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- Chapter 15 -

GENOCIDAL IMPULSES AND FANTASIES 

IN IMPERIAL RUSSIA 

Robert Geraci 

R aphael Lemkin, who coined the word genocide, defined it as follows in 
his 1944 book Axis Rule in Occupied Europe: "Generally speaking, 

genocide does not necessarily mean the immediate destruction of a nation, 
except when accomplished by mass killing of all the members of the nation. 
It is intended rather to signify a coordinated plan of different actions aimed 
at destruction of the essential foundations of the life of national groups, 
with the aim of annihilating the groups themselves." Component actions 
of such a plan, Lemkin wrote, would be those that pursue "the disintegra
tion of the political and social institutions, of culture, language, national 
feelings, religion, and the economic existence of national groups, and the 
destruction of personal security, liberty, health, dignity, and the lives of 
individuals belonging to such groups." 1 This formulation is spacious and 
inclusive in at least three notable ways, belying the frequently held notion 
that the label is only for the most dramatic crimes resembling the Nazi 
Holocaust: 1) genocide includes not just the physical murder of peoples, 
but also their cultural and/or moral destruction as well; 2) such destruction 
may be undertaken or aimed for immediately, or it can be caused to occur 
gradually over a long period; and 3) genocide is defined by intentions, aims, 
and objectives as much as (if not more than) by results. 

Such a definition undermines the common notion that any investiga
tion of possible genocide in Russian history need be concerned only with 
the Soviet era. In the tsarist era as well, the list of hardships imposed by 
the Russian Empire on its constituent peoples contains much that would 
seem to fall into one or more of Lemkin's categories. It is hardly surprising 
that the geopolitical, military, and economic challenges of forging and set
tling an empire that at its apogee would cover one-sixth of the Earth's land 
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would lead to willful actions toward the physical destruction of some peo
ples and communities. Such actions included outright massacres (usually 
in border regions being annexed); the serfdom (slavery) of the vast major
ity of the population, and the low status and extreme poverty of peasants 
even after its abolition; Slavic encroachment and settlement on the lands of 
pastoral/nomadic peoples (such as the Bashkirs and Kazakhs); residence, 
property, and occupational restrictions on certain minority peoples (most 
consistently on Jews) with repercussions for subsistence; failure to discour
age (or even active encouragement of) violent pogroms against minorities; 
and large-scale, forced relocations from border regions (primarily during 
wars). 

Likewise, the challenge of managing such an enormous multiethnic 
empire (particularly one connected by land, with no clear distinction be
tween "metropolis" and "colony") all but inevitably gave rise to the pursuit 
of cultural homogeneity at the expense of minority identities, in the interest 
of both governability and insurance against national separatism that would 
threaten the empire's existence. Actions threatening possible cultural or 
moral destruction of peoples included prohibitions or restrictions on the use 
of minority languages in schools (most notably Polish) or in the press (the 
Turkic languages); denial of the very existence of the Ukrainian language; 
sustained efforts at converting religious minorities to Russian Orthodoxy 
{by force, by material incentive, or by persuasion); the complete outlawing 
of some religions (Old Belief, sectarianism, Uniatism); bureaucratic control 
over all legal minority religions, and the weakening of their institutions 
through confiscation of property (in the case of the Catholic and Armenian 
churches); disenfranchisement of most non-Christian peoples in imperial 
and local administration, and ascription of lower status to them; and the 
punishment of expressions of minority identity as political crimes. 

Close scrutiny of almost any one of these policies or events, however, 
quickly reveals difficulties in applying Lemkin's definition. Can we always 
discern when an action truly aims for the "destruction" or "disintegration" 
of a people or cultUfe, one might ask, as opposed to simply its weakening 
or {more neutrally) its adaptation to new circumstances? Do we need ac
tual proof of such destructive intentions, or are they self-evident in certain 
actions and porfcies?2 What exactly constitutes a "coordinated plan"-of 
how many different actions must it consist, and how well must it be orga
nized (are poorly coordinated regimes like tsarist Russia incapable of geno
cide)? In the absence of documentation, can the genocidal "coordination" 
of actions be inferred from circumstantial evidence? Are there not single 
actions (besides actual murder) that seem sufficiently destructive in them
selves to constitute genocide? What about actions in which destruction is 
not exactly intended but is more the result of negligence? 
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In light of these difficulties (which are not particular to the Russian 
case), I propose that the study of genocidal impulses and fantasies can 
be a useful bridge between intentionalist and structuralist approaches to 
genocide, and a way of rescuing the historical study of genocide from its 
preoccupation with labeling and moving it further toward meaningful 
analysis. 3 As expressions of genocidal imagination and desire that might 
never be acted upon, genocidal impulses or fantasies are certainly not 
tantamount to crimes. Often, in the psyches of those who express them, 
they never even rise to the status of intentions. We may think of them, 
rather, as motivations without immediate intent-in other words, "poten
tial intentions." Usually they are not acted upon directly-often for lack 
of opportunity {they are usually the expressions of individuals, whereas 
genocidal actions are normally the work of large groups or institutions, if 
not a state)-but they can help us to explain why people allow genocidal 
events to happen, either by "structural" processes or by the actions of 
other people. 

This chapter is devoted to describing impulses of this sort that I have 
come across in my study of tsarist Russia as a multiethnic empire, and some 
patterns that might be discerned in them. It focuses on the conceptualiza
tion of genocide more than its realization, by examining three different 
kinds of expressions: proposals for genocidal or protogenocidal actions 
that were not acted upon by those who proposed them, the figurative (~ven 
subconscious) genocide enacted by linguistic practices, and fantasies about 
the disappearance of minority peoples through cultural change. Insofar as 
the Russian state did engage in behavior that can be described as genocidal 
{by either structuralist or intentionalist definitions, or both), these expres
sions can be seen as part of an overall landscape or climate contributing to 
the possibility of genocide during the era of imperialism. 

The Imperial Origins of Ethnic Cleansing 

One of the most common methods of genocide is the forced physical dis
placement of peoples. Often designed to rid one ethnically defined com
munity of another's presence, such relocations threaten fundamentally 
the moral, cultural, and physical well-being of the group displaced. "Even 
when forced deportation is not genocidal in its intent," writes Norman 
Naimark, "it is often genocidal in its effects."4 People are killed when they 
resist leaving their homes and homelands; those in charge of transporting 
them in large numbers to a new destination typically have little concern 
for their welfare. Hunger, disease, cold, and inadequate sanitation may 
take a significant number of lives. Rare is the case of forced relocation not 
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undertaken in a manner that makes mass death inevitable, and even such a 
case is likely to be extremely destructive in cultural and moral terms. 

Considerable attention has been paid to deportations and reprisals 
against ethnically defined population groups in Soviet history, especially 
under Stalin. 5 Similar actions committed previously by the tsarist/imperial 
state, however, have received much less attention. Scholars such as Peter 
Gatrell and Eric Lohr have recently published pathbreaking works on the 
behavior of the tsarist state, army, and society during the First World War, 
when major population groups in the western war zone such as Poles, Jews, 
and Germans, branded as "unreliable," were subject to violence, expro
priation of property, and forced dispersal into Russia's interior. 6 In spite 
of a developing consensus that World War I was the context in which such 
systematic population manipulations became habitual in Russia, it appears 
that new ways of manipulating subject populations were at least experi
mented with several decades earlier in the imperial borderlands. The most 
prominent example is the large-scale expulsion and massacre of native 
mountain peoples from the northwest Caucasus in the early 1860s, which 
I will discuss shortly. 

To be sure, Russian imperial expansion had already for centuries 
brought violence and death to border-dwelling peoples during conquests, 
in particular, in the areas of eastward and southward (i.e., Asian) conquest, 
beginning in 1552 with Ivan the Terrible's "Gathering of the Lands of the 
Golden Horde"-the conquest of the successor khanates to the Mongol
Tatar empire that had held Russia in dependence from the thirteenth to 
the fifteenth centuries. By overthrowing the Muslim khanates of Kazan, 
Astrakhan, and Siberia in a short period of time and annexing their lands 
and peoples directly to Muscovy, Russia sought the settling of old scores as 
well as initiating a Christianizing and civilizing mission in Eurasia. These 
campaigns, in which hundreds and thousands of potential resisters were 
slaughtered, subjugated, co-opted, and converted by Russia's armies, rul
ers, and clergy, paved the way for Russia to stretch eastward through the 
Volga region, the Ufals, and Siberia, and then (with the belated overthrow 
of the khanate of Crimea in 1783) southward to the Caspian and Black 
Seas, a process that occupied Russia in a long series of wars with the Per
sian and Ottonfan Empires in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.7 

By the nineteenth century, Russia had become the fulcrum of what Mi
chael Geyer and Charles Bright have called a "Eurasian zone of violence, 
with its focal points in Afghanistan, Transcaucasia, and the Caucasus, 
and extending westward into the Near East and into Southeastern Europe, 
where it became the flash point for major European wars."8 The protracted 
nineteenth-century war in the Caucasus, which by most accounts began in 
1801 and ended only in 1864, was waged essentially to secure the territorial 
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gains Russia had made in Transcaucasia at the expense of the Persian and 
Ottoman Empires between the beginning of Georgia's protectorate status 
(1783) and the Treaties of Turkmanchai (1828) and Adrianople (1829). The 
more the Russians had invested in winning each piece of Transcaucasian 
territory, the more fiercely they fought to establish control of the mountain
ous north that connected those conquests to Russia proper; yet the closer 
their annexations came to the mountain peoples, the more the latter fought 
off conquest. The Russians' chief challenge was the murid movement: the 
union of Muslim tribes of the eastern Caucasus (Chechens, Avars, Lezghins, 
Dagestanis, and others) that in 1829 declared a holy war (ghazavat) of resis
tance against Russia. The movement's most famous leader was the charis
matic sheikh Shamil, who took control in 1834 and persisted for twenty-five 
years until his capture by the Russians in 1859.9 

The peoples on the northwestern, Black Sea side of the Caucasus (the 
Circassians, Kabardins, Adyge, Nogais, and others10

) were somewhat less 
organized in their resistance to Russia, but beginning in the 1830s, they be
gan to receive support and encouragement from covert operatives of Great 
Britain, Russia's rival in the "Great Game" for dominance in this Eurasian 
zone.11 This situation continued into the Crimean War (1853-55), in which 
Britain and France allied with the Ottomans to put a check on Russian 
expansion. Even worse for Russia, during the war Shamil made overtures 
to the British and French to join forces in their mutual efforts against Rus
sia. Although the Europeans declined the offer, and the Russian army did 
eventually capture Shamil after the war, the naval defeat at Sevastopol and 
the ensuing Treaty of Paris (1856) were a disaster for Russia, freezing its 
longtime ambitions to control the Black Sea and shattering the prestige it 
had enjoyed in Europe since its role in Napoleon's defeat. 

Though historians often refer to post-1855 Russia as a lame duck (in 
this volume, Mark Levene calls it a "retreating empire"), in fact the em
pire-though humiliated-continued to advance and grow. Immediately 
following Shamil's capture and the pacification of his followers, the tsar
ist army went into the northwestern Caucasus-whose peoples had not 
joined the murid movement and did not cease their resistance in 1859-to 
clear the entire area of the mountain tribes, lest these tribes continue to be 
used by the British to destabilize Russia's presence, and to replace them 
with Cossacks and other Russian settlers who would be reliably loyal. The 
brutal last stage of Russia's long war of Caucasian conquest was played 
out in an accelerated frenzy, an expression of Russia's vengeance not only 
against the mountain peoples but also, in a sense, against Europe for its 
efforts to clip Russia's wings in Asia and its condescending dismissal of 
Russia's claim to be a European power. The expulsion plan, which had 
been discussed even before 1859, was carried out between 1860 and 1864." 
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The northwest Caucasus was cleared of virtually its entire indigenous pop
ulation: historians estimate that during this period as many as 700,000 
Circassians, Nogais, Kabardinians, Adygeis, and others emigrated to the 
Ottoman Empire either "voluntarily" (largely from fear and with strong 
Russian encouragement) or were forced out, and that anywhere from about 
half a million to 1.5 million more were slaughtered or perished in the pro
cess-including women, children, and entire communities who had never 
resisted the Russian advance. 13 

As soon as the Circassians were gone, the Russian army continued 
eastward into the borderland with Persia to begin conquering Turkestan 
(Central Asia), a stepwise process that took the next twenty years. By many 
accounts, the bloodiest stage in the conquest of Central Asia was the strug
gle against the Turkmen nomads east of the Caspian Sea from 1879 to 
1881. After a humiliating failed attempt to capture the fortress of Giik Tepe 
in 1879, the Russians returned under General Mikhail Skobelev on 12 Jan
uary 1881 and, even after seizing the fortress, proceeded to massacre some 
14,000 people, of whom most were either civilians who had been inside 
the fortress, or soldiers fleeing in surrender.14 It is perhaps significant that 
the two-year Giik Tepe episode began on the heels of another diplomatic 
debacle, the Treaty of Berlin (1878) that, in the view of Geyer and Bright, 
continued the trajectory begun by Paris (1856) of western European intru
sion into what Russia saw as its private affairs along its borders with Asia.15 

There may have been a pattern, then, in the role of diplomatic humiliation 
by Europe in triggering the most dramatic atrocities against border peoples 
during these years. 

An alternative explanation has been advanced by Peter Holquist, who 
has argued that the Circassian campaign-and therefore the state brutality 
against many Russian and Soviet subjects in the twentieth century that it 
foreshadowed-was the result of the introduction of a modern scientific 
worldview into the Russian military establishment. According to Holquist, 
expulsions and exterminations reflected the tsarist army's interest in the 
strategic importan~e of certain populations in the empire (which he calls 
"population politics"), and further asserts that such acts could first be 
conceived only with the development of a particular way of knowing and 
thinking abour"the empire-"population statistics"-in which the military 
played a leading role. "The idea of extracting 'elements' of the population 
first became conceptually and practically possible," Holquist writes, "only 
with the rising concern throughout the nineteenth century for a realm 
termed 'the social' and with the emergence of technologies for measuring 
and acting upon this realm. The rise of military statistics, in Russia and 
throughout Europe, was a critical link in this more general process."16 By 
the 1860s, the new scientific mindset had achieved maturity and become 
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operable. "While the Russian empire had earlier practiced 'demographic 
warfare,"' Holquist asserts, "contemporaries saw [the Circassian] cam
paign's breadth and systematic nature as marking a new departure. These 
measures aimed, one participant wrote, to subjugate the Caucasus 'to such 
a finality of result as had never previously been seen."117 The clarity of 
intention and precision and thoroughness of execution that Holquist docu
ments in this episode are the same features one would stress in labeling 
the event an instance of genocide according to Lemkin's definition (though 
Holquist avoids using the word, referring instead to "extermination"). 

It makes good sense to stress the role of military institutions in the 
history of physical genocide (whether one calls it that or not). Virtually by 
definition, forced population transfers and the like can only be carried out 
by powerful bodies such as police brigades or armies. War situations can 
be fertile grounds for ethnic cleansing because they divert the attention of 
possible objectors, including international public opinion; war may also 
provide states and politicians with pretexts of state security and reasons 
for the suspension of normal laws protecting subjects or citizens, and it 
mobilizes men to commit military violence that may blend seamlessly into 
extra-military genocidal violence.18 And indeed, the tsarist military estab
lishment, having played an important role in the long history of state coer
cion of ethnic minorities, became more accomplished and systematic at this 
over time, as shown in the works by Lohr and Gatrell on World War I. 

But Holquist's explanation does not satisfactorily account for the con
ceptual emergence of genocidal impulses. It overestimates the role of purely 
military institutions and concerns, by seeming to assume that the impe
rial-social vision the army was implementing had been incubated entirely 
within the army itself. And although some kind of modernist account of the 
emergence of ethnic cleansing is appealing, the one Holquist offers places 
too much emphasis on statistics as the modern form of knowledge presum
ably responsible for that vision, without providing any credible evidence of 
its role in official views of minority populations and decisions to expel or 
exterminate them. Weaknesses in Holquist's account are laid bare by two 
sources from the first half of the nineteenth century, which I discuss below. 
Both advocated genocidal projects in the Russian borderlands well before 
Holquist's account says such ideas were possible, and outside of the condi
tions he says were determinative. 

Two Apostles of Genocidal Expulsion 

Pavel I. Pestel was one of the key participants in the constitutional, anti
autocratic rebellion of December 1825, leading that movement's so-called 
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Southern Society. In the early 1820s, envisioning a revolution or coup d'etat 
in Russia, Pestel composed a blueprint for Russia's future titled Russian 
Justice (Russkaia pravda), with the subtitle Instructions to the Temporary 
(or Provisional) Supreme Administration. The book of some two hundred 
pages circulated underground among sympathizers who later participated 
in the rebellion and became known to history as the "Decembrists." It is 
well agreed that Pestel's vision was less moderate than that of the Northern 
Society of the movement. Whereas the Northern Society in St. Petersburg 
entertained the possibility of a constitutional monarchy (which, because of 
bungled timing, by the date of the actual uprising on 14 December, turned 
out to be all the conspirators could reasonably hope to achieve), Pestel was 
a committed republican who is often described as Jacobin in his embrace of 
ruthless coercion, and socialist in his vision for nationalizing and redistrib
uting half of the land in Russia. 

The program Pestel put forth in Russian Justice contained a section 
on Russia's national minorities that advocated a heavy-handed and poten
tially genocidal treatment of Russia's Jews, and eerily presaged the geno
cidal expulsion campaign against the peoples of the northwest Caucasus 
forty years later. Although Pestel was a military officer (as were most of 
the Decembrists), his ideas reflected motives not strictly military in nature, 
and predated by at least fifteen years the era Holquist identifies with the 
rise of military statistics. The first and second chapters of Pestel's book 
present, respectively, a geographical overview of the Russian Empire and 
a survey of its peoples, each followed by administrative recommendations 
for the new government. A recent Pestel biographer has aptly described 
this section of Russian Justice as amounting to "in effect the first seri
ous consideration and proposed solution of the nationalities problem in 
modern Russian history."19 The second, virtually devoid of any statisti
cal information on population groups, expresses the overall insistence that 
"all the tribes [plemena] must be melded [slity] into one people [narod]." 10 

While this ambition was inspired by Enlightenment rationalism as applied 
to state-building, <!nd seems to express a highly inclusive, civic understand
ing of the political nation, it turns out that Pestel envisioned this process of 
melding as not wholly inclusive and not entirely peaceful, just as the transi
tion to his pr!Scribed political-social system would require violent action 
against the existing autocracy. In his section on the Caucasus, he argues 
that the warlike nature of some of the region's peoples has left them poor, 
unenlightened, and "half-savage"-and therefore unfit to exist within the 
Russian Empire. 

The position of this region next to Persia and Asia Minor could provide Russia 
with a very significant capability toward establishing the most vigorous and 
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profitable commercial relations with southern Asia and therefore toward the 
enrichment of the state. But all this is completely lost only because the Cauca
sian peoples are such dangerous and volatile neighbors, such unreliable and use
less allies. Taking into account that all efforts have already proved irrefutably 
the impossibility of inclining these peoples to tranquility by gentle and friendly 
means, the Supreme Administration resolves: 1) to conquer decisively all the 
peoples living, and all the lands lying, to the north of Russia's borders with Per
sia and Turkey, including the maritime part now belonging to Turkey; 2) to di
vide all these Caucasian peoples into two groups: peaceful [mirnye] and unruly 
[buinye]; to leave the former in their homes, and give them Russian [rossiiskoe] 
governance and living conditions [ustroistvo], and to relocate the latter by force 
into the interior of Russia, breaking them down into small numbers among all 
the Russian districts [volosti]; and 3) to start Russian settlements in the Cauca
sian land, and to distribute to these Russian settlers all the lands taken from the 
previous unruly inhabitants, and thus to obliterate in the Caucasus every last 
sign of its previous (i.e., present) inhabitants and to turn the region into a peace
ful and comfortable Russian territory [oblast']. All the details of this undertak
ing are left to the disposal of the Temporary Supreme Administration. 21 

Because it is not clear whether "gentle and friendly means" were really 
applied toward these peoples before they perceived that the Russians were 
attempting to conquer them and their territory (the war was underway by 
the time of Pestel's writing), one wonders whether Pestel has identified the 
"nature" of the Caucasian peoples or simply their stance toward the pros
pect of subjecthood within Russia. 

There are two striking features of the passage. First is Pestel's deter
mination to erase the memory of these people's presence from the Cau
casus-every bit as thoroughly as what was achieved in the 1860s and in 
twentieth-century ethnic cleansings. The chief difference from the Circas
sian events is that Pestel wanted to banish Caucasians into the interior of 
Russia rather than out of the empire, but it is clear enough that once "in
terned" into central Russia in small groups the Caucasian peoples would 
be expected (or even forced) to assimilate completely. It is not just their 
presence in one place that needs to be erased, Pestel implies, but their very 
existence as a group. In his plan, these identities and cultures (though he 
might not have used the word "culture" to describe peoples he considered 
half savage) are, simply put, slated for destruction. Since Pestel prescribes 
destroying the group's identity without actually killing the individuals that 
constitute it, his impulse is for cultural genocide. But we might also predict 
that if enacted, the plan might also result in enough deaths to constitute 
physical genocide. 

The second striking fact here is that although Pestel considered some 
of the Caucasian peoples to be a military threat to Russia, and Russia was 
already at war with them, his advocacy of ethnic cleansing of "unreliable" 
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peoples in the above passage does not stem primarily from military-secu
rity concerns, but rather from his perception that belligerent peoples were 
hampering the enrichment of the Russian state through commerce. (Many 
of the Decembrists were similarly concerned with improving Russia's eco
nomic productivity and efficiency, and economic arguments played a role 
in their insistence on the abolition of serfdom-a position that motivated 
their uprising no less than their desire to change Russia's political system.) 
This idea contradicts the notion that the desire to rid Russia of certain 
population elements arose primarily within the institutions and concerns 
of the military. 

About twenty years after Pestel's tract, a different economic argument 
for the forced relocation of peoples appears in a report to Russia's Minis
try of Finance by economic advisor Iulii A. Gagemeister (or Hagemeister, 
who eventually, in the late 1850s, became director of the ministry's chan
cellery). Gagemeister was sent to Transcaucasia at least twice, in 1835 and 
1844, to survey the regional economy and its role in international trade, 
and to suggest reforms. Some sections of the reports he submitted after the 
latter trip are of an ethnographic nature, describing communities in the 
region and their economic activities and roles-using little or no quantita
tive data. One report, "The Bases of Popular Wealth in Transcaucasia," 
described in some detail the economist's concern for eradicating nomad
ism from the region: 

Nomadism [kochevanie] has become so habitual for the Muslim residents of hot 
places, it is so characteristic for the climate and the mountainous location of 
the Transcaucasus, and finally is so tempting for everyone that the possibility of 
settling [obratit' k osedlosti] all the residents is hardly foreseeable. In any case, 
however, order and provisioning [blagoustroistvo] are impossible because the 
time of relocation is always a time of raids and theft, especially in border loca
tions, where it is impossible to track down the perpetrators. 

In any case, when hot weather sets in the migration of herds from valleys to 
mountaintops is unavoidable. But it is more desirable that they be accompanied 
only by the shepherds. To achieve this it is necessary to give agricultural land 
to the nomadic rhidents, so that they don't have to live only by means of their 
herds, and in time to completely force out [vytesnit'] from Russian territory 
those such as the Kurds who are incapable of settlement [osedlost']. In a short 
time their p!ace will be occupied by other, more useful, subjects [polezneishie 
poddannye ]. 22 

Michael Khodarkovsky has argued that Russian antipathy to nomad
ism was a long tradition: the transformation of frontier steppe lands into 
imperial borderlands between 1500 and 1800 was essentially the transition 
from nomadic pastureland to agriculturally or industrially useful land. The 
reasons were both military and economic: 
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While application of Russia's growing military, economic, and political power 
successfully reduced the threat of raids in the eighteenth century, the need to 
transform {>asturelands into agricultural colonies and industrial enterprises 
kept the government on a confrontational course with its nomadic neighbors. 
Whether intent on eliminating nomadic raids or settling and cultivating new 
lands, the government's experiences dictated the same conclusion: the nomadic 
way of life eventually had to disappear.23 

Though Khodarkovsky's account suggests that this project was largely com
pleted in the eighteenth century, Russia of course acquired new nomadic 
populations in later conquests. The Enlightenment now offered quasi-sci
entific reasons for stigmatizing nonsedentary, nonagricultural populations: 
nomads were seen as fundamentally uncivilized and therefore having little 
importance or value, and were expected eventually either to conform to the 
march of human progress by settling (adherents of Enlightenment thought 
generally considered chem capable of it) or at least to get out of its way. 
Given the context of Western challenges to Russian expansion and con
cerns for both military security and economic development, it is not dif
ficult to see how Russian administrators in the nineteenth century might 
have grown impatient and frustrated with the slow process of settling no
mads and became eager simply to expel them. 24 

Besides a concern for economic development of the empire, negative 
attitudes toward non-Christian religions also played a role in both Gage
meister's and Pestel's proposals for population expulsions. In his report on 
Transcaucasia, Gagemeister mentions that "there are no Christian nomads 
at all, although [Christians] are mixed together with the Muslims .... Con
sequently, although nomadism is appropriate to the climate, it is not a neces
sity for the geographic position of the Transcaucasian region. In all places 
where the location has allowed, the Tatars have preserved the habits of their 
ancestors who came from Central Asia. But they have chosen primarily pas
tureland, leaving the arable land to the indigenous residents," 25 Gagemeister 
mentions the Christian population ostensibly to prove that settled agricul
ture is possible in Transcaucasia and will lead to greater productivity there, 
but since his statements also imply that Muslims are below Christians on 
the ladder of civilization (in addition to describing them as immigrants to 
the region, not the original inhabitants), the information seems intended to 

assure his superiors in St. Petersburg and Tiflis (the administrative head
quarters for Caucasia and Transcaucasia) that it is only Muslims whose 
expulsion from the empire he is prescribing. Russian authorities could there
fore be pleased that the expulsion of Kurds and "Tatars," leading to their re
placement by Christians, was both economically and culturally justified and 
would produce both economic and cultural benefits for the empire. So it ap
pears that in advocating expulsion, Gagemeister was even less motivated by 
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military objectives than Pestel was. He was not even writing about the war 
zone, but the region to its south, and the Muslims in question were not the 
same communities whose dispersal Pesrel had advocated earlier-though 
Gagemeister well may have been inspired by a common idea that Muslims 
did not belong in the Caucasus. 

In Russian Justice, Pestel's advice to the projected revolutionary gov
ernment for handling Russia's Jewish population-whom few if any would 
have portrayed as a military threat in the 1820s-also reads like a recipe 
for genocide. And as in Gagemeister's thinking, economics and religion 
loom large here as motivations. Like many imperial officials of this era, 
Pestel felt that the empire's Jews were a menace to Russia's social and po
litical order because of their hostility to Christians (stemming from their 
solidarity and the belief of their superiority) and their control of commerce 
in certain regions, to the detriment of possible competitors and to peas
ant debtors. "The former government gave them many special rights and 
advantages that intensified the evil they do," Pestel claimed, with the result 
that "the Jews constitute, so to speak, their own special, completely sepa
rate state within a state, and also now enjoy more rights in Russia than the 
Christians themselves."26 

Pestel outlines two possible solutions for correcting the position of 
Jews to make them less harmful to Russia. The first is a vaguely described 
gathering of Jewish elites, exhorting them to devise measures to "stop the 
evil described above and replace it with an order that would correspond in 
full measure to the general fundamental rules that must serve as the basis 
of the political edifice of the Russian state. If Russia does not chase out 
[vygoniat'] the Jews," Pestel concludes, "then all the more so must they not 
put themselves in a hostile attitude toward Christians. The Russian govern
ment, although offering every individual protection and mercy, is however 
obliged first of all to prevent anyone from opposing the state order or the 
private and social well-being." 

The second possible solution, as warned, was to chase the Jews out-or 
as Pestel then atttmpts to put it more mildly, "to assist the Jews in the 
establis~ent of~ special, separate state in some part of Asia Minor." To 
carry out the plan "it would be necessary to designate an assembly point 
[sbornyi pun/it] for the Jewish people and to give them some troops for 
reinforcement." With more than two million Jews assembled from Russia 
and Poland, Pestel imagined_: 

it will not be hard for such a number of people to overcome all the obstacles that 
the Turks could pose to them, and traversing all of European Turkey, to go into 
the Asian part and there, occupying sufficient space and lands, to set up a spe
cial Jewish state. But since this gigantic undertaking demands special circum
stances and truly ingenious enterprise, it cannot be presented to the Temporary 
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Supreme Administration as a specific responsibility. It is mentioned here only to 
give a hint [namek] as to everything that could be done. 27 

In light of twentieth-century history, the potential for serious, widespread 
violence is not hard to discern. And though this vision may seem to have 
been a century ahead of its time {particularly if one accepts Holquist's 
claims), in reality-as Pestel himself saw-only the likelihood of its real
ization was. 

The context of both Pestel's and Gagemeister's proposals was broadly 
military: Pestel was planning a military coup, and Gagemeister was con
cerned with the development of a region still under military rule. Yet the 
motives expressed in these texts were not military, but economic and cul
tural, reflecting not only the kinds of programmatic, utopian social plan
ning that states began to do during the Enlightenment, and without which 
there might never be a need for anything as categorical and deliberate as a 
population transfer, but longstanding prejudices against certain religious 
groups as well. 28 Both Pestel's and Gagemeister's arguments for expulsion, 
moreover, appear utterly unconnected to quantitative-statistical data or 
reasoning. It seems more likely that, against Holquises assertions, ethnic 
stereotypes already existing in the prestatistical era were perfectly sufficient 
for inspiring protogenocidal ambitions, and that to the extent that statisti
cal knowledge may have been used to support these stereotypes and these 
ambitions, it provided nothing more than a veneer of scientific authority. 
One only has to look at ethnographic or travel literature of the late eigh
teenth century to know that associating the attribution of qualitative traits 
to certain population "elements" with the use of statistics is inaccurate; the 
description of ethnic subpopulations as representing qualitative types was 
a product of earlier qualitative, not later quantitative, research. 29 In fact, 
many generalizations about the nature of both Muslims and Jews, and their 
alienness from Europe, had medieval origins. Even without any serious at
tempt at scientific-statistical corroboration, these prejudices might, in the 
context of new ambitions on the part of the Russian state, be invoked as 
grounds for the exclusion or destruction of these groups. Gagemeister's 
statement on the Kurds suggests that he thought both factors-the state's 
ambition for improved economic development, and a group's perceived cul
tural inferiority or nonbelonging-had to be present to justify removal. 

Ethnic Identity Theft: Figurative Genocide 

Though specific reform blueprints and policy recommendations such as 
those of Pestel and Gagemeister certainly reflected genocidal attitudes, 
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such mentalities could also reside in and be conveyed by much vaguer 
forms of expression. One example is a linguistic convention in imperial 
Russia-especially in military culture-that I call "ethnic identity theft." 
Once again the context is the imperial borderlands during the early nine
teenth century. 

Russian dictionaries, both of the nineteenth century and today, define 
the word kavkazets (plural: kavkaztsy) as "Caucasian" or "native of the 
Caucasus." This is exactly what would be expected from the word's ety
mology-the name of a region, Kavkaz (Caucasus), plus the personalizing 
suffix -ets. The term often includes peoples of the Transcaucasus region as 
well as the mountain region itself. Yet in historical literature on Russia, one 
rarely encounters the word used in this way, for in the nineteenth century it 
became well established as identifying something quite different: a certain 
subset of the Russian military personnel who served the tsarist state in its 
long campaign to pacify the region. 

Literary and memoir sources from the Caucasus-and the historians 
following them-have often made an issue of Russian officers' adoption 
of behavior associated with that of the Caucasus mountain peoples (usu
ally known as gortsy)-the very populations who were waging guerilla 
war against the Russian Empire for much of the nineteenth century. As is 
well known by readers of Mikhail Lermontov's novel A Hero of Our Time 
(1840), many of these officers, most of whom had learned to romanticize 
the gortsy from popular literary works beginning with Aleksandr Push
kin's poem "The Prisoner of the Caucasus" (1822), deliberately adopted 
the clothing, military accoutrements, and putative value system {freedom, 
honor, heroism) of the Chechens, Circassians, and other native peoples, 
as well as (perhaps less consciously) types of behavior that had given the 
gortsy a reputation for savagery such as raiding and kidnapping. 30 Accord
ing to Dana Sherry's recent study of Russian kavkaztsy, a "seeming confu
sion of identities highlights what may be the most important consequence 
of service in the Caucasus for the Russian officer-the slow but steady 
exchange of typic_al Russian customs and modes of behavior for those at
tributed to the population indigenous to the Caucasus."31 But such sources 
and analyses have almost never commented explicitly on the irony of the 
Russian officirs' appropriation of the label referring to the Caucasus re
gion's inhabitants. 

In 1841, Lermontov, whose fiction helped to popularize the phenom
enon of officers "gone native" in the Caucasus, wrote a short essay titled 
simply "Kavkazets." 32 A reader previously unfamiliar with the phenom
enon might find the essay jarring for the aggressive way in which it seizes 
that label for the Russians. It begins like an ethnographic study: "First of 
all, what exactly is a Caucasian, and what kinds of Caucasians are there?" 
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In reply, Lermontov states: "A Caucasian is a half-Russian, half-Asian 
being; his inclination for oriental customs takes the upper hand, but he 
is ashamed of this in the presence of strangers, that is of visitors from 
Russia." One might still think the author is speaking of Caucasus na
tives {undergoing Russification), but Lermontov soon dispels this by not
ing that a kavkazets is "usually thirty to forty-five years old," and "if not 
a staff-captain, then probably a major." In a series of phrases referring to 
"real Caucasians," Lermontov continues to tease the reader into thinking 
that he will be discussing Caucasian native peoples, but it soon becomes 
clear that all the distinctions being made are among different Russians 
who might (and presumably did) call themselves kavkaztsy. Thus we learn 
that "civil kavkaztsy are rare; for the most part they are an awkward 
imitation, and if you meet among them a real one, then only among the 
regimental physicians."33 

Of course, even the "real" kavkaztsy were Russian poseurs merely imi
tating {awkwardly or not) native Caucasian men. Lermontov's kavkazets is 
emphatically not native to the Caucasus; he is most likely from Petersburg, 
where in the Cadet Corps he surreptitiously read Pushkin's "Prisoner of 
the Caucasus," daydreamed of adventures in the south, and began to sport 
articles of Circassian clothing. Upon arriving in the south, the "Cauca
sian" immediately purchases a dagger, with which he never parts, and "as 
is proper, falls in love with a Cossack girl [kazachka]." Here Lermontov 
finally introduces a sardonic tone by interjecting: "Beautiful! How poetic!" 
It is important that Lermontov reveal his skeptical attitude toward the of
ficers here, for he now tells us that the typical kavkazets begins to dream of 
subjugating the native peoples, or gortsy. "He thinks about capturing some 
twenty mountaineers with his own hands; he dreams of frightful battles, 
rivers of blood, and generals' epaulettes." 

Such an officer eventually becomes a "real kavkazets" by Lermontov's 
definition only after he befriends some "peaceful Circassian" and from him 
develops a love_ for simple, primitive life over the urban, urbane existence 
he had known in Russia; knowledge of regional customs, folklore, and 
genealogy; a superficial ability to converse in "Tatar" (although the Cauca
sian languages are unrelated to Tatar, Russians used this word generically 
for languages of the region); and a complete Circassian outfit and set of 
weapons. 34 According to Lermontov, "His passion for all things Circassian 
reaches an unbelievable degree" and even squelches his interest in women. 
He becomes a self-appointed authority on "oriental" customs and on the 
virtues and faults of the various tribes, becomes so attached to his burka 
that he rarely takes it off, and constantly sings the pleasures of service in 
the Caucasus. When the kavkazets retires from service, according to Ler
montov, he takes his identity with him back to Russia proper ("even in 
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Voronezh province he doesn't remove his dagger or his saber"), where he 
lives out his days telling exaggerated tales about feats performed during his 
service. The retired officer's role as popularizer of the war raises the pos
sibility (unaddressed by Lermontov) that the cult of the kavkaztsy was as 
important to civilians outside of the Caucasus as to the officers themselves, 
and that the civilian public may actually have coined the name. 

On one level, the use of a preexisting term for the indigenous moun
tain peoples to designate the ethnic Russian military personnel fighting 
against them might be regarded as an innocent coincidence resulting from 
the structure of the Russian language. In both usages, groups of people are 
simply named after locations with which they are identified. Officers in 
the Caucasus war sought to distinguish themselves from their "ordinary" 
counterparts serving elsewhere in the empire because presumably their bur
den was greater. For many, identification with the mountain peoples too 
may also have been deliberate, as a way of thumbing their noses at Russian 
officialdom and authority by expressing admiration for and even solidarity 
with the enemy, the supposedly inferior object of Russia's civilizing mis
sion-though Sherry's recent collective portrait emphasizes the extraordi
nary dedication of these officers to the war effort. 35 The same connotations 
may have been intended even if the term was first coined by civilians. 

Whoever was originally responsible for calling the officers kavkaztsy, 
and for whatever conscious purpose, the cumulative and perhaps subcon
scious effect of this usage was pernicious. While the tsarist officers claimed 
some perceived attributes of "the other," they used a label normally as
sociated with the other but now actually excluding all of the true, original 
members of that group-in effect, stealing the identity. Appropriation of 
the label made an enormous adventure (even a game) of officers' experience 
in the war while diverting attention-the public's as well as the officers' 
own-from the plight of the mountain communities who were killed in 
large numbers for daring to defend their freedom against the Russians. 
How else could these men, who claimed to appreciate the mountain peoples 
and their culture,._have abetted their generals in clearing out virtually entire 
Caucasian populations from the 1830s to the 1860s?36 Most importantly, 
the figure of speech implied that Russians belonged in the region whereas 
many of the•·peoples living there already did not. By simply declaiming 
what Pestel and Gagemeister had earlier argued, it both prepared the agents 
of destruction for their task and conditioned the broader public to accept 
the Caucasian natives' decimation. Thus the kavkazets cult functioned psy
chologically for Russians as a figurative form of genocide and a mechanism 
for enabling the actual genocide undertaken militarily. 

Identity-formation around the theaters of war and the names of peoples 
living there persisted through the remainder of the nineteenth century. After 
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the kavkaztsy, Russian officers in later wars were known as "bolgary" (in 
the Russo-Turkish War of 1877/78, which was in part a war to liberate 
Bulgaria from the Ottomans) and "turkestantsy" (in the conquest of Turke
stan in the 1880s)." At first glance, the Bulgarian label seems different be
cause the Bulgarians were not Russia's enemies in the Russo-Turkish War, 
but it may be key to understanding the other cases. In the Caucasian and 
Turkestan cases, Russians' use of "enemy" names was appealing because 
those peoples were being vanquished not so much for offense toward Rus
sia as for resisting Russia's advance, which supposedly was intended to 
civilize and even liberate them. This linguistic tradition, then, held only 
in situations where the "others" were traditionally considered inferior (as 
either "little brother" Slavs or non-Europeans)-so inferior that their ex
istence mattered only insofar as it showed the Russians' higher status. 38 

But soldiers' taking of these peoples' names actually helped make the de
struction of these peoples palatable. The appearance of new "Caucasians" 
and "Turkestanis" from Russia helped Russians mentally to begin clearing 
the regions of these native presences so that the Russians themselves could 
move in. The trope reemerged, of course, during the 1980s as the Soviet 
Union attempted to establish control over Afghanistan. Soviet soldiers 
serving there, and afterwards veterans of the war, became widely known as 
"afgantsy"-"the Afghans." 

One final, telling example from the tsarist era appears in a nonmilitary 
context. Russian students in the Anti-Islam Division of the Kazan Theo
logical Academy in the 1860s were known as "the Tatars" because they 
were developing knowledge of Tatar culture through linguistic and reli
gious studies. Those who began studies in that division but discontinued 
became known as "apostates" (otpadshie), a wry reference to some of the 
Tatars they were being trained to convert back to Christianity.39 By giving 
themselves the ethnonym of their subjects, the students expressed a certain 
affinity with the Tatar people, but in effect diverted attention from the 
very negative effects their future work as missionaries would have on Ta
tar culture. Indeed, they would be striving to dismantle that culture (since 
they ultimately envisioned turning the Tatars into Russians through con
version)-but by calling themselves "Tatars" they removed the real Tatars 
from the story, focused all attention on themselves, and thus masked the 
destructive aims of their future work.40 

Great-Power Ventriloqnism and Genocide by Assimilation 

I have been arguing that the idea of genocide in imperial Russia was far 
from being limited to the military sphere and its technologies and strategies; 
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imperial discourses circulating more broadly in Russian officialdom and so
ciety also gave play to genocidal fantasies. The genocidal overtones of ethnic 
identity theft were largely unconscious or subconscious, but closely related 
ways of thinking were considerably more explicit and more visible. One 
of these, which I call "great-power ventriloquism," was articulated most 
famously by Fyodor Dostoyevsky in 1880. Another was assimilatory dis
courses that envisaged the disappearance of colonized peoples. 

The occasion for Dostoyevsky's imperial apologetics was the unveil
ing of a monument to Pushkin in Moscow (arguably the formal beginning 
of the Pushkin cult that still flourishes in Russia today).41 In his speech 
lionizing the poet, Dostoyevsky claimed that Pushkin's chief virtue was 
his ability to speak not only for Russians but for the rest of the world: 
"Pushkin alone, of all the poets of the world, possesses the quality of em
bodying himself fully within another nationality."42 Though Dostoyevsky 
was most concerned with Pushkin's capturing of European mentalities,43 

he also mentioned Pushkin's success in taking on an Eastern voice in one of 
his poems. Decades earlier, the writer Nikolai Gogol had called attention 
to Pushkin's ability to capture foreign ethnonational mentalities,44 but Dos
toyevsky took a new turn by attributing this element of Pushkin's genius 
to the Russian nation as a whole. "The capacity to respond to the entire 
world and to assume completely the form of the genius of other nations 
in a reincarnation that is almost total," he said, "is an altogether Russian 
one, a national one, and Pushkin merely shares it with our entire People."45 

And he made it clear that he saw this capacity as a moral virtue and expres
sion of good will. "Indeed," Dostoyevsky proclaimed, "the mission of the 
Russian is unquestionably pan-European and universal. To become a real 
Russian, to become completely Russian, perhaps, means just (in the final 
analysis-please bear that in mind) to become a brother to all people, a 
panhuman, if you like."46 

Russians' love for all humanity, according to Dostoyevsky, prevented 
them from "wall[ing] ourselves off from other nationalities behind our 
own nationality sq that we alone may acquire everything while regarding 
other nationalities as merely lemons to be squeezed dry (and there really 
are peoples in Europe who feel this way!)"47 By invoking European greed 
and selfishnest in opposition to Russian generosity and benevolence, how
ever, Dostoyevsky turned the claim of Russians' empathy and cultural un
derstanding into a narrow-minded ideology similar to the claims of Slavic 
spiritual-cultural superiority made by racialist neo-Slavophiles. In effect, 
the virtues claimed for Russians were cancelled out by the arrogance of 
claiming that only the Russian people possessed such traits. 

That such an altruistic ideology could have an aggressively self-serving 
underside became even clearer six months later in one of Dostoyevsky's last 
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pieces of writing. In January 1881, when the Russian army captured the 
stronghold of Gok Tepe in Turkestan, Dostoyevsky celebrated the event in 
his newspaper column. He took issue with Russia's "Westernizers" who 
saw no purpose in the conquest of Central Asia, fearing it would work 
against Russia's acceptance as a European power. "This shame that Europe 
will consider us Asians has been hanging over us for almost two centuries 
now," wrote Dostoyevsky. "This mistaken shame of ours, this mistaken 
view of ourselves as exclusively Europeans and not Asians ... has cost us 
dearly"48 A newfound engagement with Asia would prove more fruitful: 

[W]hen we turn to Asia, with our new view of her, something of the same sort 
may happen to us as happened to Europe when America was discovered. For, in 
truth, Asia for us is that same America which we still have not discovered. With 
our push toward Asia we will have a renewed upsurge of spirit and strength .... 
In Europe we were hangers-on and slaves, while in Asia we shall be the masters. 
In Europe we were Tatars, while in Asia we are the Europeans. Our mission, our 
civilizing mission in Asia will encourage our spirit and draw us on .... Every 
place the «Russ" settles in Asia will at once become Russian land. A new Russia 
will be created that will also restore and resurrect the old one in time and will 
clearly show her the path to follow. 49 

Considering this essay together with the Pushkin speech, one is reminded 
that Russian statesmen often used Russians' putative empathy with other 
peoples as a justification for imperialism, particularly in the Asian parts 
of the empire where Russia could play a "civilizing" role. This view de
scribed the Russian Empire as a justifiable philanthropic undertaking in 
contrast to the other European empires that were supposedly illegitimate, 
coercive, and exploitative. The capacity for ventriloquism, then, was es
pecially important in Asia, where it turned out that the ulterior motive 
was not the appreciation of non-Russian cultures but a mission to spread 
Russian culture. so 

This ideology of empire went hand in hand with reigning views of cul
tural assimilation, which-as the study of Russia's history developed in the 
nineteenth century-intellectuals were beginning to view as an ubiquitous 
and central aspect of its past. The motif was present in the work of most of 
the major historians, but was especially pronounced for those with a more 
populist bent. Russia's expansion as a land-bound empire, offering ease of 
Slavic peasant settlement in annexed regions, was frequently cited as a key 
difference between Russian colonialism and its Western European counter
parts. In the eyes of many Russian elites, the resulting possibilities for cul
tural cross-borrowing made the Russian Empire a more natural, humane, 
and therefore justifiable undertaking compared with the overseas empires of 
Britain and France, Russia's key rivals in the nineteenth century. Thus, the 
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Russian "empire" could be represented as something more benign than an 
empire: the organic development of a Russian nation-state, ultimately with 
a homogeneous population. 51 Although those espousing this view of Rus
sian history usually did not deny that cultural assimilation was a two-way 
process-with the Russians changing as they acquired new cultural traits, 
habits, and even blood (miscegenation was generally not looked down upon 
by Russians)-they almost always agreed that Russification was and had to 
be the dominant trend. Particularly in the eastern and southern parts of the 
empire, Russian culture was assumed to be superior to the native cultures 
and therefore was expected to prevail when the peoples mixed. Norma
tively, assimilation meant Russification. 52 

While many Russians saw expansion and Russian colonization of the 
empire in a positive light as the mechanism by which Russia established 
its national character and identity, some people {usually ethnographers) 
focused on, and lamented, the resultant destruction of minority peoples 
and cultures. This concern was especially pronounced in Siberia, where 
the native populations were small, dispersed, and by the late nineteenth 
century seemed to be dying out because of rampant disease, environmen
tal change, subsistence crises, and poverty. Some revolutionary exiles took 
up ethnography and devoted themselves to raising public awareness of the 
crisis. One was Nikolai M. Iadrintsev, who in his book Siberia as a Colony 
(1882) championed the cause of a Siberia free of Russian state domination 
and blamed the impending extinction of some of the Siberian peoples on 
the various effects of Russian colonization. 53 Iadrintsev was answered by 
more conservative commentators such as M. A. Miropiev, who insisted 
(with some degree of justification) that his colleague had misidentified 
the process of Russification-through native proximity to Russian settle
ments-as biological extinction. 54 Although cultures may have been dy
ing out, these critics said, it was happening not because large numbers of 
people were starving, but because they were gradually being transformed 
into Russians, a process they saw as beneficial in economic and cultural 
terms {"extinction, as survival," in the words of Yuri Slezkine). 55 

The prominel1.t nineteenth-century ethnographer Ivan N. Smirnov 
painstakingly used linguistic and cultural data to trace the ethnic history 
of eastern Rut'sia in order to document the gradual assimilation of Rus
sian-Christian culture by several Finno-Ugric, animist peoples-the Mord
vins, Cheremisses (Maris), Votiaks (Udmurts), and Permiaks (Komis). In 
his writings on these peoples, Smirnov argued-in a celebratory tone that 
is impossible to overlook-that even without the direct intervention of the 
tsarist state, the language, religion, and customs of the Russians {and even
tually their blood too) over time had been so thoroughly absorbed by minor
ity communities in some locales that observers might mistake assimilation 
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for either the out-migration or the biological extinction of those peoples. 
Smirnov sometimes tried to predict how long it might take before the last 
representative of this or that Finnie people would become Russian, leaving 
the tribe's existence as only a vague memory. 56 He might not appear so sin
ister in simply describing this process if it were not for his role in the notori
ous Multan human sacrifice case, in which it became evident that Smirnov 
thought some of the indigenous cultures of the middle Volga region had to 
be destroyed because they were utterly savage. 57 

Smirnov was one of Russia's chief proponents of evolutionism, the pre
dominant school of anthropological thought in the US and Britain. Al
though evolutionism was in some regards radically more tolerant of ethnic 
difference than preceding schools of thought, it could also function as a sci
entific basis on which to condone or promote genocide. As George Stock
ing has shown in the case of British scholars and the destruction of the 
Tasmanians, some evolutionist ethnographers and anthropologists in effect 
sought the demise {by assimilation when possible, by other means when 
necessary) of peoples and cultures they considered demonstrably least ad
vanced and thus destined to disappear. 58 

Through the dissemination of ethnographic writings such as Smirnov's, 
the Russian reading public became familiar with the notion that ethnic 
groups in Russia might (and rightfully should) disappear over time because 
of Russification. Russification was seen as the manifestation of the strength 
of Russian culture, so that the disappearance of neighboring minority 
groups could be a source of satisfaction. If anything impeded the assimila
tion process, it might become a subject of heated controversy. This is what 
happened to the educational project of the famous lay Orthodox missionary 
Nikolai I. Il'minskii, who founded an enormous network of schools for mi
norities using native languages and native teachers (rather than the Russian 
language and Russian teachers) so that the pupils would achieve a deeper 
understanding of the Orthodox religion and remain within the church. Fre
quently, the result, even where integration into the Russian church was 
most successful, was a strengthening of some non-Russian identities that 
otherwise might have given way to Russi.fication. Amidst the public back
lash, at an assembly of Russian aristocrats discussing the schools in Kazan 
province in 1911, one nobleman waxed nostalgic for the days of aggressive 
Russification: "In the past, the Russian people were strongly organized, 
thanks to which we wiped a lot of alien peoples [inorodtsy] from the face 
of the Earth. They fused with the Russians, leaving only their names in 
history."59 This statement was a genocidal fantasy not because the disap
pearance of peoples and cultures happened to be a by-product of the as
similation project the speaker advocated, but because the speaker clearly 
regarded that disappearance as a desirable goal and a reason to pursue 
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Russification. Moreover, the very words he used-wiping peoples from the 
face of the Earth-suggest a willingness to see that goal achieved through 
violence, so that the minorities might actually be exterminated rather than 
assimilated. The conflation of cultural and biological genocide here sug
gests that to some Russians hostile towards a minority ethnic group there 
might not have been a significant difference between the two; both rid the 
society of a group perceived as unworthy or troublesome.60 

Such a mindset also existed within imperial Russia's corridors of power. 
Konstantin P. Pobedonostsev, the ober-prokuror (lay administrator) of the 
Holy Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church from 1880 to 1905, child
hood tutor and thereafter adviser to Tsar Alexander III, and a notorious 
advocate of coercive Russification policies (by religion and other means), is 
famously said to have responded to a question about the future of Russia's 
Jews by predicting, "One-third will die out, one-third will leave the coun
try, and one-third will be completely dissolved in the surrounding popula
tion."61 The statement suggests that Pobedonostsev envisioned the demise 
of the Jews without sympathy or concern, and perhaps even with satis
faction. Coming from a different person, the prediction might have been 
made ruefully, but anyone who knew Pobedonostsev's reputation would 
perceive these overtones. He was concerned only that Russia be rid of the 
thorny "Jewish question"; his assumption was that it would disappear only 
when the Jews themselves did. Emigration, assimilation, and extinction 
were hardly distinguishable in Pobedonostsev's eyes, insofar as they would 
all contribute to this end. And though we might label this a genocidal fan
tasy, Pobedonostsev's position made it more than just a fantasy. As one of 
the tsar's chief advisors, particularly on issues concerning ethnonational 
minorities, he successfully championed a great number of legal limitations 
on the rights of these peoples to worship according to their faiths, use their 
languages in public, participate in civic life, pursue their ambitions, and 
make ends meet. The Jews faced more restrictions than most (many of the 
most notorious arising during Pobedonostsev's tenure), including confine
ment of residenC.@ to the Pale of Settlement and to certain places within 
it, and numerous limitations on property ownership, economic activity, 
and educational opportunity. Historians of the Jews in Russia would agree 
that his poli~ies contributed significantly to the decline of Jews and Jew
ish culture in the Russian Empire-many Jews emigrated, some converted 
in order to escape restrictions, some died in pogroms that may have been 
abetted by agents of the government, and many were impoverished as a 
result of discriminatory policies. Such a set of actions would seem to con
stitute genocide according to Lemkin's definition, and reportedly Lemkin 
did include the case of Jews in tsarist Russia in his researches on genocide 
in history. 62 
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Conclusions 

The purpose of this chapter has been to examine the range of motiva
tions that can inspire or contribute to genocide, particularly in multiethnic 
empires such as tsarist Russia. Genocidal impulses and fantasies may be 
official or unofficial; they may be based on notions that are modern or pre
modern; they can express concerns that are economic, military, religious, 
political, or ethnographic; they can be explicitly violent, or seemingly de
void of violence; they can be conscious, specific, and well articulated, or 
vague and even subconscious. Paying attention to such expressions may 
not help historians to be more precise in defining and identifying genocide, 
or in assigning blame for it; it may even work against these judicial func
tions that historians of genocide are sometimes expected to perform. But 
it can make us more judicious as historians by leading away from overly 
mechanistic conceptions of genocide (a tendency of extreme versions of 
both the intentionalist and structuralist paradigms) and toward more nu
anced, sophisticated, and realistic accounts of causation and agency in hu
man affairs. 

It bears reemphasizing that genocidal impulses and fantasies are not 
tantamount to genocide or even to genocidal "intent." Nor are they mu
tually equivalent, either in moral terms or in terms of their potential to 
inspire genocidal actions. Obviously a figure of colloquial speech (like 
referring to invaders using the name of the people invaded) is not the same 
as a specific written proposal (like Pestel's or Gagemeister's) to eliminate 
a population; the desire of a gentry bystander to see Russia's minority 
peoples undergo extinction is not the same as a similar statement coming 
from one of the empire's chief policy makers. But while a proposal or of
ficial statement might stand a better chance of directly inspiring a geno
cidal event if it strikes the fancy of those with the power to carry it out, 
an especially pervasive lay opinion or figure of speech could quite possibly 
play a significant role in motivating genocidal activities or allowing them 
to be undertaken (even if historians might never be able to measure or 
even verify that role). 

I have presented here in part only several stray examples of genocidal 
thinking in imperial Russia. Indeed, some of them were made by not par
ticularly prominent individuals. The point is that in a number of realms, 
in a number of different ways, and for a number of different reasons, 
many Russians wished for, hoped for, and envisioned the destruction or 
disappearance of certain subpopulations in their vast empire. But I am 
emphatically not suggesting-as a Daniel Goldhagen of Russian studies 
might-that such impulses and fantasies were universal or predominant 
among Russians, let alone the single essence of Russians' imperial vision.63 
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Had that been the case, the history of that enormous conglomeration of 
peoples would certainly have been many times bloodier, more miserable, 
and more tragic than it was, and the world would be significantly less di
verse today as a result. 
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