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Russia’s 18 and 19' century wars with the Ottoman Empire gave risentonerous
accounts, which constructed the image of the “Tuas’ the “Other” of a westernizing
monarchy and imperial elite. This paper examines the absolutization of cultural difference
and creation of the symbolic boundary in the cowfsenperial encounter served as a powerful
mechanism asserting common identity of an otheriwveterogeneous body of imperial officers
and administrators. Based upon this opposition,diseourse of Russia’s civilizing mission
served to sustain the claim of Russian monarchyii®@membership in the European “family”
of states. The main part of the paper seeks taibote to recent debates on the character of
Russian “orientalism” by investigating the contmins in the identity of Russian privileged
class as they transpired in thé"k®ntury war discourse.

The “Orient” and “Eastern Europe”

Eighteenth century European accounts of the Ottomiapire were grounded in the
assumption that the Ottomans were essentially ledstienlightenment and civilization, which
itself was rooted on the long tradition of reprasenthe “Turk” as the “Other” of Europe.
After the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople ththémess” of the “Turk” was asserted
mainly in religious terms. Relaunched by the Pojs R in the mid 1% century, the theme of
the crusades was later transformed into the diseooir the “Eastern mission” of the Habsburg
emperors consisting in saving the Christendom fislaimic conquest. After the defeat of the
Ottoman army at Vienna in 1683, predominantly relig connotations of the Ottoman
“otherness” gave way to political and cultural an€se Ottoman Empire was not part of the
European state system, which emerged after theepehdVestphalia of 1648, while the
government of the Sultan provided a ready examplelespotism, which in the age of
enlightenment constituted the antithesis of theilizad and rational governmehtThe
Ottomans’ stubborn support of their traditionaltitgions, during the long period of the
imperial decline only confirmed the impression aftaral “foreignness” of the power, which
otherwise for centuries controlled a substantial paEuropean territory and was an important
factor of the European “balance of power.” The meal the Sultans associated with political
instability, despotism, luxury and sensuality beeathe most concrete illustration of an
“Oriental” society that in all important respectenstituted the logical opposite of the
enlightened, industrious and prospering Europeotier words, the Ottoman Empire became
the principle topos of the symbolic geography implied by intellectughenomenon of
“orientalism” defined by Edward Said as a “Weststyle for dominating, restructuring, and
having authority over Orient”Building upon Michel Foucault's notion of “discaa” and
Antonio Gramsci's theory of cultural hegemony, Sdefined “orientalism” as a “structure of
cultural domination” meaning not only a totality thie ideas about Europe’s superiority to the
East, but the unchallenged hegemony of these desi producing “positional superiority” of
a Westerner in all possible relationships with“@®eent.”®

The switch from religious to secularized terms abt®gurred in the perception of the
Orthodox peoples of South-Eastern and Eastern Eulbgarlier they were viewed primarily
as the Greek Orthodox with all the feelings thas tieligious denomination was capable of
producing in a Catholic or Protestant hearts, iite they became treated in terms of their
position on the scale of enlightenment, in whicd @riental despotism of the sultans and the
civilized countries of Europe constituted the tajiopposites. The problematique of symbolic
geographies implied in Said’s book, was creativabpproached by Larry Wolff and Maria
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Todorova, who studied Western European perceptingastern Europe and the Balkans
respectively, demonstrating the importance of “seréntalizing” discourses alongside
classical “orientalism” in the formation of the Bpean identity. Cast against the fundamental
oppositions of “European-ness,” and “non-Europeess|i barbarity and civilization, stressing
ambiguity and “in-betweenness”, the representatadrisastern Europe and the Balkans treated
these territories as regions of Europe’s potengigiension and the space of its natural
“civilizing mission.” In the context of the presestudy, the works by Said, Wolff and
Todorova allow understanding how with the emergesfoarientalizing and semi-orientalizing
discourses the old religious frontiers between €&ndom and Islam, Catholicism and
Orthodoxy turned into a frontier separating “cixétion” from “barbarity”, while the rhetoric
of crusades turned into mission to civilize thedsuthat had the misfortune of falling under an
unenlightened yoke.

Russia’s “Internal Colonization” Project

In opposition to the Ottoman rulers of thé"l&ntury seeking to resuscitate their might
through “traditionalistic reforms”, Russian monasctf the 18 century spared no effort in
order to become part of the European states systehget recognition as enlightened rulers.
Their ambitious military, political and cultural egda offers the first instance of
“westernization” understood as conscious adaptaifdiWestern technology and cultural forms
by a society that originally did not participatetireir creationStarted by Peter the Great, this
westernization had as its most important resultnternalization of the maxims of the rational
and orderly government as well as forms of polibeiability by the elite elements of the
society. Neither Peter the Great nor his successors foliyaged to imitate a “well-ordered
police state” of German territorial rulers, but,rg@oxically, their apparent failure did not
contradict the character of their undertaking. Mwe¥, the principal incompleteness of
Russian variation of the “enlightenment projecttémme the major organizing factor of Russian
history, which after Peter can be viewed as a |stoe of various modernization impulses.
These different variants of the “enlightenment gctij might have been formulated in explicit
opposition to each other, but all of them tendedi¢ov Russia as a more or less empty space,
whereupon a new society can be built. Russia’sigaténment project” was rooted in the 18th
century symbolic geography that perceived Russipaas of Eastern Europe, geographically
and symbolically located between “Europe” and tkiént” and constituting the space of
Europe’s potential expansion through the realizatd its civilizing mission. If the western
superiority over the “Orient” resulted from essahtiation of its “otherness”, cultural
hegemony of Europe over Eastern projection hadotaith perpetuation ad infinitum of the
teacher — pupil relationship lying at the basisaal discourse of civilizing mission. What
mattered was not the final result of the educapikaess, but constantly changing content of
“enlightenment” that conditioned the perpetuatiéthe quasi-pedagogical authority structure.

By virtue of early started westernization Russieaped a colonial domination by foreign
power(s), yet the policies of thel@nd 19" century Russian monarchs towards their subjects
allow speaking of an ‘“internal colonization projéttin fact, there was no fundamental
difference between the approach of the Habsbumygubwards the peoples populating the
Danubian frontier and the treatment of the Rusgi@asants by the successors of Peter the
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Great. Before the age of nationalism producingotegiethnic ontologies idealizing the peasant
as the supreme embodiment of nation, the absolutists and political elites of Central and
Eastern Europe tended to view their peasants ab&bans” or “children” and therefore as the
object of a never ending civilizing process. Opearatvithin this conceptual universe, Russia’s
ruling class portrayed itself as the champion ofogean enlightenment thereby seeking to
acquire and maintain cultural hegemony over all gheples that were within the horizon of
Russian expansion. For Russian monarchs and impelit@ the acceptance of semi-
orientalizing discourse of Eastern Europe washatsame time, a means of escaping it and a
condition of both their independence vis-a-vis thestern European powers and of their
political dominance over all segments of Eastermopeian population that still remained
“uncivilized” no matter their formal social statuSther Eastern European nobilities either had
to merge into the imperial elite or else be reledab the status of the “uncivilized” together
with the masses of Eastern European peasantry.

Russian-Ottoman Wars and the Conquest of the Symhial Frontier

A series of wars with the Sultans undertaken bysRunsrulers constituted an important
aspect of Russia’s own cultural westernization tl@none hand, the declining Ottoman Empire
represented a relatively weak enemy, the victosr avhich, nevertheless, added to the prestige
of a rising power. On the other hand, Russian ggapda could use the common perception of
the Ottoman government as despotic an inimical ribigletenment in order to legitimize
conquests, whose geopolitical implications mighheowise appear worrisome for the
advocates of the European balance of power. Tihuser first war with the Ottoman Empire
Catherine the Great enjoyed an enthusiastic sugbdsoltaire, who perceived this war as the
struggle between civilization and barbarity. Russiaiters of the early 19th century developed
this theme asserting that the despotic Ottomanrgovent had no moral right to rule over the
Christian provinces. Thus, Russian periodi€ake Telegraplprovided a justification for the
war that Russia conducted against the Ottoman empir1828-1829 arguing that “the
enlightenment, which sheds it benevolent rays tmgdetter part of Europe, is in stark contrast
with the barbarian spirit of the Ottoman governniéntiowever, most importantly, Russian-
Ottoman wars offered Russian monarchy and the iiapelite a concrete opportunity feel
Europeanby acting in ways, which they believed suitable dccivilized nation, in contrast to
the “barbarian” characteristics displayed by tlegiemy.

The military operations themselves provided thestmonmediate elan for this
counterposition. Russian accounts were based oagkemption that the way of conducting
wars is the consequence of mores, way of life dradacter of a people. Thus, in Europe “the
softening of mores leads to the respect naturatsigf human beings in war, as the result of
which the war is based more on the art than orficttee.” Whereas Russia put up a disciplined
army employing the latest strategy and tacticshef European military science, the Ottoman
army consisted of the most diverse elements metilvay religious fanaticism and marauding,
putting all their energy in the first violent onstght, but rarely capable of organized
maneuvering. As a result Russian military-mindedess defined the ability to withstand the
first attack of the Ottomans as the key to eventigtbry over them. Late 18— early 18
century victories of the Russian armies servedhas pgroof to the general point that the
“ignorance and fury of the Asians” can be vanquishey the art and cold blood of the
Europeans? At the same time, Russian authors emphasizedxitiesively military character
of the Ottoman dominance comparing their presem@&surope to a military camp. The general
popularity of war among the “Turks” was seen asdheogate of political freedom absent in
conditions of despotic government. The hidden irohguch rhetoric consisted in the fact that
European writers like Bonald used the metaphothef“military camp” in respect of Russia
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itself reflecting the fact that for a century aftee death of Peter the Great Western-like army
and the victories that it achieved over Europeames constituted the most significant proof of
Russia’s westernization.

The personality of the emperor played a very irtgorrole in the discourse of war. The
emperor symbolized the political identity of thepenial elite and the glorification of the ruler
was in fact a means of the nobility’s self-glariftion° Personal participation of the emperors
in the war drew great attention of the Russianessitand brought the main themes of the
Russian imperial discourse in still sharper foduke in almost any other domain, it was Peter
the Great who set the example with his Azov campzig the end of the f7Zcentury. The fact
that the founder of the empire suffered a shatjedefeat in the Pruth campaign of 1711
against the joint Ottoman-Tatar forces did not prewthe incorporation of this episode in the
“Petrine myth.*! Under the pen of Russian early™®&ntury writer Pavel Svinin, the story of
Peter’'s defeat turned into a moral victory over @émemy Charles Xll, in pursuit of whom
Russian troops found themselves encircled by thevdwelming Ottoman and Tatar forces.
Telling the story of Peter’s ukaz to the Senateylmch he prohibited to take into consideration
his pleas in case he is captured by the OttomansijrSopposed it to the extravagancy of Karl
XIl, who after the Poltava defeat became de-fadtor®an prisoner in the Bender fortress and
sent his boot to rule Sweden. Contrasting withetkteavagancy of Charles Xll, the behavior of
Peter the Great offered example of self-abnegatmhcare for the common good, which was
an essential characteristic of an enlightened rtfler

Peter’'s successors sought to emulate his explditss, the conquest of the Pontic steppe
and the Crimea were part of the personal competitiat Catherine the Great held with her
predecessor until the end of her life. Against Haekground of Peter's failure the Pruth
campaign, her success, firmly establishing Rusgigsence on the Black sea, was particularly
obvious. At the same time, the empress demonstraggghanimity granting liberal access to all
who wished to settle on the new lands , which mlawoer in favorable light in comparison with
harsh approach of the tsar-reformer. Peter ande@ath offered two contrasting and at the
same time mutually complimentary examples for t9¢' tentury Russian monarchs, who
sought to imitate both the heroic stature of thenfer and the liberality of the latter. Thus,
highlighting the participation of Nicholas | in tH828 campaign on the Danube, the author of
“semi-official” account of this war, F. V. Bulgarinompared Nicholas | to the founder of
modern Russia stressing the readiness of botlskathieir lives for the benefit of the country
and at the same time, emphasized Nicholas’ magrignimthe treatment of the vanquished
Ottomans. Reflecting on the Adrianople peace traait concluded the war, Bulgarin
enthusiastically proclaimed that “the moral powéitlee Ottoman Empire fell in the struggle
with the European enlightenment, and their physicgjht was shattered by the blow of the
impregnable Russia. The will of the Russian empstmok this colossus, his magnanimity
prevented its collapse””

The discourse of Russia’s “civilizing mission” ihet Nothern Black sea region and the
Balkans provided an important corollary of the waetoric. The Pontic and Danubian steppe
that provided the battlegrounds for the Russianesmalso were conceptualized as the space of
colonization. In a book titled “A Voyage to SoutheRussia and Crimea through Hungary,
Wallachia and Moldavia undertaken in 1837” Anatdliemidov confessed an ‘“irresistible
desire to study the countries that had remainedltinated for so long, but recently have been
conquered and civilized (obrazovannykh) with a# tiligence, which they merit.” Demidov
referred specifically to Southern Russia and Crinmeaertheless, both the title and the content
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of the book testified that the author placed Hupg&oldavia and Wallachia in the same
category as the two Russian provinces. The symlgadagraphy underling Demidov’'s work
referred to the Danubian and Pontic steppe as patle same space, whose past was defined
by nomadic devastations and the Ottoman dominamgte whose present and future were
conditioned by the benevolent action of Europeawgre and first of all Russia. Finally,
Demidov’s representation of the countries that Isted provides a good illustration of
fundamental ambiguity of the region’s mental mapgpitmat was characteristic of semi-
orientalizing discourses of Eastern Europe and &a#im. Characteristically, the author took
interest in seeing these lands precisely at the engnfwhen there is still a possibility to
capture the last traces of this effacing historigaly of life and, at the same time, understand
the way, in which this barbarity turned into cizdtion and how a hope for the future
developed out of this terrible past.”

It is important to understand that the conquest emidnization of the Pontic and the
Danubian steppe were conceived within the samenaegual universe predicated on the
symbolic geography of the ti"SCentury enlightenment. In this respect the impdriantier
represented an outward projection of Russia’s fivdke colonization project” for both were
seen as parts of the symbolic frontier betweenlization, represented by a westernized
monarchy and imperial elite, and the forces of aatp. At the same time, the discourse
whereby the Russian monarchy and imperial eliterésd their western identity in the imperial
encounter with the Ottomans and their subject m=opbuld not cover the growing tensions.
The victories over the Ottoman Empire and termdorannexations that they entailed,
contributed to the perception of Russian Empira ésreat to European balance of power and
stimulate reconceptualization of Russia from a spawst suitable for the experiments in
enlightened government into a variation of orierdabpotisnt® On their part, 19 century
successors of Catherine the Great apprehended abelutionary implications of the
enlightenment political philosophy, while imper&ite grew increasingly tired of their position
of simple imitators of European fashions and dgwetb various forms of “national
consciousness” eventually producing the ethnic logioof Slavophilism that conceptualized
Russia as an original civilization in opposition“Europe.” Meanwhile, a direct confrontation
with the “West” in the course of the Crimean wae@pitated a reappraisal of traditional
struggle with the Ottoman Empire. Alongside thaondf ideology of the wars, there emerged
liberal, Pan-Slavic and Pan-Orthodox interpretatioh their objectives testifying progressive
disintegration of former imperial elite and the fjdg of ways” between the government and
educated public. Finally, by the end of thé"i@®ntury the central position of the Ottoman
Empire in the symbolic geography of Russian impenawas overtaken by new territories in
Asia and the far East, that for a period of timeemgortrayed as spaces of Russia’s civilizing
mission.

4 Anatolii Demidov,Puteshestvie v luzhnuiu Rossiiu i Krym cherez Mengfalakhiiu i Moldaviiu
sovershennoie v 1837 gaddoscow: Tipografiia Moskovskogo Universiteta, B8Preface.

!> On these changes see Martin MaRaissia Under the Western Eyes. From the Bronzeerws to the Lenin’s
MausoleumCambridge, MA : Harvard University Press, 199Bafter 2.



