The News and What Is Behind It: Social
Disorder and Conspirational Reading in Mid-
Nineteenth-Century Russian Literature

Jens Herlth

Keywords
conspiracy theory; conspirational mode of reading; Faddei Bulgarin; Diary of a
Madman; The Demons; War and Peace

“The human mind cannot grasp the causes of events in their completeness, but
the desire to find those causes is implanted in the human soul.”" Tolstoy’s Voina
i mir (War and Peace), from which this quotation has been taken, can be read as
an exploratory enquiry into the world’s complexity in post-revolutionary times; a
time when the novel, due to its multilayeredness and pluriperspectivity, seemed
to be the only medium fit to analyze and to counter monocausal, misleading, and
biased explanations of historical events. Tolstoy famously challenged historical
writing in general, and French historiography in particular, rejecting the common
cult of the “great man” and replacing it with his own, rather mythicized, under-
standing of “national spirit.” Voina i mir is not a novel about conspiracy theories,
of course, but it is a novel about the epistemological and communicational pat-
terns that can lead to their emergence. One should also bear in mind that, in the
novel’s “Epilogue,” the main character Pierre Bezukhov is involved in the begin-
nings of what would eventually become a real conspiracy and culminate in the
Decembrist revolt of 1825.

1 Tolstoy 2010: 1062. «/lns 4enoBeYECKOro ymMa HEIOCTYIHA COBOKYIIHOCTH HMPHYUH
sBieHui. Ho MoTpeOHOCTh OTHICKUBATh IPUYUHBI BIOXKEHA B YNy YeloBeKay. — Tol-
stoi 1940: 66.
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Faddei Bulgarin and “Jewish Postal Service”

On the most general level, Tolstoy’s novel was primarily concerned with under-
standing Russia—its society, its history and its historical fate—like most of
Russia’s serious prose writing during the era of high realism. For Tolstoy and his
peers, the novel was a mode of gaining knowledge and seeking the truth about
Russia in a time when no other all-encompassing, “thick” descriptions of society
were available due to heavy censorship restrictions on all forms of non-fictional
sociological and political analysis. However, the novel was of course not the
most apt instrument for comprehension where the social reality of everyday life
was concerned, for the obvious reason of both its fictionality and its detachment
from real-life time, space, and people. No Russian reader would expect informa-
tion about recent incidents in her town, on her street or in remote parts of the
world from a novel. The novel would not be the first port of call for such re-
quests, since there was journalism for at least the 1820s onwards. Although a
proper “mass-circulation press” did not emerge in the Russian Empire before the
1860s, the newspaper as a source of information gained some relevance as early
as in the late 1820s and 1830s with Severnaia pchela (The Northern Bee), then
the only private newspaper authorized to publish political news.” Faddei Bulga-
rin (1789-1859), the owner of Severnaia pchela, was also a prolific writer. His
novel Ivan Vyzhigin, published in 1829, was a huge success and was translated
into several foreign languages. The recipe for success was the adaptation of the
model of the French picaro-novel Gil Blas to Russian imperial realities. Bulgarin
kept the satirical tone and caustically mocked the weaknesses of Russian society
of the time—from the Belorussian provinces to Moscow and further afield to the
very outskirts of the European parts of the Empire. Bulgarin himself came from
the Belorussian provinces and was a descendant of the landed gentry of the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. As a young man in Wilno he started writing
for Polish newspapers. After moving to St. Petersburg in 1819 he launched sev-
eral publishing projects, the most important of which was notably Severnaia
pchela. Other than what is suggested by its romantic name, Severnaia pchela
was notorious for publishing not only sublime pollen, carefully collected from
the blossoms of contemporary arts and thought, but everything—from political
news to talk of the town, gossip and rumors.

Bulgarin was at the core of news in an age during which political stability
was seen as being threatened by dark forces, organized in conspiracies. Russia
during the reign of Nikolai I, was, of course, post-December Russia, but it was

2 Cf. McReynolds 1991: 20.
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also post-1789, post-1801, and in a way still post Time of Troubles and post-
pugachevshchina-Russia. Nikolai’s reign was marked by a paranoid fear of con-
spiracies; the public sphere—if one can even speak of something like a public
sphere at this time—was subjected to a whole system of measures the aim of
which was to prevent the dissemination of seditious ideas. Conspiracy—and it
was clear for Nikolai and his counselors that conspiracies lay behind the French
Revolution, the murder of Pavel I in 1801, and the uprising of the Decembrists
of 1825—was only possible if people had the means to conspire, i.e., to ex-
change ideas and information. The most efficient way to not let this happen was
to control the press.

Bulgarin was, by all accounts, a professional in the detection, transmission,
and disclosure of information. Notoriously, he was also a prolific informer to the
“Third Section of His Imperial Majesty’s Own Chancellery,” and the literary
circles of St. Petersburg despised him deeply for this.” In an epigram, Pushkin
ridiculed him as “Vidocque Figliarin,” referring to the infamous French criminal
and chief of Police Eugéne Frangois Vidocq, thus pointing to Bulgarin’s precari-
ous position at the point at which news was produced, transmitted, and often dis-
torted and instrumentalized.* It is precisely Bulgarin’s practical expertise in
these matters that makes his text so instructive for an analysis of the link be-
tween conspiracy theories and the media in early to mid-nineteenth-century Rus-
sia. There is a curious passage in Ivan Vyzhigin in which the narrator speaks
about the role of information and of those responsible for its transmission:

In the evening, Josel, the Jew, made his appearance, who rented all the mills and kartch-
mas on the property. This Josel was the general agent for the whole house, privy coun-
sellor both of master and servants, walking newspaper, and relater of all political news,
and scandalous anecdotes within a circle of a hundred miles round, and teller of every-

thing good and bad.’

Obviously, this episode takes place in the Pale of Settlement, in the Belorussian
provinces that had until recently fallen under Polish-Lithuanian reign and where

3 Cf. Reitblat 2016: 12-14, 123-62.
Pushkin 1948.

S Bulgarin 1831: 17. «Beuepom siBisiics Mocens, XKupa, apeHnatop MeIbHUIL B KOpUYEM
BO BceM UMeHHH. DToT Mocesb OblUT BCEOOMINM CTPSITIMUM LIEJIOro JoMa, TalHHBIM T10-
BEPEHHBIM T'OCHOJ U CIYT, OJHMIETBOPEHHOIO Ia3eTol0, MM UCTOYHUKOM BCEX MOJIH-
TUYECKUX CHOLICHHH, COONMa3HUTEIbHBIX aHEKIOTOB, B OKPY)KHOCTH JIBaJILIaATH MUJIb,

1 TIepecKa34rKoOM BCero 100poro u xyaoro». — Bulgarin 1829: 29.
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the landowners belonged to the ethnically Polish landed nobility. Josel’s position
as a “personalized newspaper” is, at least for the narrator of the novel (that is,
Ivan Vyzhigin), highly problematic since Josel is a Jew and holds the monopoly
over news transmission in this part of the Empire. The “Jew” in general, as the
narrator explains, is so conscious of the high value of information that he uses
Vodka to “pick ... out of the peasants and servants all the secrets, all the wants,
all the connections and relations of their masters, which makes the Jews the real
rulers of the actual landholders, and subjects to Jewish control all affairs.”® The
landowners, for their part, are blissfully ignorant of what is going on:

The landlords in these provinces have, in general, no idea of business, and receive their
commercial information solely from the Jews. Throughout a whole government, there are
only a few persons who take in newspapers, and they merely for notices of law-suits, and

for the convenience of reference, if the conversation should turn upon politics.’

The landowners depend exclusively on what the Jews tell them. What we have
here is, of course, not yet a conspiracy theory, but it is the germ of or the allusion
to one—the idea that Jews, perceived as mobile and crafty, stick together and
tend to rule secretly over those among whom they live.®

In general, the greater part of the small country-gentry regard the Jews as the best-in-
formed people in everything, even in politics; and, in place of subscribing to a newspaper,
expend the money which would otherwise be applied for that purpose, on punch and wine,
and the time which would be lost in reading, they prefer to spend in dialogues with the

Jews on the state of affairs all over the world.’

6 Ibid.: 57. «OH mOCpPEenCTBOM BOJKH BBIBEJBIBACT Y KPECTbSH M CIIy)HTENeH Bce
TaliHbl, BCE HYXK/IbI, BCE CBA3H M OTHOLICHHUs MX TOCIOJ, YTO JeJaeT JKMIOB HACTOS-
MU BJIafie/IbLIAMH IIOMEIIUKOB U MOIUHHSET XKUJ0BCKOMY BIIMSHHUIO BCE Jiea U BCe
obcrosTenbcTBay. — Bulgarin 1829: 98-99.

7 Bulgarin 1831: 62. «IloMenyku B Tex cTpaHax BOOOIIE HE IMEIOT HUKAKOTO IHOHATHS
0 TOPTOBBIX JIENaX, U IOTY4ar0T KOMMEpYECKUe U3BECTH TOIbKO upe3 XKunos. B me-
JI0ii TyOepHUM e/IBa HECKOJIBKO YEIOBEK BBINUCHIBAIOT Ia3eThl, U TO €AMHCTBEHHO JUIL
TSOKEOHBIX OOBSIBICHUN W JUIA 3amaca K HeJNlenbIM TOJKaM O MOJuTHKe». — Bulgarin
1829: 108-09.

8 For more about Bulgarin’s anti-Semitism and his novel [van Vyzhigin, see Katz 2007:
413-20.

9 Bulgarin 1831: 66. «Boo6uie 60nbIIas 4acTh MEIKUX MOMEUINKOB MOYUTAIOT XKUIOB

CBCAYILIMMH BO BCEX JI€IaX, HaxXC B INOJIUTUKE, U BMECTO TOI'O, 4TOOBI MOAIMUCHIBATHCA
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The novel depicts the problem of informational isolation in the backward pro-
vinces of the Empire in a satirical manner. For Bulgarin, the only remedy could
be provided by newspapers—and the money that one is required to pay for them.
According to him, it was highly dangerous to leave the sensitive field of infor-
mation to the Jews since, in his opinion, they used it recklessly to exploit pea-
sants and landowners. As is well known, Bulgarin’s novel is full of anti-Semitic
stereotypes,'’ but the emphasis he puts on the problem of communication has
been widely neglected to date.'' In fact, the ‘Polish’ regions of the Empire are
familiar with a phenomenon, called “poczta zydowska” (Jewish postal service),
traces of which can be found in the works of eminent Polish writers, such as
Jozef Ignacy Kraszewski or Adam Mickiewicz.'” As Aleksander Hertz pointed
out, the Jews became an “instrument of the distribution of news,” which was all
the more important given the isolated existence of local communities in the late
cighteenth and early nineteenth century.” This was a side effect of the Jews’
social and legal situation in the Belorussian and Ukrainian provinces; merchants
were more mobile than peasants and landowners as a result of the requirements

Ha ra3eThl, IeHbTH, KOTOPbIE HAUIEXKAIIO OBl 3aIUIATHTH 32 HUX, OHH YIOTPEOIIIOT Ha
IYHII ¥ BUHO, a BpeMs, KOTOPOE JOJDKHO O OBLIO TEpsTh HAa YTCHHE, IPOBOIAT B Pas3-
roBopax ¢ JKunamMu o BCeMHpPHBIX IPOHUCIIECTBHAX». — Bulgarin 1829: 116-17.

10 Weisskopf ascribes them to the “tradition of Polish anti-Semitism” (2012: 48). How-
ever, Bulgarin could have borrowed this idea from one of the anti-Semitic pamphlets
that were already circulating in the early nineteenth Century (e.g., de Bonald’s “Sur
les Juifs,” 1806); he could have picked it up during his childhood years in the Belarus-
ian provinces, but he could as well have been inspired by Russian sources: None other
than the great poet Gavrila Derzhavin wrote in a report on the living conditions of
Jews in Belorussia (1800) that, “predestined to rule over others,” the Jews who now
are “humiliated” and must live under “foreign yoke” nevertheless “dominate those
among whom they live” («/IpeBie mpeaonpeneneHHbI HAPOA BIabI4eCTBOBATb, HbI-
HE YHIDKEH JI0 KPaifHOCTH, U B TO CaMO€ BpeMs, KOTJa MPECMBIKACTCSI, IO/l HTOM TyXK-
IIBIM, 110 OOJIBIIION YaCTH gracmeyent HAJl TEMHU, MEXKAY KOTOpbIMH oOuTaeT». — Der-
zhavin 1878: 276). Derzhavin is equally fascinated and frightened by the Jews’ pur-
ported ability to “instantly communicate everything among them” («rotuac Bce
coo0ratoT apyr apyry» — ibid.: 287).

11 Contextualizing the depiction of Jews in Ivan Vyzhigin, Elena Katz points out that
Jews in fact often served as “intermediaries between the Orthodox Belorussian pea-
sants and the Polish Catholic landowner.” — Katz 2012: 419.

12 Hertz 2014: 288.

13 Ibid.: 291.
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of their professional activities. It is highly telling that Bulgarin links the Jews’
supposed proficiency in information transmission to their alleged tendency to
conspire—by then already a common motif in anti-Semitic discourse. Those who
control the flux of information are ultimately the secret rulers of society—which
is why, following Bulgarin’s logic, newspapers are crucial and that is why his
Severnaia pchela is crucial as a weapon of Enlightenment.'* Newspapers are the
“good,” uncorrupted, and unbiased way of passing information, so to speak.
There is a structural link between Enlightenment strategies of demystification
and uncovering of hidden intentions on the one hand and the emerging aware-
ness of news transmission’s problematic effects on the other.

Newspaper Reading and “Paranoiac Overdetermination”
in Gogol’s “Diary of a Madman”

In order to assess this argument’s validity it is useful to take a closer look at the
case of one specific reader of Severnaia pchela:

I’ve been reading the little Bee. A crazy lot, those French! What do they want? My God,
I’d like to give them all a good flogging. There was a very good account of a ball written
by a landowner from Kursk. They certainly know how to write, those landowners from
Kursk."

Poprishchin, the hero and narrator of Gogol’s “Zapiski sumasshedshego” (“Dia-
ry of a Madman”), has a hard time in the department in which he works as a
scribe. He is criticized by his superior for putting wrong characters, numbers, or
dates in the documents that he is copying. He is shocked when he overhears a
conversation between two dogs on a Saint Petersburg street; however, he is less
shocked by the fact that dogs can speak and he mentions accounts from news-
papers'® reporting incidents like a fish uttering two words in a “strange lan-

14 Analyzing Bulgarin’s anti-Semitic discourse, Mikhail Weisskopf speaks of a combi-
nation of “a loyalist pathos with the remains of eighteenth-century Enlightenment tra-
dition.” — Weisskopf 2012: 146.

15 Gogol 2005: 177. «Yuran [Tuénky. Dxa rnynsiid Hapona ¢paniyssl! Hy, gero xorst
oHu? B3 Okl eif Oory, ux Bcex fa u nepernopol posramu! Tam xe unuTan odeHsb Ipu-
ATHOe H300paxkeHue Oala, OMHCAHHOE KypCcKHM IoMemukoM. Kypckue momermuku
xopouro muryt». — Gogol” 1938: 196.

16 «HYwurazn ... B razerax» — Gogol’ 1938: 195.
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guage”'” or two cows coming into a shop to order a pound of tea.'® What really
troubles him is the fact that the dogs talk about some letters that they were ex-
changing, that is, their ability to write:

I’d stake my salary that that was what the dog said. Never in my life have I heard of a dog
that would write. Only noblemen know how to write correctly. Of course, you’ll always
find some readers or shopkeepers, even serfs, who can scribble away: but they write like

machines — no commas or full stops, and simply no idea of style. "

What unsettles Poprishchin so much is, it seems, his impending loss of status. As
a nobleman, he insists on his right to maintain a privileged status in a society, at
least symbolically, as this position is becoming more and more precarious. If
birth is no longer the only criterion for social success, then some social climber
might one day challenge him for his job in the department: “Does he [the head of
the department] think I’'m the son of a commoner, or tailor, or a non-commis-
sioned officer? I’m a gentleman!”* he insists desperately.

Poprishchin’s mind is hyper-focused, which makes him see connections
between things that are remote from one another and which “normal” people
would not realize. How do these things enter into his mind? I would argue that
this occurs through his reading of Severnaia pchela. In the fall of 1833, at the
time during which the story is set, Severnaia pchela was covering the so-called
“Spanish affairs.”*' There was a regular section that chronicled recent develop-
ments in this conflict about the succession to the throne of Spain, the first of the
so-called “Carlist Wars.” The sources were mostly French newspapers.”* The un-

17 Gogol 2005: 176. «I'oBopAT, B AHINIMU BBIILIBUIA PbIOA, KOTOpas CKa3aja J[Ba CJIOBA
Ha TaKOM CTPAHHOM f3BIKE, YTO y4EHbIE Y’Ke TPH Iojla CTaparoTCs ONPENCIUTh U eIl
JI0 CHX TIOp HU4YEro He oTKpbun». — Gogol” 1938: 195.

18 Ibid.

19 Gogol 2005: 176. «/la 4T00 1 He MOTy4nI >kanoBaHbs! S ele B )KU3HU HE CIBIXUBAIL,
4T00BI cobaKa MOria mucath. [IpaBUIIBHO MHCATh MOXET TOIBKO ABOPSHHH. OHO KO-
HEYHO, HEKOTOPBIC M KYMUUKU-KOHTOPIIUKY M JaXe KPEIOCTHON HapOJ MONUCHIBAET
MHOT/Ia; HO UX NHUCaHUE OOMBIICIO YACThIO MEXaHUUECKOE: HU 3AISTBIX, HU TOYEK, HU
ciora». — Gogol” 1938: 195.

20 Gogol 2005: 179. «S1 pa3Be U3 KaKuX-HUOYb PA3HOYHMHIIEB, U3 IOPTHBIX, WIN U3 YH-
Tep-odunepckux nereir? S npopsaHun». — Gogol’ 1938: 198.

21 Cf. Zolotusskii 1987: 145-46.

22 Among others: Journal de Paris, Journal des Débats, Mémorial des Pyrenées, Moni-

teur—as quoted in Severnaia pchela from 2 December 1833 (p. 1099).
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clear situation surrounding the succession to the throne—a fundamental threat to
the stability of monarchies—makes Poprishchin start to meditate about his own
identity:

Perhaps I don’t really know who I am at all? History has lots of examples of that sort of
thing: there was some fairly ordinary man, not what you’d call a nobleman, but simply a
tradesman or even a serf, and suddenly he discovered he was a great lord or a sovereign.
So if a peasant can turn into someone like that, what would a nobleman become? Say, for
example, I suddenly appeared in a general’s uniform, with an epaulette on my left shoul-
der and a blue sash across my chest — what then? What tune would my beautiful young
lady sing then? And what would Papa, our Director, say? Oh, he’s so ambitious! But I
noticed at once he’s a mason, no doubt about that, although he pretends to be this, that and
the other; he only puts out two fingers to shake hands with. But surely, can’t I be promot-
ed to Governor General or Commissary or something or other this very minute? And I
should like to know why I’m a titular councillor [sic]? Why precisely a titular counsel-

lor?%

His assumed enemy, the director of his department and the father of his would-
be beloved, must be a Freemason, of course, since Poprishchin is already com-
pletely absorbed by the conspirational mode of thought—*‘nothing is as it seems
to be, and sinister forces are plotting against him.” In the above-quoted fragment,
conspiracy and the fear of the loss of status converge. If his supervisor is a Free-
mason and if Grisha Otrep’ev, the False Dmitry, was the son of Ivan IV, then he,
Poprishchin, might also be someone other than a miserable titularnyi sovetnik—
which was his grade in the imperial table of ranks (Gogol himself was quite un-

23 Gogol 2005 187-88. «Moxer ObITH S caM HE 3HAI, KTO s TaKOB. Belmp CKOJIBKO
HOPUMEPOB 110 HCTOPUH: KaKOH-HUOYIb IPOCTOi, HE TO yKe 4TOOBI IBOPSHHUH, a IPOC-
TO KaKOH-HUOYIb MEIIAHHH WM JaXe KPECTbSIHUH — U BAPYT OTKPBIBACTCS, YTO OH
Kakoil-HHOyIb BEbMOXKa, a MHOTAA Jaxke U rocyaapb. Korga u3 Myxuka ja nHorzaa
BBIXOJIUT 3/1aKO0€, YTO XK€ M3 JBOPSHUHA MOXKET BBINTU? Bapyr, Hanpumep, s BXOXY B
TeHEepaJbCKOM MYHIMpE: Y MEHSI M Ha IPaBOM ILUIeUE SII0JIeTa U Ha JICBOM ILIeUe JI0-
JieTa, 4yepe3 Iiedo rojiydas jeHTa — 4To? Kak TOrJa 3aroeT KpacaBuila Mosi? 4To CKa-
JKeT ¥ cam nama, aupekrop Ham? O, 3to Oonbinol yectomroben! DTo MacoH, Hemnpe-
MEHHO MAaCOH, XOTsI OH U MPUKUIBIBACTCS TAKMM U 3AKHUM, HO 5 TOTYAC 3aMETHJI, YTO
OH MaCOH: OH €CJIM JIaCT KOMY PYKY, TO BBICOBBIBACT TOJBKO JBa Manbla. Jla passe st
HE MOTY OBITh CHIO € MHHYTY IOKaJOBaH TeHEepan-ry0epHaTOpOM, WM MHTCHIAH-
TOM, HJI TaM JPYIUM KakuM-HHOYIb? MHe Obl XOTEIOCh 3HATH, OTYETO SI THTYJISP-

HbIH coBeTHUK? [ToueMy UMEHHO TUTYISIpHBII coBeTHHK?» — Gogol” 1938: 206.
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happy with being only a kolezhskii assessor,”* but this was still one grade higher
than Poprishchin). The issue of samozvanstvo (imposture) was a popular topic at
the time: it was none other than Bulgarin who published a novel about the tribu-
lations of the “False Dmitry” Grisha Otrepev in 1830.% The reigning dynasty,
the Romanovs, had come to power in the aftermath of the Time of Troubles.
Tsar Nikolai I’s ascent to the throne had been overshadowed by a short period of
confusion that triggered the December uprising of 1825—the conspirators
thought that Nikolai’s elder brother Konstantin was the legitimate heir to the
throne. They did not know that the latter had renounced his claim in an unpub-
lished note. The most prominent example of a usurper and a magical rise from a
modest origin, albeit a noble one, up to the highest scale of political power was
of course Napoleon.” Read against this backdrop, the “Spanish affairs,” so meti-
culously reported by Severnaia pchela, can be seen as an allegory of the political
order’s general instability in post-1789 Europe.

Poprishchin loses his orientation; he can no longer be sure of his position in
society. Even his superior position as a human being is called into question in a
world in which dogs correspond with each other, cows order tea, and bees collect
and disseminate news. His imaginary attempt to reestablish order by the tradi-
tional Russian measures, so dear to the landed gentry (“Those French! ... I’d like
to give them all a good flogging™),”” is of course nothing more than pathetic,
given the scope of the crisis that struck ancien régime Europe.

Poprishchin is not prepared for a world in which one is confronted with
events from remote countries on a daily basis; he reads the global news through
the prism of his own individual situation—and vice versa. At the same time, this
is the world, where political order is put in jeopardy by conspiracies and in-
trigues. Fears over the loss of status and fears about political instability, induced
by dark conspiracies, come together. In fact, reading the issues of Severnaia
pchela from the fall of 1833, one is prompted to note that the way Bulgarin’s
newspaper was covering the events did not inspire much confidence—the re-
spective articles are all based on accounts taken from other sources in the style
of “According to French newspapers ...,” “As the Messager related in its latest
edition ... .” The editors often explicitly point out that one cannot be entirely
sure about the verisimilitude of the reported “facts.” These “facts” are an end-

24 Cf.: Gogol’ 1940: 343.

25 Faddei Bulgarin. Dmitrii Samozvanets. Istoricheskii roman, 4 vols, Sanktpeterburg
1830.

26 Zolotusskii 1987: 148.

27 See above, footnote 15.
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less series of intrigues, murders, executions, confiscations. The protagonists bear
exotic names, often all too familiar to readers of romantic literature, such as Don
Carlos, Queen Isabella, Don Miguel, Don Pedro Pastor, Donna Maria. All this
fires Poprishchin’s semiotic imagination and nothing is there to stop the flames
from spreading. This confusion calls for a great, all-encompassing disentangle-
ment and he eventually understands:

There is a king of Spain. He has been found at last. That king is me. I only discovered this

today. Frankly, it all came to me in a flash.”®

However, we, the readers, know that nothing is as it seems, of course: the Great
Inquisitor approaching Poprishchin—*“a mere tool of the English,”* as the well-
trained newspaper-reader Poprishchin assumes—is obviously none other than a
keeper in a madhouse. We know this, since we understand the semiotic structure
of Poprishchin’s diary—the author, Gogol, conspires with his readers behind his
protagonist’s back. But can we really be sure that we are immune to the “flash of
lightning” that makes us think we understood what everything is all about (while
it is evident to some invisible author/reader that this very flash of lightning is the
most ridiculous aberration possible)? We are never safe from falling prey to the
conspirational mode of reading the world, as long as there might be others out
there with their own undisclosed intentions—e.g., dogs—who will not admit to
their sinister dealings, even when Poprishchin confronts them (“Tell me every-
thing you know.”).*® All he can do is jot down: “Dogs are extraordinarily shrewd
[literally: “extraordinary politicians”], and notice everything, every step you
take.””'

Poprishchin progressively adopts the “paranoiac overdetermination” that
Svetlana Boym described as one of the basic features of “conspirational think-
ing.”** This formula matches the psychosemiotic core of Poprishchin’s problem
perfectly: from a certain point onwards, he correlates everything to the “Spanish
affairs”—and then to himself. In this context, it is highly instructive to see how

28 Gogol 2005: 189. «B Mcnanuu ectb kopons. OH OTHICKANCA. DTOT KOpoib 5. VIMeHHO
TOJIBKO CErojiHs 06 3ToM y3Hal s. IIpusHaroch, MeHs BAPYT Kak OyATO MOJHHEH ocBe-
tunoy. — Gogol® 1938: 207.

29 Gogol 2005: 195. «opyaue anrnuuanuHa» — Gogol” 1938: 214.

30 Gogol 2005: 181. «pacckaxxu MHe Bc€, 4To 3Haemby» — Gogol® 1938: 200.

31 Gogol 2005: 181. «OHa [cobaxa] upe3BbIYAiHBINA MOJUTHK: BCE 3aMEYacT, BCe IIarH
genosekay. — Gogol” 1938: 200.

32 Boym 1999: 97.
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Gogol’s contemporary, Vladimir Odoevskii, came to a quite similar formula
when analyzing the semiotics of insanity in his article, entitled “Kto suma-
sshedshie?” (“Who Are the Insane?”), published in the journal Biblioteka dlia
chteniia (Library for Reading) in 1836.

In insane people, all the notions, all the feelings, are gathered in one focus; in them the
particular power of one specific idea draws in everything that belongs to that idea from all
over the world; it acquires the ability, so to speak, to rip off the objects parts that are con-
nected to each other for a healthy person, and to concentrate them in a kind of symbol ...
We call a person insane when we see that he finds connections between objects that we

think are impossible.™

Gogol greatly appreciated the literary representation of madness in Odoevskii’s
stories about artists.”* Gogol had initially planned to make the protagonist of
“Zapiski sumasshedshego” a musician; then his story would have remained in
the framework of the romantic paradigm of ‘inspirational insanity.” The shift to a
civil servant and copyist was also a shift to the more general (and more realistic)
topics of semiotics, scripture, and mediality.

Gogol was convinced that we are lost in a world of signs and that there are
no guidelines whatsoever to help us out of this mess. In modern times (and Go-
gol’s story is of course about modern times) this problem is the problem of a
reality constructed on the basis of information obtained by way of mass commu-
nication. Russian literary fiction had been dealing with this problem, to greater
and lesser degrees, from the 1820s onwards. A particularly interesting case in
this regard is Gogol’s novel Mertvye dushi (Dead Souls, 1842). The inhabitants
of the town of N followed Bulgarin’s advice and subscribed to newspapers:

At that time all our landowners, officials, merchants, shopmen, and all our literate folk, as

well as the illiterate, had become—at least for all of eight years—inveterate politicians.

33 «B cymacmienmmux Bce MOHATHS, BCE WyBCTBA, COOMPAIOTCS B OOMH (OKYyC; y HHX
YacTHas CHJIa ONHOM KaKkoH-HHOY/Ab MBICIIH BTATUBACT B ce0s BCe, IIPUHAIeKAIIEE K
9TOI MBICIIH, H30 BCETO MUPA; MOJNYYaeT CHOCOOHOCTh, TAK CKa3aTh, OTPHIBATH YaCTH
OT IPEAMETOB, TECHO COEIHHEHHBIX MEXIy CO0O0 JUIs 340POBOrO 4eloBeKa, U CO-
CPENOTOYMBATh MX B KAaKOH-TO CUMBOI... MBI Ha3blBaeM YeJIOBEKa CyMacILIe/LIINM,
KOTJ]a BUJIMM, YTO OH HAXOAHUT TAaKHE COOTHOLICHUS MEXKIY IPEAMETaMH, KOTOPbIE
HaM KaKyTcsl HeBO3MOXXHBIMIY. — Odoevskii 1836: 61-62.

34 Cf. Mann 2012: 358-59. Cf. Gogol’s letter to I. I. Dmitriev, 30 November 1832 in
Gogol’ 1940: 247-48.
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The Moscow News and the Son of the Fatherland were read through implacably and
reached the last reader in shreds and tatters that were of no use whatsoever for any
practical purposes. Instead of such questions as “What price did you get for a measure of
oats, my friend?” or “Did you take advantage of the first snow we had yesterday?” people
would ask, “And what do they say in the papers? Have they let Napoleon slip away from
that island again, by any chance?” The merchants were very much afraid of this con-
tingency, inasmuch as they had utter faith in the prediction of a certain prophet who had
been sitting in jail for three years by now. This prophet had come no one knew whence, in
bast sandals and an undressed sheepskin that reeked to high heaven of spoilt fish, and had
proclaimed that Napoleon was the Antichrist and was being kept on a chain of stone
behind six walls and beyond seven seas but that later on he would rend his chain and gain

possession of all the world. ™

In Bulgarin’s logic, newspapers were an instrument of counter-conspiracy, her-
alds of Enlightenment, so to speak. What Gogol shows in Mertvye dushi is quite
the reverse: the reading of newspapers alienates the town of N’s inhabitants from
their everyday life. Instead of dealing with issues that would really concern
them, they have to digest disconnected bits of information that do not make any
sense. It is left up to them to “concentrate” them into “some kind of symbol”—
which is why they come up with absurd theories about Napoleon being the Anti-
christ who is aspiring to world domination.

The modern world, according to Gogol, is marked by “politics,” newspapers
and the effect that is inevitably triggered by the merging of politics, print culture
and a public sphere under rigid censorship control: conspiracy theories. In Go-
gol’s Dead Souls, newspapers are torn to pieces that are “of no use whatsoever.”
Their material defectiveness reflects the insecure status of the world-view that is

35 Gogol 1996: 205. «B 310 Bpemst Bce HAIIK TOMEIINKH, YAHOBHUKH, KYTIIIBI, CUICIIBIIBI
1 BCSIKUM TPaMOTHBIM U Ja)ke HErpaMOTHBIN HapoJ CIeNalluch, 0 KpaiiHel Mepe Ha
1IeJIbIE BOCEMb JIET, 3aKJIAThHIMHU MOJUTHKaMU. ‘MockoBckue Beqomoctu’ u ‘Coin Ote-
4yecTBa’ 3aYUTHIBAIMCH HEMIJIOCEPAHO M JOXOAMIH K MOCIIETHEMY UTely B KYCOUKaXx,
HE TOAHBIX HU Ha Kakoe ynortpebienue. Bmecto Bonpocos: ‘[lodyem, Gatromka, mpo-
JlaJil MepKy oBca? Kak BOCIIOJIb30BAJIUCh BUEPALIHEHl mopolieii?’ ropopmin: ‘A 4rto
MUIIYT B ra3eTax, He BBINYCTHIM JH onath Hamoneona m3 octposa?’ Kymusl 3toro
CHJILHO OIacajKch, KOO COBEPLICHHO BEPWJIM NPEICKA3aHUIO OJHOTO IMPOpOKa, YKe
TPU Trojia CHICBIIEr0 B OCTPOre; MPOPOK INPHUILE]T HEU3BECTHO OTKyJa, B JIANTAX H
HaroJIbHOM TYJIyIle, CTPAIIHO OT3bIBABIIEMCS TYXJION ppIOOH, U Bo3BecTuI1, 4to Harmo-
JICOH €CTh AHTHXPHCT M JCPHKHUTCS Ha KAMEHHOMH LIEMH, 33 LIECThI0 CTEHAMU U CEMbIO

MOPSIMH, HO TIOCJIE Pa30pBeT LElb 1 OBJaeeT BceM Mupom». — Gogol’ 1951: 206.
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induced by, and becomes possible through, newspapers. The reader, as an eternal
plot-maker (i.e., an “inveterate politician”), is trying to capture whatever sense
may be around. If he relies solely on what newspapers tell him about the world,
then he will inevitably slip into the conspirational mode of thought. This will
make him prone to all sorts of manipulations.*®

Reading Between the Lines and the Conspirational Mindset
in Dostoevsky’s The Demons

When speaking about the nineteenth century, a time during which literary studies
were only just developing and when there could be no question of any media
studies of course, it is a good idea to turn to the expertise of writers and jour-
nalists if we wish to understand the effects of mass media on individual minds
and on the public sphere. Fedor Dostoevsky was active in both fields and he had
some experience in clandestine, perhaps even conspirational, activities dating
back to the late 1840s when he attended the meetings of the Petrashevskii
Circle.”” He was obsessively interested in the way revolutionaries made use of
texts to propagate their ideas and to communicate among themselves. This is
what his novel Besy (The Demons, 1871-72) is about.

In Besy, the printed word is surrounded by an aura of significance that can
mean both: highest value and the utmost suspicion. It can turn out to be abso-
Iutely worthless as well. Stepan Verkhovenskii, the provincial town’s leading
intellectual, suddenly understands this in a key scene of the novel when, during a
charity event organized by the towns’ ladies and while holding a revolutionary
leaflet in his hands, he exclaims:

This is the shortest, the barest, the most simplehearted stupidity—c 'est la bétise dans son
essence la plus pure, quelque chose comme un simple chimique. Were it just a drop more
intelligently expressed, everyone would see at once all the poverty of this short stupidity.

But now everyone stands perplexed: no one believes it can be so elementally stupid. ‘It

36 It is important to note in this context that Poprishchin was very much aware of the fact
that the public sphere was under the control of censorship: After a visit to the theater,
he jots down that he is surprised that the body of censors “let through” (“mpomycka-
1a”) the play that he had seen. — Gogol” 1938: 198.

37 Frank 1979: 239-91.
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can’t be that there’s nothing more to it,” everyone says to himself, and looks for a secret,

sees a mystery, tries to read between the lines—the effect is achieved!*®

This “between the lines” is precisely the point at which politics and the printed
word meet in mid-nineteenth-century Russia and it was fertile ground for conspi-
racy theories. In 1848, the “Buturlin Committee,” an organ that supervised the
censorship institutions during the last years of Nikolai’s reign, ordered that cen-
sors should no longer content themselves with a superficial control of the written
texts, but that they should read “between the lines” as well.* This new orienta-
tion was probably induced by a note on censorship that was addressed to the
Tsar in 1848 by the poet and homme de lettres Petr A. Viazemskii. He suggested
that the censors should not only search for “forbidden words” in what was actu-
ally written, rather they should also take the sense that is often *“hidden under
other words” into account. “In every word there is a hint. Our literature, and
especially some of the Saint Petersburg journals are full of these hints and allu-
sions that are transparent for clever readers.”*’

The nameless provincial town in Besy is populated with these sorts of “clever
readers” who know all too well that the seemingly harmless surface of the words
might only be a cover-up for some hidden message. The novel is full of exam-
ples of this conspirational mode of reading. This mode of reading and interpre-
ting fexts can easily be extended to a reading and interpreting of the world in
which they live. However, the constant awareness that nothing is as it seems—
and this is the crucial point that the narrator makes in his account of the events—
makes it impossible for the inhabitants of the town to know what is really going

38 Dostoevsky 1995: 484. «Ot1o0 camas oOHa)KeHHas1, caMasi IIPOCTOIYIIHAS, CaMasi KOpo-
TeHbKasl TIynocth, — c’est la bétise dans son essence la plus pure, quelque chose
comme un simple chimique. Byb 3To XOTh KaIuilo yMHee BBICKa3aHO, M BCSIK YBHIAI
OBl TOTYAC BCIO HHIIETY 3TOW KOPOTEHbKOW riymoctd. Ho Temeps Bce ocTaHaBiM-
BAaIOTCS B HEJOYMEHHU: HUKTO HE BEPHUT, 4TOO 3TO OBLIO Tak IE€PBOHAYAIBHO IIYIO.
‘He MoxeT ObITh, 4TOO TYT HHYEro OoiblIe HE OBUIO’, TOBOPUT ceOe BCAKUN U HILET
CeKpeTa, BUIUT TaliHy, X04eT IPOYECTh MEXLY CTPOUYKaMH, — 3P (eKT TOCTHIHYT!» —
Dostoevskii 1974: 371-72.

39 «mexay ctpok» — Skabichevskii 1892: 344.

40 Petr A. Viazemskii: [Zapiska o tsenzure]. «CMBICI 3THX [3aNpEIICHHBIX]| CJIOB ... MO-
JKET MIPUTAHUTCS IO OPYTHMH ClIoBaMH ... Ha Kaxkmoe cioBo ecTb oOMHAKY, Viazem-
skii pointed out, «JIutepaTypa Hamra U 0COOEHHO HEKOTOPBIE U3 METepOyPreKuX XKyp-
HAJIOB HCIOJHCHBI 3THX OOMHSIKOB M HAMEK<OB>, MPO3PadyHBIX JUII CMBIIUICHHBIX

yuraTenei». — in Gillel’son 1969: 324.
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on. This is why it is so easy to deceive them. Stepan Verkhovenskii, who does
not understand very much throughout the whole story, understands this at least:
the generalization of suspicion is tantamount to its invalidation. The real conspi-
racy consists in this generalized suspicion that renders futile any attempt to make
sense of the events that shook the provincial town.

The narrator himself seems to be satisfied with Stepan Trofimovich’s finding
that “nothing is behind all this.” We know that this was exactly Dostoevsky’s
reaction when he witnessed the trial of Nechaev.*' This stance would be the most
legitimate and the most appropriate, on condition that there indeed had been no
conspiracy, if there were no sinister forces at work. However, the novel’s entire
semiotic structure clearly indicates that there is in fact something behind all the
events contained therein.

Every value ascribed to the printed word can be and is in fact most often in-
validated: one example is the most ridiculous ageing writer Karmazinov who
represents “literature,” another is Stepan Verkhovenskii who is taking a volume
of de Tocqueville to read in the garden, all the while hiding a novel by the popu-
lar writer Paul de Kock in his pocket.*” Governor Lembke likes to assemble (to
“glue”) models in his leisure time until his wife forbids it, allowing him to write
a novel instead, “but on the quiet” (potikhon ku).* The climax of this meta-her-
meneutic grotesquery is the charity ball and the ominous “quadrille of literature”
in the third and the “most difficult part of my chronicle,” as the narrator con-
fesses.* One could hardly imagine, he writes, “a more pathetic, trite, giftless,
and insipid allegory than this ‘quadrille of literature.””* It “consisted of six pairs

41 “I never would have imagined that this was all so simple, so straightforward. I do ad-
mit that until the very last moment I thought that there was something between the
lines” (my translation — J. H.). «Hukornma s He Mor mpeicraBuTh cebe, 4TOOBI 3TO
OBUIO TaK HECJIOXHO, TaK OJHOJIMHEHHO Iiymo. Her, mpusHaioch, s 10 camMoro mo-
CJIETHEr0 MOMEHTa JyMall, YTO BCE-TaKH €CTh YTO-HHOYIb MEXKIY CTPOUKAMUY». —
Dostoevskii 1975: 205.

42 Dostoevskii 1974: 19.

43 Dostoevsky 1995: 311; Dostoevskii 1974: 244.

44 Dostoevsky 1995: 502. «Cam[as] Tsoxen[asi] yacTth Moed xpoHukn» — Dostoevskii
1974: 385.

45 Dostoevsky 1995: 508. «Tpynuo Obul0 OBl NMPEACTaBUTH OoJee JKalKylo, Oolee
MOINLTYI0, 6oJiee Ge3MapHy0 U MPECHYIO AJUIETOPHUIO, KaK 9Ta ‘KaJpUITh JIUTEPATyPhI ».
— Dostoevskii 1974: 389.
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of pathetic maskers,” some of them representing letters (X and Z), one embo-

dying “honest Russian thought”:*

“Honest Russian thought” was presented as a middle-aged gentleman in spectacles, tail-
coat, gloves, and—in fetters (real fetters). Under this thought’s arm was a briefcase contai-
ning some “dossier.” Out of his pocket peeked an unsealed letter from abroad, which
included an attestation, for all who doubted it, of the honesty of “honest Russian thought.”
All this was filled in orally by the ushers, since it was hardly possible to read a letter

sticking out of someone’s pocket.*’

“What on earth is this?”” one person asks. “Some sort of silliness,” a second per-
son answers. “Literature of some sort,” a third person supposes.* But we already
know what it is: It is a game of blowing up and popping balloons of significance.
The unfortunate “quadrille” ends abruptly when the news of an outbreak of fire

49
7" the crowd

in the Zarech’e district arrives. “There’s something behind this fire,
will suspect in the morning. They have no choice but to apply the conspirational
mode of reading, imposed on them by the semiotic structure of the public sphere
in the provinces of imperial Russia. Governor Lembke loses his mind and, of
course, losing one’s mind means gaining insight into some secret meaning: “A
dull smile appeared on his lips—as if he had suddenly understood and remem-
bered something,” the narrator remarks.*® Literature, madness, and conspiracy
theory converge.

Besy is of course a novel about a conspiracy (or a multitude of conspiracies),

but this is well known and does need not to be analyzed further. Even more

46 «Cocrosiya U3 IECTH Hap XKAJIKUX MACOK ... YeCTHas pyccKas MbICIby. — Dostoevskii
1974: 389.

47 Dostoevsky 1995: 508. «‘UecTHas pycckas MbIC/Ib’ M300pa)kajgach B BUJIE TOCIIOHHA
CpEIIHHX JIET, B OuKax, BO ()pake, B IepuaTkax U — B KaHJanaX (HACTOAIIMX KaHJa-
nax). [TogmpImikoii 310l MbIcn OBLI HOPTHENb ¢ KaKUM-TO ‘nenoM’. V3 kapmaHa BEI-
IISLIBIBANIO pacliedaTaHHOE IHCHMO M3-3a TPAaHHIBL, 3aKII0YaBIIce B cebe yIoCTOBe-
peHue, 11 BCEX COMHEBAIOIINXCS, B YECTHOCTH ‘4ECTHOM pycckoi Meicin’. Bee 3to
JIOCKa3bIBAJIOCh PACTIOPAAUTEIAMH YKE U3YCTHO, TOTOMY YTO TOpYAaBIlIEE U3 KapMaHa
MUCBMO HEJIb3s %&Ke ObLI0 npodecTb». — Dostoevskii 1974: 389.

48 Dostoevsky 1995: 509. «3to uto * Takoe? ... ‘Inmynocth kakas-to’ ... ‘Kakas-to
nureparypa’» — Dostoevskii 1974: 390.

49 Dostoevsky 1995: 518. «'openn nectipocta» — Dostoevskii 1974: 397.

50 Dostoevsky 1995: 511. «Tymas ynpiOka mokasajach Ha ero rydax, — Kak OyATo OH

YTO-TO BAPYT MOHSI U BCIIOMHUI». — Dostoevskii 1974: 392.
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importantly, it is a commentary on the semiotics of conspiracy theory. It lays
bare the semiotic and social features that induce “the characters’ paranoia and
conspiracy theorizing”;’' and its whole structure is, in itself, one big conspi-
racy—since the narrator is apparently unable to penetrate the mystery, let alone
the truly apocalyptic scope that lies behind the events that shook the society of
his town. The narrator’s incompetence is, of course, part of the game: all we—
the readers—can surmise is that there is possibly more going on behind the
scenes than he is able to tell us.

It might as well turn out that in the modern world, in which information
about goings-on is transmitted by means of mass communication exclusively, the
conspirational mode of deciphering reality is ineluctable. “But isn’t there a text
that remains untouched by this game of convertible signifiers?,” a Dostoevsky-
reader might by prompted to ask. What about the Gospel, normally the last resort
for the unsettled characters of Dostoevsky’s novels? Unfortunately, even the
Gospel is not exempt from the dubious status of any printed matter in Besy: In
the last chapter of the novel, Verkhovenskii is impressed by a woman who wan-
ders the land selling the Gospel, and he offers to help her, unfortunately not
without suggesting to “correct the mistakes of this remarkable book” in his oral
explanations.*® Even the Gospel is drawn into the whirl of doubt and suspicion.
For contemporary readers this fact was probably less astonishing than it is for us
today. The first officially sanctioned translation of the Gospel was published in
1860, only ten years before the first installments of Besy. During the oppressive
reign of Nikolai I, the very idea of a Russian translation of the bible carried an
oppositional aura.>

The sole remedy is, it seems, a certain straightforward and open-hearted

»3 that is unset-

naiveté which alone can put an end to the “unlimited semiosis
tling the townspeoples’ minds. The suspicious mind will always find another
hint that allows him to build up a new theory about how everything is linked to
everything else and how sinister forces pull the strings in the background. The
anonymous narrator of Besy refuses to enter into this game. He simply relates
what happened. His judgment is clear and univocal, often at the expense of a cer-
tain shortsightedness, but this is only for the better. If he is too easily impressed

by Stepan Trofimovich’s theatrical gestures and his playing the maitre a penser

51 Lounsbery 2007: 225.

52 Dostoevsky 1995: 645. «B H31I0XCHHH YCTHOM ... HCIIPaBUTh OIIMOKHU 3TOH 3ameda-
TeNnbHON KHUTHY». — Dostoevskii 1974: 491.

53 Men’ 2002: 419.

54 Boym 1999: 110 (Boym is referring to Umberto Eco).
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in the beginning of his narrative, then he successfully emancipates himself
throughout the course of the events—and during the process of writing. As Svet-
lana Boym has pointed out, “Conspiracy theory is a conspiracy against con-
spiracy; it does not oppose the conspirational world view as such but doubly
affirms it.””
tion; his chronicle is a sober account of events; he relates actions and reveals

Dostoevsky’s narrator does not participate in this double affirma-

intentions, but above all he points to the disproportion between the aura of sig-
nificance and the actual meaning behind it that is, according to his observations,
the source of the catastrophes that happened in his town.

What can we conclude from this? Bulgarin suspected a conspiracy of Jews in
the Belorussian provinces through their monopolization and control over the
transmission of “news.” His antidote was the newspaper (and we know what
motivated this decision—he was the owner of one). In his “Zapiski sumasshed-
shego,” Gogol demonstrated what happens to a society that is struck by political
crisis and, for the first time in history, has access to news from remote parts of
the world on a daily basis. Dostoevsky in Besy showed that the constant suspi-
cion directed against any kind of printed information leads to a situation in
which nothing is as it seems and every word is suspected of containing a secret
meaning. There is no way around this. As early as 1836, a casual remark in
Pushkin’s journal Sovremennik (The Contemporary) stated that our time is the
“epoch of an uncovering of all mysteries.”*® This is a “dialectic of the Enlighten-
ment” of sorts: the urge to unmask mysteries wherever they are (or even where
they are nof) has become the cornerstone of journalism; it shapes the poetics of
journalistic texts and, more importantly, it shapes the way in which readers will
read newspaper articles and the world around them.

“Entangled threads”: The Fallacy of the Conspiracist Worldview
in Tolstoy’s War and Peace

Of the stories and novels I have mentioned so far, only Tolstoy’s Voina i mir
does not specifically deal with the problem of the construction of reality through
journalism, which is of course something of a truism: The novel is set in the first
two decades of the nineteenth century when the press did not yet have the impor-
tance it gained over time from the 1820s onwards. It is for this reason that Tols-

55 Ibid.: 97.
56 «mox[a] pazobmadenus Bcex taiim» — Editor’s remark (“Ot redaktsii”) in Sovremen-
nik 1836/2: 312.
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toy’s approach to the problem of the construction of reality and conspiracist
epistemology is of particular interest here: Tolstoy refutes the very idea of inten-
tionality in history—an idea that is crucial for conspiracy theories. At the end of
the novel, however, Pierre Bezukhov is presented as “one of the principle foun-
ders” of a certain “society,””’ which is quite an unambiguous allusion to his fu-
ture role as one of the conspirators of December 1825. This is not the germ of a
conspiracy theory, but the beginning of a story about conspirators whose aim it
was to reform Russian statehood and society. Tolstoy makes this quite explicit
when he lets Pierre explain the current situation in Russia (by 1820) in the fol-
lowing way: “Arakcheev and Golitsyn ... are now the whole government! And
what a government! They see treason everywhere and are afraid of every-
thing.”>® According to Pierre, the problem was not conspiracy itself, but the fact
that people like Arakcheev and Golitsyn, two highly influential counselors from
the inner circle around Aleksandr I, suspected conspiracy everywhere. Pierre, the
future Decembrist, was convinced that “he was chosen to give a new direction to
the whole of Russian society and to the whole world.””

‘I only wished to say that ideas that have great results are always simple ones. The whole
of my idea is that if vicious people are united and constitute a power, then honest folk

must do the same. Now that’s simple enough.”®

In the context of a discussion about conspiracy theories, Pierre’s “that’s simple
enough” sounds quite alarming of course. There is a detail that subtly under-
mines his self-regarding ideas about the future of Russia. Only after having
talked about his marvelous success at some meeting in Petersburg Pierre remem-
bers that his wife had been about to say something:

57 Tolstoy 2010: 1246. «OxHoro obmectBa, koToporo Ilbep OBLI OJHHM U3 IJTAaBHBIX
ocHoBareneit». — Tolstoi 1940: 270.

58 Tolstoy 2010: 1255. «ApaxdeeB u I'onuupblH — 3TO Temeps BCE IpaBHTENbCTBO. U
kakoe! Bo BceM BUIAT 3aroBopsl, Bcero 6ostes». — Tolstoi 1940: 280.

59 Tolstoy 2010: 1267. «EMy ka3ayiocs ..., 4T0 OH ObUI MPHU3BaH JaTh HOBOE HAaIpaBJie-
HHUE BCEMY PYCCKOMY 00I1IecTBY U BceMy Mupy». — Tolstoi 1940: 293.

60 Tolstoy 2010: 1267-68. «S xoTen cka3aTh TONBKO, YTO BCE MBICIIH, KOTOPBIE HMEIOT
OrPOMHBIE IOCNIECTBUS, — BCET[a IPOCTHL. Bes MO MBICIIB B TOM, YTO €XEIH JIIOIH
IIOPOYHbIE CBSA3aHBI MEXY COOOH M COCTABILIOT CHILY, TO JIFOJAM 9ECTHBIM HAJo Clie-

JIaTh TO e camoe. Benp Tak npoctoy. — Tolstoi 1940: 293-94.
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‘And what were you going to say?’

‘I? Only nonsense.’

‘But all the same?’

‘Oh, nothing, only a trifle,” said Natasha, smiling still more brightly. ‘I only wanted to tell
you about Petya: today nanny was coming to take him from me, and he laughed, shut his

eyes, and clung to me. I'm sure he thought he was hiding. Awfully sweet!”®'

This must be read as an implicit comment on Pierre’s blindness regarding his
own future role in the history of Russia, a role about which he is so childishly
proud. Pierre’s lofty ideas and his exaggerated self-esteem are juxtaposed with
his baby son’s belief that he is invisible when he closes his eyes. Pierre reads the
world from his own highly biased standpoint; he is convinced of his philosophi-
cal superiority (compared to his brother-in-law Nikolai, a slow reader of Rous-
seau, Montesquieu and Sismondi).*” He sees himself as an autonomous subject,
the conscious master of his intentions and deeds, ready to act in a field that is
historically open and which awaits his arrival upon the scene. However, the
whole novel (and especially the theoretical second part of the “Epilogue”) was
written in order to prove that this perspective is misleading, since the indivi-
dual’s will is not a decisive factor in history. These two standpoints—Pierre’s
self-image as a sovereign master of his deeds and historical agent and the per-
spective of history—inevitably collide, with this collision showing us the in-
consistency of any reductionist understanding of history and the world. “It’s not
that simple” is what Tolstoy wants to tell his readers. Or rather it is simple, but
in another way. We, the readers, know that Pierre’s plans will fail (as all his
other plans had, including his most ridiculous personal super-plot to kill Napo-
leon). We know that he will draw himself and his family into a catastrophe and
Russia to the brink of a civil war, but at the same time we can admire his truly
childlike enthusiasm. There is no viewpoint from which totality could be
attained. We either have Pierre’s limited point of view or the zero focalization of
the narrator’s (or rather the author’s) reflections on the theory of history. They
are mutually incommensurable; to overcome this incommensurability, to ignore
or to neglect it, would mean to enter the conspirational mode of reading the

world.
61 Tolstoy 2010: 1268. «°A TbI uTO XOTena cka3are?’ — ‘S Tak, riaymoctu.” — ‘Her, Bce-
taku.” — ‘Jla HMYero, mycTsku’, — ckaszana Hartama ... 5 Tonbko XoTena cka3aTh Ipo

Iletro: HpIHYE HSAHS MOAXOIUT B3ATh €TO OT MEHS, OH 3aCMESIICS, 3aKMYPHIICS U MIPU-
HKaJICS KO MHE — BEPHO, TyMall, YTO cIpsTaics. YskacHo MUl ». — Tolstoi 1940: 294.
62 Tolstoi 1940: 292.
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The case of Voina i mir is crucial here, given that the novel ends with the
description of the nucleus of a future conspiracy and the ironic highlighting of
the tendency for self-deceit that inevitably accompanies any action in the sphere
of politics—according to Tolstoy at least. Pierre’s insistence that his secret
“society” is a “society of true conservatives,” of “gentlemen in the full meaning
of the word”® is highly telling in this regard. He notably claims that the secret
society is necessary to prevent a coup d’état, allegedly planned by Arakcheev.
However, Pierre’s brother-in-law, Nikolai, tries to prove that “all the danger

»6* and declares that he is deter-

[Pierre] spoke of existed only in his imagination
mined to fight back against any secret society that will launch an assault on the
political order of the Empire.®® Nikolai is not as well-read as Pierre, he clearly
lacks convincing arguments in the discussion, but he feels that he is right®® and
that Pierre is a “child” (rebenok) and a “dreamer” (mechtatel ’).67 Nikolai’s rejec-
tion of any revolutionary endeavor (though obviously not his frequent recourse
to violence) and his emotional way of reasoning makes him the author’s mouth-
piece here.”

Again, Tolstoy uses a child’s or an adolescent’s point of view in order to
show the fallacy of the conspiracist worldview: Andrei Bolkonskii’s 15-year-old
son Nikolen’ka dreams of himself and Pierre being heroes, resembling the pro-
tagonists in an edition of Plutarch, “leading a huge army” on a battle field. The
army consists of “white slanting lines that filled the air like the cobwebs that
float about in autumn,” but these threads eventually became entangled “and it
became difficult to move.”* The philosophy of history that Tolstoy elaborates in

63 Tolstoy 2010: 1259. «OO61ecTBO HACTOSIIUX KOHCEPBATOPOB ..., JUKCHTIBMEHOB B
MIOJIHOM 3Ha4YeHHH 3TOro ciioBay. — Tolstoi 1940: 284.

64 Tolstoy 2010: 1259. «Hukakoro nepeBopora He MPEIBUAUTCA ... BCS ONACHOCTH ...
HaXOJUTCs TOJbKO B ero [[Ibepa] BooOpaxkenum». — Tolstoi 1940: 285.

65 Tolstoi 1940: 285.

66 “He [Nikolai] was fully convinced, not by reasoning but by something within him
stronger than reason, of the justice of his opinion.” — Tolstoy 2010: 1259. «Huxomnaii
[OYYBCTBOBAJ ce0sl MOCTABICHHBIM B TYNHK. DTO €lle OOJIbIIe PACCEPAUIIO €ro, Tak
Kak OH B Jyllle CBOGH HE MO PAcCy)KACHHMIO, a 0 YeMY-TO CHJbHEHIleMy, YeM pac-
CyXJICHHE, 3Hal HECOMHEHHYIO CIIPaBEUIMBOCTh CBOEro MHeHus». — Tolstoi 1940:
285.

67 Tolstoi 1940: 287, 289.

68 Cf. Trigos 2009: 33.

69 Tolstoy 2010: 1268. «Boiicko 3T0 ObLIO COCTAaBICHO U3 OEINBIX, KOCHIX JIMHHUH, HAMOM-

HSABIINX BO3YX 1101106}-[0 TEM IIayTHHaM, KOTOPBIC JIETAOT OCCHBIO ... B)Ipyl' HUTH,
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the theoretical digressions of his novel makes it clear that there can be no puppet
master holding the threads that guide people in the real historical world; there are
actually not even any threads in the first place.

Conclusion

The texts that [ have examined here involved themselves in a field that is latently
structured by the conspirational mode of reading. Literature is capable of cap-
turing and mapping the complexity of the semiotic order in a public sphere that
is dominated by this mode. But, apparently, it has no other means to step out of
this mode than by simplification: Nikolai is clearly less intelligent and less well-
read than Pierre, but he is still more right than his brother-in-law. Mr. G-v, the
narrator of Besy, is naive and a bit shortsighted, yet his chronicle seems to be the
only means to reinstall political order. Though not concerned with the conspira-
tional mode of reading induced by journalism and the press in the “epoch of an
uncovering of all mysteries,” Tolstoy, in the concluding pages of Voina i mir,
devaluates conspiracy as a political strategy; he ultimately ridicules Pierre’s de-
sire for fame. The paradigm of individual heroism, evoked here through the
mentioning of Plutarch and impersonated in the figure of Napoleon, is possibly
the most effective conspiracy theory of the nineteenth century. The idea that a
chosen individual, by some secret force, some inner “genius,” could change the
course of history left a deep imprint on the minds of the epoch—in historiogra-
phy, in novels as well as in daily life. The motif of threads, guided by an alien
force, often recurs in conspiracy theories. It is of course no accident that in Niko-
len’ka’s dream they are denoted in French (“le fil de la Vierge”) by his tutor
Desal’. Nikolen’ka’s self-indulgent vision of greatness, inspired by his godfa-
ther’s political speeches, is the dream of an adolescent who longs for recognition
from his (dead) father.” What follows is the second, theoretical part of the epi-
logue, in which Tolstoy explains his views on history; he notably confronts the

999

“ancients’” view on history with the nineteenth century’s obsession with Na-

KOTOpBIE IBUTAJIM UX, CTAJIM OcJIabeBaTh, MyTaThCs; CTalo Tsokeno». — Tolstoi 1940:
294,

70 Cf. the last sentence of the first part of the Epilogue (Nikolen’ka’s thoughts): “‘And
my father? Oh, father, father! Yes, I will do something with which even he would be
satisfied...”” — Tolstoy 2010: 1269. «A oreu? Oreu! Oten! [a, 1 crenaio To, 4em Obl

na)ke oH ObUT 10BOJIEH...». — Tolstoi 1940: 294.
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poleon and ends up with the crucial question: “What force moves the nations?””"
Against the backdrop of the ever-growing knowledge about factors that have an
impact on historical events and which predetermine the acts of individuals, he
then discusses the problem of freedom and necessity.The crucial argument in his
discussion is less about the factual side and more about the problem of con-
sciousness. It is “necessary to renounce a freedom that does not exist, and to
»’* That means that we
have to opt for an (impossible) double-point of view: in our story of the world,
we have to be narrators and characters at the same time. In order to be able to

recognize a dependence of which we are not conscious.

act, we have to assume that we are the sovereign masters of our actions, but we
should nevertheless bear in mind that there are objective factors that reduce our
freedom—uvirtually to zero, as Tolstoy, a child of his positivist era, puts it. Only
novelists can deal with this problem; they are able to switch between points of
view, between dream and reality, between the individual and the general. The
stories’ characters implicitly suspect that they are puppets in some puppet mas-
ter’s theater (which they ultimately are); this is why they are in constant danger
of falling victim to self-deception, to paranoiac over-determination, to conspira-
cy theories.
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Abstract

Literary fiction in Russia has been dealing with the problem of the transmission
of news and information and its relevance for political communities since the
1820s. Faddei Bulgarin, in his novel Ivan Vyzhigin, stressed the importance of
newspapers as a crucial feature of a modern, enlightened public sphere. It was up
to literature to discuss the dangers induced by the widening of the scope of the
individual’s worldview—from the limited sphere of face-to-face conversations
in villages and provincial towns to a situation in which people in a provincial
backwater could apprehend news from all around the world. Some of them fall
victim to “paranoiac overdetermination” (S. Boym); they try to make sense of
the irredeemable complexity of the modern world by constructing conspiracy
theories. Writers, such as Gogol, Dostoevsky, and Tolstoy tried to counter this
tendency by shedding light on the semiological and medial mechanisms underly-
ing these processes.
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