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Imperial, national, colonial: intellectual and social practices of appropriation of 

territories and peoples in Russian Empire of the long 19th century. 

This research laboratory aims to bring together researchers working in different 

disciplines (including conceptual history, global history, regional history, philosophy, 

sociology, literary studies, linguistics - the list remains open) and whose primary or 

secondary research object is Russian Empire. 

The following topics will be central to our work:  

• Production of knowledge in the imperial situation and its circulation 

• Social structures and their dynamics in the temporality of Empire 

• Intellectual practices of justification of territorial expansion 

• “Politic dialects”: political language of intellectuals, writers, statesmen (19th 

century) 

• Notions and concepts of the lexicon of Russian colonialism 

• Political movements and the problem of ethnic diversity in the Empire 

• Cultural and social transformations of borderland spaces 

• The role of literature in the social transformations of Russian Empire of the 

second half of the 19th century 

 

Research frame 

“Russian (and then Soviet) Empire was, apart from the more or less ephemeral 

Turkish-Mongolian empires, the largest and most enduring continental Eurasian 

territory in modern and contemporary history (...). Nonetheless, this multi-ethnic 

territory was politically and culturally unified, largely homogenized by the militarily 

conquering, political and cultural action of the Russians. It represents to a certain 

extent an extension of Europe towards the east on the Asian continent "(M. Bruneau" 
L'Eurasie. Continent, empire, idéologie ou projet ", 2018). 

This quotation names the main components defining the typological features of 

Russian Empire and creating an analytic tool for comparing Russian Empire to the 

"classical" imperial powers like Great Britain and France. Those components are:  

 Transcontinental type. "Metropolis" and "colonies" are not separated in space 

by any large body of water. On the one hand, this factor reduces the 

"otherness” of the colonized peoples (as trade and other contacts took place 

long before the imperial expansion began). At the same time, this same factor 

determines an “objective” argument for justifying the imperial expansion 
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representing it as a “natural” one, creating a myth about the "voluntary and 

peaceful entry" of autochthonous peoples into the Russian Empire. 

 

 Ethnic diversity (the heterogeneous nature of the empire-state) and cultural 

and political unity (the homogeneous nature of the nation-state), during the 

centuries, have been forming a kind of dialectical unity systematically 

generating contradictory practices and policies of center-region relations. 

 

 

 The presence of an internal symbolic vector "West-East", which sets the 

"civilizing mission" of European "enlightened" peoples in relation to the "wild" 

"eastern" peoples, which consists in a systematic cultural, linguistic, 

economic and socio-political domination, as well as in the intellectual 

privilege of production knowledge about the “East" (which E. Said called 

"orientalism"). 

 

The imperial practices of Russian state can be "read" by researchers from different 

starting points (the formal criterion being the reception by Peter the Great the title 

of emperor and the elimination of Sweden from the geopolitical arena after 1721, 

while what can be called the “semantic” criterion would be the annexation of the 

Kazan Khanate by Ivan the Terrible in 1556, and so on).  

The period called "late imperial" begins with  so-called "Great Reforms" (1860s) - 

the government's attempts to bring the state out of a deep crisis, which became 

most obvious after the defeat in the Crimean War (1856). The next stage will be the 

end of the Ancien régime (1917) - as a response to the non-viability of existing social 

and economic structures. 

It was during this period that the imperial policy towards the "aliens" (inorodtsy) got 

institutionalized (expeditions and publications of the Russian Geographical Society), 

while the need for their cultural integration was realized within the framework of 

the church's missionary activities (Ilminsky's method of creating schools for the 

inorodtsy). 

However, the urgent need to interact with "our inorodtsy" is a natural consequence 

of the intellectual processes that took place during the "long 19th century" (the last 

third of the 18th century - the first decade of the 20th century). 

The Decembrist movement of the first third of the 19th century was (probably even 

at the first place) an intellectual movement that influenced considerably the political 
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language of the 19th century and oriented the idea’s production and circulation. This 

movement, as a response to the paradigm of classical republicanism re-set by the 

French revolution (and so “inventing” the notions of “law”, “nation”, “citizen”, etc.), in 

Russian has merged the Enlightenment style of thinking with the ideas of emerging 

the Romantic movement (in both cultural and political spheres).  

The challenge and the political and intellectual crisis that followed the failed in 1825 

“Decembrist project” can be traced within the example of the concept and the notion 

of “citizen”. As demonstrated by E. Lohr, the concept of “citizen” was originally 

referring to some inexistent abstraction, designing an ideal (or, in R. Koseleck terms, 

“the project of the future”) and settling a measure of the “right things”.  

From the first official use of this term in the "Instruction" by Catherine II (1767), which 

declared the equality of all citizens of Empire, to the "Manifesto to the Russian 

people" by S. Trubetskoy (1825), the essential detail remained unchanged: the 

"citizen" did not refer (and could not possibly) to a non-verbal, non-discursive reality 

– for the simple and the obvious reason of the absence of any legal criteria actually 

unifying every inhabitant of the Russian Empire in the “citizen-legal rights” relation. 

While referring to an abstract “citizen”, the Decembrists were not addressing 

themselves to the physically present (at least at the Senate Place) “people”, and did 

not consider this “people” as a possible recipient of their discourse1.  

In the post-Decembrist period, this changes dramatically - and at the official 

institutional level. Opened in 1845, the Russian Geographical Society with the 

department of ethnography set the goal of “discovering the people”. Soon after the 

institution was created, the ideological confrontation between the “German” and 

“Russian” factions in the RGS emerged2, defining the goals of imperial ethnography 

in different ways and having resulted in the displacement of K. Baer and the “victory” 

of the Russian faction headed by N. Nadezhdin. 

In the 40-60s by the term "narod” (people) usually referred to the ethnic Russians, 

while the non-Russians populations of the Russian Empire were mostly assigned to 

                                                           
1 In this sense, it is remarkable to see in N. Bestuzhev memoirs, the description of how exactly the agitation of 
the soldiers by Ryleev and others was carried out, as well as the deliberately presented "mythical" version of 
events. The Decembrists conducted propaganda among the soldiers, presenting the future uprising on Senate 
Square as a rebellion against Nicholas I, who would usurped the power of the “real emperor” Constantine ( by 
this time Constantine abdicated from the throne). The simple explanation of this choice is that the semantics of 
the “usurpation” and the "rebellion" can be understood by the “people”, while some inherited from the French 
political discourse semantics of "republican values" could not. See: N. Bestuzhev. Vospominanija o Ryleeve // 
Dekabristy. Antologija v dvuh tomah. (Sost. V. Orlov). T. 2. Proza. Literaturnaja kritika. P. 309-336. 
2 Knight N. Science, Empire, and Nationality: Ethnography in the Russian Geographical Society, 1845-1855 // 
Burbank J., Ransel D. (eds) Imperial Russia. New histories for the Empire. Indiana university press. 1998. P. 108-
142 
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a specific legal categorization as "inorodtsy"3. During the period after the abolition 

of serfdom (1861), having destroyed the economic foundations of the social structure 

of the Empire, the central problem is the search for the new basis and the 

mechanisms of structuring this new and increasingly getting modernized society.  

It is within the framework of solving this problem that the concept of "our educated 

inorodtsy" is generated to name the successfully assimilated non-Russians, for 

whom the typical colonial role of the instructor/administrator of their own people 

become the only possible social lift. Also this role was endowed with a certain social 

and even intellectual prestige. As one of the missionary working in the region of 

Buryatia in Siberia wrote: « We give [each convert] a Russian name…we cut off the 

long hair…we dress him in Russian clothing. Our convert becomes not a “newly 

baptized Buriat”, but a Russian! He is ashamed to be called a Buriat, avoids the 

Buriats with their long hair, and joins the Russians”4. 

The notion of "Russianness" as well as the concept “Russian” become a global 

hierarchically organized category, where baptized inorodtsy are called not Tatars, 

Buryats, etc., but "Russians", but they somehow remain the “defective 

representatives” of the category comparing to the ethnic Russians. 

Such a global and final transformation of the ethnic identity of the peoples of the 

“eastern borderlands” (okrainy) reflected a purposeful policy of homogenizing the 

imperial space in order to increase the degree of its control over the center and the 

definition of Russian state as an empire with a dominant ethno-confessional 

component (Russian population) similar to nation-states. 

The construction of a unified national identity of Russians as well as of inorodtsy, 

will be used as a basis for a common “soviet” political identity by the Soviet 

government, with its terminological apparatus of "indigenous" / "small" / "fraternal" 

peoples, a "small homeland" adopted into the "Russian family" and "naturally” 

striving for rapprochement with Russian language and culture, as the culture of 

inorodtsy is considered to be a small piece of universal  Russianness in its new 

version of “soviet ethnicity”.  

 

                                                           
3 Beginning from the “Charter on the management of the inorodtsy” by M. Speransky (1822) the term 
“inorodtsy” is defined as a legal category. On the history of the term usage see: John W. Slocum, "Who, and 
When, Were the Inorodtsy? The Evolution of the Category of 'Aliens' in Imperial Russia", The Russian Review, 
vol 57 (1998), pp. 173-190. 
4 Robert P. Geraci. Window on the East. National and imperial identities in late Tsarist Russia. Cornell University 
Press, 2001, P. 73 


