade, especially for agricultural goods from Ukraine, 

such as grain and hemp. Hemp was critical for the British naval industries. As a loyal 

British subject, he was on a similar mission as his French contemporary Comte de Segur 

was – to secure his country’s economic interests. Though, it bears naming that de Segur 

as minister plenipotentiary was endowed with much more political power than the 

relatively unknown Brit.  What the two economic apologists shared was the 

understanding that if Russia was in any way European, it was a form eerily and utterly 
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unlike the Europe that they knew. Marshall was of a much more critical disposition than 

his French counterpart, and exhibited much more impatience towards the land he 

explored. What disquieted and unsettled him the most was the absolute nature of the 

Russian imperial regime, and the seeming lack of political power among Catherine the 

Great’s subjects: 

 

The government of Russia is the most absolute in 

Europe; there is not even the appearance of the least 

barrier between the will of the sovereign and the people. 

All ranks are equally slaves to the Empress, not subjects; 

and their punishments show the spirit of the legislature; 

the greatest nobility are liable to suffer the knout, that is, to 

be whipped to death; and other violent punishments are 

used, such as cutting out tongues, hanging up by the ribs, 

and many other efforts of barbarity, which show the 

cruelty of despotism, and without having any good 

effect.69 

 

Marshall does not so much address whether or not Russia is a part of Europe, but 

rather tries to understand how a country in which even the nobility, in his view, are 

slaves to the empress can be European. For Marshall and his contemporaries to be a 

European, and especially a European man of noble status, is to be the exact opposite of 

the slave; it is to be directly or indirectly, a slaveowner; to inflict corporeal punishments 

on others rather than to receive, to discipline colonial Others into obedience through 

 

69 Joseph Marshall, Travels through Holland, Flanders, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Lapland, Russia, the Ukraine 

and Poland, in the Year 1768-1770, (Farmington Hills, MI: Gale, 2018), 142 
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subjugation rather than to be disciplined into obedience by the sovereign. At the 

publication of Marshall’s Travels in Holland, Flanders, Germany, of Denmark, Sweden, 

Lapland, Russia, Ukraine and Poland in 1772, when the American colonies were still in the 

British domain, these operations of corporeal subjugation and enslavement had also 

been exported overseas. 

3.3.1 European Conundrum of Russian Serfdom 

Political disempowerment and bodily enslavement as signs of a legal and ethical 

system antithetical to Europe’s self-conception as a realm of free men, in Marshall’s 

reading, instituted a different Europe, distinct from Britain, France, the Netherlands and 

other Western powers. Yet Jonathan Daly, a historian of Russian Empire, suggests that 

the Russian legal code, instituted by Peter the Great, and amended by Catherine, was 

modeled after Western law. The institutionalization of corporeal punishments, which so 

upset Marshall, as well as an increase in their severity, were actually results from this 

interborrowing, and should be attributed to Russia’s Westernization rather than Russian 

customary law. Daly, in surveying Peter the Great’s additions to the 1649 legal code that 

remained in effect until Catherine the Great’s legal reforms of 1770’s, sums up the 

influence of Western legal systems, that in the same time period called for more frequent 

corporeal punishments than Russian laws: 

The code also instituted some new harsh 

punishments, including execution by firing squad, running 

the gauntlet (for officers only), hanging by the ribs, and 

shel’movanie or deprivation of all status markers, like 
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“civil death” in England. The code increased the number 

of capital offenses to 108 (English criminal law, by 

comparison, listed some 200 as late as 1819), including 

death by shooting for 47 offenses, by beheading for 11, by 

hanging for 25, by the wheel for 6, by quartering for 8, and 

by burning for 4.70 

 

Yet what struck Marshall and his contemporaries as strongly as 

the perceived severity and barbarity of punishments was that Russians in 

particular, and Eastern Europeans in general, seemed not to be bothered 

or dismayed by it.  

The consensus among travelers to Eastern Europe and the Russian Empire is that 

serfdom is a form of social contract in that part of the world which the local people 

themselves, the lowest casts included, view as entirely acceptable, and in fact, even 

satisfactory. Comte de Segur even relays an anecdote of a Russian noble, who due to 

financial difficulties, had to sell one of his estates. The serfs on that estate, who would 

have been sold with the land, to which they were legally tethered, collected an offering 

to cover the landlord’s debt, and presented it to him, because they were so satisfied with 

their situation and with his protection.71 Reflecting on the state of Russian serfs, de Segur 

comes to conclude that  

The Russian people, vegetating in slavery, are 

strangers to moral happiness; but they enjoy a species of 

 

70 Daly, Jonathan. Crime and Punishment in Russia : A Comparative History from Peter the Great to Vladimir Putin, 
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material happiness; for these poor serfs, always certain of 

being fed, londged, and warmed, either by the fruits of 

their labour or of the lods of the soil, are thus screened 

from want, and never feel the pain of misery or the dread 

of falling into it.72 

 

Other travelers, including Madame de Stael and Richard Pearson, seem to agree 

with de Segur’s conclusions. The general sense that the British and the French sojourners 

share is that there is something intrinsically, ontologically different about Eastern 

Europeans as a whole which makes such institutions as internalized forced labor not 

only acceptable, but preferable.  

These sentiments have also been shaped by the rather limited experience and 

highly selective accounts of serfdom available to travelers. Western understanding of 

Russia was limited by the length of their stay, their social circles, as most of them would 

have associated with the court, the nobility, and the upper echelons of the bourgeoisie, 

language barrier, travel routes, and other blinders. The travelers themselves were not 

cognizant of them, and substituted a filtered glimpse of the realities of serfdom for the 

total experience. Yet these affected tales carried the credibility of facts, ironically because 

the same factors which limited the travelers’ gaze – especially social class and countries 

of origin - also positioned them as veritable knowledge producers.  

 

72 De Segur, Memoirs, 184 
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3.3.2 Who are the Slav(e)s? 

Yet these tales of happy serfdom also corresponded to the pre-existing social and 

political imaginaries associated with Eastern Europe and Russia. Anna Klosowska, a 

scholar of race in medieval and early modern France, in her careful examination of the 

etymology of the word “slave” and its connections to “slav,” offers a window into these 

imaginaries and their genesis73. According to Klosowska, the Latin term “sclavus” came 

to be used in its full force as slave only in medieval Europe, albeit it was not the 

predominant for the only word used to describe an unfree person; much like ancient 

Latin, medieval Latin had a broader range of words to name an unfree person, such as 

servus and ancilla. The rarer word scalvus in the early Middle Ages could mean both a 

person captured and sold into slavery and a person of Slavic origin, broadly conceived. 

Klosowska makes a persuasive argument that as the demand for enslaved labor in the 

countries she calls Islamicate – Iberian, Middle Eastern, North African – increased, 

mercenaries and slave traders from Mediterranean ports – Genoa, Venice, Marseilles, 

Valencia and Barcellona -- captured persons from the Black Sea region and broader 

Eastern Europe as far as Karelia, and sold them into slavery. Not all captured persons 

were sold across the Mediterranean, and the population of the enslaved people of Slavic 

origins in the fifteenth century had increased to make up as much as 5% of some of these 

 

73 Kłosowska, Anna. “The Etymology of Slave.” In Disturbing Times: Medieval Pasts, Reimagined Futures, edited by 

Anna Kłosowska, Catherine E. Karkov, and Vincent W.J. van Gerven Oei, 151–214. Punctum Books, 2020. 
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port cities. In the middle of the fourteenth century, these ports trafficked and sold as 

many as two million people of Slavic origin into slavery in the Ottoman Empire alone74. 

Based on the data and the argument Klosowska presents, it can be argued that this Black 

Sea – Mediterranean Sea route of Slavic slave trade laid the foundations for Transatlantic 

slave trade from Sub-Saharan Africa to the Americas and serves as a prototype of 

incipient racial capitalism. The impact of these operations was twofold: on the one hand, 

they resulted in a massive loss of population through the theft of bodies, and on the 

other, they solidified the image of Slavic people in the European geopolitical imaginaries 

as a naturally subservient slave, as its proto-racial Other.  

Klosowa’s account of the etymology of the word slave and its connections to the 

Slavic people would have been fully known to the eighteenth and nineteenth century 

travelers to Eastern Europe and the Russian Empire. For example, Samuel Johnson’s 

dictionary published in 1766, one the very first ones to include word origins, offers the 

following etymological note: “esclave, French. It is said to have its original from the 

Slavi, or Sclavians, subdued and sold by the Venetians75.” While these assumptions, 

along with speculations about Slavic origins in the Barbarian tribes whose invasion 

ultimately resulted in the destruction of Rome, as well as Russian ahistoricity, were 

definitely at work in seeing the Russian Empire as inherently inferior and atavistic, these 
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presuppositions and tropes were not applied equally across Eastern Europe. The 

Russian Empire, especially since the reign of Peter the Great, had become a formidable 

force that, if not intellectually and culturally, then militarily could withstand and 

triumph over most European countries. Even if rhetorically European Russia was 

orientalized and “othered,” even its fiercest critics had to hedge their remarks because 

Russian power was undeniable. Thus, the trope of a Slavic or Eastern European person 

as an inherent slave was applied hierarchically: less so to nobility than to peasants and 

serfs, and less so to European Russians themselves than to their subjugated nations.  

 

3.3.3 T/racing Serfdom 

The institution of serfdom puzzled, bewildered, fascinated, and benefited 

Western travelers who inevitably came into some degree of contact with the unfree 

people of the lower class. The exact distinction between serfdom and chattel slavery was 

also drawn as sharply or as loosely as the traveler saw fit: it could depend on their 

personal experience with the transatlantic slave trade, the enslaved people in British and 

French colonies, their stance on abolition, and the degree to which they depended on 

and benefited from Russian serfs during their stay. For example, Madame de Stael, 

writing about forty years after her compatriot de Segur, retains the same sympathetic 

view of Russian serfdom as the minister plenipotentiary did:  

The Russian slavery has no resemblance in its 

effects to that which we form the idea in the West; it is not 
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as under the feudal system, victors who have imposed 

severe laws on the vanquished; the ties which connect the 

grandees with the people resemble rather what was called 

a family of slaves among the ancients, than the state of 

serfs among the moderns.76 

 

De Stael’s contemporary was a Jamaican planter and slave owner of British 

origin named Robert Johnston who maintained the same disposition that slavery was 

somehow befitting for Russian lower classes, holds a less romantic view of the serfs and 

of the institution of serfdom itself. In his mind, serfdom both creates unthinking subjects 

and protects them from themselves and their base passions: 

[Russ] is a slave to his appetites, to his religion, and 

to his government. From his cradle to his grave is one 

incessant series of thraldom and pressure. The current of 

his life resembles a kennel, struggling between two 

dunghills; it rolls along its muddy streams in sloth and 

fatness; its banks are steep, filthy, and dark; by these alone 

its waters are directed; and beyond these, they never can 

wander. … The despotism, under which he moves, 

pressed and clogs everything around him; it narrows his 

views; it gives him his prejudices … he has no stimulus for 

exertion; no reward for improvement.77 

 

Johnston seems to be conflicted as to whether Russian serfs are by nature “slaves 

to their appetites” or whether they are the product of the despotic institutions of 

government, religion and serfdom that shape them to live like animals in their own filth, 

lacking the knowledge to desire a better life. In his deliberations, Johnston at one point 

 

76 De Stael, Ten Year’s Exile, 170 
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seems to suggest that the landlords and estate owners at least protect and provide for 

the serfs who do not know how to do so for themselves. At other instances, however, he 

seems to be ironically repulsed by the institution of serfdom as a whole and sees it as a 

denigrating factor. His description of Russian serfs here resembles the arguments for 

maintaining slavery in the colonies. His compatriot and fellow planter, Bryan Edwards, 

Esq, published a popular defense of slavery in the British West Indies The History, Civil 

and Commercial, of the British West Indies in 1793, almost exactly twenty years before 

Robertson set off for Russia. Representing the general view of the plantation owners, 

Edwards appealed; 

…moderate labour, unaccompanied with that 

wretched anxiety to which the poor of England are subject, 

in making provision for the da that is passing over them, is 

a state of comparative felicity: and they know also, that 

men in savage life have no incentive to emulation; 

persuasion is lost on such men, and compulsion, to a 

certain degree, is humanity and charity.78 

 

Even though Robertson is not drawing direct parallels between the institutions of 

slavery and serfdom, he seems to link the ontological state of Russian peasants with 

enslaved Africans, and at times tentatively suggests that Russian serfdom might play the 

same protective role that Jamaican planters’ virtue-swathed slavery did for their forced 

laborers.  

 

78 Bryan Edwards, The history, Civil and Commercial, of the British Colonies in the West Indies, (London: 
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In reality, while slavery and serfdom performed the same economic function of 

supplying uncompensated labor essential to sustain imperial regimes, they differed in 

several ways. An enslaved person in the American context was considered property, 

and could be sold, traded, and otherwise entered into the calculus of racial capitalist 

economy violently unmoored from family, community, and the land they worked; 

taking their life was at the full discretion of their owner. Meanwhile, a serf in the 

Russian was tied to the land, and even though instances of trading or selling individual 

serfs and thus permanently separating them from their families occurred, most often 

family units were respected, and serfs were traded or sold as part of the land that they 

worked79. Legally, taking the life of a serf was considered murder, but in most often the 

nobles who killed their serfs were seldom prosecuted, and even less frequently found 

guilty. Another distinction between colonial chattel slavery and Russian serfdom is that 

while the latter has roots in feudal landlord – vassal relationships, the former one is a 

product or racial-capitalism.  

3.3.4 Can the Serf Speak (Back)? 

Western travelers often cast serfdom as an exhaustive attribute of Russia. 

Serfdom to them was as ahistoric as Russia itself, placing the Northern empire in the 

Middle Ages, if not in the ancient times. Despite these prevailing views, serfdom was an 
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early modern invention, occasioned by the Industrial Revolution and its subsequent 

developments, such as urbanization, expansion of markets, price reforms, and the 

centralization of the state. These factors, as Boris Gorshkov suggests, are not dissimilar 

to those that led to, for example, the system of enclosures in England80. And while even 

Gorshkov himself sees serfdom as an institution that is neither as absolute nor as brutal 

as chattel slavery in the Americas and the Caribbean, recorded individual experiences of 

former serfs, whose popularity in post-serfdom Russia could be likened to the memoirs 

of formerly enslaved persons in the United States, often suggest otherwise. Savva 

Dimitrievich Purlevskii, whose memoirs of serfdom Gorshkov himself translated, thus 

speaks of his life as a serf: 

…before I burned my mind with thoughts about 

my status, my life objectives were limited to achieving a 

status similar to that  of prominent, well-off fellow 

villagers, or at least a status that would do no injury to the 

memory of my father and grandfather. But after the even 

when landlord forcibly increased our obligations, his 

power over us and the humiliating slave-like condition of 

all society made me uneasy all my life. 

How to get rid of this centuries-old entrapment and 

free my family from it as well?... What could a married 

man, with limited knowledge, without money, and 

without connections ad protection, do, and more 

importantly, what could a serf do…?81 

 

 

80 Gorshkov, “Introduction,” 2 
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Clearly, Purlevskii can be understood as an exceptional serf: who was literate, 

participated in organizing petitions for improved conditions and management of the 

estate, was engaged in savvy business dealings in the flax trade, and was deemed so 

valuable that his landlord made him sign a document that he would stop attempting to 

buy his freedom. Yet in his descriptions of his village and his family, he was but one of 

many unfree peasants engaged in similar activities.  

The realization of the dehumanizing status of serfdom and the ability to reflect 

on it in an existential, philosophical manner -- a privilege that most Western travelers 

would have claimed only for themselves -- does not seem to be that exceptional either.  

 

3.3.5 Serfdom as Russia’s Racial Modernity  

This invisibility – or rather, illegibility - of Russian serfs as rational agents who, 

in the words of Walter Mignolo, can enunciate themselves82 and enter conversations 

about their own existence and conditions, permeates not only Western travelers’ 

perceptions, but the perceptions of the Russian nobility as well, who kept serfs tethered 

to their land. Serf-ownership in the eyes of Westerners, despite misgivings about it 

happening on Russian soil rather than in overseas colonies, elevates the status of 

Russian nobility in the hierarchy of global racial order. For example, Charles Henry 

Pearson, a British Australian settler, who traveled to Russia to investigate serfdom and 
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the potential effects of impending abolition in the middle of the nineteenth century, 

articulates this elevation in the following way: 

Certainly the upper classes in general seem, like the 

American slave-owners, to have been educated by their 

position, and to discharge the duties of government 

naturally. But the serf has not suffered the necessity of 

obedience to debase him; he knows and exacts his rights; 

he will not endure oppression beyond a certain point.83  

 

While Pearson definitely sees Russian serfdom in a more sympathetic light, and 

in his views, it does not entirely rob the serfs of their agency, the landowners are 

“educated” by owning serfs in such a way that they become proper political agents who 

can exercise authority in such a way that they become “natural” administrators and 

governors within their country. The comparison to the American slave owners here is 

particularly interesting, because movements for abolition and pressures from certain 

continental European groups on both the United States and Imperial Russia in the 1850’s 

were becoming more active and vocal. Here Pearson seems to be siding with the 

proponents of slavery, and cautiously weighing serfdom. Perhaps he locates the positive 

effects of both slavery and serfdom in the formation of proper political subjectivity in the 

ruling classes, that is subjectivity aligned with what we may now call the ideals of racial 

capitalism.  
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Pearson entered the Western conversation on Russian serfdom at the time when 

various forms of scientific racism and eugenics, including phrenology, were discourse 

du jour of the educated elites. To further elaborate his argument as to why serfdom is 

detrimental and needs to be abolished, and implicitly, slavery in the colonies and the 

United States needs to be preserved, he offers a phrenological analysis of serfs’ skulls: 

 

There is an argument, I think, to be derived from 

the facial conformation of the different classes. The class of 

household servants was the only one in which I seemed to 

find the sullen look, low facial angle, and prominent lower 

jaw which we associate with the type of the slave. On the 

other hand, I was surprised to discover in the country 

peasants and nomad population of the towns the bearing 

and look of freemen, and the straight open features of an 

Indo-Germanic race. This is the precise converse of what 

happens in the Southern States of America, where the 

household slave is more human and nobler-looking than 

the field laborer; and it seems to show that the influence of 

serfdom hitherto has retarded rather than developed the 

progress of those more immediately under its influence.84 

 

Pearson’s position is curious here because unlike some of his contemporaries, he 

seems to hold that at least Russian serfs, especially domestic laborers, rather than being 

so different ontologically as to be irredeemable, rather are degraded by serfdom such a 

the degree that even in the structure of their skull to resemble an enslaved African. 

There are several conclusions that could be drawn from these observations. On the one 

hand, these remarks could be read that civilization by proximity, which in Pearson’s 
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view, happens in American households, does not properly happen in Russia because 

Russian nobles are perhaps less civilized. Another way to interpret his view is that even 

a modified degree of autonomy among peasants who work the land humanizes them, 

while household servants lack autonomy and are degraded to the eugenic margins.  

Having weighed the similarities and differences between Russian serfdom and 

American slavery, Pearson finally concludes that the two could not be fully compared. 

He argues that, more than the higher legal standing, or limited autonomy, or degree of 

agency that serfs exercise in comparison to enslaved Africans, it all comes down to the 

question of physiognomic racial differences as markers of ontological difference:  

The low price at which the serf is rated, and the 

great number that are required to support a proprietor, are 

good proof that the people have long been on the verge of 

freedom. They are less valuable than the American slave as 

chattels, because they stand higher as men. … Add to all 

this the great fact that there is no difference and no 

antipathy of race between the two classes, and the great 

injustice of any comparison between Russia and America 

will be felt at once.85 

 

Even though Pearson’s contemporaries would have agreed with him that indeed 

serfs are rated higher than enslaved Africans for the very reason that they are 

considered to be more human and less property, neither Pearson himself nor his fellow 

travelers would have argued that Russians innately make good servants and slaves. 

There may have been some variation as to why they are particularly fit for the 
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subservient role – due to their natural obliging disposition or due to lack of moral fitness 

-- but the unequivocal consensus was that servanthood was Russian nature and destiny. 

3.3.6 Under the Specter of Violence 

One of the earliest traveling voices in the era of Enlightenment to suggest this 

idea was the ill-reputed Venetian traveler Giacomo Casanova, who traversed to Russia 

in an attempt to sell a lottery scheme to Catherine the Great in between 1765 and 1766. 

He captures his impressions in the following way: 

 

In Russia beating is a matter of necessity, for words 

have no force whatever. A servant, mistress, or courtesan 

understands nothing but the lash. Words are altogether 

thrown away, but a few good strokes are entirely 

efficacious. The servant, whose soul is still more enslaved 

than his body, reasons somewhat as follows, after he has 

had a beating: 

“My master has not sent me away, but beaten me; 

therefore he loves me, and I ought to be attached to him.” 

It is the same with the Russian soldier, and in fact 

with everybody. Honour stands for nothing, but with the 

knout and brandy one can get anything from them except 

heroical enthusiasm.86 

 

While many of Casanova’s fellow travelers might have reserved this unusual 

response to physical punishment to the servants and the peasants, Casanova sees it as an 

all-encompassing characteristic of Russians regardless of class distinctions. To 

Casanova’s eye and mind, as he repeats twice at the beginning of the passage, words, 

that is reasoning that appeals to the intellect or understanding, appear to be empty and 

useless in Russia, while a forceful violent appeal to the body communicates to the truer 
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nature of the people. While perhaps written as much as an observation as a justification 

of himself to his readers for having engaged in otherwise unthinkable behavior, such as 

beating his female slave, Casanova resorts to humor to explain this phenomenon. Within 

the same sequence of illustrations on the subservient Russian character under a specter 

of violence, he also relates the story he received from General Woyakoff (sic) about 

having been beaten by Peter the Great “black and blue,” and about the physical 

discipline which customarily travels down the hierarchy in military as well as nobility.87 

He finishes the episode with an anecdote of a horse who feeling sick would not eat, and 

the only medicine that cured the horse’s illness was the beating the peasant gave him. A 

light, amused tone here allows Casanova to distance himself from the violence, to 

disown it, and to place blame rather on the peculiar nature of the Russian people. Yet 

the bodies that register for Casanova in his own account are already vulnerable bodies – 

servants, women, private soldiers. The violent interactions among the more powerful 

are framed not so much as his being within his own sphere of discipline but rather as a 

context for his actions.  

Images of perceived senseless cruelty in Imperial Russia have been discussed by 

most scholars who have delved into the issue of the construction of Eastern Europe 

during the Enlightenment. I would like to extend these observations, advanced most 

notably by Larry Wolff, in a direction that has been otherwise overlooked. For 
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Casanova, the servility and despotic hierarchy of Russia is tightly connected to the blind 

obedience and extreme devotion that Russian Orthodoxy is seen to demand of its 

adherents.  

After a series of anecdotes on Russian absurdities, Casanova almost effortlessly 

drifts into a discussion on Russian religion, making a remark that seems to apply to both 

his musings on the corporeality of Russian discipline and on Russian religion:  

They all hold St. Nicholas in the greatest reverence, only 

praying to God through the mediation of this saint, whose 

picture is always suspended in the principal room of the 

house. A person coming in makes first a bow to the image 

and then a bow to the master, and if perchance the image 

is absent, the Russian, after gazing all round, stands 

confused and motionless, not knowing what to do.88 

 

Deformed, superstitious spirituality here becomes the organizing principle of all 

social relations and hierarchical order. In the section preceding the remarks the Venetian 

traveler related how even the empress bows down to kiss the episcopal ring worn by the 

bishop, though to redeem Catherine the Great he does concede that during the service at 

the church she did not look too devout, and as an Enlightened ruler, seemed to some 

extent to be impervious to the irrational religion she adopted upon marrying into 

Russian royal family. (Catherine was a German Lutheran prior to her marriage to Peter 

III). In contradistinction to the monarch who is able to both embrace the Russian faith 

and maintain her distance from it, the rest of the Russian people are seen as subject to 
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both the tyranny of a despotic faith propagated by uneducated clergy, and to the 

despotic discipline dispensed by their superiors. A lack of these structures cast as 

irrationally violent, in Casanova’s eyes, leaves Russians disoriented.  

3.3.7 Racializing the Russian Body 

For Casanova as much as for his near-contemporaries Robert Johnston and 

merchant Joseph Marshall the perceived violence in Russian interactions or the violence 

in which they feel compelled to engage is also mitigated by their view of Russians as not 

merely physical, corporeal creatures, but also by the fact their very bodies are less 

sensitive to pain and hardships of life. For Johnston this hardened corporeal existence 

primarily owes to the primitive nature of Russian existence: 

 Wrapped in his sheep skins, the Russ does not seek 

the comforts of any other bed, than what the floor affords 

him, and, in the summer months, all places, whether in the 

house, or under his cart, are alike to him. All the utensils 

are made either of wood, or clay, in shape not unlike those 

dug from the ruins of Herculaneum . One large earthen 

pot is used to cook the food for the whole family, and, out 

of which, all eat at once.89 

 

Reflecting on the meager state of Russian villages and the impoverished 

condition of the huts in which most peasants live, Johnston contrasts them with the 

splendor of St. Petersburgh that he left behind just days ago, and thus find the 

conditions of common people even more striking. But it is the apparent Russian 
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obliviousness to their primitive conditions which strikes Johnston the most. What he 

finds revolting and abhorrent, Russians find entirely acceptable and livable. Joseph 

Marshall, the British merchant, writing some twenty years prior, upon observing the 

same conditions as Johnston, goes on to even suggest that “the peasants in this empire 

are in general happy in proportion to the neglect under which the country lies.” His 

further comments reveal a clear racialized comparison: “they appear very near on the 

same rank as the blacks in our sugar colonies.”90 This statement, with its comparison to 

slavery in the sugar colonies, evokes the pamphlets published in defense of slavery at 

the turn of the eighteenth century and onwards, that asserted that the enslaved Africans 

not only did not mind slavery, but found it a blessing. 

 For example, Frederick W. N. Bayley who studied pro- and anti-slavery 

arguments via observation of slavery in the Caribbean, published his account in 1830 

that claimed that “to say that the slaves in general are as happy as the lower class of 

poor in England would be to fix upon them the stamp of misery91.” Likewise, at the heat 

of the emancipation debate in the United States, some twenty years later George 

Fitzhugh argued against the abolition of slavery by attempting to show that free labor in 

the North was more exploitative than slavery in the South. He claimed that unlike the 

“white slaves” living in poverty and misery, “[t]he Negro slaves of the South are the 
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happiest, and, in some sense, the freest people in the world.”92 While the arguments for 

the enslavement of Africans in the Americas served a different purpose, the same logic, 

based on the assumption that the conditions of bondage were preferable to freedom for 

those enslaved or enserfed, governed Western travelers and observers. In their gaze, 

people in bondage themselves preferred those conditions.  

The juxtaposition between the reported violence of superiors to their inferiors, 

and the ability, at least of the lower-class Russians, to endure physical pain or 

discomfort with perceived ease in these accounts is reconciled by claiming that Russians 

are unable to intellectually reflect or emotionally feel the same way as people in other 

“civilized” countries. Marshall explains Russian imperviousness to hardship by 

rationalizing that “[t]he lowest of them live in constant severity, yet that does not seem 

to bow down their spirits or activity, as slavery does in all other countries. They make 

nothing of hardships and will bear in continuance what would destroy in a short time 

other people of less robust constitutions.”93 

 Madame de Stael, the open-hearted defender of Russia, would have disagreed 

with Marshall on his interpretation of Russian realities, but on this point, she sees eye to 

eye with him: 

It is certain that the idea of death produces little 

effect on the Russians; whether it is from courage, or from 

 

92 George Fitzguh, Cannibals All! Or Slaves without Masters, (Richmond, VA: A. Morris, 1857), 28 from the 

Internet Archive https://archive.org/details/cannibalsallorsll00fitz/page/28/mode/2up  
93 Marshall, Travels, 140 
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the inconstancy of their impressions, long regrets are 

hardly in their character; they are more susceptible of 

superstition than emotion: superstition attaches to this life, 

and religion to another; superstition is allied to fatality, 

and religion to virtue; it is from the vivacity of earthly 

desires that we become superstitious, and it is on the 

contrary by the sacrifice of these same desires, that we are 

religious.94 

  

De Stael makes the inner logic which animates her contemporaries’ views 

explicit: Russia as a nation and Russians as a people are marked by lack of self-

reflexivity, superstition, fatality, and earthly desires, whereas Westerners are marked by 

their (virtuous?) opposites. Inability to reflect on the meaning of life, to contemplate the 

self beyond the body, and even the fate of the body itself beyond the immediate reality 

are all marks that nearly disqualify one from the realm of humanity, especially if this 

humanity is considered to be made in the image of God, as Christian theology posits. 

Moreover, Westerners are characterized by the “sacrifice” of their corporeality and 

worldliness, which attains them the vision beyond themselves. Bodily suffering, and 

especially a reflection on it, as well as poverty, would produce a necessary discomfort 

for those who understand that they are miserable; but the Russians are able to bear that 

which others would consider misfortune precisely because they do not fully 

comprehend it.  

 

94 De Stael, Ten Years Exile, 183 
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This denial of Russians’ ability to self-reflect also bears a direct resemblance to 

tracts and treatises written about enslaved Africans95. One such treatise, attributed to Dr. 

Collins, published in London, in 1803, in the short gap between Marshall’s and de Stael’s 

accounts of Russia, Practical Rules for the Management and Medical Treatment of Negro 

Slaves, in the Sugar Colonies, suggests that  

they are able to endure, with few expressions 

of pain, the accidents of nature, which agonize white 

people. It is difficult to account for this otherwise than by 

supposing (which probably is the case) that animal 

sufferings derive a great part of their activity from the 

operations of the intellect. If so, uncivilized man is not 

without his advantages, perhaps, equivalent to any that we 

enjoy. It is certainly a very great one, to be able to face 

death, the inevitable lot of all, as they do, not only without 

dismay, but with an indifference, which stoics have 

endeavoured in vain to affect. Not having been sublimed 

to the miseries of reflection, they do not start from the 

decrees of providence.96 

 

Much like Russians, African slaves here are reduced to the very bottom of a 

Western racial hierarchy, and the same perceived lack of intellectual activity that allows 

Russians to face death without trepidation also allows enslaved Africans to accept it 

unthinkingly. The anonymous doctor who published the Practical Rules, later goes on to 

suggest that African slaves are happy as long as they have enough to eat and drink, and 

 

95 For a survey on assumed pain tolerance, see Bourke, Joanna. “Pain sensitivity: an unnatural history from 

1800 to 1965.” The Journal of medical humanities vol. 35, 3 (2014): 1-19. doi:10.1007/s10912-014-9283-7  
96 Dr. Collins, Practical rules for the management and medical treatment of Negro slaves, in the sugar colonies 

(London: J. Barfield, 1803), 233 from the Internet Archive 

https://archive.org/details/b21297563/page/232/mode/2up?q=  
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do not require much more, except for violent discipline to admonish them to work, since 

they do not understand other means of motivation.97  

Similar to the considerations about the general suitability of Russian lower 

classes for servility, the implicit racialization of peasants and workers relies upon 

internal theological structures. Larry Tise in his survey of proslavery movement and 

arguments in the United States has found that some of the most ardent and influential 

supporters of slavery were Christian ministers, whose preaching and legacy has laid the 

foundation for both evangelical and mainstream denominations.98 The case of Russia is 

more complicated, because while some of the same theological structures can be 

intuited, Westerners did not exercise direct control over Russian bodies, and often did 

not have political control over its territories. As such, the distinction that was drawn 

between Russia and the West had to be inflected accordingly; theological debates in case 

of Imperial Russia were transmuted into comparative religion debates. Madame de Stael 

does not invoke the familiar tropes of imago Dei, even though they can be extrapolated 

from her reflections. Rather, she positions rational difference as religious difference. The 

improperly rational Man is the improperly religious Man, and vice versa. This 

impropriety, whether by appeal to universal reason, to God, to model humanity, or any 

 

97 Collins, Practical Rules, 235 
98 Larry Tise, Proslavery: A History of the Defense of Slavery in America, 1701-1840 (Athens, GA: University of 

Georgia Press, 2018) 
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other extra-human, is the universalized standard that always leaves Russians deficient 

and lacking, and the serf more so than the noble. 

Parallels between the Russian Empire and other marginalized and racialized 

groups such as enslaved African Americans were a standard comparative practice in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth century. On the one hand, for travelers like Robert Johnston, a 

Jamaican planter, or Charles Henry Pearson, an Australian settler of British origin, 

parallels were found in various forms of subjugation and colonial difference as the basis 

of their presence and privilege in the colonies. On the other hand, hierarchy based on 

comparison was the very framework for engaging difference on which the European 

sciences, both physical and human, were based on. To be seen, appraised, and entered 

into Western discourse was to be entered into a racial calculus, which subjugated the 

natural world to humans. It was also to be entered into hierarchies of the human, 

whereby whiteness could profit from that difference in what is now called racial 

capitalism.   

3.3.8 Contemporary Takes on Serfdom and Race 

These parallels have also been drawn and observed in contemporary scholarship, 

albeit with a very different purpose. Peter Kolchin in his work Unfree Labor: American 

Slavery and Russian Serfdom99 employs a comparative paradigm in which he primarily 

 

99 Peter Kolchin, Unfree Labor: American Slavery and Russian Serfdom, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 1990)  
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favors economic causes and implications which undergirded both slavery and serfdom. 

Amanda Bellows’ recent publication American Slavery and Russian Serfdom in the Post-

Emancipation Imagination100 considers the cultural production of memory in post-

Emancipation Russia and the United States. Dale Peterson’s volume Up from Bondage101 

considers the ways in which being written off the stage of global events influenced both 

African Americans and Russians to turn toward the inner realm, what Peterson names 

“the soul.”  These contemporary conversations, whether continuing some of the same 

themes or seeking to disrupt the pattern and trouble the way that “unfree labor” has 

been cast in either context, are heirs to their predecessors who first teased out these 

comparisons. The difference between these contemporary discourses and their 

predecessors is the presence of an unequivocal denunciation of all forms of bondage and 

practices of racialization in contemporary writings. 

These contemporary comparative approaches, while repairing much of the 

damage done by their predecessors, overlook one critically important moment to which 

the eighteenth and nineteenth century travelers were very attuned: the internal and 

imposed hierarchies within the Russian empire and its assimilated lands. While Russia 

itself was orientalized and otherwise racialized through explicit and implicit 

comparisons to enslaved Africans, stories of its Asian origins, primitivization, and other 

 

100 Amanda Bellows, American Slavery and Russian Serfdom in the Post-Emancipation Imagination, (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2020) 
101 Dale Peterson, Up from Bondage: the Literatures of Russian and African American Soul (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2000) 
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techniques commonly used in creating colonial difference, Western emissaries and 

sojourners never ceased to be aware of the critical fact that Russia was an empire who 

proved its imperial status through the constant conquest and subjugation of lands. 

Where Russia failed in other fronts – education, industry, culture, political advancement 

– in Western eyes it redeemed itself though its geopolitical and military power. By 

default, then, the lands that it subjugated, had to be rendered as inferior to it. Because 

assertion of Western inclusion and superiority is always also a practice of exclusion and 

inferiority of those deemed Other. 

3.4 Peripheries beyond Periphery: Russian(ized) Provinces 

The events of 1772-1795, when the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, deemed a 

failed state, was divided and finally dissolved between Austro-Hungary, Prussia, and 

Russia, were very much present in the minds of the travelers. This move, annexing 

Commonwealth’s northeastern lands, provided Russia with a deeper incursion into the 

continent and solidified its imperial status in the European imagination even before the 

defeat of Napoleon in 1814. Conversely, it also confirmed to the Western power brokers 

that the inhabitants of the Commonwealth were both inferior to Russians and unfit to 

rule themselves; that is, that they were deemed failed political subjects of a failed state.  

While within the geographic confines of Europe, the Russian commoner was 

often made to stand on the lowest racial rung, they were not left there alone. They were 

often compared and evaluated to another Russian subaltern: the inhabitants of the 



 

157 

newly acquired lands of Poland and Lithuania. While their position as an improper 

political subject was already solidified by their supposed inability to subordinate the 

Jews in their midst, their improper humanity was also seen as entrenched in their very 

makeup. For example, Robert Johnston, upon arriving to Warsaw, before he even has a 

chance to introduce his readers to the city or any other features of the country, launches 

into a loathing description of Polish religious practices, and general Polish 

repulsiveness, which is inextricably tied to their religiosity: 

The religion of the people is that of the Roman 

Church. The offensive shew of crosses and crucifixes every 

where obtrudes itself; these crosses are about thirty feet in 

height and the figure as large as life: some of them are 

covered with rags ad adorned with wreaths of flowers; 

others represent a skeleton. Nothing can be more shocking 

than this display of religious torture. The common people 

are extremely ignorant, and many of the priests are a little 

better. … Few of them could speak any language but their 

own and their time was taken up in grinding a small 

organ, in order to teach a canary bird to imitate its 

sounds.102 

 

This comical and grotesque image of ignorant people resorting to glorying in 

religious torture by decorating crucifixes as the clergy are busy teaching canaries to 

imitate organs is on par to many of the assessments of Russian Orthodoxy. Such a 

distaste for Catholicism could be ascribed merely to Protestant-Catholic antipathies, but 

Johnston does not seem to be critiquing Roman Catholicism for its dogmatic errors; the 

 

102 Johnston, Travels, 381 
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target of this criticism is the particularly Polish expressions of their religiosity which 

manage to deform even Western Christianity.  

3.4.1 Asiatic Pathologies in Imperial Provinces  

These repeated descriptors of ignorance and superficiality also continue into the 

territories of Lithuania and Belarus.103 Here though the focus of Western travelers shifts 

to Judaism, and observations of the malpractice of Catholicism become less frequent. 

William Coxe, a traveling tutor to nobility and an Anglican priest perhaps most aptly 

expressed the mixture of emotions that his fellow travelers experience when they 

encountered Lithuanian peasants. Observing their sheepskin clothing, primitive hatchets 

used to build rudimentary log houses, and submissive manner, he concludes that their 

“whole behaviour gave evident symptoms of the abject servitude under which they 

groaned.”104Trapped between sympathy for their lowly existence, repulsion for lack of 

hygiene and basic sanitation, and disdain for the economic mismanagement of the 

country which keeps the serfs under such dire conditions, Coxe seeks deeper causes for 

what he perceives. He concludes his narrative of his journey through Poland and 

Lithuania by describing the condition of plica polonica, or matted hair, which he 

 

103 Eighteenth – nineteenth century geographic designations in the Western rim of the Russian Empire, 

which corresponds to contemporary Poland, Lithuania, Southern Latvia, Belarus, and parts of Ukraine, 

often do not correspond to the current borders of these nation states. Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, 

often known by its shorthand as Poland, included all of these lands, and travelers used these designations 

based on changing maps, their prior knowledge, imagination, and other criteria, which often did not 

overlap from one account to the other.  
104  William Coxe, Travels into Poland, Russia, Sweden, and Denmark, Vol. 1, (London: T Cadell in the Strand., 

1784), 234 
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perceived to be particularly prevalent in Poland and Lithuania. As Larry Wolff notes, 

Coxe traces the way that Polish and Ukrainian men wear their hair, shaved but for a 

long ponytail in the center of the head, to their Scythian origins, and the prevalence of 

plica polonica, aptly named to be associated with the region of Poland, to Polish Tartar 

ancestry.105 But if the usual men’s hair style is indicative of primitive, Asiatic origins, its 

pathology, the disease, is indicative of the real, inner state of region – its filth, lack of 

progress, and general backwardness. Thus, the real disease here originated in defective, 

Asiatic ancestry, and then manifested as backwardness, evident in pathological 

servitude, matted hair, and lagging economy.  

3.4.2 Diderot Does Ukraine  

If Belarus as a separate entity is nearly entirely absent and undifferentiated from 

Lithuania, Poland or Russia, Ukraine seems to require both a differentiation and an 

explicit amalgamation into Russian territories as its natural extension. Perhaps the most 

succinct and candid writer on this matter is Diderot, another French philosopher, whose 

intense and passionate correspondence with Catherine the Great exemplifies the spirit of 

the republic of letters that flourished in the eighteenth century and the complex 

confluences that marked the relationship between Russia and Western intellectuals. 

Diderot’s relationship to Catherine, which is often compared to that which she had with 

Voltaire, however, moved beyond honorary titles and lengthy letters which were as 

 

105 Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe, 28-29 
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political as personal.106 Catherine the Great, in her attempt to support and probably 

influence Diderot, bought his extensive personal library from him, but stipulated that it 

should remain with Diderot until the philosopher’s death. Moreover, she made him her 

personal librarian in charge of that library and paid him for the services. Unlike Voltaire, 

Diderot traveled to Russia to personally thank the generous (albeit shrewd and 

manipulative) monarch for her generosity.107 While Diderot’s allegiance to the Russian 

tsarina was visible in his monographs, he can also be credited with framing Ukraine not 

as an entity or even ethnicity of its own, but as an annex of Russia as objective 

knowledge. In the famous encyclopedia he co-authored with d'Alembert, Encyclopédie ou 

Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, enlisting the help of such 

Enlightenment luminaries as Voltaire and Rousseau, the definition of Ukraine reads as 

follows: 

 This vast land is also called Little Russia , Red 

Russia , and better yet the Province of Kiev ; it is crossed by 

the Dnieper, which the Greeks called Borysthenes . The 

difference between these two names, the one difficult to 

pronounce, the other pleasing to the ear, allows one to 

note, with a hundred other pieces of evidence, the 

roughness of all the ancient peoples of the north, and the 

grace of the Greek language. … The Ukrainians that we 

call Cossacks are a miscegenation of ancient Rhoxolani, 

Sarmatian, and Tatar peoples. This land was a part of 

ancient Scythia. Rome and Constantinople, who 

 

106 For a full history of Catherine the Great’s relationship, see Zaretsky, Catherine and Diderot  
107 Larry Wolff,  “Catherine & Diderot: the empress, the philosopher, and the fate of the Enlightenment,” The 

Historian, 82 No. 2, (2020): 261-262, DOI: 10.1080/00182370.2020.1778955 
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dominated over so many nations, could not possibly rival 

Ukraine in terms of fertility. Nature does its best to equip 

men well here, though they have done nothing to serve 

nature, subsisting on fruits produced in a soil as 

uncultivated as it is fertile, and more often living by 

plunder, enamored to excess of a good preferable to all 

others, freedom; meanwhile having been successively 

under the rule of Poland and Turkey. Finally, they 

affirmed their loyalty to Russia in 1654, without 

submitting themselves much, and Peter subdued them.108 

 

While the actual entry was written by Louis de Jaucourt, a prolific contributor to 

the Encyclopedia, Diderot edited and approved most of the entries himself. This 

depiction of Ukraine as rough, uncivilized people who show little progress from their 

Asiatic ancestors and are uncapable of basic cultivation of some of the most fertile land 

in Europe, much less moral character, provides the explanation and justification for 

them being called Little Russia. They exhibit the worst of Russia before the civilizing 

enterprises of Peter I and Catherine the Great, and by the virtue of being “little” are 

being brought into the fold where, even if partially, their degenerate nature might stand 

the chance of being transformed. This description of Ukraine is particularly striking 

since Ukrainian wheat was one of the most demanded for exports from the Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth, and subsequently, from Russia, suggesting a rather 

different picture of Ukrainian agriculture. And while Jaucourt affirms the Ukrainian 

 

108 Louis Jaucourt, "Ukraine" in The Encyclopedia of Diderot & d'Alembert Collaborative Translation Project. Tr. 

Thomas Zemanek. (Ann Arbor: Michigan Publishing, University of Michigan Library, 2010). 

http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.did2222.0001.248 (accessed February 21, 2022). Originally published as 

"Ukraine," Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, 17:371–372 (Paris, 1765). 
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desire for independence and freedom, as the fundamental characteristics of proper 

political subjects, he underscores the place of Ukraine as a subjugated nation by listing 

all of its previous conquerors and oppressors. Much like Lithuania, Poland, and other 

Russian imperial satellites, and perhaps even more so, as far as Diderot and Jaucourt are 

concerned, Ukraine remains the ultimate extension and periphery of Russia and of 

Western imaginaries.  

3.5 Conclusion 

Sylvia Wynter’s argument that the Western adaptive truths-for about the non-

homogeneity of the world, and especially of the people who inhabit the realms that were 

figured as most distant from Christendom, could not be more relevant for 

understanding Eastern Europe as a construct. Christian apocalyptic visions of 

triumphing over the monster of Gog and Magog, which got transmuted into apocalyptic 

visions of Christianizing pagans, and eventually into rhetorical imaginaries of discursive 

conquests over the irrational barbarians more than sufficiently illustrate that. However, 

the question that often eludes these discussions is how the principle of non-homogeneity 

applies within Eastern Europe itself. Western travelers, such as Comte de Segur or 

Madame de Stael, as well as philosophers, such as Voltaire and Diderot, are keenly 

aware of these differences. Whether omitting Russian peripheries, which will become 

known as Eastern Europe sans Russia, or by figuring them as ontologically subservient 

to Russians, even in the moment of rhetorically subjugating Russia, they are centering it. 
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Russia becomes the lens through which the rest of Eastern Europe is seen – always in 

relation to it, always omitted or highlighted in favor of Russia, always in comparison to 

Russia. These discursive formations create what I call a double hegemony: Eastern 

European lands to the west of Russia and to the northeast of Prussia are subjected to 

both Russian annexation, political control, national and religious repressions while at 

the same time bearing the weight of Western religious and political imaginaries, which 

deem them to be on the lowest rung of European ethno-racial, and therefore, political 

wrung. Such configurations through the centuries have resulted in the “international 

community,” or global power players, such as Austo-Hungary, Prussia, France, and 

Britain, as well as their successor states, ritually deeming Eastern European countries as 

politically unviable projects that make for acceptable collateral damage in their own 

dealings with Russia.  
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4. Engendering Russia: Carnivals of Queerness 

Anne McClintock in her brilliant exploration of imperialism in relation to sex, 

class, and race Imperial Leather coined a term to describe the role that non-European 

lands, and especially Africa, played in the white male explorer imagination: porno-

tropics1. This pithy phrase encapsulates the last erotic and often outright pornographic 

fantasies that are related to as much the conquest of the new lands as domination 

through male sexual prowess as it is to hyper- and hyposexualization of the people who 

inhabit them. Whether wrought by anxieties of their own inadequacy in the face of 

imagined libidos of racialized men and women, or in performances of colonial sexual 

bravados at the expense of the constructed sexual deviance and incompetence of the 

colonized, travelers, explorers, merchants, and administrators were entangled in their 

own eros, desire for the object they could never fully possess.  

In this chapter, I borrow McClintock’s notion of the porno-tropics, albeit given 

that my site is both ideologically and geographically positioned as an almost exact 

opposite of the tropics, I rename it into porno-Euro-orientalism. The awkwardness of the 

phrase, its hyphenated nature, even the confusion that it brings in is helpful to me in a 

sense that it represents the ambiguity, unruliness, an uncertainty that many of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth century travelers experienced when they confronted their 

own conflicted desires which often converged on the bodies of eastern European men 

 

1McClintock, Anne. Imperial Leather, 22 
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and women they encountered as well as on the lands which they surveyed and assessed. 

I also resort to McClintock’s example and phrasing because the colonial dynamics she 

articulates – the convergence of race, class, and sex in each encounter with the Other in 

such a way they each category helps articulate the other – is fundamental for my own 

understanding of how gender and sex operate for Western travelers to Eastern Europe, 

even though race here is better understood as racialized ethnicity. While I focus on the 

way that gender is performed in the Russian Empire and lands adjacent to it, I 

interrogate not just the gender performances of the eastern Europeans subjected to 

Western gaze and advances, but also to those of travelers themselves.  

In analyzing these gender performances, I am drawn to the image of the carnival 

as Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin has elucidated it. The underlying theme that unites 

many of these travelogues is that Russia’s and eastern Europe’s Westernization is but 

garb and manners deep, that it is a performance of a chosen identity that might beguile 

the onlooker to believe that these countries can be a part of Europe, but upon closer 

inspection, one can discern that it is not much more than an aspirational performance of 

Europeanness. I find that the term that might best encapsulate the sense that Western 

travelogues convey in relation to gender in conjunction to aspirational Europeanness 

and eastern European liminality in European context is that of a carnival. 

Mikhail Bakhtin in his premier discussion of French Rennaisance writer Rabelais’ 

work, draws attention to the fact that some forms of carnival-like festivities can be found 
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across all European cultures.2 Even if Bakhtin’s’ thesis might require nuancing and 

consideration of the ways in which these carnivalesque communal celebrations differ 

both across cultural contexts and how they change across time, his articulation of the 

functions that the carnival performs are particularly helpful in highlighting the ways I 

see gendered encounters playing out for the observers and their audiences at home. The 

logic of the carnival that Bakhtin points to are akin to that of an augmented reality: while 

the festivities of the carnival can be mapped onto physical locations and into linear time, 

they transform time and place unrecognizably. Carnival functions according to its own 

logic that suspends the rules of ordinary life and inaugurates its own reality, in which 

that, which is unimaginable outside of the carnival, becomes not only permissible, but 

expected. D.K. Feil, a social anthropologist at the University of Sydney, in his study of 

the Venetian carnival, which epitomizes European carnival festivities, sums up his 

research on what the atmosphere was like during the festivities: 

All descriptions of Venetian carnival do, however, agree that it was a time of 

outrageous freedom, licentiousness and spontaneity. Social distinctions were blurred, 

cancelled or obliterated, at least for a time, aided of course by masking which was the 

sine qua non of participation in Venetian carnival.3 

 

Feil also notes that while the carnival as such, and especially the Venetian 

carnival, was a staple of the European imaginary, they increasingly revealed social 

 

2 Bakhtin, The World of Rabelais, 6 
3 D. K. Feil, “How venetians think about carnival and history, “ The Australian Journal of Anthropology 9, No 2 

(1998): 141-162. 
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disparities and privileged the wealthy. The ability to travel to the famous carnivals of 

Europe, to afford the time to participate in the festivities, and even to have the resources 

to acquire the costumes, the masks, and other required accessories required significant 

financial investment. Perhaps the most eloquent expression of this stratification of the 

carnival is the rise of the masquerade, which traces its origins to sixteenth century Italy, 

and which during eighteenth and nineteenth centuries became a staple form of 

entertainment in the courts, that is among the wealthy. 

With this considered, the very invocation of the trope of the carnival establishes 

power dynamics which will govern the ways in which these travelers will engage with 

that which they label as “the carnival.” For one, it reinforces their privileged position as 

those who have the time and the means to travel to the carnivalesque realm of Eastern 

Europe. This privilege which fuels their imagination, also allows them to act within that 

space in accordance to the logic of the carnival, to designate it as a space and time 

outside of the ordinary, and in which they can act with impunity. Much the same could 

be said about those who could travel to Russia and discern its carnivalesque nature in 

which licentiousness, whim, and suspension of the rules of the European ordinary 

became evident.  

Thinking alongside McClintock and Bakhtin, in this chapter I argue that the 

implicit and explicit imagery of the Russian empire and adjacent countries as a carnival 

or a masquerade (the carnival for the privileged) allowed the Western travelers to frame 
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their desire for at least rhetorically conquering and winning over Russia. Moreover, this 

configuring of eastern Europe as a carnival allowed the travelers to cultivate the kind of 

real or imagined bodily intimacies with it that they could discern its true, queer, nature.  

4. 1 Carnivalizing Russia 

At the time I arrived at St. Petersburgh, there were 

still , under the external forms of European civilization, 

numerous vestiges of former times; and, in the midst of the 

flower of lords and ladies by no means numerous, who 

had received some education, had travelled, and yielded in 

nothing to the most amiable inmates of other courts, 

numbers were also seen, chiefly, among the most 

advanced in life, whose accent, appearance, habits, 

ignorance, and dullness belonged rather to the period of 

the Boyards and Czars than to that of Catherine II.  

It was not, however, till after some enquiry and 

observation, that this distinction appeared; it was no so 

apparent on the surface: every body had, for half a 

century, been accustomed to imitate foreigners in their 

dress, houses, furniture and mode of living, also in 

addressing each other, and in doing the honors of a ball or 

dinner, as among the French, English, and Germans.4 

 

Comte de Segur, French foreign minister de Vergenne’s last resort to advance the 

stunted French – Russian trade relationships and best Britain and the Netherlands, could 

be said to have attained the kind of intimacy not just with Russia, but with Catherine the 

Great herself, that most other Westerners could not have dreamed of. His charming, 

witty nature and ability to compose poetry extemporaneously, along with manifold 

 

4 De Segur, Memoirs, 185-186 
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salon talents, won him the admission to the inner circle of the Russian tsarina5. He knew 

her – and through her, Russia, closely and personally. Palace intrigues and gossip, 

Catherine’s whims and political ambitions, nobility and peasantry, Russian capital and 

periphery were at his disposal. As if following English philosopher and mathematician 

Francis Bacon’s warnings against “indefinite and vague observation” which only 

“produces fallacious and uncertain information,”6 de Segur was careful to use this 

intimacy to gather and record only what he deemed accurate based and what he himself 

had tested empirically. The proof that his method worked was the trade treaty signed 

between France and Russia just before the taking of the Bastille, in 1788. 

The above passage thus is not a matter of initial observations or first impressions; 

it is a studied, careful consideration of the manner of the people among whim he would 

spend four years. He peels the layers of Russian high society to reveal its true, naked 

self. Under the external forms of Russian civilization, he finds vestiges of former times; 

beneath the thin layer of courtiers who had received Western education and been at least 

outwardly transformed by European manners and tastes, he uncovers the atavistic 

remnants of “Boyards.” While the term boyar in itself is neutral and denotes nobility in 

attendance of the ruler in Old Russian courts (usually in the Middle Ages),7 de Segur 

 

5 Fox, “Negotiating with the Russians,” 49 
6 Bacon, Francis, Novum organum, XCVIII https://www.stmarys-

ca.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/files/Novum_Organum.pdf  
7 Tatyana Vikul. “People and Boyars in the Old Russian Chronicles of the 11th-13th Centuries: Narrative 

Modelling of Social Identities” in Imagined Communities: Constructing Collective Identities in Medieval Europe, 
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here transfigures it into a derogatory term that is contrasted to all that is European in 

manners, style, education, advancement, and even to the ethos of Catherine the Great 

herself. Russian progress might be a well-practiced imitation game, but it extends only 

to “external forms,” and the distinction between the outward and the inward remains 

discernable only to a trained and discerning eye - and only after “enquiry and 

observation.”  

The French ambassador positions himself as precisely such a person, capable of 

knowing Russia and enunciating it in ways that it cannot do so itself. While De Segur 

sees Imperial Russia as a spectacle and a performance of Europeanness without grasping 

the essence of Europe, in his memoirs he does offer a caveat that in the forty years since 

he returned from his appointment, matters might have changed, and Russia may indeed 

had reached a deeper level of Europeanization. De Segur’s account certainly levels these 

grave charges of superficial civilization against Russia, yet his sentiments are definitely 

not singular. They resound  through the pages of adventurers and sojourners in Russia 

for the next century and beyond, and span not just countries, but also centuries. 

Giacomo Casanova, a contemporary of de Segur, who traveled to Russia in 1765, 

was one of the travelers who observed the same garb-deep level of Europeanization in 

 

 

(Leiden: BRILL, 2018). ProQuest Ebook Central, 
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Russia.  “In those days all Russians with any pretensions to literature read nothing but 

Voltaire, and when they had read all his writings, they thought themselves as wise as 

their master. To me they seemed pigmies mimicking a giant,”8 Casanova observed. For 

him, the European charade also extends to Russian intellectual life, and he exposes the 

shallowness of their knowledge. When he suggests that Russian intellectuals read those 

who influenced Voltaire, his suggestion is shrugged off, and he sees it as utter 

disinterest in deepening knowledge beyond the surface.9 Fifty years later, even 

Madamme de Stael, deported from the realm of the French empire by Napoleon 

Bonaparte for her dissenting political views and seeking refuge in Russia, displayed a 

similar attitude despite her gratitude: “What is European in them [Russians] belongs 

merely to the manners of the court, which are nearly the same in all countries; but their 

nature is eastern.”10 This view had become so pervasive that in 1850’s , an Englishman, 

Charles Pearson, an English journalist visiting Russia, will still echo it: “Russian 

literature is a faithful reflex of thought in the west of Europe.”11 As such, Russia is 

positioned as an imitator rather than a creator, a sphere of superficial forms, which are 

sometimes grotesquely disfigured or misappropriated, a reflex of Western Europe.  

 

8 Casanova, The Memoirs, Episode 25, XX 
9 Casanova seems to have a mixed opiion of the philosopher himself, and sometimes echoes the sentiments 

of one of his French interlocutors, M. de Haller, who quips that “M. de Voltaire is a man who ought to be 

known, although, in spite of the laws of nature, many persons have found him greater at a distance than 

close at hand” (Casanova, The Memoirs, Episode 14 XVIII), though at other times, he calls him “the Great 

Man” (Episode 15, XIX).  
10 De Stael, Ten Years Exile,  
11 Pearson, Russia,  
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4.1.1. European Imaginary of Carnivals 

When Western travelers, whether implicitly or explicitly, invoked the language 

of the carnivalesque, they tapped into a rich imaginary which centuries of folk and noble 

festivities had constructed. French anthropologist Gilles Bertrand in his study of the 

development of the Venetian carnivals as an epitome of European imaginary of a 

“carnival, sums up the key elements which are associated with these festivities: 

courtesans, opera music and chamber concerts, the 

custom of wearing a mask and a tricorn with a lace shawl 

called bautta, and the freedom of going incognito. The 

association of Venetian Carnival with freedom—the 

freedom to transgress taboos and to be someone else 

without breaking the laws of the republic—remains strong 

today, probably because it has been popularized in 

literature, engravings, paintings, and music since the 

eighteenth century.12 

 

Amusement, sexual pleasures, the freedom to break taboos, all the while going 

incognito, as both Bertrand and Feil observe, of course, were primarily reserved for the 

rich, the aristocrats and the nobles. Much like traveling to Russia to observe its 

“carnival” of Europeanness, and to participate in the freedom from Euro-centric 

normativity that it provided, these liberties were afforded based on class and gender, 

rendering women of lower classes particularly vulnerable. 

 

12 Gilles Bertrand, “Venice Carnival from the Middle Ages to the Twenty- First Century. A political Ritual 

Turned 'Consumer Rite'?”, Journal of Festive Studies, 2, No. 1, (Fall 2020):  79. 

https://doi.org/10.33823/jfs.2020.2.1.30 
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 It is hard to speak of carnival in European imagination without invoking Mikhail 

Bakhtin. Ever an advocate of the freedoms of the pre-capitalist world, Bakhtin locates 

the golden age of true, communal carnivals rather than the ones geared towards the 

upper echelons, in the Middle Ages and Renaissance. Yet the characteristics he identifies 

as particular to these events, translate at least to some degree to all carnivals. Bakhtin 

argues that carnivals are characterized by their use of the grotesque body, which 

emphasizes carnal desires and functions, their inclusive, participatory nature, and the 

subversion of status quo. For Bakhtin, all of these elements are positive, joyous, and life-

giving. Yet in my investigation of the carnivalesque forms of Russian culture that 

Western travelers discerned and engaged with, I find them to be deeply problematic. 

4.1.2. Russia as a Grotesque Excess  

One of the travelers for whom Russia registered as a carnival of outward forms 

was 18th Joseph Marshal, an 18th century British merchant. He records his impressions of 

the Russian court in the following way: 

I have been three times at court, which is what we 

commonly call very splendid, the dresses of every body 

are more expensive than I have any where seen- all in gold 

and silver and jewels, but scarcely any taste, they have in 

their dresses but one ambition, which is to be as rich as 

possible, and to have a great change, but as to having an 

idea of taste, and real elegance, even the nobility seem not 

to know what it is.13 

 

 

13 Marshall, Travels, 141 
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Such excessiveness, which produces a garish picture in the royal court is 

paralleled by exaggerated religiosity, gluttony, drunkenness, and vagrancy among the 

lower classes, creating a phantasmagoric image of a country which through its 

carnivalesque existence poses a threat to the West and keeps insistently reminding 

travelers of their own bodily existence. Excess has long been seen as a characteristic of 

the “Orientals,” whether in cruelty or in generosity, in food, drink, sex, or laziness14, and 

while comical and terrifying, by Enlightenment had lost most of its positive 

connotations and retained only its negative sense. Echoes of Russian tasteless 

extravagance can be also hear in de Segur’s account. As he reminisces of his time in St. 

Petersburg, his gaze however rests on the Russian merchants, the new rich with 

expendable money but not enough education to cover up their true nature.  

The shopkeepers of the city, when they become rich, 

sometimes display an unbounded but tasteless luxury at 

their tables; they serve up enormous masses of meat, 

poultry, fish, eggs, and pastry piled up wihtout order, 

which are offered to the company with importunity, and 

are, from their quantity, sufficient to terrify the stomachs 

of the most intrepid.15 

 

While for Bakhtin, such an embrace of excessive carnality and gluttony would be a 

positive, celebratory sign, de Segur see it not as a celebration but rather as distasteful 

 

14 Said, Orientalism,  
15 De Segur, Memoirs, 183-184 



 

175 

and disorderly display of one’s carnality. Even though Russia for him is a carnival at 

best, or a charade at worst, it is not a carnival that he is willing to condone.  

 Here Russia’s excessiveness verges on the grotesque, which as Bakhtin notes, 

often centers on the body in transition, or on the juxtaposition held within the same 

body. This incomplete and ever evolving body, containing within it the elements of the 

old and the new, such as an old pregnant hag, who holds in her body both life and 

death16. While risking to stretch the metaphor too thin, I propose to read the accounts of 

Western travelers as both repulsed and lured towards this metamorphizing social and 

political body of Russia that is caught, in their eyes between the East and the West, its 

old habits and new forms.  

 In his discussion of the development of the grotesque forms in Western 

European art and literature, Bakhtin turns to Victor Hugo to express the function of the 

grotesque in the eighteenth century literature:  

“The grotesque”, says Victor Hugo, “is 

everywhere: on one hand, it creates the formless and the 

terrifying, on the other hand the comic, the buffoon-like.” 

The essential aspect of this form is the monstrous; the 

aesthetics of the grotesque are to a certain extent the 

aesthetics of the monstrous. But at the same time Hugo 

reduces the intrinsic value of the grotesque by declaring 

that is a means of contrasting the sublime.17 

 

 

16 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 24 
17 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 43 
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While Bakhtin sees these elements as necessary for creative freedom, which 

liberate the artist from the obligation to completeness, rationality, and dogmatism, it is 

easy to see the less positive aspects of the grotesque when it is employed as a pervasive 

descriptive strategy for Eastern Europe. Eastern Europe becomes the monstrous 

antithesis to Western Europe’s sublime thesis; it is, indeed, as “formless” and 

“terrifying” as it is “comic” and “buffoon-like.” The intra-European East in its 

monstrosity serves to reveal to the Western European traveler his “interior infinite,” “the 

interior subjective man with his depth, complexity, and inexhaustible resources18.” 

Bakhtin, of course, does not contemplate the use of the grotesque in Western travel 

writing, but as later thinkers will point out, he failed to account for those at whose 

expense the grotesque was crafted.  

4.1.3 To Observe and (Dis)Engage 

Bakhtin observes that there are no spectators in the carnival, only participants: 

“carnival is not a spectacle seen by the people; they live in it, and everyone participates 

because the very idea embraces all the people. While carnival lasts, there is no other life 

outside of it19.” John Parkinson, one of the harshest critics of Catherine the Great’s 

Russia could not agree more, even if begrudgingly. A cleric and a staunch moralist, he 

 

18 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 44 
19 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 7 
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finds himself at the ball in Countes Golofkin’s palace, where he would have been 

content to observe and record his impartial impressions.  

Initially, he succeeds, as he is able to take in the entertainment and the 

entertained: “We had the pleasure of seeing both a Cossack and a Russian dance here in 

great perfection. They are full of animation and spirit; but they savour, especially the 

latter, exceedingly of the savage and the barbarous…” While he assess the degrees of 

civilization of the people who provide amusement for the party’s guests, he is disrupted 

by an invitation he cannot turn down:  “The Countess Golofkin challenged me to dance 

a Polonaise with her, which I did here for the first time.”20 

Here, the clergyman is watching a double spectacle: the immediately perceptible 

one is the folk dancing, through which he is able to discern the true nature not only of 

the dancers, but of Russia itself as “savage” and “barbarous.” Yet, Countess Golofkin by 

inviting him to dance a Polonaise, disrupts his role as a rational observer: by joining the 

dance, he now is now also enlisted as a participant. Perhaps, here it is significant that the 

dance to which he is challenged is a Polonaise, a slow, walking dance, originating in the 

Polish court, which allows the dancers to observe and evaluate each other as well as to 

interact. Thus, the gaze now is reciprocated, the evaluation becomes mutual. The dance 

requires of him a bodily participation in the Eastern European way of moving to its 

 

20 John Parkinson, A Tour of Russia, Siberia, and the Crimea, 1792-1794  (London: Cass, 1971), 66 
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musical rhythms, a physical transgression of the imagined boundary from the Western 

mind into Eastern embodiment. He becomes part of the Russian carnival, which he 

sought merely to penetrate with his mind.  

Yet even when he is draw in to participate, he insists on maintaining distance, 

especially in regard to women, who represent the danger of seduction of complete 

immersion. At the same fete, he relates a comradery that Bootle, the young British 

aristocrat whom he accompanies to Russia, and he develop in this moment of resistance: 

The ladies were so questionable in point of chastity that 

there were not above three of four of whom, as they 

passed in review before us, Bootle did not condemn with a 

squeeze of my arm which he was holding.21  

 

Here, the women are once again held “in review” of the British men, who 

condemn or approve of them. The possibility of a heterosexual erotic touch gets 

transfigured into a touch that could even be read as homoerotic, and in this shared, 

silent physical intimacy the men are able to resume their roles as spectators rather than 

participants. 

4.1.4 Carnival at Whose Expense? 

The subversive nature of the carnival in Bakhtin’s thought is, arguably, the 

gravitation center, from which other elements of the carnivalesque spring. He sees 

carnival as the source of laughter and play, which breaks open the reality, which 

 

21 Parkinson, Tour of Russia, 66 
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normally is confined by the norms and the demands of the society, and particularly the 

church22. For him, it represents “temporary liberation from the prevailing truth and from 

the established order23,” so irresistible that even the guardians of the most dogmatic 

institutions are drawn into its revelry.24 While Bakhtin does not specifically consider the 

subversion of the heteropatriarchal gender regime in his work, multiple scholars, 

especially those working in the feminist tradition, engage with his paradigm to discuss 

ways in which the carnival (and Bakhtin’s paradigm itself) both succeed and fail in these 

subversions.  

Of particular importance to the carnival was the subversion of gender roles: 

women who in the patriarchal, Christian regimes of gender were required to remain 

submissive, in the context of the carnival could break out of this mold and challenge the 

regime. Kate Chegdzoy in her considerations of the “impudent woman” characters in 

the carnival narrows in on why they were both an essential element of the festival, and 

why they scandalized the critics: 

… the figure of the unruly woman was so potent a 

symbol of and incitement to social disorder precisely 

because it was an inversion of the way things normally 

were and ought to be. The power of the figure of the 

disorderly woman inheres in its reversal of the familiar, 

accepted social order. Its potency was enhanced by the fact 

that the absolute subordination of wife to husband, 

 

22 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World 7 
23 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World 10 
24 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World 13 
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endorsed by Church and state, could stand as an image of 

all forms of social subordination.25 

The female body, as she points out, was already considered to be base and 

grotesque, an unruly force that presented itself as a threat to heteronormative, 

patriarchal Western societies26. Importantly, she draws attention also to the fact that 

crossdressing (here, a woman wearing the clothes of a man), was considered a 

particularly egregious transgression, since it destabilized the hierarchy of genders. These 

“carnivalesque” everyday subversions were punished with grotesque sentences that 

overemphasized the femininity of such bodies.  

 In her assessment of the actual carnivals and their potentiality to subvert 

Western regimes she is as cautious and skeptical as Feil, who in his assessment of the 

Venetial carnivals, concludes that they “mocked and overturned, criticised and parodied 

… but the status-quo was never seriously threatened27.” In fact, the “outrageous 

freedom, licentiousness and spontaneity”28 enhanced by the anonymity afforded by the 

mask, resulted in increased risks for sexual assault on women, especially those engaged 

(or perceived to be engaged) in sexual work.29 If subversion does exist, especially when 

the carnivalesque is employed in Western travel writing, it is to overemphasize the ways 

 

25 Kate Kate Chegdgzoy. “Impudent Women: Carnival and Gender in Early Modern Culture,” The Glasgow 

Review, 1 https://www.gla.ac.uk/schools/critical/aboutus/resources/stella/projects/glasgowreview/issue1-

chedgzoy/#fn10  
26 Chegdzoy, “Impudent Women” 
27 Feil, “How Venetians Think About Carnival,” 145-6 
28Feil, “How Venetians Think About Carnival,” 143 
29 Chegdzoy, “Impudent Women” 
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in which parodied groups fall outside of the heteropatriarchal (thus, properly European-

as-white-man) social and religious realm. In the rest of the chapter, I will try to explore 

ways in which this figuring of Russia as a carnivalesque granted freedom to the Western 

men to break gender and sexual taboos, and the ways this liberty was written on a 

woman-as-Russia’s body.  

4.2 Disordered Gender Regimes 

Such invocations of Russian modernity as mimicry, pretense, and even charade 

of the Western standard, as were the charges leveled against it for its deviance from the 

perceived norms of the Western gender regime. Whether in passing or in detail, nearly 

every travel memoir or letter bears witness to this deviance. Yet perhaps no one was 

more mortified by it than John Parkinson. A clergyman in the Church of England and a 

scholar, accompanying an adventurous young son of his patron on the grand tour of 

Europe, he notes his distaste of all things Russian, but of the disorderly gender regime in 

particular: “As to truth among the men or chastity among the women, they are entirely 

out of question. Are we to impute the want of the latter virtue to their practice of 

permitting their daughters to bathe till the age of fourteen in company with their father, 

mother and brothers?” 30 In his view, Russian people without distinction of rank, wealth, 

or status, all lack which constitutes a proper (hu)man: rationality and virtue among men, 

and sexual purity confined within marriage among women. Their behavior which 

 

30 Parkinson, A Tour of Russia, 49 
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disregards the body as dangerously gendered speaks to their heretical, and thus 

primitive state, which could be traced to antiquity perhaps stretching as back as the 

Biblical times, in which the first people were “naked and not ashamed.” Here though 

this lack of shame in the face of nakedness is not a sign of sinless innocence but rather of 

their inability to discern the sin. This theo-logics is never made explicit, but its 

reverberations permeate the letters and the memoirs from the savage European frontier.  

While it is possible to see the two issues, the perception of Russian 

Westernization as a charade and the ubiquitous register of the country as improperly 

gendered, as separate issues, I propose to read them as closely intertwined. When 

considered in the light of the previous discussion of the Russian empire as intra-

European barbarian frontier, both, the unsuccessful, and even grotesque imitation of the 

West, and the wanton sexuality are visible further manifestations of this savagery. 

Moreover, I would argue that when Western travelers venture into the Russian empire, 

they establish the necessary ontological difference between the self and the “discovered” 

other through uncovering their disordered sexuality. Since hypersexuality, gender 

ambiguity, and sexual depravity are all seen as markers of colonial/racial subjects,31 

through these writings Russia and its European colonies are positioned in their sub-

 

31 See Subverting Empire : Deviance and Disorder in the British Colonial World, eds. Will Jackson and Emily J. 

Manktelow (New York, NY : Palgrave Macmillan, 2015) 
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European rung of global racial hierarchy. This sexual difference also entitles the 

Westerners to engage in acts of discovery, rhetorical conquest, (self) exploration, and. 

4.2.1 “The Women Are All Whores”  

“Concepts of curiosity … in eighteenth century writings, become entangled in 

this tension between pleasure and guilt,”32 Chloe Chards, a historian of the British 

tradition of the Grand Tour, asserts. Caught between their desire, or the “lust of mind,” 

and the need to disavow the affect that curiosity and novelty produce in them, travelers 

to Russia often engaged in self-censure, digression, and other forms of disavowal, 

seeking to maintain the impartiality of their judgement. This assessment of the tensions 

between pleasure (or desire) and guilt in travel becomes especially true if the place 

visited becomes encapsulated in the trope of carnival, which, as Bakhtin would assert, is 

necessarily inclusive and “does not acknowledge any distinction between actors and 

spectators.”33 With its sexual license, draw of the novel, and lure of other sensory 

pleasures that are inseparable from any scene of the carnival, the Western knowledge 

producer, as Chard points out, is bound to seek equilibrium. 

John Parkinson, the clergy of the Church of England, who was challenged to a 

polonaise by Countess Goloffkin, stands out as an epitome of these tensions, especially 

in relation to women. As an Anglican priest, Parkinson is particularly attuned to the 

 

32 Chloe Chard, Pleasure and Guilt on the Grand Tour : Travel Writing and Imaginative Geography, 1600-

1830 (New York : Manchester University Press, 1999), 30 

  
33 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 7 
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carnivalesque in the realm of religion and morality, and to the superficial (and thus 

deficient) aspect of both at the site/sight of the female body: 

The whole religion of this country is said even 

among the common people to consist in the observance of 

these forms and of certain feasts and festivals. But as to 

Morality, that is wholly out of question. The higher classes 

of people pay even no regard to the former. In low life the 

women are all whores, i.e. the married women.34 

 

Resorting to the word “whore” here emphasized the equation of morality to 

woman’s chastity in the context of Western Christian heteropatriarchal regime. The 

women’s sexual license calls into question the ability of church and men to regulate 

women’s sexual desires and behaviors. In Russia’s case that precarious balance has 

collapsed, exposing first of all the religion, and then the men, to be ineffectual.  

Yet, despite this revulsion and denunciation of the semi-savage female body, 

Parkinson is fascinated and held captive by it. As Anthony Cross, a historian of the 

British expatriate community in the eighteenth century St. Petersburg notes, he would 

have been privy to the gossip about the court in the privacy of gentlemen’s company as 

well as conversations of the young Britishers who took full advantage of their status and 

of the Russian women. Cross specifically names that clergymen were not exempt from 

the salacious details of the British exploits: 

weakness for the fair sex or a reputation as a 

womaniser was worn as a badge of honour. Certainly in 

 

34 Parkonson, A Tour of Russia, 22 
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Russia, British ambassadors frequently provided a shining 

example: Sir George Macartney had had his 'intrigue 

galante' with Mlle Khitrovo, one of the empress' ladiesin-

waiting;154 and Whitworth's liaison with the current 

favourite's married sister, Ol'ga Zherebtsova, was common 

knowledge and led Hugh Elliot to quip that 'he has proved 

himself an able Plenipo, as much by the exertion of his 

physical as of his mental powers'. LevesonGower was 

noted also as a handsome ladykiller. He was to return to St 

Petersburg in 1804 as British ambassador and have an 

affair with Princess Evdokiia Golitsyna, the 'Princess 

Nocturne'. Dalkeith portrayed Wynn as 'imagining himself 

to be an object much admired by the Fair Sex' and much 

space was generally devoted in journals and letters to 

amours and affairs in society, to the physical attributes of 

various ladies, young and old.35 
 

 

Reading through Parkinson’s diary makes it obvious that while he may not have 

joined the other men in their physical exploits, he is not impervious to the temptation of 

the gossip. With considerable relish, he records the details about Catherine the Great’s 

love life he picked up from a close associate of his, Italian architect Quarenghi: 

“Speaking of the Favourites, he told us there had been fourteen en titre; that several had 

been dismissed for bad behaviour, especially for their infidelity.”36 In this capable and 

despotic female ruler of Russia, it seems, he sees the cause of the moral depravity of her 

domain. Her promiscuity legitimizes and epitomizes the promiscuity of the female sex 

in Russia and exemplifies the unruly female sexuality in the absence of a male patriarch.   

 

35 Anthony Cross, By the Banks of the Neva: Chapters from the Lives and Careers of the British in Eighteenth 

Century Russia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 377 
36 Parkinson, A Tour of Russia, 46 
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Parkinson’s relish for gossip and the zeal for peaking underneath the carnival 

garb of the empire, even in the privacy of his own diaries, is swiftly balanced by 

selective linguistic censure. While on the one hand, words like “incest,” “infidelity,” 

“whores” come easy on some pages, at other times, it seems he cannot bring himself to 

write them out. These inconsistencies correspond to the subjects he is describing. When 

denouncing Russian behavior, Parkinson is direct and explicit, but when acknowledging 

that even his own charge, the young Lord Bootle engages in “licentious” behaviors, he is 

much more reticent: “Bootle and Sir Watkin went to the ----- and I went 

home.”3738Likewise, when recording his conversation with Paget, another expatriate, he 

writes: “Paget asked me first who the best w---- were in Petersburg.”39 Here, the censure 

of language, even in the privacy of a diary, conceals that which otherwise may be 

obvious: the perceived promiscuity of the Russian people is, in fact, a projection and 

perversion of Western male affect and desire.  

The interplay of desire and revulsion or disavowal as a form of self-censure is 

especially evident in the realm of the gaze. Parkinson describes his visit to the public 

baths, purportedly, as an objective observer of culture:  

We went to the public baths in this morning out of 

curiosity. In one of them a number of women were entirely 

naked without seeming regard to us: some sitting on the 

elevated floor and others coming out into the cold air; the 

 

37 Parkinson, A Tour of Russia,  80 
38 Anthony Cross reads this omission as Bootle and Watkins having gone to a brothel 
39 Parkinson, A Tour of Russia, 93 



 

187 

others again dressing themselves under a shed out of 

doors. They did some of them take hold [of] the bundle of 

Twigs so as to hide their nakedness but apparently with 

great indifference about the matter. Nothing could be 

disgusting than most of the figures, their breasts hanging 

down in a most hideous manner.40 

 

Here, curiosity extends beyond just seeing the public baths into the need to see 

the naked bodies of Russian women. The curiosity here is thus to know the cultural site 

of the public baths as the sight of a naked female body. The allure of the public bath in 

cultures that were perceived as Oriental, or more broadly, exotic, both rose out of and 

provided the basis for the erotic(ized) genres of painting (Delacroix and Dinets in France 

as well as Lewis and Leighton in England are perhaps the best-known representatives of 

this bath-eroticism41) and writing (Lady Mary Wortley Montagu here sets the most 

copied precedent). 

Literally or figuratively unclothed female bodies, as Chard points out, “are easily 

substituted for the more orthodox sights of the Grand Tour.”42 The Grand Tour, which 

conventionally included France, Italy, Switzerland, and other destinations deemed to 

represent the origins and milestones of the European culture,43 exposed the young men 

to the best of Europe, including its famous brothel workers, opera singers, dancers, and 

 

40 Parkinson, A Tour of Russia, 88 
41 Julia Kuehn,  "Exotic harem paintings: gender, documentation, and imagination." Frontiers: A Journal of 

Women's Studies 32, no. 2 (2011): 31+. Gale Academic OneFile Select. 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A266564288/EAIM?u=duke_perkins&sid=EAIM&xid=087d4e88. 
42 Chard, Pleasure and Guilt, 126 
43 Jeremy Black, The British Abroad: The Grand Tour in the Eighteenth Century (Gloucester: The History Press, 

2011)  12ff 
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courtesans.44 Russia in that regard offered just as much of an opportunity but was much 

more unpredictable as to what one would uncover. Underneath the clothes of Russian 

women, much like under the Western veneer of the country itself, the nakedness 

repulses rather than attracts, both shattering the exotic fantasy and unmasking Russia as 

anti-Western at the same time. In fact, what Parkinson sees in the women who are 

subjected to his gaze is not just lack of modesty and chastity, but grotesque bodies, not 

unlike those that Bakhtin described as embodying unreconcilable juxtapositions of life 

and death, attraction and revulsion, comic relief and genuine fear.45 Thus, even stripped 

naked Russia is still revealed to be a carnivalesque anomaly, a country that is 

carnivalesque in its very essence.  

4.2.2 The Scandal of Gender Reversal 

If Parkinson embodied the struggle between pleasure and guilt in the presence of 

perceived sexual license, Robert Johnston stands out as the meticulous chronicler of the 

disorderly gender regime. His preoccupation with a seeming gender role reversal and 

subversions of the heteropatriarchal family system gains its full significance when set 

against the context of his personal life. Johnston, a son of wealthy Jamaican planters, in 

Britain would have been seen as tainted by the slave holding enterprise. While chattel 

slavery and colonial goods were critical for the formation of modern European states, 

 

44 Black, The British Abroad, 203 
45 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 30 
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the rise of its middle class, and even for solidifying European (ie, white) identity, Britain 

and continental European colonial powers at the same time disavowed it, creating the 

split white subject, the one who depends on and demands slavery for its economic, 

political, and psychic life, and at the same time rejects both the need and the practice to 

maintain its uncompromised self image of gentility, benevolence, moral superiority, and 

rational ethics.  

Nicolle Jordan in her analysis of Sarah Scott’s 18th century novel A Description of 

Millennium Hall names this uneasiness regarding colonial wealth and it moral 

taintedness as fear of “Creole contagion.”46 The female characters in the novel, in 

Jordan’s reading, whitewash their colonial inheritance, in part received from Jamaican 

plantations, by creating a refuge for social outcasts and physically deformed persons, 

thus seeking to assuage both the guilt and the assumed moral threat. Such mitigation of 

colonial wealth’s harm fits into the 18th century gendered spatial schemata, which 

relegated women to the domestic sphere, and left only acts of charity and church as 

acceptable domains for public visibility. Johnston, if read as a male colonial subject 

carrying within him the same Creole contagion, could be seen as seeking to alleviate 

both his personal and social discomfort and the taint which colonial slave holding ethics 

have left on his name by taking on a public, political, expansive enterprise at his own 

 

46  Nicolle Jordan, "A Creole Contagion: Narratives of Slavery and Tainted Wealth in Millenium Hall" Tulsa 

Studies in Women's Literature 30, no. 1 (2011): 57-70. muse.jhu.edu/article/481532. 
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expense. To redeem his own taintedness, he needs to position himself as a proper 

European subject, who even if only rhetorically, imposes heteropatriachal order on 

Russia. 

What sets Johnston’s account apart from other travelers during the same time 

period is that he is simultaneously cognizant of the devastation that the French army left 

behind in Russia, and blind to its effects. Russia in his eyes is an oxymoronic entity, 

where barbarism and military greatness meet, not unlike in the tribes that defeated the 

Roman empire. Victory against Napoleon Bonaparte’s advances, the feat that seemed 

impossible to the rest of Europe, was accomplished by a geopolitical entity, that on all 

counts seemed to be ill equipped for it. Technologically, economically, intellectually, 

artistically, and even morally lagging behind Western Europe, Russia in the Jamaican 

planter’s eyes has no advantage over the advanced countries – and yet, Napoleon’s 

shameful and devastating defeat is undeniable. 

This victory becomes even more baffling to Johnston, because while in Russia, he 

observes a gender reversal, irreconcilable with the gender regime which ought to 

produce powerful armies: 

The women alone seem to perform the field work, such as 

cutting down, and threshing the grain. When working in 

the fields, they only wear a loose shift, fastened round the 

waist by a girdle, and fancifully embroidered round the 

skirts and neck, with red threads …In features they seem 

to be even coarser formed than the men, and, in their 

manners, extremely masculine. In cold weather they are 

clad, like the men, in sheep- skins ; and, were it not for the 
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bristly chin of the latter, a stranger would be considerably 

at a loss to distinguish the one from the other47  

 

This refrain is repeated throughout his account, and liberally applied to all ethnic 

groups he encounters: Lithuanians, whose women “ride on horseback , after the manner 

of men , with their petticoats tied round the knee”48 Ukrainians, Russians, and even the 

Finns. He registers that plowing is done by “single oxen…driven by women” as an 

ethnographic fact, independent of context – the substantial loss of men and horses, 

conscripted to the army which defeated Napoleon.  The subjects of the Russian empire 

are denied their historicity, a characteristic of those who are seen as properly human and 

relegated to the position of an ahistoric ethnographic object.  

 Yet what is more striking in his description of Russian peasant women is 

that in it one can recognize the trope which has survived even into contemporary days: 

Russian women are more masculine then the men, and if not for the trifling feature of 

the beard, which especially in the never ending winter can be hardly discerned through 

sheepskin, all gender differences would disappear indiscernibly. In a compelling study 

of the intersections of Blackness and trans identity, C Riley Snorton, drawing on the 

work of Hortense Spillers, elucidates that  

“…gender differentiation was lost in the outcome 

of the New World, ordered by the violent theft of body 

and land, it would stand to reason that gender 

 

47 Johnston, Travels, 194 
48 Johnston, Travels,, 76 
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indefiniteness would become a critical modality of political 

and cultural maneuvering within figurations of 

blackness…”49 

 

While distinctions between Eastern European serfs in the Russian Empire and 

enslaved people of African descent must always be maintained – after all, the 

racialization of Eastern Europeans still happens within the boundaries of whiteness. Yet 

because that whiteness is questionable and liminal, Snorton’s insights reveal how 

ungendering was a critical technique of racialization, and was applied across contexts 

which were deemed to be within the colonial sphere of Europe. Johnston as a slave 

owning planter, he would have bought, sold, traded, and otherwise “dealt in” enslaved 

bodies who were but entries in property ledgers. The same gaze when steadied on an 

enserfed body, would have subjected it to the same operations, only to a lesser degree.  

The young Jamaican planter’s anxieties over this apparent gender reversal or 

ungendering reveal their explicit logic when in contemplating the conditions which 

produce such rudeness in a Russian woman, he turns to its affects on the man, the pater 

familias: “no angel woman soothes the anguish of his toils, for woman, lovely and 

adored in every country, is here considered as an animal of drudgery; and the delicacy 

and softness of their sex are lost, in servile submission.”50The obsession with woman’s 

domesticity is characteristic of imperial, and especially settler colonial ethics, as scholars 

 

49 C. Riley Snorton, Black on Both Sides: A Racial History of Trans Identity (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2017), 56 
50 Johnston, Travels, 198-199 
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of race and gender attest.51 This is not to suggest that Russia function as a Western 

colony per se, but rather that it was subjected to the colonial gaze, whose sensibilities 

Johnston embodies and makes explicit.  

As such, this apparent gender queering of the Russian empire, even at the 

moment of its most virile moment of victory against Napoleon Bonaparte, perhaps is 

best understood when read alongside theorizations of improper sexuality in the British 

colonies. T.J Talie, a scholar who documents British (continuing) attempts to pathologize 

Zulu sexual and marital practices, provides a helpful framework for interpreting 

Western censure-impulse when they come into contact with sexual logics that fall 

outside of heteropatriarchal regime. Here he refers to the British missionary Hyman 

Wilder’s outrage over the moral implications of Zulu polygamy: 

Wilder cuts through rhetoric to much of the actual 

heart of settler fears—the inability of Europeans to control 

the actual bodies and social formations of Africans will 

result in the unraveling of social connections "back home." 

The regulation of bodies and their attendant raced and 

gendered identifications—themselves formulated directly 

from the collisionary encounters of colonialism—thus 

sustains the settlement project and provides an impetus for 

the logics of occupation.52 

 

While the parallels between South African, Russian, and Jamaican contexts are 

incomplete, they are united by the same set of European neuroses: the fear of losing 

 

51 Cf Anne McClintock’s Imperial Leather; Mary Patricia Ryan “American society and the cult of domesticity, 

1830-1860,” (Thesis, University of California, 1971) 
52 T.J. Tallie, “Queering Natal: Settler Logics and the Disruptive Challenge of Zulu Polygamy”, GLQ: A 

Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 19 No.2 (2013), 175 
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control and dominance over “the rest of the world,” in the form of colonial lands or in 

the face of rising new political powers. Sexual difference is written as political and 

ontological difference, which cements Western European dominance.  

And even as the Russian empire is queered or otherwise constructed as 

improperly gendered, it retains its utility for Westerners a space for sexual 

experimentation. Larry Wolff, a historian of the concept of Eastern Europe, points to the 

fact that one of this experimentation is invited by what registers as gender ambiguity, or 

the same queerness that is so fervently denounced. If Robert Johnston, William Coxe,53 

and John Pearson54 are revulsed by it (even though their sustained gaze and immediate 

denunciation may hint at underlying fascination), Casanova and Voltaire find forbidden 

intrigue and allure in it.  

Wolff points to two particular instances, which in Casanova’s memoirs speak to 

the perceived gender ambiguity as a space for sexual exploration55. In his description of 

his sex slave Zaire, whom the Venetian takes to public baths and then watches her bathe, 

he notes, “She was only fourteen, so her breast was not yet developed, and she bore 

about her few traces of puberty.”56 Here, her pubescent, boyish figure is what forms the 

basis of attraction and what is the object of his voyeuristic pleasure. Similarly, 

 

53 Coxe, Travels, 439 
54 Pearson, Russia, 73 
55 Wolff, Inventing Eastern Europe, 54-55 
56 Casanova, The Memoirs, Episode 25, Chapter XX 
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Casanova’s encounter with a young Russian lieutenant Lunin, whom he describes to be 

“as fair and pretty as any girl,” produces a similar affect and effect on him.  

After dinner, as I was sitting at the fire, between 

him and the Frenchman, I imparted my suspicions to him; 

but jealous of the superiority of his sex, he displayed proof 

of it on the spot, and forthwith got hold of me and put 

himself in a position to make my happiness and his own as 

he called it. I confess, to my shame, that he might perhaps 

have succeeded, if Madame la Riviere, indignant at this 

encroachment of her peculiar province, had not made him 

desist.57 

 

What Trask in his version translates as “the sins against nature,” that is 

homoerotic encounters and experiences may be deemed inappropriate or compromising 

when in the West, but in the space that is suspended in the carnivalesque, these taboos 

no longer apply. This encounter with the bodies that are perceived as different is 

necessarily a self-exploration, much like the travel to the unchartered territories outside 

of the realm of the normal. Wolff sums up the carnivalesque freedom that Western 

travelers find in the Russia empire as an opportunity for them to experiment and 

enhance their own “sexual legend.”58 

 

 

57 Casanova, The Memoirs, Episode 25, Chapter XXI 
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4.3 Russia and the Virgin 

 In the midwinter of 1765, after a non-stop sixty hour journey from Riga, 

Venetian adventurer and maverick Giacomo Casanova’s carriage finally pulled into St. 

Petersburg. With little else but a few recommendation letters and a guarantor’s note to 

the banker, he came to see if perhaps this last frontier of the European subcontinent was 

open to his grand scheme of starting a national lottery. Even though it worked in Paris 

and made him a wealthy man for a brief time, the reluctance of other European 

monarchs to buy into his plan drove him further and further East, until after a very 

lukewarm reception by Frederick the Great of Prussia, he resolved to cross the Russian 

border in search of wealth, fame, and adventure59 

 Even though he scarcely had a chance to try his luck at the first two, he 

more than made up for it with the third. His sojourn in the European part of Russia was 

marked by what he remembered in his old age, as he was writing his memoirs, as 

perhaps the most carnivalesque adventure of his life, rivaling even the actual carnivals 

of Venice he reveled in in his youth.  

In his memoirs, the immersion into the festive game of assumed identities begins 

with the opening scenes of his arrival, when he is welcomed to the Russian imperial 

capital with a ticket to the masquerade in the royal court. This sets the tone for the rest of 

his sojourn and colors not just his linguistic choices in describing Russia, but also the 
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way that he engages Russia. His primary means of his participation in this Russian 

revelry is his acquisition of a young serf girl as what in the contemporary language can 

only be described as his sex slave. Her body becomes the metonymy of the country, on 

which Casanova’s carnivalesque freedoms are played out. 

I argue that to fully understand what seeing Russia through the lens of a 

masquerade, a carnival for the privileged, meant for Casanova, an episode from his 

early years in Venice is helpful. The carnival in questions happened in 1625. The 

Venetian traveler relates in great detail60. He recalls that after a drunken night on the 

town during the festivities, he and his seven male companions, conceived of a scheme 

how to abduct a woman of a lower social status whom they found attractive. What 

ensued can only be described as gang rape, even though Casanova reassures the reader 

that when the woman was returned home after the rapists had their fill, she was quite 

happy and did not press charges or publicly acknowledge that any harm had been done 

to her.61 Whether the consent was real or imagined (more likely) and whatever the 

reasons for denying harm may have been, this story illustrates the ways in which the 

carnival and the access to a woman’s body were related to each other in Casanova’s 

mind. In fact, little else of that particular carnival is narrated, suggesting that its essence 

for privileged, educated men of Venice was the impunity with which they could abuse 
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the bodies of women, especially those, who occupied a lower social stratum. The 

evidence available to scholars suggests that Casanova and his friends were not singular 

in their understanding of what the carnival afforded them as young, wealthy men. Kate 

Chegdzoy in her observations of the impact on carnival-like festivities on women, makes 

a case that the number of sexual assaults on socially vulnerable women by privileged 

men dramatically increased during these festivals.62 Despite Bakhtin’s optimistic 

portrayal of carnivals, for sexual violence has always been a part of the experience.  

That Casanova might imagine his stay in Russia as a masquerade, which 

inaugurates its own time outside of the ordinary calendar might be also deduced from 

his arrival scene. Upon attending the masquerade at the royal court, he falls into such a 

deep sleep, that he sleeps straight through Sunday, only to find out he missed the mass 

he had intended to attend. Thus, the missed Sunday mass here can be seen not just as a 

mere indication of the further suspension of Christian liturgical time as well as Western 

linear -progressive time, which is inextricably tied to the former.  

 This unmooring from the Western Christian calendar is further impressed by the 

fact that even though he marks his arrival as winter solstice (December 18),63 he does not 

mention the celebration of Christmas, St. Stephens Day, or any other major Catholic 

holiday. This silence continuous throughout his sojourn in Russia, and the only feasts or 
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celebrations noted are those that are hosted at the royal court (where the carnivalesque 

imitation of the West is on full display), or the sumptuous feasts held by his hosts, which 

in their revelry, debauchery and extravagance only further extend the trope of carnival.  

The only time in which the ecclesiastical calendar is invoked is his discussion 

with Catherine the Great. Having received guidance from the court insiders about how 

to chance an encounter with the tsarina, he meets her in the royal gardens, and in the 

ensuing discussion expounds on the benefits of Russia switching from Gregorian 

calendar to Julian. Tsarina’s response that Russia double dates its documents in both 

calendars thus solving the inconveniences not only nulls Casanova’s suggestions, but 

also comes to signify the end of his time in the Russian empire64. In other words, the 

monarch refuses to enter into the Western Christian chronology, or at least to do so 

exclusively; her remark here that Russia marks its dates twice becomes symbolic not just 

of Russia in between two chronologies, Eastern and Western, but also of Russia’s 

geographical spatial positioning, in between the two. While Casanova as the child of the 

West can enter carnival space and time temporarily, he cannot stay in there indefinitely 

and thus, must return back to Europe. The pragmatic reasons for his return are much 

more mundane: Catherine the Great’s lack of interest in the national lottery, and 

Casanova’s need for an experienced surgeon who could relieve his discomfort caused by 
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the abscesses in his rectum. After that conversation, the traveler begins to actively divest 

from the Russian carnival and prepare for the journey back. 

 In between the two mentions of ecclesial calendar, the missed Sunday mass and 

the discussion with the tsarina, he immerses himself in the land of carnival time. Russia 

for him, and for many of other travelers, becomes the space of carnival ethics, especially 

in relation to sexual liberties. Casanova chooses to engage with Russia through the 

purchase of a prepubescent peasant girl, who becomes his sex slave for the duration of 

his stay. Even though while I feel tempted to frame Casanova’s behavior as individually 

and particularly heinous, it is indicative of the broader pattern not just to figure Russia 

as the land of exotic sexual adventure, but also of a broader, hierarchical Italian -Slavic 

engagement. As Anna Klasowska has argued, Venice, Genoa and other Mediterranean 

ports served as slave trading hubs, where people of Slavic descent were shipped to 

Islamicate lands to be sold as slaves, and some of them remained enslaved in the port 

cities themselves, with the largest proportion of these enslaved people being women.65  

The acquisition of the girl is the very first act that Casanova invites the readers of 

his memoirs to witness after the attendance of the masquerade in the royal court. While 

on a tour of the Russian countryside with his host for the day, Zinowieff, a former 

Russian ambassador to Madrid, he notices a young attractive girl child, and attempts to 

pursue her, but in vain. Zinowieff offers his assistance, and after locating the girl’s 
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home, he discusses the matter with her father. The discussion concludes with an offer 

being made to Casanova: 

So you see,” added Zinowieff, “the matter is quite simple.” 

“How simple?” 

“Why, yes; only a hundred roubles.” 

“And supposing me to be inclined to give that sum?” 

“Then she would be your servant66, and you could do 

anything you liked with her, except kill her.” 

“And supposing she is not willing?” 

“That never happens, but if it did, you could have her 

beaten.” 

“Well, if she is satisfied and I enjoy her, can I still continue 

to keep her?” 

“You will be her master, I tell you, and can have her 

arrested if she attempts to escape, unless she can return the 

hundred roubles you gave for her.” 

“What must I give her per month?” 

“Nothing, except enough to eat and drink. You must also 

let her go to the baths on Saturday and to the church on 

Sunday.”67 

 

As Casanova’s memoirs attest, these arrangements among European visitors and 

residents in Russia were expected; in fact, upon his departure from Russia, he arranges 

for Anonio Rinaldi, a fellow Venetian, who served as one of the chief architects in 

Russia, to take over the young woman’s ownership.68  

 

66 Here a better translation would be “serf,” since servants in Russia had personal liberty to leave their 

employers, move freely, and otherwise exercise personal liberty, whereas serfs in all matters but their death 

where at the disposal of their masters. 
67 Casanova 
68 Casanova, The Memoirs, Episode 25, XXI 
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The purchase of the slave girl in Casanova’s mind is more than justified not only 

because it is customary to own slaves in Russia, and Tsarina is the ultimate sovereign 

slave owner herself, as Zinowieff makes clear.69 Yet, more importantly, the girl’s father 

upon receiving the money for the sale of his daughter gives thanks to St. Nicholas, the 

most popular saint in Russia, for the transaction.70 Here, the heretical religious difference 

becomes grounds for neutralizing any discomfort that the acquisition may have caused 

on Casanova’s behalf. Not only Casanova, but nearly all travelers to Russia characterize 

Orthodoxy as an outward spectacle, which has not substantial impact on person’s moral 

character. “As a general rule the Muscovites are the most superstitious Christians in the 

world. Their liturgy is in Greek, of which the people understand nothing, and the clergy, 

themselves extremely ignorant, gladly leave them completely in the dark on all matters 

connected with religion,”71 he reminisces. Despite the elaborate liturgy, splendid 

churches, gold embroidered clergy vestments, strict observance of feasts and fasts, and 

daily devotional practices, Orthodoxy is but a part of the great carnival that is Russia, 

and if Russian religiosity does modify the perception of the country in any way, it but 

further entrenches the supposition that it is, in ruth, but a carnival. As such, being sold 

and bought into slavery, especially among the lower classes, who are utterly untouched 

by Westernization qua humanization, cannot be theorized or moralized here the same 

 

6969 Casanova, The Memoirs, Episode 25, XX 
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way as it can in the West, since morality and theorization are attributes of interiority, 

and as far as Casanova is concerned, Russian peasants do not exhibit capacity for it. 

Before the father’s thanksgiving prayer, Casanova is somewhat uncertain and 

hesitant in his acquisition of the virgin, leaning on his friend Zinowieff for support and 

advice. After being assured of the appropriateness of his action, he then shifts into 

seeing himself as a setf-owner, albeit, a gracious one. His self-understanding as an agent 

of grace and civility extends even to his actions of checking the girl’s “intactness” in the 

presence of her family. At the urging of his partner in crime Zinowieff, and after an 

explanation that the girl herself would want to prove to her parents that she had 

behaved honorably and remained chaste, Casanova proceeds with the plan, albeit with 

discreetness and even consideration, so as to preserve a more palatable self-image of a 

lover – connoisseur rather than a serf owner: 

I sat down and, taking her between my thighs, I 

explored her with my hand and found that she was intact; 

but to tell the truth, I would not have called her a liar even 

if I had found her maidenhead gone.72 

 

Larry Wolff, a prominent historian of Eastern Europe, in his analysis of 

Casanova’s purchase of the girl, calls this scene “an introduction to the pornography of 

possession,”73 a mode of exploring – and thus, in some ways, possessing the country 

through the conquest of women’s bodies. The initial exploration of the peasant girl’s 
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virginity becomes a metonymic symbol of Casanova’s early experiences in Russia, that 

are limited to Saint Petersburg and a rather small circle of initial acquaintances. As he 

penetrates the country deeper, all the way to its “Asiatic” borders in Moscow, so he 

comes to sexually possess the young woman, stripping her of her virginity, name, and 

bodily autonomy. 

 Conquest or exploration as a sexualized and gendered encounter, and 

even as an analogy of sex has been well established and attested, with multiple theorists 

pointing out that it is a masculine enterprise that feminizes the land and its inhabitants – 

even if, as Mary Louise Pratt warns, white upper and middle class European women 

formally and informally participated in, contributed to and benefitted from these 

ventures.74 Anne McClintock points to Henry Rider Haggard’s novel King Solomon’s 

Mines, in which a map leading to diamond mines in South Africa is symbolically 

represents a hostile and grotesque body of a female witch. The entry to the mines is 

positioned as her genitalia, which cannot be reached without first crossing (that is, 

conquering) through her disfigured body, shrunken featuring frozen nipples on 

mountain peaks called Sheba’s Breasts, handless arms, and absented legs.75 Thus, the 

road to fortune and fame in a hostile colonized world requires physical and sexual 

subjugation of the female, literal or symbolic. 

 

74 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (New York: Routledge, 1992), 144ff 
75 McClintock, Imperial Leather, 1-3 
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 Mathers and Hubbard reveal a similar dynamic in discussing Western 

travel and adventures in the African continent as an erotic, if not an outright 

pornographic affair, which is gendered in ways that feminize and thus subjugate the 

continent to the travelers. While their discussion of pertains more to the contemporary 

moment, their thesis with modifications also holds true for Enlightenment travels to 

Eastern Europe: the imperial relationships in colonized sites are negotiated not merely 

through the gaze, even though it remains critical, but through what the authors call 

“active penetration,” that is an embodied venture and movement into the interior of 

continent.76 Casanova’s account of purchasing his sex slave can be seen as a prototypical 

example of modern tourism in that regard: while sighting the girl initiates the affair, and 

holding her captive to his gaze remains central, much like beholding and observing 

Russian life, chasing after, exploring with his hands, dressing and undressing, and 

claiming her sexually are all modes of active engagement, much like immersing himself 

in the local life and traveling into the interior of the country are not merely an optical 

adventure, but an embodied one. Hubbard and Mathers also point to the desire for 

reciprocal eros: a claim to a romantic love for the land expunges the European traveler 

from the possibility of guilt, and a fantasy of reciprocal affection turn it into “anti-

 

76 Kathryn Mathers and Laura Hubbard, “Doing Africa: Travelers, Adventurers, and American Conquest of 

Africa,”, in Tarzan Was an Eco-Tourist and Other Tales in the Anthropology of Adventure, eds. Luis J. Vivanco 
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conquest.”77 As such, it is important for Casanova to record that after all his charitable 

investment in his sex slave’s education, clothing, and general care, she will come to love 

him, and become so attached to him, that her love will make it difficult for him to 

contemplate leaving Russia,78 and thus obliterate any vestiges of guilt over the thought 

of having owned a slave.79 

Upon purchase, Casanova names the girl, whose real name the readers never 

learn, Zaira, a double joke the adventurer pulls on Russia. The name is borrowed from 

Voltaire’s play by the same name, and it is easy to see how the Venetian is making fun of 

Russian fascination with the French philosopher. An illiterate peasant girl of unruly 

temper, which in Casanovas eyes characterizes the whole nation, comes to bear the 

outward sign of Western thought, culture, and education, while she herself can neither 

read nor understand the play. This, in essence, what Russia is to him – a primitive, 

superstitious woman, clad in Western attire, which can never fully disguise its true 

origins.  

The subversive nature of the carnivaleque that is at work for Casanova during 

his sojourn in Russia can be seen when the naming of Zaira is considered against the 

plot of the play to which it refers. In Voltaire’s tragedy, Zaira is a Christian girl taken as 

a slave by a Muslim army and raised in sultan’s court in Jerusalem. She and Osman, the 
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sultan, eventually fall in love, but jealousy, miscommunication, and a conflict of faiths 

lead to their inevitable deaths. If Casanova’s Zaira is positioned as a Christian slave, 

Casanova, by extension, becomes a Muslim ruler of Jerusalem. Such a positioning is 

ironic, because Zaira’s orthodoxy in Western eyes is heretical, and Casanova is most 

definitely not Muslim. Yet this subversion further emphasizes his license to act outside 

of Christian character and indulge in practices and excesses that in European 

imagination characterized the Orient. Having assigned himself the role of Osman, he 

finds license for multiple sexual adventures, indulgences, and other excesses. And yet, 

this mode of operation does not have to become a permanent part of him any more than 

playing a role needs to become a permanent part of an actor. It is a staged, temporary 

act, an experiment in his own sexuality, in geopolitical and sexual conquest, and in 

civilizing Russia. 

By choosing, as it were, to act out an Orientalist fantasy through a play, 

Casanova deepens the carnival mode by dressing Zaira in Western attire. Immediately 

upon purchasing her, he assembles her toilette and purchases clothes in Parisian fashion; 

within three months, she speaks enough Venetian dialect to communicate her wants and 

needs; and under his tutelage, acquires the manners of the nobility, so much so, that 

during their trip to Moscow, they are able to fool the crowd as to her origin and 
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relationship to Casanova80. Yet, underneath this Western exterior, she remains as 

Russian as she was when he first acquired her, bathing in public baths, engaging in card 

divination, and always prone to burst into a bout of violent jealousy81. Just as Casanova 

casually observes that beating a horse, a servant, or one’s inferior seems to be the cure 

for most ills and misbehaviors in Russia and this need for violent restraint must be 

ingrained in the national character, so he reports that the only way to make Zaira act 

Western when she acts out of character, is to beat her, too82.  

Catherine the Great’s rejection of the lottery scheme, the troubling jealousy and 

violence of Zaira, and even the acute onset of rectal hemorrhages during his sojourn in 

Russia all seem to signal to Casanova that both his affections and his attempts to civilize 

the country have essentially not ben requited, and in this rejection he finds permission to 

leave Eastern Europe. And just as one of his first acts was the purchase of Zaira, his time 

in Eastern Europe concludes with another purchase of a young woman’s virginity in the 

palace of Palavia, Poland. He leaves a man who has acquired intimate knowledge of the 

region and has penetrated its mysteries, yet whose affections remain unreturned, as he is 

ordered to leave Poland by a royal decree, and the “poor lamb” whose father makes her 

 

80 Casanova, The Memoirs, Episode 25, Chapter XXI 
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avail herself to Casanova in Poland, flees his chambers no sooner than the Venetian is 

finished with her.83  

4.4 Russia and Her Empress84 

A body of a serf girl is not the only terrain through which Russia is explored and 

conquered. Catherine the Great, the empress of Russia, as a woman has been the subject 

of fascination, revulsion, and rhetorical conquest as well. In documenting the state of 

Russia’s progress during his tenure in the Russian empire, de Segur makes a critical 

observation that “the women had outstripped the men in this progressive march 

towards improvement.”85 He complicates the understanding of women’s bodies because 

in this phrase the woman’s body which has been the site/sight of conquest becomes also 

the site of progress.  This feminine march towards the West is led by the formidable 

empress, Catherine the Great herself. Admired and feared, despised and appreciated, 

much like many powerful women, and especially monarchs of her time, Catherine was 

subject to discrediting gossip, satire, and other visual and rhetorical means of mitigating 

the effect of her undeniable influence. De Segur was perhaps the most tactful and 

generous of the foreign envoys at her court; even forty years after his service, writing as 

an old man, he is able to recall Catherine II’s achievements in great detail, but remains 

 

83 Casanova, The Memoirs, Episode 25, Chapter XXII 
84 I am deeply indebted to Dr. Ernest Zitser, Duke librarian for Slavic, Eastern European and Eurasian 

studies, for the many conversations and invaluable assistance in helping me frame this section and trace 

sources for it.  
85 De Segur, Memoirs, 187 
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discrete even as he notes her “criminal connexions”86 our of which her firstborn son is 

born. Preceding his long list of Russian tsarina’s achievements, however, de Segur 

makes a curious observation, which might betray his own slightest ambivalence about 

the power she wielded. When discussing Catherine the Great’s husband, Peter III, in 

comparison to the future empress, de Segur narrates: 

Never was a match  more illsuited; nature, 

niggardly of its gifts to the young Grand Duke, had been 

prodigal in favor to Catherine. It seemed that by a strange 

caprice, fate wished to give pusillanimity, weakness and 

imbecility of a being destined to serve, to the husband, and 

to his wife, the talents, courage, and firmness of a man, 

born to command.87 

 

While the praise for Catherine here remains unwavering, her political prowess is 

at the very least peculiar, even “capricious;” in the regular order of things, it should 

have been Peter III, Catherine’s husband who had possessed the features she did. Yet as 

it was, the future tsarina was able to rise to prominence as a modern, progress-driven 

enlightened monarch precisely because she was an improper, misgendered woman. In 

seeking a proper way to position Catherine the Great among European monarchs and 

women rulers, de Segur turns to Prussian king Frederick the Great’s quote, which he 

uttered the relationship between Russia and Prussia, and consequently, the two 

monarchs, was fractured, in which he compares tsarina to “Semiramis by her arms, 
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87 De Segur, Memoirs, 159 



 

211 

Elizabeth of England by her political ability, Maria Theresa by her astonishing firmness 

in the midst of dangers,” and concludes that “Catherine alone has merited the name of 

legislator.”88 

Yet the same Frederick the Great, when the Triple Alliance of Great Britain, 

Prussia, and the Netherlands, formed in 1788, failed to stop Catherine the Great’s 

expansionist politics, in a letter to his brother, when discussing Catherine the Great, did 

not mince words: “A woman is always a woman and, in feminine government, the cunt 

has more influence than a firm policy guided by straight reason.”89 Similar sentiment, of 

Catherine the Great forging allegiances and ruling through (and in spite) of unsatiable 

sexual appetites reverberate through the accounts of her contemporaries. Especially after 

the French revolution, when the Russian monarch supported the anti-revolutionary 

forces, the French press started issuing scathing, denigrating images of the tsarina, in 

which sex and her rumored uncontrolled sexual appetites were the most common 

weapon to counter her.  

In one of the most famous satirical prints, called “An Imperial Stride,”90 

published in 1791, at the height of the Russian – Turkish War, Catherine the Great is 

depicted straggling a rock, titled “Russia” and a crescent, representing Constantinople; 

 

88 De Segur, Memoirs, 165 
89 As cited in John T. Alexander, Catherine the Great: Life and Legend (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1989), 140 
90 “Imperial Stride,” Archives of the British Museum 
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beneath her, gaping under her skirt and making lewd comments, are the male monarchs 

of Europe. The inscription, accompanying the print, quips, “What a delight must the 

Imperial stride afford the curious inhabitants of the intermediate countries.” In the 

English version of the cartoon, the tsarina is pictured as a determined, aging woman, 

almost – hag like; in the French version, modeled after the British print, in addition to 

suggesting that Catherine does indeed rule in the manner described by Frederick he 

Great, Catherine is also pictured with naked breasts.91 If the British version seems to 

imply that that empress does not mind or does not care about her sexuality being on 

display, in the French version she can be seen as intentionally displaying it.  

Other depictions from the same time period while emphasizing Catherine the 

Great’s sexual insatiability, also depict her as masculine, almost non-binary. In one of 

such images, Catherine the Great is depicted as a pugilist, engaged in a boxing match 

with Frederick the Great.92 Surrounding by other European monarchs, most of whom are 

passively observing the scene, Catherine is once again imaged with undressed at the top, 

with naked breasts, but here she looks much more masculine; despite being partially 

undressed, she seems heavier, and more masculine that Frederick the Great, who looks 

tall and wispy. Similarly, in another British print, Catherine the Great is pictured at the 

 

91 “L’enjambée impériale,” https://www.akg-images.com/archive/L%E2%80%99enjambee-imperiale-

2UMDHUQM76QY.html  
92 “The Prussian Prize-Fighter and His Allies Attempting to Tame Imperial Kate, or, the State of the 

European Bruisers” Archives of the British Museum https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_J-

4-53 
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moment of her death, with visions of all her wrongdoings emerging before her eyes. 

Instead of the coquettish voluptuous empress astride some politician or ridden by her 

long-time consort Prince Putemkin, here she is by herself, obese, sporting a stubbled 

beard and mustache, having lost all her allure.93  

These gender non-conforming and masculinist visual depictions of Catherine the 

Great are consistent with the textual images, and probably are derived from them, as 

travel literature and word of mouth reports from visitors to Russia would have been the 

primary source of these images of the tsarina. During the Enlightenment such virtues as 

civilization (as opposed to barbarism), progress, science, and proper governance became 

increasingly symbolized by masculinity, and particularly, through images of a male 

ideal – physically and morally disciplined, exercising self-control, level-headedness, 

justice, and courage,94 Catherine the Great’s Russia and its female-embodied progress 

flew in the face of these emerging sensibilities. As such, these mis-gendered, garb-and-

manner-deep civilization efforts were seen not merely as misguided or ill-executed; they 

were both alluringly entertaining and provocatively dangerous. For example, William 

Richardson, a British tutor visiting Russia during Catherine the Great’s reign, portrays 

Catherine as a hermaphrodite of sorts: “Indeed, with regard to her appearance 

 

93 “The Moment of Reflection or a Tale for Future Times” Archives of Library of Congress, 
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94 See George L. Mosse, The Image of Man : The Creation of Modern Masculinity (New York: Oxford University 
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altogether, it would be doing her injustice to say it was masculine, yet it would not be 

doing her justice to say it was entirely feminine” 95 mirroring the same sentiment.  

Yet when it comes to textual depictions of Catherine as an a sexually insatiable 

powerful woman who at the same time bends gender norms and performances, it is 

John Parkinson, another British tutor, albeit much less influential than Richardson, who 

seems focused on her favorites and exploits. His diaries from his sojourn in the country 

between 1792 and 1794 are replete with snippets of gossip about the Empress “private 

connections.” He takes great pleasure in recording multiple times that Her Majesty had 

at least fourteen favorites,96 and of the scandalous manner in which some of them died 

or were disposed of;97 the amount of money the tsarina has lavished upon them.98 As if 

in passing, he notes such details as to who the empress “taster” of the new romantic 

pursuits is and speculates about the nature of the Empress relationship to Potemkin, 

repeating gossip that their tie was stronger than marriage, as both of them are 

implicated in the deposition of Catherine the Great’s husband, Peter III. In Moscow, he 

sniffs out the salacious rumors that it is not just Catherine the Great who amuses herself 

with younger men, but also her predecessor Empress Elizabeth, who has made Tatar 

singer and shepherd her favorite, and who is now one of the wealthiest men, Count 

 

95 Richardson, Anecdotes, 19 
96 Parkinson, Tour of Russia, 46; 49 
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Razumofsky.99 Recorded in laconic but straightforward manner these exploits create an 

impression of the promiscuity of the Russian empress, current and past, that pervades 

all of Russia; wherever Parkinson travels, the whiff of Empress’s lust follows him. Yet 

what seems to be particularly unnerving for the British clergyman is that the Empress 

transgresses gender norms not so much in cultivating these relationships with favorites 

(which would have been the norm in most royal palaces), but rather in lacking 

discretion. She seems as brazen about her exploits as a man might be.  

The discomfort with such gender non-conforming behavior, however, could be 

seen as running much deeper than merely confrontation with a “disorderly” woman. 

Catherine the Great as the monarch of Britain also represents and in her body subsumes 

all of Russia. Her political advances and acquisitions become inseparable from her 

sexual exploits; much like she gains territories and influence in European political 

affairs, she also is unrestrained in her choosing and disposing of favorites. She stands in 

for all of Russia, and for its essence, the character which can be truly called “Russian.” 

Following Ernst Kantorowicz’s notion of the king’s two bodies, I would argue that such 

depictions of the monarch are not just a mere description of the tsarina’s Body Natural, 

that is the physical body with all its failings and frailties. It is also a critique of the 

monarch’s Body Politic. And while the ruler’s Body Politic, the mystical or cultural 

body, the institution of monarchy, “cannot be invalidated or frustrated by any disability 
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in his natural body,” yet Body Natural and Body Politic are “one unit indivisible, each 

fully contained in the other.”100 

 Russia’s very essence, it’s Oriental nature deforms the Body Politic of its 

monarchs so that the hermaphrodite, gender ambiguous – queer – body of the monarch 

is only fitting as it marks the whole empire as falling outside of the Western gender 

regime. 

Having pondered the distinguishing features of the great “oriental” states of the 

past, such as  Assyria, Chaldea and Persia, Richardson writes,  

I am inclined therefore to view the Russian state as 

a great oriental empire: and I may trust certain symptoms 

in the character of the nation and its rulers 

notwithstanding the efforts made by Peter the Great and 

the present Empress, to give it some semblance to other 

European states, for they are the only Potentates who have 

really made the attempt, it will again return, I will not say 

relapse, into its former oriental condition.101 

 

The gender ambiguous defect visible in the physical body of the tsarina is but a 

symptom of the larger defect that encompasses the very institution of the king, and 

indeed, the whole nation. Orientalization, as Said has shown, is always a process and a 

tactics of sexualization and gendering. Here, Westward looking monarchs, Peter the 

Great and Catherine the Great, try to bring Russia into Europe, yet the “certain 

 

100 Ernst Hartwig Kantorowicz, The king's two bodies: a study in mediaeval political theology (Princeton: 
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symptoms in the character” will always drag it down to Asia. Russia is suspended in 

between Europe and its heteronormativity, and Asia, and its sexual excesses. Catherine 

the Great in the attempt to straddle both poles of her empire, has herself become a 

mixture of masculine Europe and feminized Asia.  

4.5 Conclusions  

If carnivals have always made women more vulnerable to sexual assault, then 

figuring the Russian Empire as a woman, by default, makes her vulnerable to Western 

travelers sexual and rhetorical assaults, as well. Whether she is figured as a virgin or a 

whoring Empress, it is always bound to be both exciting and devious, the grounds for 

Western male (and female) traveler experimentation and exploitation. When it comes to 

the way that Russia and Eastern Europe more generally are portrayed in Western travels 

in terms of gender, there is no discernable difference. Both Russia and its peripheries are 

misgendered, both fall outside of Western heteropatriarchal regime – and both are queer 

in a sense that they do not conform to the Western Christian-qua-bourgeois sexual 

norms. Yet the impulse to “do” Russia, its European provinces, and its women (or men), 

always remains. This impulse goes beyond the erotic fantasy of adventure, and even 

beyond the traditional figuring of sexual encounter as domination. Perhaps Charles 

Henry Pearson has expressed the underlying sentiment best. In describing the Russian 

landscape, he surveys what he sees as a malpractice of agriculture, of sowing, planting 

and harvesting, and his “eye misses the alternation of orchards, meadows, and hedge-
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rows.”102 In fact, he exclaims, “the country is still virgin; its forests, rivers and steppes 

give the same conditions of life and progress that exist in America.”103 His gaze when he 

surveys the land is undeniably erotic, inflamed with the desire to possess and make his 

own, to conquest and to bring into the proper occidental order, just like the Westerners 

did in the American colonies. What is needed in the land of queer carnivals, where men 

can control neither their women not their land, is a true, proper man, whose virility 

expresses itself in bringing forth civilization. He writes, “I believe that only man’s hand 

is required to draw it out into fuller beauty.”104 What Casanova does with Zaire, is what 

Pearson aches to do with all of Russia. He wants to be the conqueror, the impregnator, 

and the obstetrician, who uses the body of Russia as a canvas for propagating the West, 

for the West to replicate itself globally.  
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5. Conclusion: Thought Experiments on Eastern Europe 
and Religious Theory 

5.1 Experiment One: Russia as West’s Constitutive Crisis 

On March 8, 1983, exactly 39 years from the date that I am writing this 

conclusion, US President Ronald Reagan addressed the National Association of 

Evangelicals in an iconic proclamation that has since been known as “the evil empire” 

speech.105 Decrying the Soviet Union as United States archenemy and total, binary Other, 

Reagan gave voice to the sentiment that was palpable in the room and among white 

American evangelicals already. The phrase has been met with ardent applause not 

because it was innovative or clever in its choice of words; it was its straightforward 

simplicity backed by Reagan’s authority that legitimized preexisting assumptions about 

the USSR that merited such a reaction.  

It may seem obvious to say this, but I turn to this speech because it also makes 

the ways in which the part of the world we continue to call “the West” continues to 

constitute itself. Whether as a foil or as an antagonist, Russia and Eastern Europe, 

especially the countries that were included in Warsaw Pact and remained under the Iron 

Curtain, continue to play this role. Reagan’s speech does not begin with the 

denunciation of Soviet Union; rather it begins with the affirmation of the morality and 

 

105 Reagan, Ronald. “Address to the National Association of Evangelicals” (“Evil Empire Speech”), March 3, 
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goodness of the causes that the representatives of the National Association of 

Evangelicals stand for. Quoting Alexis de Tocqueville, Reagan assures the Evangelical 

leadership that churches continue to play an intrinsic role in guaranteeing that “America 

is good” and continuing with the sentence that in the post-Donald Trump presidency 

sounds haunting: “And if America ever ceases to be good, America will cease to be 

great106.”  

For Reagan, this greatness is a matter of morality that is written on the canvas of 

women’s bodies by controlling their access to abortion and birth control. What the US 

President calls “promiscuity” stands against divine law, and as such, against all that 

which America itself stands for and what it is built upon. Setting up the United States as 

divine realm whose litmus test is the female body and its purity, he can then set up the 

need to increase and expand US intervention in the “Third World” countries, and to 

maintain US nuclear armament. The implicit argument here is that the fight against the 

Soviet Union is the fight for the Divine Law of God the Father as it is mediated by white 

heteropatriarchy; it is the essential struggle to keep the forces that upset these power 

structures at bay. Those who at home fight against these arrangements are implicitly and 

explicitly aligned with the Communists, and become de facto traitors. 
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I would further argue that this speech is an excellent example of how the Russian 

Empire, and later, the Soviet union, and most recently the Russian Federation has 

functions for the West. For Reagan, the Soviet Union is the demonic realm: not only are 

they opposed to the godly United States, but their “faith,” atheism, is traceable to the 

original sin in the Garden of Eden. Quoting Whittaker Chambers, he says, “Marxism-

Leninism is actually the second-oldest faith, first proclaimed in the Garden of Eden with 

the words of temptation, ‘Ye shall be as gods.”107 The Evangelical audience naturally 

understands the allusion to the snake, who tempted Adam and Eve to sin, and who has 

been imaged as Satan itself. Yet this speech, even in such explicit moments when it 

directly addresses the Soviet Union, says nothing about it except for that it is everything 

the United States is not; it legitimizes what the United States is, and Reagan’s domestic 

and foreign policy; it makes the white Evangelicals in the audience essential in 

maintaining the United States as divine realm through their continued support of 

Reagan’s policies. The speech is not so much self-congratulatory as self-affirmatory and 

self-constitutive. Reagan explicitly articulates the theological grammar of Western 

engagements with the European East.  

A week ago from the time that I am writing these lines, on March 1, 2022, another 

US President, Joe Biden, spoke to Americans and the world at large in the annual State 
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of the Union address.108 Speaking a week after the Russian invasion of Ukraine, he 

started his speech by discussing the war as the first matter of business. President Biden 

in many ways could be seen as Reagan’s foil; while the first called young trans-gender 

people to reach for their God-given potential, the latter one renounced women’s right to 

abortion; while Reagan one explicitly invoked Christian ideas of God and morality, 

Biden used God language as a figure of speech, rather appealing to ideas of freedom, 

democracy, unity, and American leadership in bringing those about to the rest of the 

world. In essence, while Reagan invokes explicitly evangelical notions of God, Biden in 

his speech stays with the conventions of what sociologist Robert Bellah has called 

American civil religion109.  

Yet even in Biden’s speech, Russian war on Ukraine became a way for him to 

solidify his achievements and to affirm his American audiences that the United States 

has remained true to its ideals of global leadership and manifest destiny written across 

the globe. If for Reagan the test of faithfulness was adherence to the conservative policy 

 

108 Biden, Joseph R. “2022 State of the Union Address.” The White House. The United States Government, 
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as a manifestation of divine will, for Biden, choosing American values of democracy and 

freedom is the ultimate deciding factor:  

In the battle between democracy and autocracies, 

democracies are rising to the moment and the world is 

clearly choosing the side of peace and security. 

This is the real test, and it’s going to take time.  So, let us 

continue to draw inspiration from the iron will of the 

Ukrainian people.110 

 

This choice for freedom that the world is making – and from the preceding 

remarks it becomes clear that it is the world the United States under his leadership has 

united in this goal – is the dividing line between “us” and “them,” between freedom and 

tyranny, chaos and order, violence and harmony.  

Biden’s speech also makes visible that which Reagan could not have addressed 

because The Soviet Union had obscured Eastern Europe as such and incorporated it into 

its territory. Ukraine here comes to stand in as an inspiration, a lesson for the American 

people on courage and resilience. While admirable in its attempts to fight for its 

sovereignty and security, it is also dependent on the West for its ultimate political 

destiny. It is a collision zone, almost an Armageddon of the battle between the values 

that the US and the West stand for, and that which their negative Other, Russia 

espouses. The West has a responsibility to defend Ukraine not so much for its own sake, 

but because of what it represents for the West. Precisely for that reason, Biden promises: 
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“we have mobilized American ground forces, air squadrons, ship deployments to 

protect NATO countries, including Poland, Romania, Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia111.” 

The eastern edge of NATO here, on the one hand receives reassurance of the Alliance’s 

and US commitment to it; on the other hand, they are readied to become the buffer zone 

for the West, its cordon sanitaire in the case of Russian invasion. 

I condone neither the Soviet Union nor Russia’s war on Ukraine. The violence 

inflicted by both iterations of Russian imperial ambition run through my body and my 

family history. I live in the world, in many ways, as a witness to the effects Soviet and 

contemporary Russian foreign policy have on countries, families, and individual people.  

Ad yet, I continue to argue that Eastern neurosis which characterizes Western 

self-constitution, the need to deny their own violence, irrationality, excess, militarism, 

and everything else it despises in the many iterations of Russia over the centuries, is in 

no small part what enables Russia to act in the world the way it does. After all, 

exploiting the stereotype for one’s own gain may be the most effective strategy to 

undermine the enemy. 

Moreover, based on the survey of the historical archives that this dissertation 

represents and of the more contemporary examples, I argue that Russia is the West’s 

crisis which necessitates making the theological grammar in which the West has written 

itself explicit. This theological grammar, under a secular guise in Western Europe, or in 
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the form of American civil religion, often goes unnoticed, unarticulated, and constitutes 

what Eric Cazdyn and Imre Szeman have called “the common sense:”  

The common sense … is something given, a set of 

assumptions, facts, and presumed logics. In the 

circumstances we are exploring, common sense betrays its 

origins as a social invention because it needs to be insisted 

on, repeated, pronounced (with varying degrees of 

confidence and commitment) as a solution to impending 

crises. It doesn’t get to do what it likes to do best: lie 

dormant, a bear in its winter cave, and just as dangerous 

when disturbed.112 

 

The exact nature of crisis with which Russia has presented the West with has 

shifted and changed with historical circumstances, and this crisis has continued to be 

multi-faceted because there is no single vantage point from which the West views 

Russia. Yet time after time, these crises have made explicit the theo-logics of Russian 

positionality in relation to the West. Russia is Europe’s spiritual adversary, even when it 

becomes its political ally. 

I turn to Reagan and Biden here because to me they represent the explicit logics 

of the political and religious legacies of inventing Eastern Europe, and within it Russia 

as the antithesis of the West. The genealogy of Eastern Europe often stops at the descent 

of the Iron Curtain, and the explanation for Eastern Europe’s difference is that it is the 

former Soviet bloc. Yet as my analysis shows, the origins of this difference go back all 
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the way to the early Middle Ages, and through the lasting impact of Christian 

imaginaries on Western view of the world, to the Enlightenment and post-

Enlightenment when they are encoded as common sense through the establishment of 

institutions and practices of knowledge production. The Soviet bloc as a reality became 

possible because of the publishing houses such as John Murray, and because of the 

circulation of encyclopedic volumes by Voltaire and Diderot. The adaptive truths-for 

about Eastern European difference became objective disciplined knowledge of Eastern 

Europe, and of its pathological (even if alluring) backwardness. Before there was 

Reagan, there was Comte de Segur, and John Parkinson, and Giacomo Casanova. Before 

there was a Soviet Bloc, there was Eastern Europe. 

5.2 Experiment Two: Bataille and the European Sacrament of 
Knowledge Production 

Everything leads us to believe that early human beings were brought together by disgust 

and by common terror, by an insurmountable horror focused precisely on what originally was the 

central attraction of their union.113 

To theorize the role of Russia in Western imaginaries is to theorize the West itself 

because these imaginaries reveal almost nothing about the former, and the foundational 

beliefs about itself for the latter. Europe as such would not exist if it did not define itself 
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against its others – to the East, to the North, or to the South of itself. I say so because 

Europe or the West do not exist as such except for a common imagination that is 

animated by shared foundational fears. I am following here the lead of French theorist 

Georges Bataille who helps me articulate how that which we call “The West” today has 

constructed its fragile self of sense against its Others, and particularly against Russia.  

For Bataille, social organization finds its roots in the need to mutually mediate 

the fear that what he calls the “social nucleus” induces in people. This social nucleus is 

most often connected to some form of death, remnants of spent human energy, or excess 

– corpses, menstrual blood, excrements, bodily fluids, and alike.114 Human reaction to 

these signs of death is repulsion. Yet, Bataille shows that this repulsion is inextricable 

from attraction, because people in some form or the other participate in the activity of 

the nucleus and are brought together by it. They kill and die; they have sex and they are 

born in ways that make intimacy with death and blood necessary; they bury their dead; 

they encounter the leftovers of their existence on the daily basis. For the French 

philosopher it does not mean that these substances or experiences are profane; rather 

they demonstrate the complex dynamic of sacrality. The sacred for Bataille is sacred 

precisely because it has power to evoke both repulsion and attraction, and the sacred 

nucleus of a community is where the left hand sacred, the repulsive, is transformed into 
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attractive, or the right hand sacred.115 As he observes, sacred objects and places are 

mobile, and transmuting the left hand sacred into the right hand sacred is a form of 

mediating it.  

Following Sylvia Wynter’s lead, and her claim that Europe has positioned itself 

as a sacred place, the place of divine will, freedom, rationality, and life,116 aided by 

Bataille, I have come to see eastern Europe as the realm of European left-hand sacred, a 

place where the West, at least within the confines of the subcontinent, has placed its 

fears and anxieties. Bataille sees an intrinsic connection between the terror of the left 

hand sacred and the need to repress it: “There is no doubt indeed that there exists an 

intimate connection between repulsion, disgust, and what psychoanalysis calls 

repression . And the repression that drives a good many vital elements into the 

unconscious.”117 Russia is Western’ Europe’s unconscious; what the West represses in 

itself, if projects onto, and ultimately, finds in the East. Russia in particular strikes terror 

in European minds because everything that Europe properly so called disavows in itself, 

it encounters in Russia. Russia is the European ghost of its imperialist past, present, and 

future.  

 

115 115 Bataille, Georges, “Attraction and Repulsion II” in The College of Sociology, 1937-1939, ed. Dennis Hollier 

(Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1988), 117ff 
116 Wynter, Sylvia, “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the Human, After 

Man, Its Overrepresentation--An Argument,” The New Centennial Review 3, No 3 (Fall 2003).  

doi:10.1353/ncr.2004.0015. 
117 Bataille, Georges, “Attraction and Repulsion II,” 120 
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I make here the bold claim here that what unifies Europe, what constitutes its 

social nucleus is the terror of death. Europe, and its self extension into the colonized 

world known as the West, is built on millions of bodies – Muslim, Jewish, African, 

Native American, Pacific Islander, and countless others. These bodies and Europe’s self-

constitution through death remind Europe of its own fragility and instability, and thus 

require more dead bodies to solidify its supremacy. Knowledge production about its 

Others, whether it is theological or scientific, is Europe’s mediatory practice, which 

allows it to transform its conquest and violence into progress and civilization. 

Bataille use the example of the Eucharist in which the Host as the body of Christ 

and the consecrated wine as the body of Christ as well as the liturgy invoke death; in the 

moment of liturgy that which is repulsive and terrifying, death and dead bodies, become 

that which is holy and life giving.118 Bataille does not name it explicitly, but by partaking 

in the sacrament the faithful are consuming death, internalizing it into their bodies, and 

are formed into a community held together by this consumption. If Europe – and the 

West – as a community – are held together by the shared terror of death that it inflicts 

and that it fears in the hands of its Others, travel and knowledge production about the 

Others is its sacrament. Initially a theological undertaking, this knowledge production 

mapped the realms of the divine and the satanic, and of life and death. After the 

Renaissance, this knowledge production became more scientific and tethered not so 

 

118 Bataille, “Attraction and Repulsion II,” 118 
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much theology but to scientific reasoning.119 Yet the animating principle regardless of 

the form remained the same: to consume the realm of death in the form of knowledge.  

The traveler to Russia is to engage in the action of transmuting Europe’s left 

hand sacred into its right hand sacred. Russia is what has remained after Europe 

constituted itself, it is its spent energy, its corporeal, animalistic remains which the spirit 

of life and rationality has left to indwell in the West. The traveler faces the terror. To 

travel to Russia is to immerse oneself into terrifying sacred; movement into and out of 

Russia becomes a ritual of salvation, by which the traveler descends into Europe’s most 

proximate realm of death, and conquers it, at least discursively, to emerge with 

knowledge about it that becomes the life-giving force of Europe. Through memoirs, 

letters, encyclopedias, and storytelling these travelers become the priests of European 

sacramental self-constitution.  

I will push this even further. Aimee Cesaire in his Discourse on Colonialism 

observed a similar sacramental Europe’s self-constitutive dynamic in relation to the 

violence in the colonies seeking independence.  

Think of it! Ninety thousand dead in Madagascar! 

Indochina trampled underfoot, crushed to bits, 

assassinated, tortures brought back from the depths of the 

Middle Ages! And what a spectacle! The delicious shudder 

that roused the dozing deputies. The wild uproar! Bidault, 

looking like a communion wafer dipped in shit-unctuous 

and sanctimonious cannibalism; Moutet – the cannibalism 

 

119 Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being” 
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of shady deals and sonorous nonsense; Coste-Floret-the 

cannibalism of an unlicked bear cub, a blundering fool.120 

 

Georges Bidault we a French politician, who served as a Prime minister and the 

minister of foreign affairs (intermittently between 1946 and 195) when French colonies 

were fighting for their independence. Here he becomes emblematic of this left-hand and 

right-hand sacred dynamics. The dead people in the colonies, murdered in gruesome 

ways under while he is positions of leadership are an integral part of him being seen as a 

leader. He becomes the communion wafer, a death-dealing body that has been sanctified 

through cannibalism; his own sacredness depends on the consumption of the death in 

the colonies. Reading Cesaire and Bataille side by side, I suggest that the “shit” in which 

this communion wafer is dipped, per Bataille, is the by-products and the remains of 

French colonial cannibalism, the fear-inducing aftermath of colonial violence that gets 

essentialized and associated with the colonized. J. Kameron Carter in his treatment of 

the same passage suggests that what Cesaire is pointing to here is a “colonial sacrament 

of race, a transubstantiating or extending of medieval political theology into globality” 

in such a way that it illumines “the inner grammar of racially gendered capitalism.”121 

As I have argued before, Russia in the Western imaginary differs from the 

colonies and from the Orient narrowly so defined. It is too close to Western Europe; it 
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shares its breathing room. And it also has never fallen under its administrative or 

colonial rule. It is Europe’s “volatile sacred:”122 unsubdued, except for rhetorical realm, 

unruly, and ever reminding the West of its repressed fear of death that it deals to others 

and that it faces itself. Russia needs to be subjugated because its existence is a 

continuous testament to European and Western fragility. 

In Russia, as it were, the colonies have come to haunt Europe: both in the form of 

Russian serfdom, and in its proximity to Asia, the Russian Empire evokes the colonies. It 

is racialized precisely because for the Robert Johnston, Charles Henry Pearson, Comte 

de Segur – those who have direct experiences of the colonies, the Russian Empire does 

not allow them to distance themselves from their own colonial present, from its 

racialized and gendered violence. Thus, direct and indirect parallels to racialized 

encounters in overseas colonies are not only intentional; they betray the rhetorical 

subconscious of the West.  

The West, and especially the European West, incoherent as it is, exists and 

maintains its identity because its members need each other to mediate the horror that 

they repress and displace in Russia. Bataille invokes the image of a couple who find 

shared intimacy in mutual repression of the horror that encountering menstrual blood 

represents;123 likewise, Europe, and to some degree, the United States, find intimacy and 

 

122 For this wording I am indebted to my advisor, Dr. Joseph Winters 
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shared identity in mutual repression of the fear that the proximity of Russia evokes. The 

shushed intimacy is just as binding and awe-provoking, and even ecstatic as that of a 

sexual encounter. While this may sound esoteric, the most powerful collective Western 

entities of today, the European Union and NATO, have been born out of the need to 

unite the West in response to the Soviet Union, and they were birthed at the moment 

when the necessary allyship of World War II was replaces by the distancing which felt 

just as necessary. The descent of the “Iron Curtain” was a signifier of the disavowal of 

the initial attraction and the corrective move towards repulsion. 

5.3 Experiment Three: Sylvia Wynter and the Principle of 
Nonhomogeneity 

The settler and the native are old acquaintances. In fact, the settler is right when he 

speaks of knowing "them" well. For it is the settler who has brought the native into existence and 

who perpetuates his existence. The settler owes the fact of his very existence, that is to say, his 

property, to the colonial system.124 

 

At the core of the Western imaginaries of Eastern Europe, lies Russia; and the 

core of imaginaries of Russia lies the principle of non-homogeneity. I borrow the notion 

of non-heterogeneity here from Sylvia Wynter, whose essay “Unsettling the Coloniality 

of Being” is one of the foundational texts that frames this project. Wynter traces the idea 

of heterogeneity from ancient Greeks through the Christian Middle Ages, where the 

notion that different physical and geographic bodies and types of humans were seen as 

different at the level of their substance was transformed into “the notion of the premise 
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that the Earth was nonhomogeneously divided into habitable within God’s Grace and 

uninhabitable outside it."125 This nonhomogeneity, or heterogeneity, for Sylvia Wynter is 

an adaptive truth-for, a descriptive statement of the world, which helps explain the 

reality in the terms and within the worldview of a particular people group. Yet, with the 

rise of natural and human sciences starting with the European Renaissance and onward, 

Europe has universalized its adaptive truths-for, especially in relation to what it means 

to be a human. Wynter explains that 

…our varying ontogeny/sociogeny modes of being 

human, as inscribed in the terms of each culture’s 

descriptive statement, will necessarily give rise to their 

varying respective modalities of adaptive truthsfor, or 

epistemes, up to and including our contemporary own. 

Further, that given the biocentric descriptive statement 

that is instituting of our present mode of sociogeny, the 

way we at present normatively know Self, Other, and 

social World is no less adaptively true as the condition of 

the continued production and reproduction of such a 

genre of being human and of its order as, before the 

revolution initiated by the Renaissance humanists, and 

given the then theocentric descriptive statement that had 

been instituting of the mode of sociogeny of medieval 

Latin-Christian Europe, its subjects had normatively 

known Self, Other, as well as their social, physical, and 

organic worlds, in the adaptively true terms needed for the 

production and reproduction not only of their then 

supernaturally legitimated genre of being human, but as 

well for that of the hierarchical social structures in whose 

intersubjective field that genre of the human could have 

alone realized itself126. 

 

125 Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being,” 295 
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In other words, what Wynter calls “the genre of the human” are Western 

adaptive truth-for statements which help establish and maintain racial and ethnic 

hierarchies on which European dominance is predicated. 

Sylvia Wynter in her essay theorizes global raciality and the way in which the 

principle of nonhomogeneity has remained unchallenged in relation to these genres of 

the human. In a project that spans nearly two millennia and tectonic structures on which 

the racial order rests, she does not consider the ways in which these racial categories 

become each a micro-cosmos of its own, where these hierarchies are replicated on a 

smaller scale. She writes with the eye on Sub-Saharan Africa and its inhabitants as the 

ultimate “wretched of the Earth,” or to translate Fanon’s iconic phrase more directly and 

more apropos to Wynter’s argument, “the damned of the Earth.”  

To articulate the way that this complex argument, which rightly positions all 

Europeans, their inner hierarchies notwithstanding, as beneficiaries of this order, 

continues to hold true for Eastern Europe, I turn to Walter Mignolo, a decolonial thinker 

and writer. He introduces the category of “off-white” to explain the ways in which the 

people who optically register as white, and who in the context of the global racial order 

and colonial difference continue to benefit from their whiteness, in the context of 
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Western European and North American whiteness are seen as “anthropos,” a genre of 

the human that gets relegated to the being known in adaptive truth-for terms127.  

The invention of Eastern Europe and of the subgenre of the humans who were 

optically white but ontologically nonhomogenous with Western Europeans, as my 

project shows, required refined arguments, imperfect parallels, and invocation of 

powerful myths of onto- and socio-geneity. The careful tracing of Russian, and by 

association, Eastern European “Asiatic” origins, the protracted sections deliberating how 

people of the same race can enserf each other, and how this form extorted labor can exist 

within the boundaries of Europe, are not attempts to know or understand Eastern 

Europe or Russia and its peripheries. It is an attempt to make the adaptive truth-for, the 

preexisting knowledge of racial(izing) difference apply within the subcontinent of 

Europe. Thus, discussion of phrenology and physiognomy, of sexual and gender 

difference, of pathological conditions and diseases is an attempt to find a bio-centric, 

that is scientific, footing which would establish and reaffirm this difference. 

As Fanon reminds me, just as the settler owes his existence to “the native,” so 

does Western Europe own its existence to the Eastern. This Eastern, Oriental, or Asiatic 

is found on all European borders with the rest of the world, and at all its seems and 

fractures. Roberto Dainotto and Maria Todorova have persuasively argued that 
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Southern Europe – Portugal, Italy, Spain and Greece – as well as the Balkans have been 

Orientalized and othered within Europe in its attempts to constitute itself independently 

of the world outside of its borders. Dainotto points to the eighteenth century Western 

European desire to “concoct an idea of Europe as ‘complete knowledge of itself’ 

(Berthold-Bond 15)” for which “[n]o Other is needed… exotic difference in, instead 

‘occluded’ (Dussel, ‘Eurocentrism’ 650), translated, and replaced by one contained 

within Europe itself128.” Larry Wolfe has shown that Eastern Europe as an invention was 

part of that process as well.  

My very Eurocentric, and purposefully so, archive has illumined not just that this 

process has, indeed, happened, and that Eastern Europe was created within the 

framework of a particular type of Orientalism that has been refracted through Russia. It 

has uncovered not only that the strategies for its othering have been eerily similar to 

those deployed in the colonies, even if only on the discursive level. Yes, establishing 

religious difference, and through it, pathological genre of the racial human, including 

the way that this human is gendered, has happened. 

The key finding, in my judgment, though, is that my archive is pushing against 

Wynter’s own thesis. She argues that the Enlightenment marks the shift in which 

explicitly theological adaptive truths-for are replaced by scientific racial adaptive truths-

 

128 Dainotto, Roerto. Europe (In Theory) (Durham, Duke University Press: 2007), 54. 
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for129. Yet, even in the middle of the nineteenth century, Western European travelers 

who theorize Eastern European difference in their travelogues – and here I am thinking 

of the likes of Lady Elizabeth Eastlake or Charles Henry Pearson – are able to maintain 

both sets of these adaptive truths-for; the scientific and the theological reinforce each 

other rather than cancel each other out. To turn Wynter’s phrase somewhat against 

herself and somewhat alongside her argument, the very descriptive statements to which 

Western Europeans turn to in rationalizing their exceptionalism are non-homogenous. 

And they cannot be, because the very European subject is a split, non-homogenous 

subject, and therefore, anxious to stabilize itself. 

5.4 Experiment Four: Mircea Eliade and Eastern European 
Liminality 

Borderlands are places of interaction. They are regions intersected by frontiers that 

separate states, where crossing from one side to the other means switching the sovereign political 

authority under which one lives. But borderlands are frontiers in another sense as well. They are 

spaces-in-between, where identities are often malleable and control of the territory and the 

population is subject to dispute.130 

 

The genres of the human are gradated, and this gradation, as Sylvia Wynter has 

argued, while rhetorically detached from Western Christian imaginaries of the Europe 

as the realm of divine grace, and the remainder of the world as regions progressively 

 

129 Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being,” 318 
130 Omer Bartov  and Eric D. Weitz. “Introduction,” in Shatterzone of Empires : Coexistence and Violence in the 

German, Habsburg, Russian, and Ottoman Borderlands, eds. Omer Bartov and Eric D. Weitz  (Bloomington,  

Indiana University Press: 2013), 1 ProQuest Ebook Central, 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/duke/detail.action?docID=784508.  

 



 

239 

removed from it, remains mapped on human bodies, and to some extent, geographic 

regions of the world. Russia, as my work has shown, and its inhabitants represent a 

liminal subgenre of the human, the one who straddles Europe and Asia, and is neither 

fully. Russia is the remainder of Eurocentric constitution of “Europe” and of its 

imaginary of “Asia.” 

Yet Russia remains an empire: liminal, peripheral, even excluded from histories 

of civilization – but an empire, nonetheless. And as an empire, especially an empire that 

pushes against Western hegemony as fervently as it pursues it, it also seeks to constitute 

itself in terms that make it legible to the West as a proper political subject. It engages in 

its own knowledge production of its Orient, and in exploitation of its internalized 

colonial acquisitions; it exhorts labor of its subalterns; it is just as drunk on violence and 

power as Western European imperial powers. That also means that it is engaged in self-

constitution at the expense of its own Others. While Russia’s Others are many and 

varied, and its imperial identity especially depends on the subjugation and domination 

over its Asian territories and their inhabitants, its European peripheries also play a role 

in this self-constitution. In its pursuit to be a European power, the Russian empire 

violently subjugates and exploits the lands which will become known as Eastern Europe; 

and after these violent acts of self-making, there are deadly and bloody remains which it 

denies and negates. 
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As such, I argue, to theorize Eastern Europe sans Russia is to theorize it as a 

doubly liminal zone, or as Bartov and Weitz have called it “a shatterzone of the 

empires” This shatterzone, as the quote at the beginning of the section hints, is also a 

zone of double hegemony, where colonial, military, and cultural interests collide and 

compete for influence. Serhii Plokhy, a historian of Ukraine, has called his seminal work 

Gates to Europe: while simple and obvious at the first glance, it captures the threshold 

quality of the region, which I have described in the introduction as cordon sanitaire and 

the buffer zone. 

Mircea Eliade, a Romanian theorist of religion, who himself grew up in the 

“threshold zone” of Europe, has describe the role that thresholds play in delineating 

space: 

The threshold that separates the two spaces also 

indicates the distance between two modes of being, the 

profane and the religious. The threshold is the limit, the 

boundary, the frontier that distinguishes and opposes two 

worlds--and at the same time the paradoxical place where 

those worlds communicate, where passage from the 

profane to the sacred world becomes possible.131 

 

While in my narrative of Eastern Europe, it acts as a limit between Europe’s 

right-hand sacred and left-hand sacred (so Bataille), rather than sacred and profane, as 

Eliade has here described, the function of the threshold remains the same. Eastern 
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Europe is a frontier, a paradoxical place, where Russia and Western Europe 

communicate; and more often than not, the communication is violent. It makes the 

passage from one realm to the other possible, and at the same time, just as the threshold, 

never gets considered in its own right, only to the “inside” and “outside.” To put it 

bluntly, I consider easter Europe in light of Russia, because very few travelers went to 

these liminal lands for their own sake; it was their passage, their detour, their forced 

stop, a “by the way” – and it entered Western imagination precisely as such.  

While Eliade’s treatment of the threshold is rather optimistic, the actual 

experience of lands, countries, and people are the opposite of that. When the “inside” 

and the “outside” are empires and world powers, the “in-between” zone is the most 

precarious place to be. Yet, charitably read, Eliade makes space for this precarity. 

Further in his argument, almost as a side note, he creates room for these experiences: 

The threshold concentrates not only the boundary 

between outside and inside but also the possibility of 

passage from one zone to another. ... But it is especially the 

images of the bridge and the narrow gate which suggest 

the idea of a dangerous passage and which, for this reason, 

frequently occur in initiatory and funerary rituals and 

mythologies. Initiation, death, mystical ecstasy, absolute 

knowledge, "faith" in Judaeo-Christianity - all these are 

equivalent to passage from one mode of being to another 

and bring about a veritable ontological mutation.132 

The liminal zone embodies both danger and possibility, and as many 

anthropologists note, passing through these liminal experiences and spaces, affords the 
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participant a certain freedom, a way to be reborn, to emerge changed – but the old that 

they bring with them, get discarded in these zones.  
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Ėtkind, Aleksandr. Internal Colonization : Russia's Imperial Experience. Cambridge: Polity, 

2011. 

 

Fanon, Franz. The Wretched of the Earth. New York, Grove Weinfield: 1963.  

 

Feil, D. K. “How venetians think about carnival and history.“ The Australian Journal of 

Anthropology 9, No 2 (1998): 141-162 

https://login.proxy.lib.duke.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-

journals/how-vetetians-think-about-carnival-history/docview/212652238/se-

2?accountid=10598  

 

Fisher, Jill A. "Investigating the Barons: narrative and nomenclature in Munchausen 

syndrome." Perspectives in Biology and Medicine  49, no. 2 (2006): 250+. Gale 

Academic OneFile (accessed January 25, 2022). 



 

248 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A146122590/AONE?u=duke_perkins&sid=summo

n&xid=613ad377.  

 

Fitzguh, George. Cannibals All! Or Slaves without Masters. Richmond, VA: A. Morris, 1857 

from the Internet Archive 

https://archive.org/details/cannibalsallorsll00fitz/page/28/mode/2up 

  

Fox, Frank. "Negotiating with the Russians: Ambassador Ségur's Mission to Saint-

Petersburg, 1784-1789." French Historical Studies 7, no. 1 (Spring, 1971): 47-71 

https://login.proxy.lib.duke.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-

journals/negotiating-with-russians-ambassador-ségurs/docview/1301496921/se-

2?accountid=10598  

 

Gilles Bertrand, “Venice Carnival from the Middle Ages to the Twenty- First Century. A 

political Ritual Turned 'Consumer Rite'?” Journal of Festive Studies 2, No. 1, (Fall 

2020). https://doi.org/10.33823/jfs.2020.2.1.30  

 

Gorbatov, Inna. “Voltaire and Russia in the Age of Enlightenment.” Orbis Litterarum, 62 

(2007).  https://doi-org.proxy.lib.duke.edu/10.1111/j.1600-0730.2007.00899.x 

 

Halecky, Oscar. “Gilbert de Lannoy and His Discovery of East Central Europe.” Bulletin 

of the Polish Institute of Arts and Sciences in America 2, no. 2 (1944): 314–31. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/24725037.  

Hartman, Saidiya V. Scenes of Subjection: terror, slavery, and self-making in nineteenth-

century America. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997. 

 

Hegel. Philosophy of History, translated by J. Sibree. Kitchener, ON: Batiche Books,  2001. 

 

Herold , Christopher J. Mistress to an Age: A Life of Madame de Stael. New York: Grove 

Press, 2002. 

 

Hobsbawm, Eric. The Age of Extremes: A History of the World 1914-1991. New York: 

Vintage Books, 1996.  

 

Holmes, Richard. This Long Pursuit: Reflections of a Romantic Biographer. London: Harper 

Collins, 2017. 

 

Hubbard Laura, and Kathryn Mathers. “Doing Africa: Travelers, Adventurers, and 

American Conquest of Africa.” Tarzan Was an Eco-Tourist and Other Tales in the 



 

249 

Anthropology of Adventure, edited by Luis J. Vivanco and Robert Gordon. New 

Millford, CT: Beghahn Books, 2009. 

 

“Imperial Stride,” Archives of the British Museum 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1868-0808-6035  

 

Jaucourt, Louis, chevalier de. "Ukraine." The Encyclopedia of Diderot & d'Alembert 

Collaborative Translation Project, translated by  Thomas Zemanek. Ann Arbor: 

Michigan Publishing, University of Michigan Library, 2010. 

http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.did2222.0001.248  Originally published as 

"Ukraine," Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des 

métiers, 17:371–372 (Paris, 1765). 

 

Johnson, Samuel. A Dictionary of the English Language. London: A. Millar, 1766. 

https://archive.org/details/dictionaryofengl02johnuoft/page/n665/mode/2up?q=sl

ave  

 

Johnston, Robert. Travels through Parts of the Russian Empire and the Country of Poland. 

New York: David Longworth, 1816 

https://www.google.com/books/edition/Travels_Through_Part_of_the_Russian_

Empi/3n1CP801ukAC?hl=en&gbpv=0  

 

Jordan, Nicolle. "A Creole Contagion: Narratives of Slavery and Tainted Wealth 

in Millenium Hall" Tulsa Studies in Women's Literature 30, no. 1 (2011): 57-

70. muse.jhu.edu/article/481532. 

Kantorowicz, Ernst Hartwig The king's two bodies: a study in mediaeval political theology. 

Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997. 

 

Keyworth, G. David. “Was the Vampire of the Eighteenth Century a Unique Type of 

Undead-Corpse?” Folklore 117, no. 3 (2006): 241–60. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/30035373.  

 

Kirk, Russel. Economics: Work and Prosperity. Wilmington, DE: Intercollegiate Studies 

Institute, 1989  

 

Kłosowska, Anna. “The Etymology of Slave.” Disturbing Times: Medieval Pasts, 

Reimagined Futures, edited by Anna Kłosowska, Catherine E. Karkov, and 

Vincent W.J. van Gerven Oei, 151–214. Punctum Books, 2020. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv16zk023.7  

 



 

250 

Kolchin, Peter. Unfree Labor: American Slavery and Russian Serfdom. Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press, 1990. 

 

Kopp, Kristin. Germany's Wild East: Constructing Poland as Colonial Space. Ann Arbor: 

University of Michigan Press, 2012. 

 

Kryzhko, Lydia A. et al. “The British Russophobia in the first half of the XIX century: the 

Political Aspect.” Bylye Gody 53 No 3 (2019), 1078-1085, DOI: 

10.13187/bg.2019.3.1078.  

 

Kuehn, Julia. "Exotic harem paintings: gender, documentation, and imagination." 

Frontiers: A Journal of Women's Studies 32, no. 2 (2011): 31+. Gale Academic OneFile 

Select. 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A266564288/EAIM?u=duke_perkins&sid=EAIM&

xid=087d4e88. 

 

“L’enjambée impériale,” https://www.akg-images.com/archive/L%E2%80%99enjambee-

imperiale-2UMDHUQM76QY.html 

 

Livak, Leonid . The Jewish Persona in the European Imagination : a Case of Russian Literature. 

Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010. 

 

Lowe, Lisa. Critical Terrains: French and British Orientalisms. Ithaca: Cornell University 

Press, 1991. 

 

Małowist, M. “Poland, Russia and Western Trade in the 15th and 16th Centuries.” Past & 

Present, 13 (1958): 26–41. http://www.jstor.org/stable/649867  

 

Marshall, Joseph. Travels through Holland, Flanders, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Lapland, 

Russia, the Ukraine, and Poland, in the Years 1768-1770, in which is Particularly 

Minuted, the Present State of Those Countries. Vol. 3. Farmington Hills, MI: Gale 

ECCO, 2018. 

 

Marshall, Joseph. Travels through Holland, Flanders, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Lapland, 

Russia, the Ukraine and Poland, in the Year 1768-1770. Farmington Hills, MI: Gale, 

2018. 

 

Marshall, Poe, “Muscovy in European Cosmpographies, 1504–1544.” Russian History 25, 

no. 1/2 (1998). http://www.jstor.org/stable/24659139 . 

 



 

251 

McClintock Anne. Imperial Leather: Race, Gender, and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest. New 

York: Routledge, 1995. 

 

Mignolo, Walter, Catherine Walsh, Tink Tinker, and Fernando Herrero. “What Do We 

Mean By “Decoloniality”? A Discussion, Part 1,” Religious Theory, April 26, 2021. 

https://jcrt.org/religioustheory/2021/04/26/what-do-we-mean-by-decoloniality-a-

conversation/  

 

Mignolo, Walter. The Darker Side of Western Modernity .Durham: Duke University Press, 

2011. 

 

Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion. New York: A Harvest 

Book, 1963. 

 

Morozov, Viacheslav. Russia's Postcolonial Identity : a Subaltern Empire in a Eurocentric 

World. Hampshire : Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. 

 

Mosse, George L. The Image of Man : The Creation of Modern Masculinity. New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1996. 

 

Mund, Stéphane. “Travel Accounts as Early Sources of Knowledge about Russia in 

Medieval Western Europe from the Mid-Thirteenth to the Early Fifteenth 

Centuries.” The Medieval History Journal  5, no. 1 (April 2002): 103–20. https://doi-

org.proxy.lib.duke.edu/10.1177/097194580200500105. 

 

Murray, Alan. "The Saracens of the Baltic: Pagan and Christian Lithuanians in the 

Perception of English and French Crusaders to Late Medieval Prussia." Journal of 

Baltic Studies 41, No 4 (2010): 413-429 

 

Nester, William. “Why Did Napoleon Do It? Hubris, Security Dilemmas, 

Brinksmanship, and the 1812 Russian Campaign.” Diplomacy and Statecraft 24, No 

3 (2013). https://doi-org.proxy.lib.duke.edu/10.1080/09592296.2013.817922  

 

Nigel, Saul. The Three Richards: Richard I, Richard II, and Richard III. New York: 

Bloomsbury, 2006. 

  

Norman, Lawrence.  “Can Ukraine Join the European Union.” Wall Street Journal, March 

2, 2022. https://www.wsj.com/articles/ukraine-european-union-member-

explained-11646250163  

 



 

252 

Parkinson, John. A Tour of Russia, Siberia, and the Crimea, 1792-1794 . London: Frank Cass 

and Co, Ltd, 1971 

 

Pavlenk, Nikolai. "A woman of substance." Russian Life (November 1996): 4+. Gale 

Academic OneFile Select 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A18914433/EAIM?u=duke_perkins&sid=summon

&xid=a3da74aa.  

 

Pearson, Charles Henry. Russia by a Recent Traveler: A Series of Letters. London: Frank 

Cass and Co. Ltd, 1970. 

 

Peterson, Dale. Up from Bondage: the Literatures of Russian and African American Soul. 

Durham: Duke University Press, 2000. 

 

Pratt, Mary Louise. "Scratches on the Face of the Country; Or, what Mr. Barrow Saw in 

the Land of the Bushmen." Critical Inquiry 12, no. 1 (Fall, 1985). 

https://login.proxy.lib.duke.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-

journals/scratches-on-face-country-what-mr-barrow-saw-

land/docview/1297309076/se-2?accountid=10598  

 

Pratt, Mary Louise. Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation. New York: 

Routledge, 1992. 

 

Purlevskii, Savva Dmitrievich. A Life Under Russian Serfdom: the Memoirs of Savva 

Dmitrievich Purlevskii, 1800-1868. Budapest: Central European University Press, 

2005.  

 

Reagan, Ronald. “Address to the National Association of Evangelicals” (“Evil Empire 

Speech”), March 3, 1983. Public Papers of President Ronald W. Reagan, The 

Reagan Presidential Library. https://voicesofdemocracy.umd.edu/reagan-evil-

empire-speech-text/  

 

Richardson, William. Anecdotes of the Russian Empire In a Series of Letters, Written, a Few 

Years Ago, from St. Petersburg. London: W. Strahan and T. Cadell, 1784. 

Rosa Niederhauser. “Madame de Stael." Tinsleys' Magazine, 1867-1892 46, no. 19 (1890): 

41-50. https://www.proquest.com/historical-periodicals/madame-de-

stael/docview/6167113/se-2?accountid=10598.  

 



 

253 

Rousseau, Jean Jacques. Political writings: containing The social contract, Considerations on 

the government of Poland, Constitutional project for Corsica, Part I. Edited and 

translated by Frederick Watkins.  Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989. 

  

Rude and Barbarous Kingdom : Russia in the Accounts of Sixteenth-Century English Voyagers, 

edited by Lloyd E. Berry, and Robert O. Crummey. Madison: University of 

Wisconsin Press, 1972.  

 

Said, Edward. Orientalism. New York: Vintage Books, 1978. 

 

Schilder, Günter. “Development and Achievements of Dutch Northern and Arctic 

Cartography in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries.” Arctic 37, no. 4 (1984): 

493–514. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40510311. 

 

Sears, Robert. An Illustrated Description of the Russian Empire. New York: Robert Sears, 

1855. 

 

Segal, Daniel. "Civilization, Barbarism, Savagery." Berkshire Encyclopedia of World History, 

Vol. 1 edited by William H. McNeill, Jerry H. Bentley, and David Christian. Great 

Barrington, MA: Berkshire Publishing, 2005. Gale eBooks.  

 

Shatterzone of Empires : Coexistence and Violence in the German, Habsburg, Russian, and 

Ottoman Borderlands, edited by Omer Bartov and Eric D. Weitz. Bloomington,  

Indiana University Press: 2013).  ProQuest Ebook Central, 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/duke/detail.action?docID=784508.  

 

Sheldon, Julie.  "Elizabeth Eastlake (17 November 1809-2 October 1893)." Interdisciplinary 

Studies in the Long Nineteenth Century 19, no. 28 (2019). Gale Academic OneFile. 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A637562782/AONE?u=duke_perkins&sid=summo

n&xid=40da92eb.  

 

Smiles, Samuel. A Publisher and His Friends: Memoir and Correspondence of John Murray; 

with an Account of the Origin and Progress of the House, 1768-1843. Salt Lake City: 

Project Gutenberg Literary Archive Foundation, 2006.  

http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/10884  

 

Smith, Adam. The Wealth of Nations. 

https://www.ibiblio.org/ml/libri/s/SmithA_WealthNations_p.pdf  

Snorton, C. Riley. Black on Both Sides: A Racial History of Trans Identity. Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2017. 



 

254 

 

Socor, Vladimir. “NATO’s new force posture in the Baltics: No longer a buffer zone,” 

The Lithuania Tribune, August 12, 2016. https://lithuaniatribune.com/natos-new-

force-posture-in-the-baltics-no-longer-a-buffer-zone/  

 

Steele, Jonathan. “Understanding Putin’s narrative about Ukraine is the master key to 

this crisis,” The Guardian. February 23, 2022.  

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/feb/23/putin-narrative-ukraine-

master-key-crisis-nato-expansionism-frozen-conflict. 

 

Stowe, Harriet Beecher. The Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Presenting the Original Facts and 

Documents upon Which the Story Is Founded Together with Corroborative Statements 

Verifying the Truth of the Work. London: Clark, Beeton, & Co., 1853.  

https://archive.org/details/keytouncletomsca00stow  

 

Subverting Empire : Deviance and Disorder in the British Colonial World, edited by Will 

Jackson and Emily J. Manktelow.  New York, NY : Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. 

 

Tallie, T.J. “Queering Natal: Settler Logics and the Disruptive Challenge of Zulu 

Polygamy.” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, 19 No.2 (2013). 

 

Tise, Larry. Proslavery: A History of the Defense of Slavery in America, 1701-1840.  Athens, 

GA: University of Georgia Press, 2018. 

 

“The Moment of Reflection or a Tale for Future Times” Archives of Library of Congress, 

https://www.loc.gov/item/99404753/ 

 

“The Prussian Prize-Fighter and His Allies Attempting to Tame Imperial Kate, or, the 

State of the European Bruisers” Archives of the British Museum, 

https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_J-4-53 

 

Todorova, Maria. Imagining the Balkans. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997. 

 

van Dijk, Kees. “Soap is the onset of civilization.” Cleanliness and Culture: Indonesian 

Histories edited by Kees van Dijk and Jean Gelman. Leiden: Taylor, KITLV Press, 

2011. 

 

Vikul, Tatyana. “People and Boyars in the Old Russian Chronicles of the 11th-13th 

Centuries: Narrative Modelling of Social Identities.” Imagined Communities: 

Constructing Collective Identities in Medieval Europe. Leiden: BRILL, 2018.  ProQuest 



 

255 

Ebook Central, 

http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/duke/detail.action?docID=5449611.  

 

Voltaire, The History of Peter the Great, Emperor of Russia. Scotts Valley, CA: CretaeSpace 

Independent Publishing, 2016. 

 

“Von der Leyen Condemns 'Barbaric' Invasion of Ukraine, Vows to Cripple Russia's 

Economy.” Euronews, February 24, 2022. https://www.euronews.com/my-

europe/2022/02/24/von-der-leyen-condemns-barbaric-invasion-of-ukraine-vows-

to-cripple-russia-s-economy 

 

Western Europe, Eastern Europe and World Development 13th-18th Centuries : Collection of 

Essays of Marian Małowist, edited by ean Batou and Henryk Szlajfer. Leiden: Brill, 

2009.  ProQuest Ebook Central, 

https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/duke/detail.action?docID=634875  

 

Whitney , William Dwight. The Century Dictionary: An Encyclopedic Lexicon of the English 

Language, Volume 1  

https://www.google.com/books/edition/The_Century_Dictionary/F6Q90eonzo8C?hl=en  

 

Wilkerson, Isabel. The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s Great Migration. 

New York: Random House, 2010.  

 

Winkler, Mark. “Towards a Cultural History of Barbarism from the Eighteenth Century 

to the Present.” Barbarism Revisited : New Perspectives on an Old Concept edited by 

Morai Boletsi and Christian Moser. Leiden: BRILL, 2015. ProQuest Ebook 

Central. 

 

Winters, Joseph. "The Horrifying Sacred: Hip-Hop, Blackness, and the Figure of the 

Monster." Journal of Africana Religions 5, no. 2 (2017): 291-299. 

muse.jhu.edu/article/665336.   

 

Wolff, Larry  “Catherine & Diderot: the empress, the philosopher, and the fate of the 

Enlightenment.” The Historian, 82 No. 2, (2020): 261-

262, DOI: 10.1080/00182370.2020.1778955 

 

Wolff, Larry. Inventing Eastern Europe: the map of civilization on the mind of the 

Enlightenment. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1994. 

 



 

256 

Wynter, Sylvia. “Afterword: Beyond Miranda's Meanings: Un/silencing the 'Demonic 

Ground' of Caliban's Woman,'" Out of the Kumbla Caribbean Women and Literature, 

eds. Carole Boyce Davies & Elaine Savory Fido. Trenton: Africa World Press, 

1990.  

Wynter, Sylvia. “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the 

Human, After Man, Its Overrepresentation--An Argument.” The New Centennial 

Review 3, No 3 (Fall 2003).  doi:10.1353/ncr.2004.0015. 

 

Zaretsky, Robert. Catherine & Diderot: The Empress, the Philosopher, and the Fate of the 

Enlightenment. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2019.  

 

Zarzecny, Matthew. “Religion in Napoleonic France,” The Napoleon Series Archive. 

October 2003.  https://www.napoleon-

series.org/research/napoleon/c_religion2.html.  

 

  



 

257 

Biography 

 

Gražina Bielousova is a an alumna of LCC International University in Klaipeda, 

Lithuania (BA, English Language and Literature, 2005) and of Duke Divinity School 

(M.Div, 2008). She works at the intersections of race, religion, and gender in Eastern 

Europe. Bielousova has authored “Gendered Memories: The Use of Pieta in Lithuanian 

Commemorative Monuments to the Victims of Soviet Regime” (Lituanus 68 No.1 (2022)) 

and an upcoming article “Western Disorientations: The Vanishing East of South America 

and Eastern Europe” for Acta Academia Artium Vilensis (2022). She also regularly writes 

for public outlets on contemporary issues related to her research. She is a native of 

Lithuania. 

 

  

 

 


