UC Berkeley

UC Berkeley Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
Forms of the Peasant: Aesthetics and Social Thought in Russian Realism, 1847-1877

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8ck9t518

Author
Flaherty, Jennifer

Publication Date
2019

Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Diqital Library

University of California


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/8ck9t518
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/

Forms of the Peasant:
Aesthetics and Social Thought in Russian Realism, 1847-1877

by

Jennifer Jean Flaherty

A dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction of the
requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
in
Slavic Languages and Literatures
in the
Graduate Division
of the

University of California, Berkeley

Committee in Charge:
Professor Irina Paperno, Chair

Professor Luba Golburt
Professor Victoria Frede

Spring 2019



Forms of the Peasant: Aesthetics and Social Thought in Russian Realism, 1847-1877
©2019

By Jennifer Jean Flaherty



Abstract

Forms of the Peasant:
Aesthetics and Social Thought in Russian Realism, 1847-1877

by

Jennifer Jean Flaherty
Doctor of Philosophy in Slavic Languages and Literatures
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Irina Paperno, Chair

At the center of this dissertation’s inquiry is Russian realism’s construction of what I call
“the form of the peasant.” Created by writers, this mythic image emerged in tandem with the
movement’s signature formal innovations in narrative perspective, poetic voice, and descriptive
style. It also gave shape to the very ideas of history, national identity, subjectivity, and language
which defined Russian realism as a literary movement. The three chapters approach several
major texts — Ivan Turgenev’s Zapiski okhotnika [Notes from a Hunter] (1847-1852), Lev
Tolstoy’s “Utro pomeshchika” (1852-1856) and Anna Karenina (1874-1877), and Nikolai
Nekrasov’s Komu na Rusi zhit” khorosho [Who in Russia Can Live well] (1866-1877) — from a
historical and formalist perspective, offering a history of realist forms in the social and
intellectual context from which they emerge and to which they contribute. Close readings of
narrative and poetic texts are performed alongside analyses of a range of theoretical texts that are
central to Russian social thought in the mid-nineteenth century, including works by Vissarion
Belinsky, Nikolai Chernyshevsky, Nikolai Dobroliubov, Alexander Potebnia, and G. W. F.
Hegel. At the intersection of these analyses emerges a myth of agrarian life structured by social
anxieties in three interpretative frameworks. First, realism is illuminated in its parallel
development to serfdom abolition. Second, social identities (e.g., master and serf; peasant and
intellectual) are shown to inhere in forms of narrative and lyric subjectivity. Finally, literature’s
engagement with myths of peasant life as pre-modern or timeless belies a central preoccupation
with the concept of history understood in terms of non-teleological change. Building on work
across disciplines at the intersection of social thought and literary form and reassessments of
realism across national traditions, this work is grounded in the belief that it is the nature of
literary forms to complicate ideology, expressing ideas obliquely and exploring contradictions.
My aim is to show how realism works at once to establish normative frameworks and undermine
them, locating Russian realism’s engagement with the peasant myth in precisely this point of
tension. Here, the “form of the peasant” expresses an escape from modernity as well as a
confrontation with it. In “Forms of the Peasant,” Russian realism emerges as a literary movement
with strong connections to other national traditions and historical epochs — connections based in
paradigms of empire, class conflict, systems of bondage, and their aftermath.
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Introduction

A particularly potent agrarian myth pervades Russian realism. Cultivated in literature and
culture, certain ideas about “the life of the peasant” emerge as alternatives to historical realities,
from urbanization to social change. One might recall, for instance, the well-known scene from
Anna Karenina in which Levin recuses himself from the alienation of modern life to mow in the
fields with his peasants, no longer serfs at the time when the novel is set, but still burdened with
the obligations that lend the scene an aura of the old days. Falling into a rhythm that is set, it
would seem, to a pre-modern clock, Levin feels nothing but his laboring body and thinks nothing
at all—perhaps the greatest relief for a generation which, as Dostoevsky diagnosed it, suffered
consciousness like a disease. Another place to look for the agrarian myth is in Dostoevsky’s own
work, where one finds a story of a peasant, presented as autobiographical, in the writer’s
published journal, Dnevnik pisatelia [A Writer’s Diary] (1876). In this story, an imprisoned
Dostoevsky remembers a peasant from his childhood. That peasant catches in his arms the young
Dostoevsky, who had hurled himself from a forest in fear, comforting him with maternal caresses
and smearing on his face the sign of the cross with an earth-sodden finger. Taking the image of
the soil to symbolic extremes toward the end of the nineteenth century, Gleb Uspensky invests
peasants with “the power of the earth” in a series of essays from 1882, building on the myth that
they are an antidote to cultural erosion in all its various guises, from the loss of national identity
to industrial capitalism. Of course, Levin eventually returns to modern reality just as
Dostoevsky’s narrator wakes up in prison, which amounts to something similar. Both are
nevertheless renewed, drawing on that power which Uspensky — and many others — hoped could
redirect (or else escape from) history itself.

At the center of this dissertation’s inquiry is Russian realism’s construction of what I call
“the form of the peasant.” Created by writers, this mythic image emerged in tandem with the
movement’s signature formal innovations in narrative perspective, poetic voice, and descriptive
style. It also gave shape to the very ideas of history, national identity, subjectivity, and language
which defined Russian realism as a literary movement. I approach the texts under study—Ivan
Turgenev’s Zapiski okhotnika [Notes from a Hunter] (1847-52), Lev Tolstoy’s Utro
pomeshchika [ A Landowner’s Morning] (1852-56) and Anna Karenina (1874-77), and Nikolai
Nekrasov’s Komu na Rusi zhit” khorosho [Who in Russia Can Live Well?] (1866-77)—from a
historical and formalist perspective, offering a history of realist forms in the social and
intellectual context from which they emerge and to which they contribute. Each of my three
chapters addresses a major preoccupation of realism, from nationalism in Turgenev’s work to
subjectivity in Tolstoy’s and language in Nekrasov’s. As the most pervasive concern expressed
in the peasant’s image, history frames the study as a whole. Bringing together studies of the
major features of Rusian social thought in the nineteenth century and of the distinguishing
elements of realist style, my aim is to illuminate Russian realism as unified by the peasant myth.

The dissertation is grounded in the belief that it is the nature of literary form to
complicate ideology by expressing ideas obliquely, exploring contradictions, and entertaining
improbabilities. In my analysis of the peasant’s image, I consider how formal dynamics establish
as well as erode that image’s promises, from a pre-modern past more unified than the present, to
a form of being more immediately alive than analytically reflective. Most centrally, the peasant’s
image comes to symbolize a confrontation with history rather than its escape, where history is
defined as the force that dissolves all things into its ongoing stream. This introduction establishes
a framework for the proceeding analysis by addressing this fundamental inversion, that is, from
imagined unities (a nation, a centered subject, a “voice” underlying language) to constructs that



are made and unmade. I then outline my approach to the study of Russian realism as Hegelian,
offering a theoretical basis for the movement in terms of reversals and oppositions. Hegelian
philosophy is a feature of my primary texts, and a trend of scholarship which this study seeks to
enter may also be described as Hegelian, from Georg Lukacs to Fredric Jameson and beyond.
After elaborating on the concept of form as a way to build on this approach, I then sketch the
outlines of the dissertation’s historical context in order to highlight the significance of peasants
to the social and intellectual concerns of the era.

The Peasant’s Quiet Death

Though the imaginative quality of “peasant life” is perhaps easy to discern in the scenes
referenced above, literary criticism often yields a surprising investment in Russian realism’s
agrarian myth. In Theory of the Novel, Lukacs exempts Russian realism, to a certain extent, from
the historical perspective that shaped the broader European movement, epitomized, in his
account, by the novel:

The greater closeness of nineteenth-century Russian literature to certain organic natural
conditions, which were the given substratum of its underlying attitude and creative
intention, made it possible for that literature to be creatively polemical. Tolstoy, coming
after Turgenev—who was an essentially Western European novelist of disillusionment—
created a form of the novel which overlaps to the maximum extent into the epic.
Tolstoy’s great and truly epic mentality, which has little to do with the novel form,
aspires to a life based on a community of feeling among simple human beings closely
bound to nature, a life which is intimately adapted to the great rhythm of nature, which
moves according to nature’s cycle of birth and death and excludes all structures which
are not natural, which are petty and disruptive, causing disintegration and stagnation.
‘The muzhik dies quietly,” Tolstoy wrote to Countess A. A. Tolstoy about his story
Three Deaths.!

Among the first to invest literature with a critical function (“creative polemic”), Lukacs locates
Russian realism’s critique of modernity in what he sees as an authentic (and emphatically
natural) aspect of its historical context. The last lines in the passage quoted above draw a
distinction, present in Russian realism itself, between “disintegration and stagnation” and the
peasant’s “quiet death.” Modernity, on Lukacs’s account, is marked by impermanence; it is a
time when unities dissolve into false divisions and social structures can never become home to
those who live within them. The peasant’s quiet death, on the other hand, is the mark of an
organic and unified alternative. In making this distinction, Lukdacs posits one kind of death (the
peasant’s) in contrast to another (modern impermanence). In this fine line between death and
impermanence, Russian realism “creatively polemizes” with its own myth. As we shall see,
images of peasants do not augur an end to history, nor a life lived outside of it. Rather, these
images betray a different sense of history, one that I shall argue is closer to “form” rather than
“content,” understood in the sense of something natural and stable. Only in the reversal of the
agrarian myth, I argue, is Russian realism’s own creative polemic most powerfully evinced.

' Georg Lukaécs, Theory of the Novel, trans. by Anna Bostock (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1971), pp.
145-6.



One need only look closer at those depictions, described by Lukacs, of “a life based on a
community of feeling among simple human beings closely bound to nature” to find that its allure
is not unqualified. In Anna Karenina, Levin flees into the fields but finds exactly what he most
fears: disobedience and oblivion. In “Muzhik Marei” [The Peasant Marei], Dostoevsky flees one
form of the peasant, a ruthless convict (and the cause of his despair) into the arms of another.
Finally, Uspensky’s “power of the earth” is fearfully despotic. In my conclusion to this
dissertation, I return to Dostoevsky’s “Muzhik Marei” and, in chapter two, I address Levin’s
famous Arbeitskur, when he mows with his peasants, in detail. Here, I would like to illustrate
how the peasant myth of Russian realism is created, and often inverted, by taking a closer look at
Uspensky’s essay (Vlast’ zemli [Power of the Earth]). In this essay, Uspensky reflects on peasant
life in 1882 and the literary images with which that life had become inextricable. It concludes
with comments about a well-known character from Tolstoy’s Voina i mir [War and Peace]
(1869), Platon Karataev, who is among the most romanticized peasant characters in Russian
realism. Uspensky, however, is unconvinced that Platon’s celebrated “love for the whole” is as
idyllic as it seems.?

Uspensky initially lauds the peasant, represented by Platon, for his immediacy. At the
heart of the peasant’s world-view (as Uspensky imagines it) is an attention to detail; peasants
care not for the movements of history but are, quite literally, focused on blades of grass. The
peasant himself, Uspensky continues, is an insignificant part of a larger whole, replaceable and
endlessly renewed: “B Kpsimckyro BoitHy Takux [lnmaToHoB ymupaio 6e3 ciena, 6e3 xano0sr —
TBICSIUH, JECATKH ThICsSY. COTHH THICSIY MX YMHPAET €XKET0JHO 10 Beeit Poccun 6e3MoIBHO,
0€3pOINOTHO, KaK TpaBa, U COTHH THICSAY, TaK K€ Kak TpaBa, poastcs...” [In the Crimean war
Platons died without a trace, without a complaint. They died by the thousands, by the tens of
thousands. Hundreds of thousands of them die every year across Russia without a sound, without
a murmur, like grass, and hundreds of thousands, like grass, are born...].> Uspensky worries that
peasants do not ultimately augur continuity and renewal but simply their own insignificance.
Rather than intimating the whole, they represent the dissolution of the part:

Takas yactuua mpet maccamu Ha lllunke, B cHerax KaBkasa, B neckax Cpeaneil Aszuu...
«OKu3Hb ero, Kak OTJe/bHAs XKU3Hb, HE UMEET CMbICIA.» JTa, HE UMEIOLIasi CMbICIIA,
KH3Hb, HE JII00SI HUKOTO OT/ENIBHO, HU Ce0sl, HU APYTHX, 200HA HA Ce, C YeM

2 It is another distinguishing feature of Russian realism that literary characters are taken by critics as
historical facts, hardly different from actually existing people. Following Ilya Kliger’s application of
Jameson’s claims from “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism” to Russian
literary history, I suggest that the reason for this slippage is mid-century Russia’s nature as “a locale in
which clear differentiation between the domains of social and cultural activity had not been completed.”
“Historical Poetics between Russia and the West: Toward a Nonlinear Model of Literary History and
Social Ontology,” Poetics Today, Vol. 38, No. 3 (2017), p. 461. The nearness of literature to social and
political exigencies, as Kliger points out, supports Jameson’s arguments about literature and allegory,
elaborated also in The Political Unconscious: “The idea is, in other words, that if interpretation in terms
of expressive causality or of allegorical master narratives remains a constant temptation, this is because
such master narratives have inscribed themselves into the texts as well as in our thinking about them.”
The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
1981), p. 34. See also “Third-World Literature in the Era of Multinational Capitalism,” Social Text, No.
15 (1986), pp. 65-88.

3 Gleb Uspenskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v chetyrnadtsati tomakh, eds. N. F. Bel’chikov, et. al.
(Moskva/Leningrad: Izdatel’stvo Adakademii Nauk SSSR, 1949), vol. 8, p. 120. Translations are my own
unless otherwise noted.



cmankueaem xcusns...Bece Moxker caenath Ilmaton. «Bo3sMu u CBsKH. .. «Bo3pMu u
Pa3BSIKH,» «3aCTPEII», OCBOOOAN», «Oei», «Oel cunbHel» ... (italics added).*

“Suited to anything,” Platon dies and kills without ceremony.

As Uspensky’s reflections suggest, the peasant’s death is celebrated throughout Russian
realism as a hallmark of unity, be it a national culture (“how wondrously Russian peasants die!”
as the narrator of Turgenev’s Zapiski okhotnika exclaims), a religious one, or even a political
force (the peasant’s celebrated “endurance” among populists). It perhaps the most central
conundrum of realism that the very fact of transience is transformed into something stable. “Life
itself,” like a master unquestioningly obeyed, was, it was hoped, guided by an invisible code.
This remained true even for the materialists of the 1860s who rejected religion. In realism,
literature, too, was “suited to anything.” With the break-down of genre hierarchies and the
ongoing critique of romantic idealism, realists stressed that everything could be the object of art.
As we shall see, the peasant represents this openness not, as one might suppose, for his inclusion
in artistic representation, but rather for his symbolic meaning in the cultural imaginary. Realists
were grappling with the belief that everything, from trends to ideals, must die. And yet, it was
hoped, the peasant’s quiet death symbolized continuity. Here, the promises of religion and of
idealism are guarded by an apparently bullet-proof realism: the awareness of one’s own passing.
This was the last bastion against history as the never-ending dissolution and replacement of so
many forms.

The peasant’s quiet death thus enshrines realism’s central aim: to gather all the benefits
of idealistic modalities—a here-and-now that is immanently significant, a coherent subject that
knows its own failure, a voice projected onto an imagined whole—and none of their trappings,
including, most centrally, an unscrupulous obedience and passivity that Uspensky attributes to
Platon. In Viast’ zemli, Uspensky reflects on this central aim of Russian realism and expresses a
concern that all the writers under study also express. For him, the peasant becomes another
fractured self, distinguished only by the fact that he seems to know of his own nothingness and
threatens those who have made him in their image with the same self-obliterating awareness.
More than the imagined brutality of premodern ways of life, could this not be modernity itself?

Turning, briefly, to Voina i mir, we see how Russian realism’s peasant myth is framed by
an awareness of its own invented nature:

... Ui Tiprie3ia OapuHa Be3Jie MPUTOTOBUII BCTPEYH, HE THIIITHO-TOP)KECTBEHHEIE,
KOTOpBIC, OH 3HAJ, HE MOHpaBATcs [Ibepy, HO UMEHHO TaKHUe PETUTHO3HO-
OJilarojapCcTBEHHEIE, ¢ 00pa3amMu U XJ1e00M-COJIbI0, MMEHHO TaKHe, KOTOPhIC, KaK OH
HOHUMAJI GapyHa, JOJKHBI OBLIM II0JeHCTBOBAThL Ha rpada U OOMaHyTh €ro.’

*1ibid., p. 119. [This little particle dies by the masses in Shipka, in the snows of the Caucuses, in the sands
of Central Asia... “His life, as a discrete life, made no sense.” This life, having no sense, loving no one
separately, not itself, not others, is suited to anything that life brings...Platon would do anything. “Seize
and tie them up,” “Release” “Shoot,” “Free,” “Beat,” “Beat harder”]

3 Lev Nikolaevich Tolstoi, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v devianosta tomakh (Moskva/Leningrad:
Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 1928-1958), 10:105. [Everywhere preparations were made not for
ceremonious welcomes (which he knew Pierre would not like), but for just such gratefully religious ones,
with offerings of icons and the bread and salt of hospitality, as, according to his understanding of his
master, would touch and delude him.] Translation by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, War and
Peace (New York: Vintage Classics, 2008), p. 331.



This passage describes a display presented for the novel’s protagonist, Pierre, to convince him
that his serfs are quite happy. (He had wanted to liberate them.) For a reader who traces the
patterns of the novel’s plot, however, the chief steward becomes none other than the author
himself, though he may also find himself in Pierre’s seat in the audience, touched and deluded by
Karataev. For the realists under study, “ceremonious welcomes” (read: conventions) will not
delude them, but something “more grateful” will. As for readers, few scenes beckon our
affirmation as emphatically as Platon’s:

— Uro, kak TBOE 310poBbe? — crpocu oH [Pierre].

— Yro 3n0poBbe? Ha Gone3ns miuakatbes — bor cMepTu He 1act, — ckasal

Kaparaes, u ToTyac e BO3BpaTUiICA K HaYaToMy pacckaszy. <...> He cambii

pacckas 3TOT, HO TAMHCTBEHHBIN CMBICI €T0, Ta BOCTOPKEHHAs paloCTh, KOTOpas CHslia
B e KapartaeBa npu 3TOM pacckase, TaMHCTBEHHOE 3HAUEHUE 3TOM pasoCcTH, 3TO-TO
CMYTHO Y PaJIOCTHO HAIIOIHAIO Teneps ayury Ilnepa.®

As we read of Karataev’s calm presence and untroubled forgetfulness, it is hard not to stare at his
literary visage in the same way Pierre beholds him here, as a character. It does not really matter
what he says, but only that he, this emblem of another life, exists in our novels and in our worlds.

Form and Content: A Hegelian Approach

For Lukécs, the peasant is internal to modern literature yet also the oppositional force
which makes its distinguishing features intelligible. Though Mikhail Bakhtin is more skeptical
about the peasant’s quiet death,’ he, too, regards the peasant as a vestige in the modern novel,
one preserved from its long history, but still enabling a juxtaposition of the sort which Lukacs
underscores.® The modern novel, as Dorothy Hale has shown, is a genre often distinguished by
critics for its expression of a coherent or alienated subject. It is thus closely associated with the

%ibid., 12:153-5. [“So, how’s your health?” he [Pierre] asked. “My health? Lament for your sickness, and
God won’t grant you death,” said Karataev, and he went back to the story he had begun. <...> It was not
the story itself, but its mysterious meaning, the rapturous joy that shone in Karataev’s face as he told it,
the mysterious significance of that joy, that now strangely and joyfully filled Pierre’s soul.] Peaver and
Volokhonsky, War and Peace, pp. 1061-3.

7“A ‘man of the people’ appears in the novelas the one who holds the correct attitude toward life and
death, an attitude lost by the ruling classes (Platon Karataev in Tolstoy). More often than not, his teaching
is concerned precisely with dying well (Tolstoy’s “Three Deaths”).” The Dialogic Imagination: Four
Essays by M. M. Bakhtin, trans. by Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin, TX: University of
Texas Press, 1981), p. 235.

8 In a new “realist turn” scholars, reconsidering realism, locate a preoccupation with peasants in the work
of Lukacs, Bakthin, and Erich Auerbach. The idea is that this preoccupation (an attention to otherness)
bears commonality with the post-colonial and post-imperial world and the critical resources its concerns
have yielded. Joe Cleary writes: “All three of these great synoptic histories of realism ... were written not
from the vantage of the great metropolitan capitals of the old literary world-system but from that of the
revolutionary semiperiphery of a literary world-system in the grip of a convulsive crisis.” He continues:
“Neither Auerbach nor Lukacs nor Bakhtin has much to say about imperialism as such. All three discover
various resources in realism (its receptivity to subaltern communities hitherto ignored or merely ridiculed
in high literature; its capacity for capturing intensive totality; its openness to temporalities of becoming
and to the dereifying laugher of the folk) that they value and wish to transmit to the literature of the
future.” “Realism after Modernism,” Modern Language Quarterly, Vol 73, No. 3 (2012), pp. 257-60.



value-category of reflection, which I find across the genres of Russian realism: the alienated
subject gazed upon but did not fully participate in life. Materialized, on a formal level, by
devices of point of view and expressions of lyric subjectivity, reflection is discussed in cultural
texts of mid-century Russia as the distinctive burden of the education elite. By contrast, a value
category of immediacy is linked with a social experience, that of the peasantry, toward which
realist texts gestured but could not embody.

Cultural texts of this period insist, often too emphatically, on the gulf that separates the
educated elite from the peasantry. Reduplicating the binary—the peasant is Other to the writer
just as that writer is Other to the west—Ileaves an important question unanswered: what is this
binary doing in the first place? I begin by probing that binary’s function in the texts that helped
construct it. In each chapter, I suggest how peasant immediacy draws dangerously close to elite
reflection so that the difference is collapsed into striking combinations: an eternal present that is
inextricable from the conventions that make it intelligible; characters who are subject to fate but
are aware of their agency; poets who are trapped in their conventions but, for the same reason,
embody the physical and social limits of immediate existence.

As studies of realism as a historical movement in the nineteenth century have shown,
contrast is its distinguishing element. Realism is based in negation and contrast, defined by the
collapse of romantic ideals, the critique of inherited literary models, and irony, as well as
contrasts between the general and the particular, the individual and the type. Highlighting
contrast itself as the distinctive element of Russian realism, I follow what Marshall Brown
describes as a Hegelian approach to the movement across its nineteenth-century varieties. In this
approach, differing theories of nineteenth-century realism are united in an emphasis on
“silhouetting”: one object emerges against the backdrop of its opposite.® Also central to my
approach is the work of Catherine Gallagher, who studies one essential contrast, the type versus
the individual, and that of Hale, who studies point of view as an emblem of the subject that is
constituted through relationships.!?

In studies of Russian realism, I draw on the work of Lidiia Ginzburg, who offers an
intellectual history from early nineteenth-century German philosophy to Russian thinkers as they
began engaging in psychological self-analysis and exploring key oppositions of self and other,
real and ideal.!! This latter opposition can be traced through a longer history of mimesis,
described by Stephen Halliwell (also in terms of contrast) as moving between two distinct poles:
“one [conception of mimesis] is committed to illuminating a world (partly) accessible and
knowable outside art <...> by whose norms it can be tested and judged. The other is mimesis as
a world created and invented by the artist.”!> My approach to realism is clearly historical, yet I
also understand the circumstances to which it responds as overlapping with broader nineteenth-
century changes, defined by the collapse of ideals (religious and romantic) and a scientific or
positivistic approach to culture.!*> With these contrasts in play, Russian realism is defined by the

? Marshall Brown, “The Logic of Realism: A Hegelian Approach,” PMLA, 96:2 (1981), pp. 224-241.

10 Catherine Gallagher, “The Rise of Fictionality,” The Novel: History, Geography and Culture, ed. by
Franco Moretti (Princeton/Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2006), pp. 336-363.

' Lidiia Ginzburg, Literatura v poiskakh real nosti (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1987), p. 6. In English,
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Princeton University Press, 1991).
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emergence of reality as a problem, moving between critique and belief, surface and depth, self
and other; in this period, reality becomes “a challenge or an enigma.”'*

In the 1830s and °40s, when the fervor of Russian Hegelianism, marked by idiosyncratic
interpretations, was in full swing, another problem arose.!> The peasant emerges as a problem in
the historical experience of serfdom’s abolition, which paralleled the development of realism.
This period begins in the late ‘40s, when the manorial economy was stagnating, and it ends in the
1880s, after the last of the reforms that stemmed from abolition in 1861.'° It was in this period
that depictions of peasants lose the sentimental coloring that had been a mark of earlier works, as
Donald Fanger observes. In the eighteenth century, writers like Alexander Radishchev framed
depictions of peasants by the realization that they, too, “were men,” endowed with reason as that
essential and democratizing commonality that characterizes Enlightenment philosophy. Fanger
describes the transition from the Enlightenment (and later sentimentalist) approach to peasants in
the 1840s, when writers began to confront the environmental realities and cultural particularities
of the peasantry in new ways: “The lesson—*This peasant is a man!’—had been urged by writers
since Radishchev, and urged in terms familiar to educated readers. Now that it was accepted, the
serious attention it made possible led to a disconcerting discovery: This man was a peasant!”"’
The question of the peasant’s identity was only sharpened in the reform era, beginning in the
‘50s, when society underwent drastic changes as a newly configured legal category of peasant
emerged in the wake of serfdom’s abolition.

Reality and the peasant had thus become problems just as realism took shape; Pavel
Annenkov’s essay of 1853, “Po povodu romanov i rasskazov iz prostonarodnogo byta v 1852
godu” [Apropos Novels and Tales from The Life of the Peasant in 1852] suggests how these
problems overlapped. Annenkov criticizes sentimental portrayals of peasants, viewing them as
deformations of ‘real’ peasants. More important to Annenkov, however, were the deformations
visited upon the nature of art as he saw it—largely on the model of “world-building” and linked,
in this capacity, to the social affordances of the educated elite. Art can only grow naturally from
educated society, Annenkov argued; to resituate it among peasants is to contrive “a hanging
garden.”!8 Realism is thus theorized in Russia’s mid-century for the first time only incompletely
by Vissarion Belinsky in the late ‘30s, who hoped that “external reality could change to fit some
idea.”! Tt receives full expression with the peasant problematic when, as Annenkov suggests in
1853, that art is defined by its opposition to the peasant. In this opposition, literature cherishes

4 Brown, “The Logic of Realism,” p. 28.

!> For recent studies of Hegel’s reception in Russian culture in the nineteenth century, see the collection
Hegel in Russia published as a special volume of Studies in East European Thought. Vol. 65, No. 3-4
(2013), prefaced by David Bakhurt and Ilya Kliger.

' For a genealogy of peasant stereotypes in Russian culture of the late-nineteenth century, see Cathy,
Frierson Peasant Icons: Representations of Rural People in Late Nineteenth-Century Russia (New
York/Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), pp. 76-101.

" Donald Fanger, “The Peasant in Literature,” in The Peasant in Nineteenth-Century Russia, ed. by
Wayne S. Vucinich (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1968), p. 249.

18 Pavel Annenkov, “Po povodu romanov i rasskazov iz prostonarodnogo byta,” in Sovremennik protiv
Moskvitianina, ed. by A. V. Vdovin, K. Tu. Zubkov, and A. S. Fedotov (St. Petersburg: Nestor-istoriia,
2015), p. 363.

191 paraphrase Slavoj Zizek, Less Than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical Materialism
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Vissarion Belinskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (Moskva/Leningrad: I1zdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR,
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one kind of real, and the peasant, who (so thinks Annenkov) is without a fully developed self-
consciousness, signals another. One was reflective and the other, immediate. Annenkov begins
his essay with one question—why is the peasant a limit-point in art—but ends up with another,
more fundamental one: how is it that reality is many things? At the heart of this question is the
sense that reality’s multiple versions are dependent on one another. As Brown explains, “reality
is one possible ordering of things, just as realism is one possible ordering of texts. This ordering
is where everything is through its other what it is in itself.”?°

Alexei Vdovin’s analysis of Annenkov’s essay traces its intellectual influences in part to
Hegel’s philosophy, supporting the approach to Russian realism as “a structure of consciousness
for its readers, who see the juxtapositions, and its writers who form material that way.”?! Vdovin
helps us see how Annenkov’s implied assumptions about reality’s dialectical nature are shared
by writers like Turgenev, who represent peasants in a realist fashion by reflecting them through
the categories associated with elite social experience, that is, by casting them in oppositions.??
Bringing these insights together, this dissertation locates the peasant within the contrastive
functioning of Russian realism and shows that the peasant harbors the meaning—at once social
and aesthetic—of reversal itself. In a sense, a character like Platon Karataev underscores that a
novel like Voina i mir, and the reflective characters upon whom it is centrally focused, is very
different from that novel and what it stands for. Yet the realization that Platon is a product of art,
witnessed in the scene of Pierre’s homecoming, also suggests, first, that one version of reality,
indeed this most concrete and immediate version of “the peasant,” is also invented. In such
reversals, realism’s other reality—the ideas and reflective capacity which Annenkov entrusts to
the educated elite—become, by their very nature as constructs, commensurate with the brutal
lessons of fatalism ascribed to the peasant. Realism, a trend like any other, is doomed to quietly
die.

Following the interpretative model proposed by Jameson, we might say that these
inversions show the political unconscious at work. Meaning essentially that literature engages
the social ground from which it stems, the unconscious, Jameson explains, “is only a way to
rewrite the surface categories of a text in the stronger language of a more interpretive code.”??
That code renders visible the presence of history, which is defined by Jameson as a struggle, and
this makes it political. But history on Jameson’s account is also the assurance of struggle’s
perpetuity, a conception that becomes clear when we extend its implicit Hegelianism. As one
scholar has recently noted, although it is the “social grammar of class struggle” in The Political
Unconscious which strikes some as retrograde, particularly amidst concerns of the post-human,
the way in which struggle is articulated in Jameson’s work is so broad as to extend to “the never-
ending flow of contingency.”?* In the opening pages of The Political Unconscious, struggle is
defined not as the plight of the working classes but as “wrest[ing] Freedom from Necessity.”?’
This view of history is also properly Hegelian. For Hegel, history is an immanent process of self-

20 Brown, “The Logic of Realism,” p. 234.

21 ibid., p. 232.

22 Alexei Vdovin, “Nevedomyi mir: russkaia i evropeiskaia estetika i problema reprezentatsii krest’ian v
literature serediny XIX veka,” Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, Vol. 141 (2016), pp. 287-315.

2 Jameson, The Political Unconscious, p. 60.

24 Enda Duffy, “Modernism under Review: Fredric Jameson’s The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a
Socially Symbolic Act (1981),” Modernist Cultures, Vol. 11, No. 2 (2016), p. 151. Duffy places Jameson
alongside Gilles Deleuze, the latter critic enjoying contemporary attention in studies of new materialism
and the post-human. Below, I place Jameson, similarly interpreted, alongside a version of Hegelianism
which performs the same move of expanding the materialist logic to a “messier,” more plastic dialectic.
25 Jameson, The Political Unconscious, p. 19.



overcoming which, according to some recent interpretations, has no end. Jameson writes in his
own recent interpretation from 2010, The Hegel Variations:

As Slavoj Zizek puts it, “does not Hegel’s Phenomenology tell us again and again the
same story of repeated failure, of the subject’s endeavor to realize his project in social
substance?” Yet from another perspective what is crucial about contradiction is that its
very emergence signals the interiorization of the opposites, which no longer confront
each other in external and contingent ways. This interiorization might then be grasped as
a kind of historical progress from Hegel’s perspective, although it is surely to be
understood as a structural rather than a teleological (let alone a cyclical) movement. I
propose that, with the hindsight of Marx’s dialectic in Capital, we understand this
progression in the sense of enlargement, as of a spiral rather than a circular or cyclical
process.?

History does not end, Jameson goes on to explain, but it may get bigger—first in the moment of
imperialism, now in globalization. It is the nature of things to be sourced from myriad places in a
vast network. One way to historicize this situation is to trace the degree to which it is recognized
or obscured. Behind Marx’s materialization of this process, then, is the Hegelian insight that
what seems right here is really over there—a fact of consciousness as much as anything else.
Relationality and reversal is what I argue lies behind history as “the absent cause,” symbolized
by the peasant’s image, in Russian realism.

In recent work, Gayatri Spivak contends that to learn to read literature is to say “yes,
yes!” to such scenes as those of peasant life in Russian realism if only to also eventually say
“no,” and even, we might add, hold affirmation and suspicion in the same breath.?” In response to
calls to reorient literary scholarship in a “post-critical moment,” that is, to relinquish an attitude
of suspicion in order to attend to “what the work means in the reading chair,” I echo the claim
that “we have not been critical enough.”?® Behind this claim is the supposition that only with
attention to literary forms can we access a text’s complex engagement with its social world
without reducing literature to its context. “The text is an ideological,” Jameson writes, “but
formal and immanent—response to historical dilemmas.”?

In Jameson’s account, history comes to us through its textualizations, or rather, its
retextualizations. Harboring no specific content but only the form of necessity itself, history is
only reconstructed through the texts which respond to it but is itself a text in the sense that it is
one form, one way of arranging things, among others. Nevertheless, history is the singular
horizon of interpretation for Jameson for the same reason that it is Hegelian; it is not a reified
mode of production but an ongoing narrative which, in all of its guises, had to be the way it was.
As a literary scholar, one cannot avoid the historical lens not because one must address certain
nuances of Russia’s nineteenth century, but because the structure of every text is a response to,
and recreation of, what it could not escape. In this broader view of history, interpretative appeals
to a political unconscious or a social imaginary, that is, “a shared, spontaneous understanding of

26 Jameson, The Hegel Variations: On the Phenomenology of Spirit, (London/New York: Verso, 2010),
pp. 114-5.

27 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, An Aesthetic Education in the Era of Globalization (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2012), p. 47.

28 Anna, Kornbluh, “We Have Never Been Critical: The Novel as Critique,” Novel: A Forum on Fiction
Vol. 50, No. 3 (2017), p. 399.

2 Jameson, The Political Unconscious, p. 139.



how society is organized,” do not yield secreted answers.?° Nothing is revealed by interpretation
except the revelations which literature itself happens upon through the machinations of its forms.

Although an analysis of literary forms is crucial to the theoretical paradigm Jameson
outlines, he leaves room for further formalist elaboration. In this gap, an approach which traces
literary forms as persisting throughout time according to their own internal logic can help
elaborate the ties between the past and the present that form the major promise of Jameson’s
method: “to respect the specificity and radical difference of the social and cultural past while
disclosing the solidarity of its polemics and passions, its forms, structures, experiences, and
struggles, with those of the present day.”!

Recent work in a paradigm of historical poetics, established by a tradition preceding
Russian formalism, has made further inroads into the barrier separating historicist and formalist
models of literary criticism.*? Far from treating texts as “windless enclosures” distinct from the
social experiences from which they arose, formalism, as Jameson himself admits, “showed us
how to reconstruct a given complex form—generated to compensate for some structural lack.”?
A structural lack—say, the need to motivate acts of perception in the plot—dynamically interacts
with social-historical need. More than recovering historical process within a text by attending to
how it was made, formalists—and here one thinks of Boris Eikhenbaum’s interpretations of
Tolstoy’s work as the rejection of romantic styles—also reconstitute the creative process that
takes place, as it were, between texts. The creator is thus to some extent de-individualized and
resitutated in the shifts between one major movement to the next. Ruptures yield insight into an
underlying machinery, cutting across individual texts and bridging between historical periods.
The work of formal analysis thus stands to show how each historical stage is layered within
previous stages and carries into “what the work means in the reading chair.”

In what follows I argue for a history of Russian realism from within the three concentric
frameworks proposed by Jameson but attempt to focus on form with consistency and in its own
historical perspective. These frameworks are as follows: political history (e.g., emancipation
reform); society’s constitutive tensions (e.g., master and serf), and history “in its vastest sense,”
the destruction, transformation, and continuation of so many historical stages.** I analyze the
genesis of complex forms within and across texts, focusing in particular on the emergence of
character from type, shifts from first- to third-person narrative perspective, and changes in lyric
subjectivity. At every level, especially the last and broadest, the peasant myth tokens the project
of realism as only form could express it: to get outside history and, simultaneously, to submit to
the annihilating forces for which history ultimately stands. History’s formulation is concrete,

39 Kliger uses the term to describe Russian literature’s engagement with social and political questions.
The term comes from Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham/London: Duke University
Press, 2004). Kliger, “Hegel’s Political Philosophy and the Social Imaginary of Early Russian Realism,”
Studies in East European Thought, Vol. 65, No. 3/4 (2013), p. 190. One difference between social and
political, as Kliger points out, is that the former is concerned with dealing with arrangements in their
current form, where the political focuses on the powers that originally implemented such arrangements or
might change them.

31 Jameson, The Political Unconscious, p. 18.

32 Jlya Kliger and Boris Maslov, “Introducing Historical Poetics: History, Experience, Form,” in
Persistent Forms: Explorations in Historical Poetics, ed. by Kliger, Maslov and Eric Hayot (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2015), pp. 1-36.

33 Jameson, The Political Unconscious, p. 42. Cf. Jameson, The Prison-House of Language: A Critical
Account of Structuralism and Formalism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975).

3% ibid., p. 75.
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though perhaps not in the way that was hoped. Instead of sealing off contradictions, the peasant-
as-form does what form does best: reveal them.

kokok

Elaborating on the function of the peasant’s quiet death in a world contrasted to it,
Lukécs calls the peasant in Tolstoy’s novels “an aesthetic concept,” moving toward a correlation
between form and peasant upon which this dissertation builds:

The few characters who are capable of really living their lived experiences—perhaps
Platon Karataev is the only such character—are, of necessity, secondary characters:
events leave them unchanged, their essential nature is never involved in events, their

life does not objectivize itself, it cannot be given form but only hinted at, only defined in
concrete artistic terms in contrast to the others. They are not realities but marginal
aesthetic concepts.

In a sense, it would seem that the peasant’s only reality is in the text. This substantial and
concrete social form emerges only with sustained aesthetic thinking, and even here, it appears as
a flash. Lukacs appeals to the category of an aesthetic concept because the ideas which are the
peasant’s burden to express are meant to describe literature itself. Although literature, on
Lukécs’s account, seems lost to whatever it is that the peasant has, he also claims that only the
novelist can—from his novelistic vantage point—give us what “reflective” subjects otherwise
lack: the ability to truly live our own lives. A truly lived life is performed by the novel that
knows both the life of reflection and that of immediacy, though that same novel mourns the
union it performs. Readers can, nevertheless, pick up a book and experience what only Platon
Karataev, who has no need of books, can embody.

If Lukéacs’s sense of mourning has faded from contemporary criticism (outlived, perhaps,
in so many ideological critiques), a sense of triumph has not. Robert Kaufman outlines one way
in which we continue to think about art as performing what we cannot otherwise sustain, namely,
“a capacity to reach intellectually and affectively beyond the authorized concepts of capitalism,”
or, we might add, any given historical condition.*® In a related vein of scholarship, one
concerned with the epistemological purchase of literary forms, John Gibson claims that literature
establishes the conditions for knowing and thus lays bares the parameters of how we think: “the
contents of our minds acquire the forms of life.”3” Here again, literature accesses and then offers
up some fundamental unity elsewhere broken into pieces, or simply working on its premises.
When we appeal to this canon of aesthetic theory about the role of the peasant in realism, we
may find ourselves begging the question: aesthetic thinking produces the peasant because that
thinking is reflecting on itself. It would thus seem that the peasant sneaks into art to tell us what
art really is: a crystallization of our realities and a pointer to something beyond them. These
capacities, sometimes applied to art as such, are also those of form more specifically as 1) the

35 Lukécs, Theory of the Novel, p. 150. Within Lukécs’s framework, truly lived experiences are not
amenable to those forms which would tear them apart, imposing false (or no longer expressive) categories
of linearity and individuation.

3¢ Robert Kaufman, “Nothing if Not Determined: Marxian Criticism in History,” in 4 Companion to
Literary Theory, ed. by David H. Richter (New York: Wiley, 2018), p. 206.

37 John Gibson, “On Making Sense,” paper delivered at the University of California, Berkeley, Literary
Form and Logic, April 14, 2017. See also Gibson’s Fiction and the Weave of Life (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007).
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shape which an idea can possibly take (our determining realities), and 2) the shape it takes
through innovation (possible alternatives to those realities). Freighted with the very meaning of
form, the peasant, so thinks Lukdcs, cannot achieve form in and of itself.

To call Russian realism’s peasant a form is not only to bring literature’s assumptions
about its own promises into focus; it is also to contravene the myth of the peasants as the bearer
of content. In my chapters, I show how description, point of view, and poetic voice contribute to
rendering peasant forms into various versions of content. Thus, description creates effects of
immediacy, purified of distorting perspectives, and establishes an “eternal present”; point of
view serves as the basis for a self-contained and self-directed life, modeled in opposition to the
embodied life of the peasant; and poetic voice, moving between the poles of immediacy and
reflection, is thematized in relation to the peasant other. Throughout my analyses, as much as |
seek to “step back” from the canon that I have invoked in order to come at the peasant’s image
with more distance, I also seek to build on that canon’s key insight, namely, that form intimates
both what is and is not: the conditions of existence, on the one hand, and the hopes or fears that
attend them, on the other.’® For example, descriptive passages in Turgenev’s Zapiski okhotnika,
which are characterized by present-tense verbs and second-person grammatical subjects (‘you,’
attributed to readers), belie fears of social interdependence. Such fears are discernible in the
evident need to render experience singular and stable. In orchestrated disruptions of descriptive
pauses, however, we also sense another need, namely, to admit to social existence as part of,
rather than opposed to, the forms which would escape it.

In my approach, literary form is inherently social because it insists on mediation. In that
mediation, unities are broken up into their elements so that what may appear to be a self-
sufficient entity, an individual, for example, is constituted by the relationships within which that
individual is situated. Realist literature, in particular, is preoccupied with the project of
representing, and though it seeks to overcome the inevitable distortions of that project, it is,
inescapably, a fact of relationality. These are well-known parameters for any history of realism,
yet they bear repeating in connection to the peasant’s promises. Realists may yearn to access the
whole that the peasant’s image bodies forth, but, as we shall see, that whole modulates between
their wish for pure content and the reality of form. Society as such, contained in the peasant’s
image, is “nowhere empirically present,” but it is not therefore a mysterious totality; rather, it
only reveals that everything contained within it is connected.*”

If studies of the novel have thus far dominated my references, it is because, as Hale has
argued, the novel is the privileged object for “social theories” of literature: approaches concerned
to elucidate a given work’s cultural function or ideological purpose. Hale shows how the novel
came to be treated by critics as a genre that not only represents identity through its content, “but
actually instantiates [identity] through its form.”*® My approach is informed by her critique of
“social formalism,” based on the sense that formalizing identity renders it pure, abstract
relationality: hardly social at all. By externalizing sociality into the forms of literary language,
we find ground for even the most “de-essentialized subject.”*! We also play at reconciliation
without admitting to it, a habit to which Gallagher alludes when she describes the comparative
ease with which we inhabit the point of view of fictional characters who, with no referent in the

38 In the context of this discussion, the term “stepping back” is Spivak’s, An Aesthetic Education in the
Era of Globalization, p. 12.

3% I’'m paraphrasing Jameson, The Political Unconscious, p. 36.

40 Dorothy J. Hale, Social Formalism: The Novel in Theory from Henry James to the Present (Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), p. 13.

1 ibid, 18.
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real world, remain “enticingly unoccupied.”*? As I have already suggested, the link between the
myth of the peasant and the notion that literature can deliver a sociality that is absent to the real
world is particularly strong. Indeed, literature’s deliverance of the peasant tokens precisely this

notion of the social: intersubjective but disembodied — and ‘literary’ for the same reason.

In my effort to come at the social and the formal in a different way — whereby literature
participates in but does not replace the social and historical experience to which it responds — |
have avoided exclusive focus on the novel. For similar reasons, though subjectivity is a central
concern of the dissertation, whether in the sense of point of view or as poetic voice — I do not
suppose that it is the only concern that illuminates the intersection of aesthetics and social
thought. As Hale suggests, the notion that “there is no truth outside subjectivity” has its origins
in social formalism. The concerns which I trace in the texts under study, from social stability to
historical contigency, relate to how a subject is constituted, but, as I hope to show, they are not
limited to that process. In my view, the social is not couched within the literary but shared by it.

To this end, I engage a number of non-literary cultural texts, from essays by Belinsky,
Nikolai Chernyshevsky and Nikolai Dobroliubov, to a study by Alexandr Potebnia, drawing
them in connection to literary texts on the basis of what Jameson calls an ideologeme: “a pre-
idea, conception, belief system, value, prejudice, or opinion” that is common to a certain
moment. As students of Russian realism are certainly aware, a given text responds to many
others — from the “trifecta” of Turgenev’s Ottsy i deti [Fathers and Children], Chernyshevsky’s
Chto delat’? [What is to be Done?] and Dostoevsky’s Zapiski iz pod ’polia [Notes from the
Underground] — to trans-generic conversations between science, philosophy, and literature. As
much as I attend to form, I also strive to avoid the illusion that any text is autonomous. The myth
of the peasant traversed cultural discourses in the mid- to late-nineteenth century. By situating
texts within this broader discourse, I explore both how they respond to and what they reiterate
from the wider social imaginary. In each case, non-literary texts also reveal matters that are
integral to literary form: nationalist discourses generate imperatives of immediacy and
particularity; trends in aesthetic thought describe the need to establish reflective distance; views
on language assume reflective and immediate social functions.

In what follows, I suggest that the peasant’s image emerges everywhere in Russian
realism not because it is simply the case that the peasant’s way of life offered an alternative to
modernity, because there were social and historical reasons for positing that it did. Pulling apart
the myth of the peasant into the many values that comprise it, [ have found myself surrounded by
the concepts and the values of realism itself, from national identity to irony and critique. These
larger themes and structures, I argue, stand to be illuminated by the form they consistently took.
In this way, I seek to build on nineteenth-century Russian cultural studies which explore crucial
connections between representations of peasants and such themes as religion and nationalism,
offering a perspective grounded in the features of realist aesthetics.*?

2 Gallagher, Catherine. “The Rise of Fictionality,” p. 351.

43 Many works of cultural history that treat Russian nationalism describe the mystique of peasant life. In
the 1840s and ‘50s, the Slavophiles (writers such as Ivan Kireevsky and Konstantin Aksokov) made that
mystique the core of their beliefs. One can find the articulations of their views in the vast scholarship on
Slavophiles, including the classic accounts of Nicholas Riasanovsky, Russia and the West in the Teaching
of the Slavophiles: A Study of Romantic Ideology (Glouchester, MA: P. Smith, 1965) and Andrzej
Walicki, The Slavophile Controversy: A History of a Conservative Utopia in Nineteenth-Century Russian
Thought (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975). For a recent exploration of one central correlation between the
peasant’s image and national identity, namely, the sense that deprivation/lack could be transformed into
potential or “a blank slate” for an untold future, see Christopher Ely, This Meager Nature: Landscape and
National Identity in Imperial Russia (DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 2009). Many studies
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Historical Parameters

Though backwardness remains a commonplace in histories of mid-century Russia in
relation to the state of the peasantry, the claim that the culture of the educated elite can be
reduced to the cultural products of the West—even as they lived a different reality—Ileaves us
unsatisfied. Bella Grigoryan answers to this need in her recent work on noble identity in
literature of the period, bringing to bear the specificities of Russia’s own social history on its
culture.** This dissertation comes at the same task from another angle.

One can hardly broach mid-century Russia’s social and political conditions without
returning to the peasantry again and again. They are a central consideration for writers concerned
with the serf economy, contributing to discourses on national identity, serving as the emblem of
the intelligentsia’s great cause, and structuring definitions of the political order (and disorder).
The peasant is everywhere an index of what Jameson calls the determinate situation that
describes “the Umwelt or world of daily life.”*> My aim in part is to resituate the peasant’s image
within the social world that produced it. Still, I take seriously the resonance of this image that
continues in our own times. I therefore aim for a careful navigation of contemporary imaginaries
which belie wistful visions of the peasant’s “backward” world and those which had their own
reasons for wistfulness—and still more for the nightmares that it veils.

In literary history, the period of 1848-1855 is known as the dark years, mrachnoe
semiletie. Alexander Herzen coined the phrase to describe how censorship suffocated
publications, and key figures were exiled or, like Dostoevsky, imprisoned, while still others had
yet to arrive on the scene. Since the late-seventeenth century, Russian society was divided into
estates known as sosloviia: set obligations to the state and (in some cases) privileges which
defined different groups: peasants, merchants, nobility, townspeople, and clergy.*® The
obligations placed upon the peasant estate were the most onerous, from grain production to
capitation tax and military service. The nobility, numbering one and a half percent of the
population in 1858, had in previous centuries been granted control over serfs as compensation
for their own obligations—civil or military service.*’ The term “serfs” (krepostnye) referred to
peasants privately owned by nobles, but peasants living on lands owned by the state — “state
peasants” — and those owned by the Romanov family — “crown pesants” — were equally restricted
in their movement and paid their dues directly there. In the decades leading up to the abolition of
serfdom, not all nobles owned serfs, but serf-ownership remained a marquee noble distinction.
“Whatever the nobility was, it was defined by serfdom,” writes Daniel Field.*3

of Dostoevsky are also sensitive to the writer’s particular expression of the myth, tied to the mystique of
the peasant’s authentic religiosity. See Linda Ivanits, Dostoevsky and the Russian People (Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2011) and Nancy Ruttenburg, Dostoevsky’s Democracy (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2008).
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Addressing the theme of backwardness, Field paints such a picture of a fragmented
society of isolated factions ruled totally but distantly by the Tsarist state. Local government was
weak and lacked independence, the judiciary system was constantly subject to administrative
interference, and the military was supplied by recruits drawn from the peasantry, effectively for
life.* In terms of the economy, many historians point to harsh conditions as the reason for a
subsistence agriculture. Peasants worked according to a three-field cultivation system, producing
low crop yields, and they engaged in land repartition in order to minimize starvation (lands
would rotate among laboring units), but this a system did not readily accommodate enterprise
and agricultural innovation. Because farmland was divided into small strips, for example, there
was little room for advanced technologies of plowing and fertilization. Though industrialization
began to penetrate Russia in the 1860s, it was only in the 1880s and 1890s that it substantially
altered the economy.

Peasants remained the majority population throughout the nineteenth-century. The social
historian, Theodor Shanin, found that, at the turn of the twentieth-century, nine-tenths of the
population were peasants—including those who had moved into urban settings but remained tied
to peasant roots.’® As far back as 1972, Shanin noted that peasants comprised most of the world,
and yet it is a strange fact that one needs so often to be reminded of this.’! In a review of the field
that developed in the 1980s, Ben Eklof restated the point: “Russian rural society, despite its
distinctive cloth and pattern, is part of a global fabric rather than an aberration from a European
pattern—itself the aberration in world history.”*? Sifting through a thicket of ideology, historians
find in discourses stretching back to the eighteenth-century and into the early Soviet period that
“peasants were found to function an inferior level,” economically, politically, or “simply as
human beings.”>? It ought to go without saying that, as Esther Kingston-Mann writes, “in search
of survival, material well-being, wealth, prestige, power, security, respect and continuity,
peasants were like people elsewhere.”* The task, she continues is not only to see others as
sharing a common nature, but to see oneself as one case among so many cases.>

In 1856 Alexander II ascended the throne, relaxed censorship, and began discussions
about massive reforms in the empire, beginning with the abolition of serfdom. Serfdom was “the
defining institution of society, the economy and almost every aspect of life.”® It was established
over the course of the preceding centuries to compel peasant to provide revenues for the state and
its servitors. Serfs produced surpluses in the form of obrok (dues in money, obtained by selling
grain) or barshchina, dues in labor. Though historians mark key differences between serfdom
and slavery across the colonial world of the nineteenth-century, many also claim similarity
between them: “Russian serfdom approximated chattel slavery.”’ It was the arbitrary power
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which serf owners were granted over their serfs that makes for the comparison. Owners who
abused their serfs and forced them to relocate acted largely with impunity, despite laws
governing the treatment of serfs, which were rarely enforced. Unlike slaves, however, peasants
were included in the social fabric—a contrast to the “social death” that Orlando Patterson’s
comparative history of slavery takes as its distinguishing feature.’® Still, as Patterson also notes
in his discussion of Russian serfdom, social exclusion worked in myriad ways. Peasants were
considered part (indeed emblematic) of ethnic and national identity, but they were also often
characterized in ways intended to justify exclusion from political and elite culture.

The stark binary between peasants and the westernized elite has been modified by
accounts which underscore the “shifting and indeterminate nature” of social structure in
general—the sosloviia system—and serfdom in particular: “less a system than a widely varying
set of practices.”® Elise Kimerling Wirtschafter describes social identity in the mid-nineteenth-
century as an amalgam of formal (e.g., juridical or state-imposed) categories and self-
representation. People, she writes, do not fit into neat categories, and the historical categories
dominant in the eighteenth- and early nineteenth centuries were themselves messy.%° The divide
implemented by Peter I between those obligated and those obligated but compensated (roughly,
peasants and everyone else) shifted according to the needs of the state.! In this framework,
nobles were privileged by possessing “negative rights,” including exemption from the poll tax
(which remained the peasantry’s burden), while their positive rights were defined by the
obligations of others, especially peasants. In an important sense, nobles were nobles because they
were not peasants.

Such interdependencies are highlighted in the account of Boris Mironov, who stands out
in his insistence that serfdom was “a corporate phenomenon encompassing all social relations in
the empire.”®? The view is controversial in the sense that Mironov saw even nobles as just
another (albeit differently) enserfed group. Less a picture of reality than a heuristic device,
Robert Bartlett claims, Mironov’s conception underscores that “the regime as a whole was based
on concepts of hierarchy and obligation.”® Here, serfdom is not primarily “the rights of some
individuals over others” but “a general syndrome.”%* Serf owners “enacted the ruler’s prerogative
in relation to his lesser subjects” and—according to Stephen Hoch—systems of hierarchy in
peasant society functioned similarly.®> What all groups shared was a common system of power
relations.® The overall picture fits with Wirtschafter’s insofar as “the structures of master and
serf relations were fluid—meaning not only that enserfment, as a broader “syndrome” was
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applicable to both, but also that hazily defined laws gave warrant to ad hoc implementation.®’
The “private, customary, and unenforceable” relation between master and serf is at times
romanticized as a natural bond, but it also suggests a lack of stable social identity.®® Furthermore,
though the cultural divide between the westernized elite and peasants is certainly evidenced, so
too is the insistence on that divide as a strategy for lending noble identity coherence.®

Central to literary histories is the phenomenon that brings the issue of noble identity to
bear in a different way: the stratification of educated society with the inclusion of “men of
different ranks.” Eikhenbaum, for example, sees Tolstoy’s social anxieties resting primarily here:
in the need to differentiate the nobility from the so-called new men. Historians point out that the
nobility’s animosity toward non-hereditary nobles—bureaucrats and functionaries who obtained
their status through service—had long been a commonplace. Still, these animosities intensify in
the mid-nineteenth century in relation to the peasantry. To paraphrase Eikhenbaum, Tolstoy
leads us to believe in Anna Karenina that “nobody was closer to the truth than Levin alone with
his peasants”—not the service nobility, not government functionaries, and not the intelligentsia
from whom, Eikhenbaum also points out, Tolstoy worked so hard to distance himself, even as he
engaged in their trends and projects (including peasant education).”®

Threats to noble identity—and indeed the social structure as such—only heightened in
the period known as the reforms, 1855-1864. The stagnation of the serf economy, it is often said,
was brought to the state’s attention in the defeat of the Crimean War (1853-56). Regardless of
the reasons for the emancipation reform, only small numbers of the nobility actively supported
it.”! Nobles “shared a culture oriented toward Western Europe, where serfdom had disappeared”
and often denounced it.”> Thus, Field claims, “serfdom had no ideology,” but he also shows that
it was not resisted because “it shaped the nobility’s outlook on agriculture and on life.””3 What
this picture highlights is a concern for stability. For those who abided by a logic of stability, even
acknowledging the weaknesses of serfdom proved the need to maintain it. For example, one
might claim (as many did) that overburdened peasants and a floundering nobility could not
withstand a major structural shift, even for their mutual improvement.

For other social identities within the educated elite, the reforms bolstered a new degree of
legitimacy. In the 1840s, according to Abbott Gleason, educated society was liberalized, lost its
air of elitism, and was increasingly defined by its challenges to aristocratic values in the 1860s
and those of the autocratic state. 7 On pace with the liberation of serfs into a new and undefined
society, the educated elite “parted ways with the state” and, in the years to come, sought an
alliance with the peasantry in its radicalized political agenda.”

The reforms, as is well known, proved disappointing. With abolition, the arbitrary power
of owner over serf was revoked—a massive change—yet other defining features of serfdom
continued, including economic dependence of peasants on landowners and restrictions on
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